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Premera Blue Cross had to face 
the facts.  A once vital DM 

program was fatiguing — fast.

Premera Blue Cross is a market leader 
offering long-term health care insurance 
products with a communication strategy 
that ensures people have the proper 
information to make prudent decisions 
about their health care needs.  Premera had 
employed a DM program over a period 
of years whose effectiveness had been 
declining.  The program, which mailed 
to an audience of 55 years and older, was 
suffering the classic signs of fatigue:

•   A steady decline in performance, 
with response rates dropping as low 
as 0.5%

•  A decrease in overall lead quality

What’s more, tough market challenges 
were added to the mix, and Premera was 
hoping to find new leads for $50 or less.  
It was imperative to turn this program 
around, so Premera turned to The Hacker 
Group for help.

Treatment Plan

To find solutions on three fronts, 
Premera Blue Cross decided to use the 
PowerTest™ methodology to test several of 
their program elements all at once. 

Offer Strategy

Premera got to work on an offer plan 
immediately.  This was a quick and easy 
fix to start getting the numbers up, since 
Premera’s control had no offer at all.  They 
tested an unrelated offer of a handsome 

How to revitalize an ailing program

Continued on page 8…
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desktop calculator, which had worked 
well for others in the same industry, 
against a related, informational offer of 
a free guide, “Evaluating Long-Term 
Care Insurance.”  

List Strategy

Premera’s market was extremely 
narrow.  The program was mailing in a 
limited geography, and the 55+ universe 
had been mailed to time and again.

The list selection used a combination 
of new, unmailed lists and list sources 
using new selection criteria that had 
been previously mailed.  In all, Premera 
mailed to 13 different lists.

Fresh Creative

Because the audience had received 
the control package several times, it 

was time for a facelift.  With new offers 
and lists in place, Premera created a 
promotional package with an image of 
the offer on the envelope and tested it 
against a branded package that appeared 
more “official.”  In both cases, the copy 
used an assumed close tactic.  Both 
packages focused on a “no one can 
predict the future” theme and balanced 
an empathetic and caring tone with 
frightening facts about the future of 
health care (see the cover sidebar).

These new packages created a 
caring, compassionate, authoritative  
and trustworthy voice for Premera  
Blue Cross.  

The PowerTest methodology gave 
Premera a much wider range of testing 
capabilities.  For less cost, they tested 
copy, offer and list combinations that 
they would have otherwise missed.

The Results

The PowerTest matrix involved 3 
packages (including the existing control 
package with no offer), 2 new offers 
and 13 lists, for a total of 65 test cells.  
The new packages consistently pulled 
more than twice the response rate of 
the control package.  And the winning 
combination (a promotional package 
with the calculator offer mailed to a new 
list) came in with a cost per lead of just 
$44.44, well under the target cost.  

What does all this mean?  The  
unrelated calculator not only delivered 
a higher response rate than the 
Information Kit, but it also converted 
at a higher rate.  So, if you think an 
unrelated offer will only attract a bunch 
of “tire kickers,” think again.  ▲

How to revitalize an aging program
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Ignore statistical validity
Continued from page 6…

Fear is a powerful tool — be careful how you use it.

1.  Study in The Wall Street Journal.  

It may be one of the oldest emotions, but fear certainly hasn’t lost  
any of its power to motivate us, especially in the insurance market.   

The reason insurance exists is to avoid 
costly damage in the future — damage 
that scares us.  Half of all women and 
one-third of men over the age of 65 are 
expected to require nursing home care.1  
To Premera’s target market, these are imminent and powerful motivators.  ▲

Sample Power Test Matrix

For this example, let’s say we’re 
testing the following elements:

•   Two package formats (Package X, 
Package Y)

•   Three offers (Offer A, Offer B,  
and Offer C) 

•  Five lists of 5,000 each

(Remember the 40-40-20 rule.  A 
direct mail package’s success relies 40% 
on list, 40% on the offer and 20% on 
your creative.  These are the major ways 
the market shouts at you.) 

 For this imaginary example, your 
test matrix would look like the example 
on the right.  Using this process, most 
of our clients find a winner — or several 
winners — in the first test.

The market is  
your friend

In-market testing 
can give you an idea of 
what direction to take, 
and you can execute on 
the winning cells in what 
we call a CheckTest™ to 
confirm your PowerTest 
indicators and to satisfy 
the statisticians.  Then you 
can roll out on the winners quickly and 
furiously, refining your winning packages 
as you go.  The important thing is that 
you’re getting to winning lists, offers, and 
creative executions as fast as possible.

In direct marketing, don’t ever forget 
that the recipient makes the rules.  As 
a marketer, it’s your job to discover 
those rules and use them to win.  This 
kind of testing is the way to listen to the 

market and to give them more of what 
they want.  The bottom line?  Think of 
it this way: Unless you’re setting aside 
20% of your budget for testing both 
new and ongoing programs, you’re 
not testing enough.  It’s an investment 
that will pay off.

Besides, when was the last time  
you saw a statistician actually sell 
anything?  ▲

Offer A Offer B Offer C

Package X Package Y Package X Package Y Package X Package Y

List 1 2,000 2,000 2,000 2,000 2,000 2,000

List 2 2,000 2,000 2,000 2,000 2,000 2,000

List 3 2,000 2,000 2,000 2,000 2,000 2,000

List 4 2,000 2,000 2,000 2,000 2,000 2,000

List 5 2,000 2,000 2,000 2,000 2,000 2,000

List 6 2,000 2,000 2,000 2,000 2,000 2,000

List 7 2,000 2,000 2,000 2,000 2,000 2,000

List 8 2,000 2,000 2,000 2,000 2,000 2,000

List 9 2,000 2,000 2,000 2,000 2,000 2,000

List 10 2,000 2,000 2,000 2,000 2,000 2,000
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Look who’s talking.

People write to people.  And your 

audience will be more likely to respond 

if they can relate to the person behind 

your communication.  That’s the power 

of personality, and it’s one of hardest 

things to get right.  Follow these steps 

when you read your next DM letter, 

and you’ll be well on the way:

1.  Build up a picture.  Look at the 

job title on the letter, then imagine 

this person on the doorstep selling 

face-to-face to a member of your 

audience.  How will they behave?  

Will they be chatty, confidential, 

excited?

2.  Be human.  Now read the copy and, 

with every word, ask yourself if this 

fits the conversational, informal way 

your ‘salesman’ would say it.  That 

means writing ‘I’ instead of ‘we,’ 

using contractions where possible 

like “isn’t” for “is not,” and including 

analogies and examples that reveal 

an understanding of the reader’s 

needs.  Reading the letter out loud 

is a great way to catch these. 

3.  Let personality shine through.  
Your goal is a letter full of character.  

As your audience reads, they’ll hear 

your letter writer’s voice, making 

it easier for them to listen to the 

message and harder for them to 

ignore the offer.  The results can  

be stunning. ▲

Dear Colleague,

You may be surprised to hear me say this, but, depending on what your 
goals in the marketplace are, branding can be a very helpful tool.  But 
(and this is a very important but) . . .

Never overestimate the power of brand.

Think of sales as a continuum, with awareness at one end, and the  
sale at the other.  The question is: Where do you need your program to 
put your target on that continuum?  My answer?  It all depends on what 
you want.

If you need your campaign to generate return on investment and make  
the quarterly sales numbers, your marketing dollars are going to be 
better spent driving action well over to the sales end of the continuum.  
If you want awareness, you can use branded direct, but be clear that 
awareness is your goal and your sales results will not be as high.

But why don’t the two get along?  Why can’t you have marketing that’s 
brand heavy and drives high response numbers too?  Well, sometimes you 
can, but we’ve discovered that the general case is this:  

Brand evokes, where sales provokes.  

It is the job of the brand manager to defend consistency of brand 
across everything, from the sign out in front of the building to 
television, from the envelope to the lift note.  The brand manager works 
hard to smooth out any inconsistencies in look, tone and copy.  

And to a direct marketer, that is anathema.  We constantly make the 
argument for money.  And that argument requires agitation.  Brand’s 
emphasis on consistency gets in the way of our beloved results.  

Also, by its nature, brand talks about the company, not the consumer.  
No brand is the buyer’s brand.  It’s the company’s brand.  When you’re 
talking about the brand, you’re talking about the company.  Unfortunately 
for brand, one of the basic tenets of direct that works is:

Nobody cares about the company.  They care about what they can get.

All this is not to say branding shouldn’t be done in direct.  It 
depends on where you want to spend your money and how well your brand is 
recognized.  If you would rather push your messaging toward the awareness 
end of the continuum, you’ll probably be paying a price in response.  
Push further toward the sales end of the continuum and your brand will 
tend to be less well represented in your marketing (but you’ll probably 
draw better response).

It’s up to you.

     Here’s to your success!

     Spyro Kourtis

S P Y R O  KO U RT I S ,  Pr e s i d e n t

T H E  H AC K E R  G R O U P

Nobody cares  

about the company.  

They care about  

what they can get.

“

”

A  P E R S O N A L  N O T E  F R O M  

    T H E  P R E S I D E N T▼ A healthy response  
to a difficult challenge

OptimaHealth is a health 
insurance provider head-

quartered in Virginia Beach.  By 
being attentive to the needs of smaller 
businesses, it has carved out a thriving 
niche among its target audience.

But the question came up: What 
could they do to grow?  

Optima approached The Hacker 
Group with the critical question,  
“How can we generate quality leads  
at an affordable price point?”  In 
response, a direct mail package was 
developed that performed far above 
Optima’s expectations.

It worked because Optima integrated 
four powerful DM elements into one 
coherent strategy.

1.  The package stood out in the 
mail.  The 6" x 9" vellum envelope 
immediately grabbed attention 
because it feels different from other 
mail.  Its texture and weight separate 

it from ordinary paper envelopes.  
And it provides a translucent vehicle 
to deliver a colorful tease of the offer.

2.   The offer was intriguing.  Two 
offers were tested, an illuminated 
pen and a world clock and calculator.  
Both were attractive to owners of 
small businesses as interesting and 
stylish workplace accessories.  

3.  The survey appealed to the 
emotions.  Experience has shown 
that people from all walks of life like 
to help out when asked.  The survey 
was presented as a way for readers 
to help Optima solve problems such 
as the high cost of healthcare.  As a 
result, it not only engaged prospects 
immediately, but it also helped 
qualify the leads generated.

4.  It was easy to respond.  The package 
gave readers three easy response 
channels: Return the survey by mail, 
fax it in or complete it online. 

Optima is currently developing  
the wealth of leads brought in by  
this innovative package.  ▲
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Why do people love taking surveys?  Because we all love talking 
about ourselves, of course!  OptimaHealth opened their letter 

by asking for the recipient’s help with a survey, not with the offer.  The 
flattery of being asked for help is a basic emotional trigger that makes 
us all want to show off a little (or a lot).  Now add greed to the mix with 
a great offer and you’ve hooked your readers from the first line of 
your letter.  ▲

b2b

Enough about me, tell me about you: __________

Experience has shown that  
people from all walks of life  
like to help out when asked.

“
”
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Go ahead, be a tease!

I’m going to bet you’re guilty of this.  
We all are.

You get an inquiry from someone 
who could be a great lead.  So what do 
you do?  You fulfill.  
You send them all the 
powerful sales materials 
you’ve tailored so that, 
not only do they have all 
the information to make 
the right decision, they 
will make the decision to 
go with you.  Slam dunk.

Not so fast.  Take a 
look at how the numbers 
work, and you’ll see that’s not the best 
way to maximize your sales resources.

Love and the Rule of 45

The sales dialog is very much like 
a courtship.  When you analyze where 
your sales are coming from, you’ll see 
that you can achieve a much better 
chance of a sale if you manage the level 
of intrigue carefully.

Here’s how it works.  According to 
a Did You Buy survey, about 45% of 
prospects buy within a year, 26% within 
six months and 19% further out in the year.

Of those 45%, 5% are lay-downs 
who buy within the month.  That leaves 
you at risk of losing a full 40% of 
prospects, just because they’ll buy two 
to seven months out.  They need to  
be treated differently, or you will  
lose them.

Don’t treat that valuable 40% as 
if they were hot to buy immediately 
by rushing them every last piece of 
information you have.  If you do, you’ll 
pique their interest too fast, then lose it.  
You’ll educate them just for someone 
else to close the deal.

The real nature of nurturing

You need to nurture your leads.  
Keep them involved and interested in the 
dialog.  Become an important resource 

for them, not just another 
salesperson.

“Ah,” you say,  
“nurture email.  I can do 
that!”  Yes, you can.  But  
if you do only that, you’ll 
still lose.  You need to  
give them the information 
they want, when they  
want it, and keep them 
wanting more.  Manage 

their level of intrigue.

You need a strategy that talks to them 
when they need it, in the format they 
want: email, postal mail, telemarketing 
— even smoke signals if that’s what  
it takes.

Take a look at the communication 
plan below.  It qualifies leads, then 
customizes how they are spoken to and 
when.  It’s a sample structure that gets 

you involved with the 40% of leads who 
will buy on those longer time frames.

Remember, every communication 
with your leads should be a two-way 
dialog: You impart information and you 
give the lead an opportunity to tell you  
a little more about themselves.  Then  
you further customize the next touch  
to increase the lead’s interest.  Make 
prospects need to hear from you  
again by becoming a critical source  
of information.   

If you don’t give your prospects 
something to look forward to during the 
sales dialog, you will lose them.  It’s 
worse than giving the punch line at the 
beginning of the joke.  With the joke, 
you just lose the laugh.  Give them too 
much in a sales relationship and you lose 
the sale.  ▲

Managing the level of intrigue
Ignore statistical validity
Make small samples pay big 

A lot of marketing people and 
companies think they can’t afford to test 
because they don’t have the budget, the 
mail quantity or the time.

Rubbish.

If you’re a marketer, and it’s your 
job to actually sell things, 
then listen up.  The 
statisticians have it 
wrong when it comes to 
finding what works in 
the market.  

I’m not saying that 
statistics is an invalid 
science.  On the contrary, 
it’s invaluable to what we 
do.  But when you’re halfway through 
the quarter, you have an aggressive sales 
number to hit and your VP is screaming 
at you to find what gets killer response, 
the last thing anyone wants to hear is, 
“That sample’s not large enough to be 
statistically valid.”

You need what works and you need 
it now.

Through 18 years of testing, and then 
testing and testing some more, we’ve 
found that statistically valid numbers 
are important and can be established 
once the market has spoken.  But the 
practical use of testing (and much of the 
power of direct marketing) comes from 
direction the market can give you from 
the beginning.  And directional learning 
is better than statistically valid data if it 
means you get actionable intelligence 
on more variables.  In those terms, the 
market can give you some great advice.

Let the market shout at you

When the market speaks, as the 
saying goes, it shouts.  You can test 
things like paper stock and color and 
other minutiae of your packages, but 

first, please, let the market 
speak on the larger 
things that matter —  
like your offer, list  
and creative.  

In the typical 
challenger package 
versus champion 
package mail test, you 

are forced to go one-by-
one A vs. B, B vs. C, etc.  Taking up 
to 16 weeks each — or more.  The 
PowerTest™ methodology allows you 
to test a virtually limitless number of 
variations simultaneously.  It’s the best 
way to listen to what the market wants 
without having to sweat the academic 
questions of statistical validity.  

Here’s how it works.  At the start of a 
new program, you need to find a control 
fast.  A PowerTest allows you to break 
the elements being tested into a matrix 
of test cells, so you can test and measure 
the largest number of variables possible.  

Here’s a hypothetical example 
of how you might use the PowerTest 
methodology to find a preliminary 
control in a simple 120,000-piece 
mailing.

Article contents  

will make statisticians 

very angry

If you don’t give 
your prospects 
something to look 
forward to during 
the sales dialog, 
you will lose them.

Continued on page 8…
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With few exceptions, one strategy 

holds true when developing your 

email call to action (CTA) strategy.  It 

definitely pays to be a “tease” and to 

use “copy light” creative approaches.   

Here’s why: 

•  Tracking:  One of the inherent 

benefits of email is its ability to 

track a responder’s actions (opens, 

clicks, unsubscribes, etc.).  

•  People don’t read email, they scan:  
No one wants huge detail unless 

they ask for it.  Email recipients 

expect to get deep info from a  

Web site, not the email itself. 

•  Interaction:  Try a contest, a quiz, 

a demo, or a calculator that shows 

them how much money they’ll 

save.  Are you giving them a reason 

to click, or giving them all the 

information they need to make a 

decision on their own?

•  SPAM filters:  Short and sweet 

emails also have a side benefit.  

They are less likely to get caught in 

a filter.  Longer letters, especially 

with repetition of some of our 

favorite words (“FREE,” “Special 

Offer,” “Click here”), actually 

increase the likelihood that your 

message never gets delivered. ▲
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When you go to open your mailbox, what do you look for?  Bills?  Not likely.  Direct mail?  Only if you work in 
the industry.  Checks?  Sure.  But most of those are actually direct marketing appeals.  What you’d really like to see 
are handwritten letters and cards.  

Business-to-consumer marketers are catching on to that and finding that a greeting card format and feel can 
increase response dramatically.  Take a look at some of the ways marketers are caring to send the very best for the 
very best results.

When you care to send the very best — 
for the very best results

Why, thank you!

Cingular Wireless used a thank you card for a very 
different purpose, to up-sell current customers to a 
new line of service.  

The outer envelope had a charmingly crooked 
return address stamp from Jace Barbin, the card’s 
sender.  The address was in a realistic “handwriting” 
font.  Inside, the card simply said, “Thank you!”

It’s nice to get a personal greeting.  But it’s even 
nicer when the sender adds a check!  This thank 
you card contained a very check-like Customer 
Appreciation Certificate good for a FREE phone and 
FREE shipping when they add an additional line.   
It all resulted in a significant lift over the control. 

Just because . . .

Washington Mutual Bank sent their customers a thank 
you card that had no sales purpose other than to keep 
up customer relations.  The bank found that those who 
received the card were more likely to stay with Washington 
Mutual for longer periods of time.  Coincidence?  They 
don’t think so.  They send out these cards on a quarterly 
basis and continue to see the benefits.

A simple, but 
heartfelt message 
from AAA Texas.  

And they care enough 
to make it easy to 

come back! 

. . . and look!  There’s  
a gift inside!

Jace Barbin uses 
return address 

stamps just like 
you do!

What a nice man!  He  
sent a thank you card . . .
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Business-to-consumer marketers are  

finding that a greeting card format and feel  

can increase response dramatically.

“
”

Come back!  All is forgiven!

AAA Texas has used a greeting card as a very personal way 
to win lapsed members back to the AAA fold.  The entire 
package is delightful.  We all know what AAA does — they 
help stranded drivers.  They fix flats, jump batteries, give 
you a tow when you’re stranded.  But what does that 
really mean?  That means someone out there cares 
about you, and that’s just what the package says:   
“We miss you!”

When you let your membership lapse, this 
package reminds you that George Clarke of AAA 
worries about you and misses you.  He’s even 
arranged some special offers for you if you come to 
your senses and renew your membership.  Included 
in the card (like a check from Mom) is a special 
Member Reactivation Certificate good for discounted 
membership dues.

It’s so nice to get a gift from someone you haven’t 
talked with in a while.  

It’s a greeting card 
with no message on 
the outside, but a 
personal thank you 
note inside.  No offer, 
no call to action.  Just 
a friendly thanks.

One of the most creative uses of the greeting 
card format was sent by Netflix.  It’s the “Movie 
Night” card.  Modeled after one of those light-
hearted “just because” cards you see at the store, 
it describes the “fun” of Movie Night.  Trouble is, 
if you don’t have Netflix, it’s a huge project to go 
out and get your movies.  The interior of the card 
contains the headline “You deserve better” and 
offers a FREE Trial of Netflix.  ▲




