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Quelling the Ghosts of Failed Campaigns
by Derek Glass

Even mentioning this mailing makes everyone cringe. No one wants to be associated with it. There’s nothing “safe” you can say about it. 

Yet its memory persists. The thrill when the concept first hatched, entertaining and engaging beyond anything anyone had seen before. Everyone wanted to have something to do with it. The jockeying was intense.

Then some gorilla with a calculator computed an astronomical cost per customer on the campaign, and (correct or not) emailed it around to all the senior executives and the whole thing came crashing down. 

Most campaigns die quietly, but not this one. It’s the ghost that haunts the office. It keeps coming up in conversation at awkward moments, and just refuses to go.

That’s when a consultant gets brought in, since no one else will touch it. Sometimes, I find it hard to get people to even talk about it. There’s a “therapy bit” I have to go through with some, just helping them sort out their emotions about how it “all went wrong”. 

Sounds a bit depressing but not really. After all, if your campaign is successful you’re not likely to hire a consultant to tell you that. 

At the same time, I am also asked from time to time to be a judge for various direct marketing awards programs. And when I do that, I see the most amazing thing. The same companies and the same agencies who win these awards are often the people behind the “disasters” I’m asked to come in and “fix”.

No seriously, I even notice the same creative and art directors associated with both “winning” and “failed” campaigns. The stuff, like, totally looks the same.
It’s not you darling, it’s just business

Before you accept that excuse, next time, look a little more closely at the biggest financial killer of killer creative. Because it can be fixed, and/or prevented.

The first place to look at is what I call “default” or mystery sales. These are orders, responses or purchases that were made during the campaign’s run, but for one reason or another the specific source code for your campaign was not associated with that sale. 

Typically, the customer simply can’t say exactly where or how they came across the offer. When that happens, a “default” or “unknown source” code is appended to that record, and no sale is counted under any specific campaign.
Now, if you’re dealing with a traditional mail-order catalog, you won’t find too many of these “default” sales. Less than 10% of total sales typically. That’s because these businesses were largely set up from day 1 as direct marketing businesses, and they’re coding and tracking systems are often quite precise. 

Also, mail order catalogs do not typically do much above-the-line advertising. Most do none at all. So if a sale does comes in, it’s almost always because one catalog or another was posted to that customer, they just can’t say exactly which one. 

You can take the girl out of the trailer park, but you can’t take…
But more and more these days, I come across businesses doing direct marketing that are not “traditional” direct marketers – the banks, the telcos, the insurance companies and so on. 
Traditionally “ugly” direct mail is being dressed up by agencies all across town and is the new “it girl” on the marketing scene all over Australia at the moment.
Which is fabulous, but it makes your default sales go through the roof. With above the line campaigns running simultaneously with various direct response channels, you can see as many as half your sales being recorded as “untrackable”.

Also large organisations like banks and telcos, being relative newcomers to the direct arena, tend not to have tracking systems set up very well. For example at one of the largest banks in Australia, the computer screens at their branches can record that a direct mail piece was brought in, but, there is no field for them to enter the specific source code printed on the mailer. This bank mails about 80 different packs a year
Tracking your marketing’s “footprint”
Now let’s say, fully half of the respondents to this bank’s various direct mail efforts brought the mailpiece into a branch to respond. 

The other half of responses would come in either by an 800#, their website, or by customers mailing back the application forms attached to the mailpieces. The results would look something like this:
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Response by type

Quantity Mailed 800# Website

Mailed back 

application

Total 

Responses

RR%

Campaign 1 50,000

1,100 400 250

1,750 3.50%

Campaign 2 100,000

1,050 700 750

2,500 2.50%

Campaign 3 75,000

800 500 175

1,475 1.97%

Campaign 4 25,000

175 50 150

375 1.50%

Responded at branch 

(campaign unknown) --

-- -- --

6,125 --

Total 250,000

3,125 1,650 1,325

12,225 4.89%


Now let’s say this bank requires a 2.00% response rate or better to breakeven on any given campaign. So, should you cancel Campaigns 3 and 4? I’ve seen people make that mistake many times. 

Then, Campaigns 3 and 4 become “failures”. They’re not rolled out, the people involved don’t get promoted, and the agency doesn’t get any credit for their hard work. They’re lucky if they even get another assignment.

When, in reality, both campaigns pulled well above 2.00%, if you factor in responses by branch. Here’s how you would do that:
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Mailed

Trackable 

Responses

% of total

Branch Sales 

allocated

Total Sales 

(including 

branch sales 

allocated)

RR% 

(with 

branch sales 

allocated)

RR% 

(without 

branch sales 

allocated)

Campaign 1 50,000 1,750 29% 1,757 3,507 7.01% 3.50%

Campaign 2 100,000 2,500 41% 2,510 5,010 5.01% 2.50%

Campaign 3 75,000 1,475 24% 1,481 2,956 3.94% 1.97%

Campaign 4 25,000 375 6% 377 752 3.01% 1.50%

Total 250,000 6,100 100% 6,125 12,225 4.89% 2.44%


There were 6,100 responses that could be tracked back to a specific campaign, and Campaign 3 comprises 24% of those responses. It would be reasonable to assume then that Campaign 3 probably generated 24% of the branch sales as well. 
That means Campaign 3 generated another 1,481 branch sales, for a total of 2,956 responses, or a total response rate of 3.94%. That’s almost twice the break-even cut-off of 2.00%. The campaign didn’t fail at all (and neither did campaign 4).
I can’t tell you how many times I’ve “resurrected” direct mail campaigns simply by doing this calculation. And it breaks my heart whenever I see a campaign cancelled for this reason.

Yeah, but try that on the radio…
I’ve seen a similar problem occur with campaigns that are run using multiple mediums. Here is an example:
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Channel

Impressions

Trackable 

Responses

RR% Break even

Direct Mail 50,000 3,000 6.00% 3%

Print 100,000 650 0.65% 1.00%

Radio 200,000 300 0.15% 0.50%

Media Unknown -- 3,000

Total 350,000 6,950 1.99% 6,125


In this example, only the direct mail channel is performing above its corresponding break even response rate (just to the right). But, we have 3,000 responses that could not be traced to any particular medium. Here’s one way you could apportion those responses by channel:


[image: image4.emf]Marketing 

Channel

Impressions

Trackable 

Responses

Media 

Unknown 

responses 

(allocated)

Total 
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RR% Break even

Direct Mail 50,000 3,000 2,278 5,278 10.56% 3%

Print 100,000 650 494 1,144 1.14% 1.00%

Radio 200,000 300 228 528 0.26% 0.50%

Total 350,000 3,950 3,000 6,950 1.99%


As in the example above, you can see that with “default” responses allocated, the print channel also performs above its corresponding break-even response rate. 
I’ve seen several media campaigns cancelled because of this mistake. It’s a disappointment for whoever is tasked with looking after a campaign like that, but it’s also very expensive for the business that decides to cancel such the campaign.

With a crowded marketing environment, finding a financially profitable marketing channel is like finding a needle in a hay stack. The opportunity costs of passing up a successful marketing channel (and the costs of continuing to test other channels that may or may not work) can be quite dear indeed.

Yeah, but no, but…
In the example above, radio still doesn’t work. So, let’s see what we can do about that.
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Response by type

Marketing 

Channel Impressions

800# Website

Mailed back 

application

Trackable 

Responses

RR%

Break even

Direct Mail 50,000 1,000 500 1,500 3,000 6.00% 3%

% by response type

33% 17% 50%

Print 100,000 350 300 0 650 0.65% 1.00%

% by response type

54% 46% 0%

Radio 200,000 250 50 0 300 0.15% 0.50%

% by response type

83% 17% 0%

Media Unknown -- 3,000        0 0 3,000

% by response type

100% 0% 0%

Total 350,000 1,601 851 1,501 3,950 1.13%

Let’s look more closely at the ways customers respond to different media. First off, the only people who mailed applications in were people who received one in the mail in the first place. Not too many people can remember the website address when they hear it on the radio, more call. And customers who see the offer in print respond about half by phone and half by the website. But most importantly, most (and in this case all) of the “unknown media” sales came in through the 800#. Very common.
Also, notice that we mailed 50,000 pieces of direct mail to, well, a list of some sort. We can take the 3,000 “media unknown” responses and match them back to the list we mailed. Let’s see if any of those people had indeed received a mailpiece.

When you do that, you might find perhaps 10% of the unknown responses matching back to your mailing list. Whatever the figure is, you can safely assume those are the only people who should be allocated as direct mail responses. The rest were probably caused more by print and radio. 

So let’s move 10% of the unknown sales to the direct mail channel and then divvy up the remaining unknown responses to print and radio on the basis of their proportion of trackable sales thru just the 800#.
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Response by type

Marketing Channel

Impressions

Trackable 

800#

Unknown 

via 800#

Total 

800#

Web

Mailed in 

application

Total 

Responses

RR%

Break 

even

Direct Mail 50,000 1,000 300 1,300 500 1,500 3,300 6.60% 3%

Print 100,000 350 1,575 1,925 300 0 2,225 2.23% 1.00%

% of non DM response

58% 58%

Radio 200,000 250 1,125 1,375 50 0 1,425 0.71% 0.50%

% of non DM response

42% 42%

Total 350,000 1,601 3,000 4,600 850 1,500 6,950 1.99%


There, now radio works too – as a direct response marketing channel that you can track. 
There are two really big trends in marketing today. The first is towards “fully integrated” marketing, which means using a lot of different marketing channels at once, like in the example above.
The second really big trend in marketing today is towards “accountability” or “ROI based measurements” of marketing performance. These two trends regularly crash into each other when it comes to unknown or “default” sales. If your “untrackable” sales are high, then whatever “credit” your campaign is getting, it’s only getting a fraction of what it really deserves. 
Too many times, I’ve seen what should be award-winning creative sitting in the “too hard to fix” pile. Yet the problems had nothing to do with the strategy or the brilliance of the creative concept or its execution. It was just that no one took into consideration the dramatically different ways people “respond” to different media.

In a perfect world, if someone saw your offer pasted to the back of the door of a public toilet, they’d say so when they rang. But people don’t, so hence the need to be both creative – and a little bit analytical – when it comes to making sure your campaign gets all the credit that it rightly deserves.
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				Direct Mail		50,000		1,000		300		1,300		500		1,500		3,300		6.60%		3%
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