
 

JERRY PANAS’ 15 IRREFUTABLE LAWS OF DIRECT MAIL 
 
 
1  The package should not feel or look too expensive.  That’s not what captures 
attention.  But the material should be in keeping with the style and character of the 
institution. 
 
2  I do not believe photographs add to the package.  In fact, they can be distracting. 
 
It’s the message that must be read.  And if you do use photos, they tend to be postage-
stamp sized.  They’re not very exciting. 
 
3  As much as possible, the letter should look like the writer sat down at the computer 
and started typing.  This is to be a personal letter from the writer to the probable donor. 
 
That’s why I don’t think photographs are a good idea.  You don’t put photos in the 
middle of a personal letter. 
 
One thing more.  Studies show that the response is less when photos are used. 
 
4  Getting your probable donor to open your envelope is your biggest challenge.  Make 
certain that it’s compelling.  Intriguing.  The recipient makes a decision to open or to 
pitch the package in the first 6 seconds of looking at the envelope. 
 
5  Great!  They have opened the envelope and are now looking at your letter.  Keep in 
mind— the first thing they look at is their name.  Then the P.S.  Next, the signature.  
And after that, the first paragraph.  If you haven’t hooked them in the first paragraph, 
they won’t get beyond that. 
 
6  They spend as much time looking at the return card as they do the letter.  Make 
certain the card contains an appeal as compelling, dramatic, and urgent as the letter. 
 
7  A one-time appeal does very little to capture attention and interest.  Direct mail 
works best with multiple solicitations within a short period of time.  “Get in their 
way”— that’s what I recommend. 
 
8  Segmentation is the key. 
 
Your 30-year-old donor and your probable donor who is 70 have little in common.  
Neither do a lawyer and a teacher and a non-donor.  Nor a doctor, a patient, and a 
nurse.  You must approach them differently. 
 
They may be wearing the same t-shirt, but they do not act or think alike.  That means 
your database has to work wonders for you.  In some ways, it must turn itself into a 
pretzel to give you the kind of segmentation you need. 
 
 
 

 



 

 
9  How do you like to receive an envelope with a label that is not fully typed or is at an 
angle?  How about window envelopes?  That’s what I thought! 
 
Use regular envelopes.  Get the typing right. 
 
10  Personalize every opportunity you can.  Call Mr. Jones, “Mr. Jones”— and if you 
know him well, “John.” 
 
You’ve always known this and didn’t have to be told.  But repetition is good for the 
soul.  A person’s name is his or her most precious possession. 
 
11  Worry a great deal about the strategy for your mailing, the creation of the package, 
and then being able to evaluate it later. 
 
12  It’s helpful to go to a production house for all of the other stuff.  It will pay off. 
 
13  You’ve probably learned this the hard way.  Successful copy is not written by a 
committee.  If you let three or four get involved in reading your material, you’re sunk.  
Instead, have one (perhaps the signer) read the material and approve it. 
 
Trust your own good judgment.  You’ve got style, savvy, and good common sense.  
You’ll know what works best. 
 
14  The world of direct mail is best not left to an amateur.  Writing the perfect piece is 
one part an art and one part a science— mixed generously with an intuitive sense of 
what will work.  But it’s more a science. 
 
There are plenty of folks around who are very good in this field.  If the package is done 
properly, it will not cost you.  It will produce a great deal of money and a host of 
friends. 
 
I know several I believe are among the best.  I will be pleased to share those names with 
you. 
 
15  We have our greatest problem with the president of the college who signs the letter.  
Well, that’s the truth of it! 
 
“That’s not the way I write.  It’s not my style.  It’s not very dignified for a college 
president.”  I understand all of that. 
 
The person who signs the letter has to understand that we’re directing the piece to a 
very special segment of the database.  And every study shows that folks who respond 
read at an eighth-grade level. 
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