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The Easiest Way Ever to Convince Skeptical Buyers  
to Do Business With You

Using testimonials – quotations from satisfied customers and clients – is one of 

the simplest and easiest ways to add instant credibility to your promotions. 

Always use real testimonials instead of made-up ones.  Even the most skilled 

copywriter can rarely make up a testimonial that can match the sincerity and 

credibility of genuine words of praise from a real customer or client.

Prefer specific, detailed testimonials to general or superlative testimonials.  

Upon receiving a le�er of praise from a customer, our initial reaction is to read the 

le�er and find the single sentence that directly praises our company or our product.  

With a blue pencil, we extract the words we think are kindest about us, producing 

a bland bit of puffery such as:

“We are very pleased with your product.”

Actually, most testimonials would be stronger if we included more of the 

specific, detailed comments our client has made about how our product or service 

helped him.  A�er all, the prospects we are trying to sell to may have problems 

similar to the one our current customer solved using our product.  If we let Mr. 

Customer tell Mr. Prospect how our company came to his rescue, he’ll be helping 

us make the sale.

Don’t try to polish the customer’s words so it sounds like professional ad copy.  

Testimonials are usually much more convincing when they are not edited for style.

Use full a�ribution.  We’ve all opened direct mail packages that contained 

testimonials from “J.B. in Arizona” or “Jim S., Self-Made Millionaire.” 
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To increase the believability for your testimonials, a�ribute each quotation.  

Include the person’s name, city and state, and (if a business customer) their job title 

and company. 

There are two basic ways to present testimonials: You can group them together 

in one area of your brochure or ad, or you can sca�er them throughout the copy.   

A third alternative is to combine the two techniques, having many testimonials 

in a box or buck slip and a sma�ering of other testimonials throughout the rest of 

your copy.

I’ve seen both approaches work well, and the success of the presentation 

depends, in part, on the skill of the writer and the specific nature of the piece.  But, 

all else being equal, I prefer the first approach: to group all your testimonials and 

present them as a single block of copy.  This can be done in a box, on a separate 

page or on a separate sheet.  

My feeling is that when the prospect reads a half dozen or so testimonials, one 

right a�er another, they have more impact and power than when the testimonials 

are separated and sca�ered throughout the piece.

Finally, get the customer’s permission to reprint his words before including his 

testimonial in your marketing campaign. Send a le�er quoting the lines you want 

to reprint. Ask permission to include them in ads, direct mail, brochures, and other 

materials used to promote your firm. This way, you can use the testimonials again 

and again.  
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Increase Your Flow of Sales Leads With a “BAIT PIECE”

Never do a lead-generating promotion – a postcard, ad, banner ad, e-mail, direct 

mail package – without a “bait piece.”

The “bait piece” is an informative booklet, white paper, or special report 

addressing some aspect of the problem your product or service helps the reader 

solve. You offer a free copy of your booklet or report to any prospect who inquires 

about your product or service.

Example:  Fala Direct Marketing, a le�er shop specializing in producing 

personalized direct mailings, offers a free booklet, “Should I Personalize?” It 

helps clients decide whether and how to personalize their mailings. Studebaker-

Worthington, a company that provides financing services for computer resellers, 

offers a free sales training video that shows resellers how to close more sales by 

giving their customers the option to lease instead of buy.

You will greatly increase response to your direct mail and other promotions 

with the offer of a strong bait piece, e.g., “Call or write us today for a copy of our 

FREE booklet, ‘7 Ways to Reduce Energy Costs.’”

Conversely, not having a bait piece will significantly lower the response rate to 

lead-generating direct response promotions, whether business or consumer.

To avoid only a�racting people who want free booklets, have both a “hard” and 

“so�” offer in every lead generation promotion.

The so� offer is the offer of the free bait piece, e.g., “Click on this link to 

download a copy of our free White Paper on Internet Security.”

The hard offer is: “Call us now to arrange an appointment so we can discuss 

your Internet security needs in detail.”
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Prospects with an immediate need will take you up on the hard offer, while 

those who don’t have an immediate need but might require your help in the future 

will respond to the so� offer.

Years ago I used direct mail to generate leads for business writing seminars I 

marketed to corporations. The main offer was “mail this card for more information 

on my seminar, Effective Technical Writing.”

Then I got smart and added a P.S. that said, “Be sure to ask for our FREE tip 

sheet, ‘10 Ways to Improve Your Business Writing’” – which was a reprint of an 

article I published in a trade magazine. As soon as I added this so� offer, response 

rates doubled, and so did sales. 

FIND OUT IF A MAILING LIST IS WORKING *BEFORE* YOU USE IT

When evaluating list recommendations, there is one important piece of 

information you should ask the list manager or broker that is not on the data card 

(a “data card” is a fact sheet about the list). This key piece of information is “test 

and continuations.” Ask who tested the mailing list (any of your competitors?) and 

which of these marketers “rolled out” (rented additional names on the list) a�er 

the test. A high number of continuations (i.e., 7 out of 10 or be�er) means the list is 

working – otherwise, why would these companies continue to mail to it?

THE SECRET TO SELLING THROUGH CLASSIFIED ADS

Don’t try to sell your product directly from your classified ad: it almost never 

works. Instead, use the classic two-step approach. In the ad, invite the reader to 

send for more information (e.g., offer “free details”). Then, follow-up with a strong 

package of promotional material that converts the lead into a sale.  
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CAN ALL PRODUCTS BE SOLD VIA MAIL ORDER?

No. Because of the high cost of marketing, you need at least a 4-to-1 mark-up on 

any product you intend to sell through mail order. Otherwise, your profit margin 

will not be high enough and you will not make money. If you sell through dealers, 

they want to buy from you wholesale at 50% off retail price, and with a 4-to-1 

markup, you make a 100% profit even if you give dealers their wholesale discount 

(e.g., product costs you $10, list price is $40, dealers pay $20).

GET THROUGH TO THE DECISION-MAKER ON THE PHONE

When selling to business buyers, here’s a trick that works: Call early in the 

morning and leave a voice mail message saying, “Mr. Smith, I will call you 

tomorrow at 11am.” The next day, call as promised. When Mr. Smith’s assistant  

asks, “Is he expecting your call?”, you can honestly answer “yes” – which increases 

your chances of being put through.

Mailing The Same Piece Twice:  
Should You or Shouldn’t You?

Your direct mail piece does well. Really well. Should you mail the same piece 

again? And when?

Rule of thumb: Sending the exact same piece to the same list approximately  

8 to 10 weeks a�er the initial mailing usually generates 40% to 60% of the  

original response.

How to make the decision: Say you need a 1% response to be profitable. Your 

initial mailing generates 4%. Half of that would be 2% – double the response you 

need. So yes, you can safely mail the same piece again.
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Can you mail it a second time? Again, yes. Remember, your goal is 1% or higher. 

You got 2% on the second mailing. Therefore, sending the piece to the same list a 

third time a couple of months later will likely generate around 1%.

Result: You got three profitable mailings while having to only write and design 

one mailing piece!

How do you re-mail a successful piece? You can send it exactly the way it went 

out the first time – no need to make any changes.

However, another strategy that works well is to add a special message on each 

subsequent re-mailing a�er the first.

The theme of the message is something like “I’m sending this in case you missed 

it the first time” … “Second notice” … “This is your last chance” … “Deadline 

extended until August 1” … you get the idea.

Physically, this may be a note printed in “fake” handwriting (blue ink) at the top 

right corner of page one of the sales le�er … or a Post-It note affixed to the original 

mailing in the same place.

One mailer enclosed the entire original mailing in a new, larger outer envelope 

with a one-page cover le�er urging the reader to pay a�ention to the package  

this time. 

Now, what about the opposite situation – you send out a mailing you think is 

great, and it falls flat on its face?

Well, if it’s a product launch, and the best package you could create doesn’t come 

anywhere even close to break-even, it’s probably the product, not the promotion. 

Simply put, the product is a bad idea: The topic won’t work with that audience. 
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Should you try again with the same piece or same idea? Probably not. In direct 

mail, it’s usually best to cut your losses early. If an idea isn’t working, find another 

that will. But don’t throw away more good money on a bad idea.

Also, be realistic when assessing the negative effects of time – and event-based 

depressions in mailing results. Yes, 9/11, a stock market crash, or a hurricane can 

lower your response rates – but all the way to zero?

If competitors are still doing a decent level of business despite the setback, and 

your response is nil, then you can’t blame the economy, the environment, or the 

market. There’s a deeper flaw in your mailing which sending it out again at a be�er 

time will not likely rectify.

Study your list results. If just one or two lists pulled a halfway decent response 

– even though, overall, the mailing was unprofitable – there may be a glimmer 

of hope. You may want to retest the winning lists along with additional lists that 

reach a similar audience. 

Test as many lists as possible. Even for business-to-business products appealing 

to narrow vertical markets, the best-performing list may outpull the worst-

performing list by 5:1 or more – though on the surface, the lists and the market 

they reach appear almost identical. You simply have to test.

Perhaps price was the problem. There are some markets that are not price 

sensitive; but most are. Have you tested enough price points to find whether what 

you’re asking is what the customer is willing to pay? 

And keep in mind that the low price doesn’t always win. A too-low price can 

create the perception of low value – an impediment to brisk sales.
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Copywriter Gary Bencivenga says that a format test – varying the package  

size and type – can be as effective, or even more effective, than a copy change in 

li�ing response. 

If you already know that short copy works best for your offer, test your  

#10 le�er package against a postcard, double postcard, self-mailer, and other  

proven short formats.

If you already know that long copy works best for you, test your #10 le�er 

package against a #11 or a #14, a 6 X 9, or a jumbo (9 X 12). Also test against a 

catalog, a magalog, a digest, a tabloid, and a bookalog (if you are unfamiliar with 

these formats, check out my book The Complete Idiot’s Guide to Direct Marketing).  

“OFFER MAGIC”:  
How to Increase Response Up to 1,000% –  

Just by Changing Your Offer!
Experienced direct marketers know this. Businesspeople who are not direct 

marketers find it hard to believe. 

But it’s true.

Your offer – what people get when they respond to your promotion, and what 

they have to do to get it – can make an enormous difference in response, even if all 

other factors – product, copy, graphics, list – stay the same.

In fact, I have seen a simple change in offer increase response to a mailing 10% 

… 25% … 100% … and a few times as much as 1,000%! (Though that’s rare.)

Years ago I had a client who sold utility so�ware for IBM mainframe computers.
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He would send out a le�er with a technical description of the so�ware and its 

function, and offer to send the so�ware on magnetic tape for a “free 30-day trial,” 

which was (and still is) an industry-standard offer.

One day he changed one word in his offer, and response to all his mailings 

increased 15%.

Can you guess what word he changed? He changed “trial” to “use,” so instead 

of a free 30-day trial, he said, “use this so�ware free for 30 days.”

He was amazed that such a trivial difference could boost his response. He asked 

his customers why the difference would ma�er.

The IT (Information Technology) professionals who were his buyers explained 

to him that the word “trial” had a negative connotation. It meant coming in late at 

night, taking systems offline, interrupting service, extra work, and possibly losing 

files. So “trial” was, for some, a turn-off.

But everyone who buys a product wants to use it, so “free use” was immensely 

appealing to this audience. That’s why it increased response.

Armed with this knowledge, my client made “use it free for 30 days” his 

standard offer in all promotions.

But then he changed yet another word, and again saw response li�, this time 

about 10%. 

Do you know what word he changed this time? He changed “30” to “60,” 

doubling the length of the free use period. 

Again he asked IT professionals why this made a difference to them. 

“The typical 30-day trial is not enough time,” they told him. What happened 

was this: it would take a week for the so�ware to get from the mailroom to their 
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desk. It would sit in the pile in their in-box for another week.

Then they would open the package, be intimidated by the manual, and put it 

aside for another week. By the time they were finally ready to trial the so�ware, 

only a week was le� in the 30-day trial period. 

Fearing they would miss the deadline and be billed for so�ware they didn’t 

want, they would return it immediately rather than risk being late, and therefore 

never try it or buy it. 

By changing the trial period from 30 to 60 days, a margin of an extra month was 

built in. The prospects had plenty of time to try the so�ware, decide whether they 

liked it, and if so, buy it. Response rates and sales increased significantly. 

What can we conclude from this story?

1. Offers make a difference. The offer is important – not a trivial a�er-thought. 

2. You never know which offer will pull best – or why.

3. Therefore, you should test different offers to find the one that will maximize 

your response.

By the way, although changes in offer increased response in this instance by 

about 25% total, I have seen cases where response has increased up to 1,000%.

In one such example, a car rental company tested two different offers. The first 

offer was a free upgrade, e.g., you would get a midsize car for the price  

of a compact.

The second offer was a discount on rental costs if you prepurchased your car 

rental in advance.

I told the auto company that the prepurchase offer would bomb (who rents cars 

in advance?) and the upgrade (a tested and proven offer) would win.
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But I was wrong: the prepurchase offer generated 10 times the revenue of the 

upgrade offer – an increase of 900%!

The Second-Most Powerful Word in Direct Marketing:  
The Magic of a Dollar

It’s common knowledge that “free” is the most powerful word – and the most 

irresistible offer – in direct marketing.

But can you guess the second-most powerful word or phrase – and the second 

– most irresistible offer?

It’s “one dollar.”

Experienced direct marketers know that, at times, charging a dollar (or a penny) 

for something can be more effective and pull even be�er than the free offer. The 

old pros call this technique “the magic of a dollar.”

Here is a great example of the magic of a dollar at work. It involves a company 

selling an accounting so�ware package.

It was a good program, and the USP (unique selling proposition) was that the 

so�ware was “modifiable”: It was built on a popular database, so a user proficient 

in the database could modify program features, functions, and screens to fit his 

specific business. But direct mail packages selling the so�ware barely broke even.

The so�ware was priced as follows: 

 General ledger–$79.

 Accounts payable–$49.

 Accounts receivable–$49
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 Inventory control–$39.

 Payroll–$39.

 The total price for the complete package: $255.  

One day, the company decided to test a new mailing. The outer envelope shows 

the pricing as follows: 

 

 Accounts payable–$1.

 Accounts receivable–$1.

 Inventory control–$1.

 Payroll–$1.

This time, direct mail recipients paid a�ention. A�er all, who sells so�ware  

for $1?

The Johnson Box of the le�er repeated the pricing, but filled in the 

missing detail: 

 “Accounts payable–$1.

 “Accounts receivable–$1

 “Inventory control–$1.

 “Payroll–$1.

 …when you buy general ledger for $251!”
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Notice that the price of the complete so�ware system is the same: $255 total. The 

offer is just a change in semantics (both system prices are $255). But the new offer 

a�racts a�ention by seeming to offer so�ware at $1 a module.  

Could you buy just accounts payable for $1? Yes and no. Yes, you could buy it. 

But it wouldn’t work, because the other modules all require general ledger  

to function! 

“I hate the idea of this test,” the creator of the so�ware complained. “It seems 

like a cheap gimmick.”

But he didn’t hate the results: The “$1 a module” offer outpulled the “straight” 

offer by 10:1 in gross revenue generated. Mailing costs were identical, because the 

same package was used for both mailings, with only minor modifications to the 

copy for the $1 offer.

A variation of the magic of a dollar offer is the magic of a penny offer. Here, 

something is offered for a penny. In direct mail, this is particularly effective when 

you glue a real penny to the top of page one of the le�er – a real a�ention-ge�er.

You can use the magic of a penny for any offer where there is either a free 

premium, free trial, or free evaluation or estimate. 

In your le�er, you say a variation of the following:  

 “The [premium, trial, evaluation, or estimate] costs only a penny.  

 And we’ve even enclosed the penny for you!” 

Yes, it’s a gimmick, but it works.
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Free, of course, is the industry standard offer. It’s easy to use, applicable in 

almost any situation, and almost always effective.

But the magic of a dollar or the magic of a penny can sometimes do even be�er. 

I suspect the reason is its rarity: Because dollar and penny offers are much less 

common than free offers, they stand out and get more a�ention.

That’s just a theory, but I have seen enough tests to know that dollar and penny 

offers can in fact work. Try it. You may like it.  

Three Things You Must Know About Mailing Lists  
Before You Do Direct Mail

A common mistake of novice direct marketers is to create a mailing, and then go 

look for a list almost as an a�erthought.

They have it backwards. The right way to do direct mail is to first understand, 

find, analyze, and know the audience – including their wants and desires – and 

then tailor a le�er to this specific group or list.

There are many things to know about mailing lists, so much so that at least one 

lengthy book has been wri�en about the subject. I cover the subject in-depth in my 

own book The Complete Idiot’s Guide to Direct Marketing, and we also discuss list 

selection testing in our new course, Million Dollar Mail Box.

But here are three things about mailing lists that are important to your DM 

success but maybe not immediately obvious.

The first is that you never know in advance which mailing list will work for 

your offer – and which won’t. 
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So you should never look at a bunch of lists, pick one, and gamble your success 

or failure on it.

A be�er approach is to test three to five or more of the most likely candidates, 

measure the results, and then roll out your mailing to the ones that are profitable.

The test results o�en surprise us. For instance, one of my clients was doing a 

mailing selling so�ware for a particular kind of computer platform to which two 

computer magazines were dedicated.

The magazines seemed almost identical in content, so we figured there wouldn’t 

be much difference between the two subscriber lists.

But when we tested, Subscriber List A generated three times the response rate of 

Subscriber List B.

Had we picked one at random, and had it been B, our mailing would have been 

a flop. Instead, it was a winner.

Here’s another example: A car rental company wanted to test direct mail to 

advertise car rentals. The three relevant facts: (1) they serve the consumer market 

only, not business, (2) they are in Florida, and (3) they rent cars by the week, not by 

the day.

What list would you choose? 

You might say Florida residents. But most locals only need a car a day or two 

while theirs is in the shop. They don’t want to rent by the week.

Other suggestions that were made include Disney customers … airline lists … 

travel agencies … hotel customers … subscribers to travel magazines.

But one list outperformed all of these. It was a list of Florida condo owners.
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Why did it work? Many condo owners fly from the Northeast to Florida. They 

don’t bring their car and need one when they stay at their condo. And, these condo 

owners usually need a car a week at a time, during their holiday.

The second important thing to know about mailing lists is that you should never 

rent the list directly from the list owner.

Why not?

The list owner has a self-serving motive for renting you his list: to make money. 

Therefore, you should always rent your mailing lists from a “list broker.”

A list broker has access to all of the lists available on the market. A good list 

broker can recommend the best lists to reach your market.

The broker has no proprietary interest in renting you List A vs. List B. Their job 

is to get you good results, so your mailing is successful and makes money for you. 

They know you will come back to them to rent more lists when this happens.

The list broker does not charge to make mailing list recommendations. They 

only get paid if and when you actually rent a list from them.

Even then, the cost of their advice is zero. You pay the same amount of money 

to rent the list from the broker as you would going directly to the owner (similar to 

the way you don’t pay extra to get plane tickets from a travel agent).

One list broker we recommend is Edith Roman Associates. You can search their 

directory of lists online at www.edithroman.com at no charge. Or call 800-223-

2194 for a free copy of their Direct Mail Encyclopedia, a useful catalog of available 

mailing lists. 

The third most important thing to know about mailing lists is that there are two 

basic types: response and compiled.
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Compiled lists are names compiled from various sources, such as public records 

or Yellow Pages. These can work well when you are doing lead generation mailings 

and want to reach a specific market, such as lawyers in California or factory 

managers in a particular industry.

But when you are doing mail order selling, avoid compiled lists. Use response 

lists only.

A response list is a mailing list of people who have responded to a direct 

marketing offer and purchased a product through the mail. 

The best response lists are likely to be lists of buyers who have purchased a 

product similar to yours at a similar price.

Tip: When renting response lists, ask for “hotline names.” These are the mail 

order buyers who have bought recently, usually within 12 months.  The hotline 

names almost always outperform any other names on the list.

The Most Amazing Fact About Fundraising  
Can Help Make Any Direct Mail Promotion  

More Successful – Including Yours!
When I first got into direct marketing, I took a course in direct mail copywriting 

with legendary copywriter Milt Pierce at New York University.

One day a student asked, “Professor Pierce, why is it that, as soon as I give  

a donation to a charity, they immediately send me another le�er asking for  

more money?”

Milt replied: “Because they know, from experience, that the person who just 

made a donation is the one most likely to give again.”
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Huh? This threw me. It seemed counterintuitive.

“But Professor Pierce, if I just gave money to a charity, then I would feel I’d 

fulfilled my obligation for at least a while. And I might even be annoyed that they 

are coming back to me asking for more.”

“Nonetheless,” Milt replied, “experience proves that the person who just gave is 

the most likely to give again.”

He explained that this phenomenon was called RECENCY, and it held for 

commercial direct response as well as nonprofit, and that it was part of a formula 

called “RFM” – for “recency, frequency, and monetary.”

The first element, RECENCY, refers to how recently the person made a 

purchase through direct response. 

According to RFM, those who purchased the most recently are most likely  

to buy. 

This is why it’s usually worth paying a premium to rent the “hotline” names on 

any mailing list – the names of customers who have bought via mail order within 

the last 12 months or so. The hotline names invariably outperform the other names 

on the list, because of RECENCY.

The “F” in RFM is FREQUENCY – how o�en the customer buys. 

Here, we know that the more o�en someone buys, the more responsive they are 

to additional mail order offers.

This is why some mailing lists offer a selection called “multi-buyers,” These are 

customers who have bought more than once. Invariably, multi-buyers outperform 

the names of one-time buyers on the list.
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The “M” in RFM is MONETARY – how much money the customer spends, or 

the size of his average order.

Here, you want to look for mailing lists where the average order is in the same 

range of your product’s price. 

Let’s say you are selling a video program on “Overcoming Infertility: How to 

Have a Child When You’ve Been Trying Without Success.” The price is $99.

You rent a list of people who have subscribed to an infertility magazine for $12. 

You mail to the list, and the mailing doesn’t pull. Why not?

The problem is this: while the people on the list have demonstrated (a) an 

interest in infertility and (b) that they buy information by mail, they have NOT 

demonstrated that they will spend $99 in the mail. Twelve dollars, yes; ninety-nine 

dollars, no.

The solution? Find a list of people who have, say, a�ended a workshop on 

infertility or bought a test kit via mail order for $100. This might work, because not 

only do you know that the people on the list are mail order buyers and interested 

in infertility, but they have demonstrated that they will shell out a large amount of 

money for the right offer.

The 4 Levels of Marketing Competence
During my nearly a quarter century as a copywriter and marketing consultant, 

I have observed that business owners and managers fall into one of four categories 

as far as their competence and skill in marketing is concerned.
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By recognizing which category you are in and taking the action steps 

recommended below, you can move up to the next level and significantly increase 

the ROI from your marketing dollars.

The lowest level of marketing competence is UNCONSCIOUS INCOMPETENCE: 

You don’t know what you are doing, and worse, you don’t know that you don’t 

know. You may even think you are a pre�y sharp marketer, even though to others, 

that is clearly not the case. Egotistical small business owners who appear in their 

own TV commercials and “creative” ad agencies can fall into this category.

Do you think you are an OK marketer, and blame the lack of results generated 

by your marketing always on external factors, such as bad timing, bad lists, or bad 

luck? You are probably in the unconscious incompetence stage. 

Recognize that you don’t know what you’re doing and it is hurting your 

business. Get help. Hire a professional from an agency like Fourth Avenue 

Marketing (contact info here) or take a marketing course such as AWAI’s Six-Figure 

Copywriting Course [URL here] or ETR’s Million Dollar Mailbox [URL here].

The next stage up the ladder is CONSCIOUS INCOMPETENCE. You’ve 

recognized that the reason your marketing isn’t working is that you don’t know 

what you’re doing. Again, take the steps listed above.

Moving higher up the ladder of marketing competence you reach the stage 

of CONSCIOUS COMPETENCE. You’ve read the books, taken the courses, and 

understand what works. But your experience at pu�ing it into practice is limited. 

That means whenever you want to create a promotion, you have to slow down 

and think about what you are doing. It doesn’t come naturally. 

In the CONSCIOUS COMPETENCE stage, you should keep checklists, formulas, 

and swipe files (examples of successful promotions you admire) close at handle. 
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Model your own efforts a�er the winners of others. 

Don’t try to reinvent the wheel. Observe what works and adapt it to your own 

product and market.

Do this enough times, and you will slowly begin to become a true master 

of marketing. You will reach the highest level of marketing competence, 

UNCONSCIOUS COMPETENCE.

At this stage, coming up with great offers, promotional ideas, headlines, and 

copy is second nature to you. You do it naturally, without having to consult your 

checklists or reference files. The quality of your work is be�er, and it comes faster 

and easier.

Michael Masterson says it takes at 1,000 hours of practice to become really 

competent at copywriting, marketing, or anything else. If you have expert 

guidance, you may be able to cut that to 500 hours. 

But ultimately, you learn by doing – and doing a lot. If you are at this stage, keep 

doing more and more marketing. When you put in 5,000 hours, you will become 

great, not just good, and your results will be even be�er.

Action step: Rank yourself using the four levels of marketing competence as 

described here, and follow the recommendations for whatever stage you are in.

Show Your Warts: An Honest Way To Make a Buck
Legendary adman James Webb Young, who started selling fruit by mail around 

the same time that Harry & David did, tells the story of an apple-growing season 

where he was nearly ruined.
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Violent hail storms bombarded his apple trees with ice pellets, causing bruising 

and pock marks.

He feared massive complaints and returns if he shipped the bruised fruit to his 

mail order apple buyers. But if he didn’t ship the damaged apples, he would have to 

refund all the orders, and his mail order business would be ruined.

The apples were damaged only cosmetically. The hail had pockmarked the skin, 

but this did not affect the flavor or freshness.

Young went ahead and filled his orders with the pockmarked apples,  

and in each box shipped, enclosed a preprinted card that read as follows  

(I am paraphrasing):

“Note the pockmarks on some of these apples. This is proof that they are grown 

at a high mountain altitude, where the same extreme cold that causes sudden 

hailstorms also firms the flesh and increases the natural sugars, making the apples 

even sweeter.”

According to Young, not a single order was returned. In fact, when orders came 

in for next year, many order forms had handwri�en notes that said, “Pockmarked 

apples if available; otherwise, the regular kind.”

Young’s story proves what experienced marketers know: O�en, by being 

truthful about your weaknesses and flaws, you can gain substantial credibility 

with your buyer, increasing loyalty, sales, and customer satisfaction.

Years ago, an industrial pump manufacturer, Blackmer, used the “show your 

warts” strategy with great success.

As a chemical engineer, I can tell you that not all pumps perform equally in  

all applications. Instead of hiding this fact, Blackmer made it a primary  

advertising claim.
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Their trade ads showed a Yellow Pages ripped out of an industrial buying guide, 

full of listings for pump manufacturers, including Blackmer; the Blackmer name 

was circled in pen.

The headline of the ad read, “There are only certain times you should call 

Blackmer for a pump. Know when?”

Body copy explained (again, I am paraphrasing), “In many applications, 

Blackmer performs no be�er or worse than any pumps, and so we are not a 

particularly advantageous choice.”

But, the ad went on, for certain applications (viscous fluids, fluids containing 

abrasives, and a few other situations) Blackmer was proven to outperform all other 

pumps, and were the logical brand of choice. Blackmer closed the ad by offering a 

free technical manual proving the claim.

My old friend, Jim Alexander, of Alexander Marketing in Grand Rapid, 

Michigan, created this campaign and tells me it worked extremely well.

Another example: James DiGeorgia of 21st Century Publishing was initially 

concerned that pu�ing disclaimers and fine print required by regulatory bodies 

would depress response to his e-mail marketing campaigns promoting his stock 

market and options trading newsle�ers.

Instead of hiding the disclaimers in fine print, however, he put them in the 

same size type as the rest of the e-mail promotion. He found, to his surprise, that 

being up front about the warnings and cautions actually increased response! The 

conclusion: Instead of hiding a weakness, be forthright about it.

How to use this technique: Pick one weakness of your product or company. Talk 

about it frankly in your marketing. Show why either (a) the weakness is not  
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really important or (b) how you have designed your product or service to either 

overcome, solve, or compensate for the weakness. 

For example (and this isn’t real, but just makes the point), if your competitor 

in the window-cleaning business has tall window cleaners who are all ex-NBA 

players and can reach higher windows, you can say that your window cleaners are 

of average height and can’t reach as high up. 

But, to make up for that, each brings a pneumatic li� to the job, which can raise 

them dozens of feet higher than your competitor’s best basketball player can jump. 

That’s an absurd example, but you get the idea.

What My Dad Taught Me About  
Yellow Pages Advertising

Here’s one Yellow Pages advertising technique that may work for you. Ironically, 

I learned it from my dad.

I say “ironically” because my father had no interest in advertising or marketing. 

His expertise was insurance – he was an insurance agent, and he knew the 

technical aspects of insurance inside and out.

He ran a one-man insurance agency in downtown Paterson using his own name 

– “F.W. ‘Dave’ Bly Insurance.”

F stood for Fabian, which he hated. Most people who hate their first names go 

by their middle name – but the “W” in “F.W.” stood for “Wolf,” which he equally 

despised.

He told me that when he was a kid and he met new kids who asked him his 

name, he would mumble “Fabe” – short for Fabian – and hope they couldn’t hear 

him clearly.
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One day, another kid replied, “Did you say ‘Dave’?” 

“Yeah,” said dad, and from then on he went by Dave – for the rest of his life. 

His major means of advertising his agency was an ad in the Yellow Pages. 

As a small independent agent in the rather downscale city of Paterson, NJ, 

where we lived, Dave Bly couldn’t afford the biggest ad on the page – other, larger 

agencies could always outspend him.

So one year he decided to try something new. 

In his small display ad (I can’t remember the exact size), he made the headline 

“INSURANCE” in large, bold type.

Underneath, he had two columns of bullets – a laundry list of all the types of 

items he could insure for you. 

In the list, he focused on items that people frequently asked about but that other 

insurance agents did not actively pursue: snow mobiles, I recall, were one of the 

items in his bullet list.

Underneath he had the name of his agency and the phone number.

Well, that bullet list ad was far more successful than any other ad he ever ran, 

ge�ing him at least one phone call a day from people needing insurance.

They told him they were trying to find insurance for a particular item (like a 

snow mobile). 

So they opened the Yellow Pages to “insurance,” and his ad was the ONLY 

insurance ad in the book with the word “snowmobiles” in it. So of course they 

called him first.

Other agents, of course, could also insure snowmobiles and the other items in 

his bullet list.
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But if you want to buy a kiwi fruit, which ad will you respond to – the one that 

says “fruits” or the one that says “kiwis”?   

Consumer Reports used this technique in a recent mailing to sell subscriptions 

to their magazine.

The magazine rates consumer products in a wide variety of categories for 

quality. Many people, however, think of Consumer Reports primarily for their new 

car ratings.

A recent mailing used an oversize envelope. Printed on the outer envelope 

were the names of dozens of consumer products covered by Consumer Reports 

– everything from loudspeakers and soy milk, to treadmills and microwave ovens. 

Literally dozens of different products listed.

Dad never made a fortune as an insurance agent, but he took himself out of 

poverty (he was a child during the Great Depression) and supported a family of 

four – and his Yellow Pages ads always paid back their cost  many times over.

He was a patriotic American, but not a rabid capitalist – he felt insurance costs 

were ge�ing out of control and that the only way to make it affordable to the 

masses would eventually be to socialize insurance.

He was also old-fashioned: computers came into insurance offices, but by then, 

he was near the end of his career and refused to learn them, never even touching  

a PC.

He le� the PC work to his assistant, which by that time was my mother – who 

now has a computer in her office as well as at home.
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How To Dramatically Increase  
Your E-mail Marketing Revenues  

by Becoming Part of   
Your Prospect’s “E-MAIL INNER CIRCLE”

Why has e-mail marketing response declined so dramatically?

Spam filters are one reason. But the main reason is probably the glut of e-mail 

messages each of us receives daily.

When you get 100 or 200 e-mail messages a day, just ge�ing through them 

becomes a drain on your time and productivity.

To protect themselves, many people simply delete e-mails from anyone they 

don’t know. 

They assume it is spam – or don’t want to risk a virus infection. So they click 

DELETE and your message is gone.

How do you overcome this obstacle … and get your prospects to open, read, and 

respond to your e-mail marketing messages … and buy the products you  

are selling?

By becoming part of the prospect’s “E-mail Inner Circle.” 

Let me explain….

According to a survey by Nielsen/NetRatings, most people regularly open and 

read a maximum of 16 permission-based e-mails. 

The only way for you to break into this inner circle of 16 correspondents whose 

e-mail messages the prospect will read is to displace someone already in that inner 

circle, the survey said.



28

A recent article in DM News (10/16/03) concludes, “Marketers will have to enter 

that emerging inner circle of trusted companies from whom people are willing to 

keep reading e-mails.”

Okay, but HOW do you break into this inner circle of e-mail senders whose 

messages your prospects will open and read?

* Despite the proliferation of free online newsle�ers (e-zines), the best way  

to become part of a prospect’s inner circle is to write and publish a truly  

valuable e-zine. 

Early to Rise is a good example. You delete most of the e-mail messages you get 

from businesses and marketers, right? But I know you read at least some if not all 

ETR issues … because you are reading this one right now.

Another great example is Agora’s Daily Reckoning (www.dailyreckoning.com), 

read by over a quarter of a million people interested in investing, politics, health, 

wealth, and travel.

If you publish your e-zine regularly (at least once a month) and provide content 

of genuine worth, readers will come to value your publication and establish a 

relationship with you. 

You will have entered their “inner e-mail circle,” because they will view 

anything with your name in the “From” line as being from a trusted adviser and 

worth their time to at least open. 

Agora doesn’t charge for a subscription to the Daily Reckoning. But by 

marketing aggressively to the Daily Reckoning subscriber list, they generate 

millions of dollars in online sales each year – at very li�le cost.

** Similar to an e-zine, some publishers send short news bulletins to their 

subscribers on a regular basis. 
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For instance, ComputerWorld magazine (CW) sends a daily online update with 

short items from the magazine.

CW’s daily online updates have become part of the inner circle for many IT 

professionals who must keep up with new developments in hardware  

and so�ware. 

You can purchase a short online ad in these updates, thereby buying your way 

into the reader’s inner e-mail circle. 

CMP, a trade publisher, e-mails a monthly update, Business Technology Advisor 

(BTA), to the subscribers of all its publications. 

For $200 per thousand, you can sponsor BTA, having the entire issue devoted to 

your firm and products. 

Since CMP subscribers know and look forward to BTA, your message gets  

a higher readership and response than it would if you sent it under your  

own banner.

** Another way to break into the prospect’s inner circle is with periodic service 

and upgrade notices. 

So�ware users, for example, will read and open e-mails from the so�ware 

publisher that contain news about upgrades, technical information, or  

service policies. 

If your customers regularly need to receive service and product news from you, 

get in the habit of delivering it via e-mail. 

Then they will be “trained” to read your e-mails, so when you send a promotion, 

it too will get opened and read.
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** A survey from www.quris.com shows that customers also value and read 

two specific types of e-mails: (a) transaction confirmations and (b) account status 

updates. 

So you can get your promotional message read by embedding it into routine e-

mails that contain transactional or account status information. 

A good example is www.amazon.com, whose customers open and read the  

e-mails amazon.com sends because they might contain news about their order.

** Many paid-subscription newsle�er publishers break into the customer’s inner 

circle by offering timely news and updates through free e-mail alerts.

When you pay for your monthly subscription, the publisher offers you a bonus: 

additional content, sent periodically via e-mail, to keep you updated on the topic 

between regular issues. 

The catch: You have to give the publisher your e-mail address to receive this free 

online bonus. 

The publisher quickly builds an e-list of subscribers who eagerly anticipate and 

read the e-mails, because they are viewed as valuable information they pay for as 

part of their subscription. 

The most successful publishers keep the information content of the e-mails high, 

but also liberally promote products and services to these e-mail alert recipients.

** Another way to become part of the prospect’s inner circle is to form a club 

and invite him to join it.

Reason: Your prospects will read e-mails from clubs, associations, online 

communities of interest, subscription Web sites, and other organizations of which 

they are members. 
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Therefore, if you can create a club or have your e-mail distributed by one of 

these membership organizations, you can easily enter the prospect’s e-mail  

inner circle.

As a rule of thumb, whenever you can send e-mail to your prospect using 

one of the above methods, your chances of ge�ing opened and read increase 

exponentially vs. sending a typical promotional e-mail. 

Remember, people buy from people they know, like, and trust.

When you become part of the inner circle, your prospects know, like, and trust 

the e-mail messages you send … giving you an inside track to ge�ing them to 

spend their online shopping dollars with you.

Creating a Powerful, Memorable  
“UNIQUE SELLING PROPOSITION”

You probably know that “USP” stands for “Unique Selling Proposition,” and 

you probably have some idea of what that means – “it’s the thing that makes my 

product unique,” you may be thinking right now.

But do you know the three components of an effective USP? Most people 

don’t. That’s because Rosser Reeves introduced and defined the USP and its three 

components in his 1970 book, “Reality in Advertising” … and the book is long out 

of print.

I remembered reading the three-point definition of a USP in Reeves’ book years 

ago, but when I went back to check it, the book was somehow gone from my library 

… probably lost in my most recent move.

So I went on www.alibris.com and paid $80 (the lowest price I could find) to get 
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a used copy, specifically so I could share with you Reeves’ definition of a USP in 

ETR … which makes this one issue worth at least $80 to you. But given the value of 

having a strong USP, it is certainly worth much more than that.

Okay. Here are the 3 components of a successful USP:

1. Each advertisement must make a proposition to the consumer. Each 

advertisement must say to the reader: “Buy this product, and you will get this 

specific benefit.”

So to begin with, there must be a compelling benefit. For instance, “The 

CryoQuad Quiet-Cool air conditioner reduces your summer electric bills by 25% 

while keeping your house cool and comfortable.”

2. The proposition must be one that the competition either cannot, or does not, 

offer. It must be unique – either a uniqueness of brand or a claim not otherwise 

made in that particular field.

This is the “unique” in “unique selling proposition.” You must clearly 

differentiate yourself from the competition.

Example: “The CryoQuad Quiet-Cool air conditioner features our patented 

energy-saving TwinStar Freon pump which spreads the cool air evenly throughout 

the room vs. other units that only cool the air in their immediate area.”

3. The proposition must be so strong that it can move the mass millions, i.e., pull 

over new customers to your product.

This means the unique proposition cannot be a trivial difference; it has to be 

something important, something the customer really cares about.

Example: “The energy savings you get by cooling your home with a CryoQuad 

Quiet-Cool can pay back the cost of the unit by the end of the summer if you get it 



33

now … and save you hundreds of dollars more in energy costs over the lifetime of 

the unit.”

To sum it all up, Reeves said that there are only three criteria for effective 

advertising:

1. Does the ad project a proposition?

2. Is it unique?

3. Does it sell?

He cites Wonder Bread as a classic example of a USP stated clearly, simply,  

and lucidly:

“Wonder Bread helps build strong bodies 12 ways.”

What’s interesting is that if you associate your product with a strong USP in the 

consumer’s mind, it is difficult for competitors to take it away from you.

A�er all, could you imagine another brand of bread saying, “We also build 

strong bodies 12 ways?” 

Every time they said it, the buyer would think of Wonder Bread – and  

nothing else.

Here’s another example: a so�ware company sold an “application development 

tool” that computer programmers used to develop Web-based applications.

They needed a USP, but the applications built with their tool weren’t really be�er 

than applications developed using other methods.

But their tool saved time: tests showed that it took one-third the time to develop 

Web applications using their so�ware than other methods.
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They combined this with their money-back guarantee to come up with the 

following USP:

“Develop Web-based applications 3 times faster or your money back!”

Does this meet Reeves’s definition of a USP? 

Yes:

1. It has a strong benefit: develop applications faster.

2. It is unique: they are the only application tool developer not merely 

claiming but promising (with a money back guarantee) to help the buyer develop 

applications 3 times faster.

3. Since programmers are always swamped and productivity is a major issue, a 

tool that helps them produce their work in one-third the time is a strong enough 

benefit to get them to try the product.

The 4 Levels of Features and Benefits
You’ve heard it before: when advertising your product, stress features instead  

of benefits.

But it’s a li�le more complicated than that.

To be accurate, product facts aren’t just divided into one of two categories 

– features or benefits.

Experienced marketers know that there are four levels of production description.

These are features, advantages, benefits, and ultimate benefits.
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The more you understand and use all four levels – and not just benefits – in your 

advertising, the more effective your advertising will be.

Let’s look at these four levels….

The lowest level is features.

A “feature” is what a product is or has – the literal physical description of  

the product.

For instance, a feature of a tire is that it is steel-belted. Another might be that it is 

double ply.

O�en, despite what experts tell you about “stress benefits, not features,” a 

feature can be a selling point … even if the prospect doesn’t know what it is!

For instance, when I was a kid, brochures for the new car models coming out 

would boast about “rack and pinion” steering.

The car makers hyped it so much, everyone asked dealers, “Does the car have 

rack and pinion steering?

Yet I bet not one buyer in a hundred really knew what rack and pinion  

steering was. 

I still don’t, to this day.

Next, there are advantages.

An “advantage” is a feature that your product has that competitive products 

don’t have.

You know that to get consumers interested in your product, you must show how 

your product is different than competing products.

The advantage is that point of differentiation….
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For our tire example, that might be that our tire is the only steel-belted radial tire 

that also has double ply.

Moving up the hierarchy, the next level of product description is benefits.

A “benefit” is what the product does … and how the consumer comes out ahead 

as a result of this capability.

Going back to our tire example, again, the benefit of a steel-belted double  

ply radial might be that the tire grips the road tighter and increases safety  

while driving.

Or that it can drive for another 100 miles even a�er being punctured before you 

have to change it.

At the top of the product description hierarchy is what I call ultimate benefits.

An “ultimate benefit” is “the benefit of the benefit” … the most important way 

in which the product improves the user’s life.

Ultimate benefits include saving money … saving time … making money … 

success … self-esteem … security … safety … joy … pleasure … happiness.

Remember the TV commercial for the tire showing a baby si�ing in the middle 

of a tire?

That’s an example of showing the ultimate benefit … which simply put is, “If 

you buy our tires, you won’t kill your baby.”

In business-to-business marketing, a benefit might be “reduces energy costs.”

The ultimate benefit is o�en “makes you a hero within your company” … 

Meaning if you achieve the benefit by purchasing the product, senior 

management will look upon you favorably.
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To make your copy richer, deeper, and more credible, don’t just talk about 

benefits.

Instead, use all four levels of product description: features, advantages, benefits, 

and ultimate benefits.

For instance, while ultimate benefits are powerful, they are too generic … not 

specific enough.

To give your advertising specificity, state the specific benefit (e.g., “reduces 

energy costs 50%”) that delivers the ultimate benefit (“you’ll be the hero of your 

company”).

To differentiate your product from others that deliver a similar benefit, you  

need to explain the advantages – how your product is different from or be�er than 

the competition.

Finally, there are the features….

Lots of marketing seminars urge you to stress benefits instead of features … but 

you should use both.

Why?

People are skeptical that your product can deliver the benefits you promise … 

because everyone is promising those same benefits.

When you show how a particular feature delivers the benefit, it becomes more 

believable to the prospect. 

For instance, if you tell the buyer your computer system never loses data, he 

thinks, “How can that be?”
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But when you describe the feature – that there is a built-in tape drive … and 

that the system automatically backs up to that tape drive daily – then your claim 

becomes more believable. 

Believe it or not.

Avoid The Market Research Trap
Big corporations routinely spend thousands of dollars on expensive and 

elaborate market research studies designed to help them get inside the minds of 

their customers.

These can include mail and online surveys, telephone interviews, and  

focus groups.

Entrepreneurs running small businesses become worried that if they don’t 

do this kind of expensive market research, they won’t know how to reach their 

prospects and will fail miserably.

But for many small companies, the cost of even one study from one of the big 

market research companies would wipe out their entire marketing budget for  

the year.

Relax. The good news I’m here to tell you is that focus groups and other formal 

market research studies are completely unnecessary.

“But how will I understand my customers?” you may ask.

Simple: just use Michael Masterson’s “BDF” formula – which stands for Beliefs, 

Desires, and Feelings.
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The “BDF” formula says that you can understand your prospect by asking 

yourself three simple questions:

“What do my prospects believe? What are their a�itudes?”

“What do my prospects desire? What do they want?” 

“What do my prospects feel? What are their emotions?”

There’s no market research required, because you already know these things 

about your prospects … or else you wouldn’t have chosen to start a business that 

caters to them.

Or to quote Dr. Benjamin Spock: “Trust yourself. You know more than you think 

you do.”

For instance, a company that provides “so� skills” training to Information 

Technology (IT) professionals was promoting a new on-site seminar.

They sent out a flier where the headline was the title of the program: 

“Interpersonal Skills for IT Professionals.”

It generated less than half a percent response. (The offer was more detailed 

information about the program.)

So the marketing manager and the owner brainstormed and asked themselves 

the BDF questions.

Here’s part of what they came up with….

* IT professionals BELIEVE that technology is all important … and that they are 

smarter than the non-techies they serve. 

* IT professionals DESIRE recognition … respect … continuing opportunity to 

update their skill set in new technologies and platforms … job security … more 

money.
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* IT professionals FEEL an adversarial relationship with end users … they 

are constantly arguing with them … and they resent having to explain their 

technology to us ignoramuses.

Based on this BDF analysis, the company rewrote the le�er and tested it.

This time, it generated a 3% response – outperforming the old mailing by 6 to 1. 

And one third of those inquiries purchased an on-site one-day training seminar 

for $3,000.

That means for every 100 pieces mailed, at a total cost of about $100, they got 3 

leads … and one order for $3,000 … a 30-to-1 return on their marketing investment.

Oh, and the headline based on the BDF analysis? It was this:

“Important news for any IT professional who has ever felt like telling an end 

user, ‘Go to hell.’”

Says the company owner, “The BDF formula forced us to focus on the prospect 

instead of the product (our seminar), and the result was a winning promotion.”

Amount of money spent on market research before the mailing? Not a dime.

What F. Sco� Fitzgerald Can Teach You About  
Ge�ing Free Publicity by Being Argumentative

F. Sco� Fitzgerald, author of “The Great Gatsby,” was smart enough to 

understand and articulate one of the most powerful public relations (PR) 

techniques ever developed.
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The technique is controversy: ge�ing a�ention for yourself, your business, or 

your product or service by focusing on an emotional, important, or timely issue 

– and taking sides.

It works best if your opinion is contentious – that is, you disagree with the most 

widely held view.

Or, as F. Sco� Fitzgerald puts it: “The cleverly expressed opposite of any 

generally accepted idea is worth a fortune to somebody.”

Marketing expert Marcia Yudkin gives us a great example of this principle  

in action. 

She writes about Bob Baker, who – with three colleagues in the music business 

– collaborated on a press release titled ‘What’s Wrong with American Idol?’ 

“Their press release criticized the popular U.S. talent show for misleading 

aspiring musicians and the public about what it takes to succeed in music,” says 

Yudkin. “Baker’s reward for stirring up controversy:  five radio interviews that 

highlighted his status as an expert on careers in music.”

So, how can you use this principle in your PR to get media a�ention? 

Yudkin suggests you can do it by taking issue with a survey result … 

disagreeing with a common belief … counteracting a stereotype … championing 

an underdog … exposing flaws in something assumed to be beneficial … or 

describing the underside of something popular.

Example: when desktop publishing so�ware began selling in large volume, 

thousands of businesspeople gained the ability to design their own documents.

During that time, a graphic design consultant self-published a li�le book titled 

“The Awful Truth about Desktop Publishing.” It gained him significant publicity as 
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well as a number of paid speaking engagements.

His premise was that amateurs who used desktop publishing so�ware  

without proper training in design fundamentals risk producing sloppy,  

amateurish documents.

Another variation of this technique is to make a prediction that others  

disagree with.

Financial guru Doug Casey did this in his 1979 best-selling book  

“Crisis Investing.”

The book, which predicted financial disaster, was on the New York Times best-

seller list for 29 consecutive weeks – taking Doug’s career as a financial editor and 

advisor to a whole new level.

I’ve used this technique myself, though on a more modest scale – and in my 

case, it was completely by accident:

In marketing, there are a lot of consultants who make a living selling 

unsuspecting clients on the hot new technology of the month – regardless of the 

fact that the technology is unproven and has not generated significant ROI for any 

of the consultant’s clients. 

But the consultant, of course, rakes in nice fees speaking and advising clients on 

how to jump on this new bandwagon before others get wind of it.

Today that new marketing technology is probably podcasting. But a year or so 

ago, it was blogging.

I wrote an article for DM News, the weekly trade newspaper of the direct 

marketing industry, saying that blogs were an unproven marketing medium and 

nothing to get excited about.
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Not knowing how evangelistic many bloggers are about their medium, I was 

completely surprised when my article generated a massive debate (with most 

people saying I didn’t get blogging) in the “blogosphere” – the nickname for the 

universe of blogs.

Tad Clark, who was Editor-in-Chief of DM News at the time, said my article  

on blogging generated the most reader response of any article they published  

that year.

What I discovered (or more accurately, re-discovered, since I had known it but 

forgo�en it), was the corollary to Fitzgerald’s law about controversy being profitable 

– and I am sure you’ve heard it many times: “ANY publicity is good publicity.”

And it’s true: if you come out on one side of an issue, half the market will revile 

you. But the other half will think you wise beyond your years, and seek you out to 

do business with a person of your obvious savvy. 

Should you worry about half the market rejecting you because of your strong 

controversial opinions?

Well, if half think you’re all wet … and half think you walk on water … that’s a 

50% market share.

I’ll take that any day of the week.

Of course, if you disagree with my opinion, write an article for ETR to  

the contrary.

It just might make you semi-famous and a li�le richer.
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Mad? Well, FU! 
What’s the number one selling mistake that causes entrepreneurs, executives, 

salespeople, and professionals to spin their wheels, waste their time chasing 

a�er people who don’t want to buy, and experience enormous frustration when 

following up leads?

It’s failure to determine whether the person making the inquiry is a genuine, 

qualified prospect … or someone who likes collecting brochures and wasting 

salespeople’s time.

But, how can you quickly, easily, and accurately determine whether a lead is a 

qualified prospect?

By using my “MAD FU formula.”

The MAD FU formula has nothing to do with anger, or any other emotion, or 

the four-le�er “F” word.

Rather, MAD FU stands for the 5 qualifies that differentiate a qualified prospect 

from a time-waster or tire-kicker: money, authority, desire, fit, and urgency.

MAD FU says that to qualify a lead, you have to ask them questions.

These questions determine whether they have the money to afford what you are 

selling, the authority to buy it, and a strong desire to own it.

In addition, are they a good fit for your business? And do they have a sense  

of urgency?

Let’s look at how to quickly assess all 5 factors.

First, money: can the prospect afford what you are selling?

The easiest way to determine this is to ask: “Do you have a budget for this?”
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Without a budget, how can they possibly buy your product or service?

If they say they do have a budget, ask: “Would you mind sharing with me what 

your budget is?”

Their answer tells you whether they can afford you or not.

Second, authority: can the person you are talking to write a check or  

purchase order?

You can determine this by asking, “Who else in your organization is responsible 

for making this purchase decision?”

The third factor is desire. How intense is their desire to own your product or get 

your service?

You can gauge their desire through the content of your conversation with them 

as well as tone and body language.

The best prospects have a burning desire to own your product or have you solve 

their problem.

The fourth factor for qualifying prospects is fit. 

Is this person a good fit for your business? Is there good personal chemistry 

between you and them? Does your product or service best meet their needs, or in 

truth, would they be be�er off using another vendor?

The fi�h and final factor is urgency: what is the prospect’s time frame for taking 

possession of this product or having this service performed?

The more the prospect is in a hurry, the easier the deal will be to close. But if 

the prospect has no sense of urgency, you may spin your wheels for months – even 

years – chasing a�er her.
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The lesson? When the phone rings with a call from a potential customer, don’t 

get too excited.

Instead, immediately qualify the lead with MAD FU. Does the person have the 

money, authority, and desire to buy? Are they a good fit? Is their need immediate?

The more “yes” answers you get to the MAD FU questions, the be�er your 

chances of making the sale.

The Silver Rule of Marketing
I know for a fact that cold calling can work.

How? Because I’ve tested it.

Not in my freelance copywriting….

But for another venture – with pre�y good results.

Also, I personally know a number of people who are very successful with  

cold calling.

Despite this, I dislike cold calling – and I virtually never recommend it for  

my readers.

One drawback of cold calling is that it’s labor-intensive.

Unless you can outsource your cold calling … a viable option, by the way … 

then it requires you to spend hours dialing the phone.

And for every hour you’re cold calling, you’re losing an hour of billable time.

A second drawback of cold calling is that it’s not exactly fun.

You are calling perfect strangers … interrupting busy people.
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If you get a 10% response, then for every 10 calls you make, 9 people will reject 

you – right over the phone.

Some will be nice about it. A few may be downright mean or abusive.

And because YOU called THEM … and bothered them … you have to take it. 

Politely.

But in addition to these drawbacks, there are two bigger problems with cold 

calling as a business-building method.

First, it violates the “Busy Doctor Syndrome.”

This term was coined by the late Howard Shenson, who wrote many books on 

consulting and seminar promotion.

The Busy Doctor Syndrome says that people would rather hire those they 

perceive as busy and successful.

They do not want to hire those who seem desperate and in need of work.

Well, if you are si�ing at a phone cold calling potential clients, how busy and 

successful do you think you seem to them?

Not very, of course.

The second reason I dislike cold calling is that it puts you in a weak position 

for negotiating anything about your service – terms, scope of work, fee, payments, 

delivery dates.

The reasons prospects agree to pay premium prices are: 

 1. They want or need what you are selling.

 2. They perceive it as exclusive and difficult to get.
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 3. They believe that if they do not act quickly, it will be snapped up by  

     others and therefore not available.

When you cold call, reasons #2 and #3 disappear.

A�er all, when you call strangers on the telephone to sell them, then obviously 

you have a surplus of what you are selling.

Therefore, I urge you to practice what I call the “Silver Rule” of marketing  

and selling.

I call it the Silver Rule because I first heard it from my old friend, marketing 

consultant Pete Silver – although I don’t think he actually called it the “Silver Rule.”

Peter said: “It is be�er to get THEM (prospects) to come to YOU, than to have 

YOU go to THEM.”

Cold calling doesn’t do this.

So what type of marketing DOES follow the Silver Rule?

Most of the things we teach at ETR:

Advertising … direct mail … e-newsle�ers … e-mail marketing.

So do things like establishing yourself as a recognized expert by giving 

seminars and speeches … or writing articles for publications read by your potential 

clients … or writing books.

When you get an inquiry from someone who subscribes to your e-newsle�er, 

you are negotiating the sale from a position of strength – because THEY came to 

YOU, rather than YOU calling THEM.

When someone approaches you at a conference, says they loved your speech, 

and asks about engaging your firm’s services, you are in a position of strength.
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A�er all, they see you as the expert … and THEY came to YOU, rather than you 

coming to them.

Why does Tom Peters get $30,000 or so to give a one-hour speech on business 

– and have more business than he can handle – while other speakers struggle to get 

bookings for $3,000 or less for a talk?

It is largely because, as a best-selling author, he is perceived as an expert.

And so prospects come to him, rather than him going to them.

He has become a wealthy entrepreneur simply by practicing the Silver Rule.

And so can you.
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