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Direct Forum is a free email newsletter containing useful direct marketing tips,  
news updates and how-to information. It’s convenient, informative and  

I am not trying to sell you anything!
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Dear Friends,

Let me start by wishing you a happy new year and thanking you for  
subscribing to my newsletter.

This newsletter reaches two very important target audiences. The first  
group includes important movers and shakers of our industry…people  
like you. I value your opinion, your encouragement, your comments,  
and your critique.

The other group is people who opted in from various areas of the 
marketing industry but predominately from the fundraising sector.  
I tend to focus on material relevant to them and that may help them.

No matter which group you belong to, let me remind you that I am  
not trying to sell you anything and that your information will never be  
sold or traded. It is safe with me.

Thank you,

Billy Sharma
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In advertising, coming up with the big idea is paramount.

I may be the only one who has printed on my business card and on all my  
collateral material the following words:

As you will notice the first words following my name are concept  
developer, followed by writer and designer. 

Recently a client asked me the question: “What do you find more  
challenging: copywriting or design?”

The answer was easy, “What is most challenging but also the most fun 
is coming up with the concept or the big idea.”

Coming up with the concept is in essence trying to figure out what  
exactly is the main message one wishes to convey. But equally important  
is how relevant is that message to one’s target audience.

Once you have figured that out, then writing or designing the piece falls  
into place and becomes easier.

What’s the 
Big Idea?
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The whole scientific method of marketing is built on simple questions: 
• Who are my best customers?
• What did they really buy?
• Where are they?
• Why are repeat customers important?
• When is the best time to reach them?
• How can I find more of them? 
I first learned my advertising craft at J.J. School of Arts in Bombay, where  

on the lush tropical art school grounds was a wonderful big old house that  
was the Dean’s residence

On the front door of this house was a polished brass plaque that read:  
“Rudyard Kipling lived here.” Every time I passed the house I was reminded  
of a delightful poem that he wrote.

“I keep six faithful serving men
Who teach me well and true
Their names are What and Where and When
And How and Why and Who.”
I have never forgotten that remarkable house, the brass plaque, and 

especially the little verse. It helped me understand that to be effective,  
marketing must use the same six faithful serving men. 
Here are some examples: 

MY FIRST DIRECT MARKETING ASSIGNMENT
Like a first love affair, my very first direct marketing job will always be  

unforgettable. Not because it won an award but because the ad did  
remarkably well and steered me toward direct marketing (DM). Once I saw  
real results of my work I was hooked. 

Back when I worked for Ogilvy & Mather (Canada) Ltd., I was asked to  
do a DM ad for Shell Aviation to sell jet fuel and maintenance service  
to private aircraft owners.



The client suggested a discounted gas offer to the private aircraft owners.

“That makes no sense,” I blurted out at the meeting.

Stunned by my remark the client glared at me and said, “What do you  
suggest wise guy?”

I said, “How about the book ‘The Encyclopedia of Aviation’ as the offer?” 

My logical reason was that we should be focusing on the pilots who fly 
the plane rather than the owners, because the pilots were the final decision 
makers when it came to deciding where to refuel their planes after landing.  
Besides, they were the ones who read aviation magazines.

Reluctantly the client agreed.

I don’t have a copy of the ad nor do I recollect the details of the ad but  
I have treasured the contact report I received a month after the ad ran:
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On the contact report is this hand-written message and initials from the  
marketing manager of Shell:

• At last report, orders still flooding in... Now 1,780 ...against a 
budget of 1,000 we planned ... scrambling to get more books.

• Nice kind of problem ... coping with too much success!!

• Great work!

In the first month alone 1,780 private jets had refueled at Shell.  
Matching the offer to the interest of your target audience is what a  
concept must do. That’s a big idea.

The kicker, the book was cheaper than the 10% discount in fuel that 
the client was proposing.

GIVING THE COMPETITION HEARTBURN 
On an assignment for ‘Gaviscon’, I knew my prospective audience was  

comprised of chronic heartburn sufferers. This gave me the first clue that  
they were largely older folk.

Next, I probed for unfulfilled desires. I knew that many had dreamed of or  
had hoped to visit certain exotic places when they were young, but for many  
people that never materializes. 

I proposed a holiday prize to one of four such destinations. Participants had 
a chance to win a once-in-a-lifetime trip to a formidable barrier like the Great 
Wall of China, the Iron Curtain, the Himalayas, and the Great Barrier Reef.

This not only fit with the strategy of the product as a great barrier for  
heartburn, but it also addressed the target audience’s personal desires.

The result was a stunning 29.2% response rate—13,776 responses. 
That’s almost one third of all the people we targeted, plus we got 52  
unsolicited letters of praise for the product or the prize.
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I knew that exotic places  
appeal to older people,  
because this remains an  
unfulfilled “bucket list”  
dream

However, the real  
kicker was that we also  
gave our target audience  
$2 and $4 coupons to  
redeem the product.  
A large portion of them  
did with the result that  
the competition (Maalox)  
had to delay the  launch  
of their new product  
since we had saturated  
the market.

Talk about giving heartburn to your competitor.

COMING THROUGH WHEN CIBC BANKED ON US
A survey done by CIBC found that their customers had rated them almost 

at the bottom of all banks when it came to “customer satisfaction”.

As CIBC’s Agency of record, Brann Worldwide, we were asked to remedy this 
by send a mailing to their customers to show them that CIBC really cared.  We  
came up with ways to show their customers how to save money.

This envelope simply said: A 5-minute investment that can save you money  
every month.



Inside the letter  
was a guide that 
showed step by  
step ways of  
saving on banking 
fees as well as 
ways of making 
money.

The Result: It 
generated a 10% 
response —  
something  
unheard of in the 
banking business.

Now, when it comes to non-profits the letter requires more than just  
stating clearly: WHAT, WHERE, WHEN, HOW, WHY, and WHO.

Where most creative people fall short is in making a persuasive argument  
for: The WHY question—Why should I buy your product or give your  
charity money?

Another problem is that many writers tend to use statistics that they have  
been given by the client. That’s like a drunk who uses a lamppost for support  
rather than illumination. 

This is when a good concept that answers the WHY comes in handy. To  
write powerful copy, you have to go beyond the demographics to understand 
what really motivates your readers. You must know who they are, what 
they want, how they feel, and what their biggest problems and concerns 
are that your product or organization can address and help solve.
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I believe there are three levels to every individual—intellectual, emotional  
and personal.  

To communicate effectively you must make sure you try and cover  
all three levels.

An intellectual appeal is based on logic. Here is an example of a  
piece based on logic:  

GETTING BOOKED

When I was asked to create a package for Thomson-Carswell Publishing 
house that talked about Environmental Law and its consequences, I decided  
to make it about things that would affect them personally.

This Thomson-Carswell piece on Environment Policy & Law was  
mailed to top executives of companies responsible for handling their  
environmental waste. 

It spoke about the consequences of not  
obeying the law on protecting, caring for,  
and safeguarding hazardous materials.

This is by far the longest letter I have  
ever written—a 6-page letter with no  
images except a photo of an executive and  
a strong statement on the envelope  
talking about how company executives  
could end up in jail for breaking the law. 

The result: It outperformed the  
control package by a whopping 233%.
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More powerful than the intellectual level is the next level, the  
emotional level. Emotions can include fear, greed, love, vanity, and a  
host of others. 

Here below is a piece that addresses the emotional issue.

However, the most powerful way to reach people is on a personal  
level. That is the answer to the recipient’s question: “What’s in it for  
me?” (WIIFM)

On the next page is a piece I did for the US Charity, International Eye  
Foundation that answers the (WIIFM) Question;
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Here is another example from FoodShare:

Inside: a packet of sugar and an insert that explains that soft drinks contain  
twenty packs of sugar. That children consume so many soft drinks every day  
is one of the leading causes for the high incidence of diabetes in children  
today.

  There is one more issue when it pertains to non-profits and that  
is the issue of urgency.
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MY LATEST PIECE FOR (IAM) ADDRESSES THAT IN SPADES. 

While the last two years dealing with Covid-19 has been hard on all  
Canadians it has been absolutely devastating for those with mental health  
issues and their caregivers.

 To convey this sense of urgency here is the outer envelope.

Finally, for over six years I raised on average $100,000 per mailing for 
Special Olympics Ontario. They generally sent three mailings per year to  
their donors, followed by a reminder mailing a month later to those who had  
not responded.

But this one was different. We got a higher response because I suggested  
we break from tradition and rather than follow up with a reminder letter,  
send another mailing a month later.  

I call this:   

THINK DIFFERENT
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At Special Olympics Ontario’s upcoming National Summer Special  
Special Olympics Games we mailed this piece: 

The letter asked donors to support first time athlete, Sarah Lynn Lisi of  
Ontario, with a donation so that she could go to represent Ontario at the  
upcoming National Summer Special Olympics Games.
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I then convinced the client that instead of sending a reminder mailing we  
should send a letter talking about what Sarah had accomplished with  
the help of those who donated.

 
 
The result: The initial package raised over $114,500 while the second 
piece generated an additional $72,000 from the same list of donors.
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At the end of each year I send a mailing to my  
friends, colleagues, and clients.  

This mailing is always my signature piece  
where I try and apply all the important principles  
of direct marketing: ensuring that it gets opened,  
gets read, and that I get a response.

Here are some of the emails I got so far: 

Hi Billy,

You never disappoint.

I just received your Christmas letter and  
magical gift bag today.  What a beautiful  
letter and gift idea.

Sending you a virtual gift bag full of warm  
wishes for the holidays and happiness for  
the New Year.

Stay healthy and happy my friend.

David 

Hi Billy,

Thank you for the holiday mailing this year.  
I received the ‘magic gift bag’ today and 
I think it is such a wonderful idea you’ve 
proposed in your accompanying letter!

I’ve kept all your mailings over the years  
to reread and you are truly creative and  
inspiring.  I look forward to your mailing  
every year.

Thank you and stay safe.

Sincerely,

Karen

My year-end mailing 

This is the letter 
and a gift bag that 
I sent.
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Wow Billy that was so amazing, I’m a real  
believer in karma, thank you so much for  
this wonderful gift,

Rick, 

Hi Billy, 
Every time I time I think you cannot possibly 
outdo yourself, you prove me wrong !
Thank you so much for the well thought out and  
precious Xmas mailing / gift. 
Merry Xmas and I hope 2022 is magnificent  
for you,
Mona  
 
Always look forward to you Christmas  
surprise.  And, as usual, am not  
disappointed!

Thank you, Billy.  Lovely thoughts and  
gift.

All the best to you over the hols.

Gail 

Hi Billy:

Thanks for your mail. I love the anticipation of  
receiving it each year. The receipt of it in turn is  
always greatly appreciated.  

FYI, your mail was received on Friday and was  
waiting for me when I got home that evening. The  
perversely sweet part was that I had obligations 
that evening so I was not able to set aside the 
time at that moment to read your mail. I got to 
live with the anticipation of the unknown ‘lumpie’ 
all evening. Interestingly, when your mail was 
opened the following morning, my wife asked to  
 

to see it immediately as well, since she was  
also excited to see this year’s mail from you.  
I was surprised and pleased to see the level  
of excitement you created for my wife – and  
she was not even the addressee! Oh, the  
power of mail.

The messaging is so spot on. So, thanks for  
that again as well. A little more kindness  
from all of us can go a long way during these  
stressful times.

Billy, I thank you for this bit of kindness you  
send each year and wish to pass along how  
much I appreciate receiving it. Best wishes  
to you for a great holiday season.

Cheers,   
  

Kirk  
 
Finally, one from my ex-wife below  
and two calls that made my day.  
Thank you to all. 

Billy,

I am so happy to tell you that your  
end-of-year gift and letter arrived today  
and I love them. The only problem is that  
I want to send the gift bag back to you  
with a note: “Thank you for all the  
wonderful things you have done for me 
over all the years we have known each 
other. You are an amazing man with 
the ultimate generosity of spirit!”

Much love and good wishes for 2022,

El

JANUARY 2022



PAGE 18

DIRECT FORUM JANUARY 2022

CONTINUES ...

Factory 360 ran an interactive exhibition called: Stand Together.  

Behind a variety of freestanding colourful doors visitors were 
prompted to partake in important conversations about immigration and 
how it has benefited Americans in many ways, 

At the exhibition they gave the audience free food and a chance to 
take a moment to engage with one-another over the information they 
just saw, which led to constructive, rather than destructive, conversation 
with no thoughtless shouting, or ugly rebuttals  

With the theme: When it comes to immigration, we stand on  
common ground. 

The twelve different and colourful doors were designed to represent 
the diversity of present-day America. The content inside the doors was 
designed to be short, and to partake in a compelling experience.

Here’s the video link: https://vimeo.com/390016400

Experiential marketing:  
Common Ground



OPT IN, OPT OUT, OPTIONS:

 
To subscribe, email me at: 
billy@designersinc.ca

 To download back issues of my  
newsletters go to ‘Freebies’ on my website: 
www.designersinc.ca

To unsubscribe, send me an e-mail 
simply saying, “Please, remove.” 

To participate, send me an email 
with your article suggestions.

To post a comment, please include your 
name, email address and your thoughts.

Let me remind you that your name and/or 
e-mail address will never be shared, sold, 
circulated, or passed along to anyone else.

BKS Fundraising/Designers Inc. 
1806-77 Harbour Square 
Toronto, ON 
M5J 2S2

© Designers Inc.
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