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Letters to the Editor

Dear Sir

The news that the Electoral Commission is trying to prevent full access to the
electoral roll is clearly bad news for the direct marketing industry, but hardly
surprising. The industry has abused the electoral roll for years, spamming hapless
consumers with untargeted offers and causing so much resentment that many have
chosen to opt out already.

In this industry you reap what you sow, so perhaps it is time to name and shame
those that churn out millions of pieces of direct mail, knowing that the sub-1 per
cent response will be enough to keep their business going.

These companies (they know who they are) are ruining it for everyone else, as has
been proved by the potential withdrawal of available personal data by the Electoral
Commission, and the increasing number of people choosing to take advantage of
opt-out preferences for post or telephone (PPS and TPS).

This is a crying shame as it is no longer cost-prohibitive to mail to a large
database; there are plenty of recent case studies that can give an excellent ROI from
a targeted mailing campaign, where consumers will receive an offer they are actually
interested in, which makes them far more likely to respond.

Yours truly
David Arrowsmith
Senior Vice-President of Marketing
Protagona Worldwide
Three Priestley Wharf
Holt Street
Birmingham B7 4BN
Tel: 0121 333 5701
e-mail: darrowsmith@protagona.com
www.protagona.com
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Dear Editor

This is not the first time this view has been expressed. There are several points on
which we would welcome readers’ views.

Is it just a quantitative issue? We know that in many situations a sub-1 per cent
response rate is profitable. But what percentage would be needed to avoid the
accusations raised by David? 3 per cent? 5 per cent? 10 per cent? We know that for
mailings to groups with some kind of strong affinity with the mailer (eg user
groups), 20 per cent or more is routine, and that in the case of e-mail marketing to
such groups, the figures can reach 50 per cent. What level would constitute removal
of abuse?

Is the problem not really one of response rates, but of relevance? For example, the
customers of one of the largest mailers are saying, in surveys, that they are at last
receiving relevant mailings (due to improved targeting). Many say that even
though they might not want to buy, they appreciate being kept informed of
relevant products.

Or is the problem one of opt-in? Because the Mailing Preference Service in the
UK is opt-out (as are other related ‘opts’ such as data protection), customers are not
used to thinking about opting-in and keeping opt-ins updated. Even if they did,
most mailers do not provide the option. Even if they did, would customers know
how to use it? Or is this patronising?

Is such a debate pointless, because it is too late? Could the problems have been
avoided if suppliers of direct mail services, from postal authorities through to users,
agencies and mailing houses, had engaged in customer-focused as well as
government-focused PR — and research, including a dialogue about the above
issues, while changing their practices according to the feedback received, rather than
focusing on financial returns with rather weak PR about the risks of exclusion or
about how people like receiving letters? Would such an approach be useful now?

We look forward to hearing from our readers.

Yours faithfully
Professor Merlin Stone
Business Research Leader
Business Innovation Services
IBM UK Ltd.
76 Upper Ground
South Bank
London SE1 9PZ
Mailpoint SOUTHBANK 2PB2
Direct �44 20 7202 5563
Switchboard �44 20 7202 3000
Fax �44 20 7202 5887
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