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Building a
House Mail List
Direct mail is a valuable tool for businesses
and organizations to keep in touch with
active customers or members, re-establish
a relationship with inactive customers or
lapsed members, and introduce the
business or organization to prospects.
Direct mail can be combined with social media
outreach for greater effectiveness together
than either used alone.

[FirstName]’s
House Mail List

A direct mail campaign requires a mail piece (attractively-designed content) and a mail list. If
asked which of these three things—the design of the mail piece, its content, or who it is sent
to—is the most important in generating response, what would you say? You may be surprised
to learn that who it is sent to (the mailing list) is three times as important as either design or
content in generating response.

Types of mail lists
There are two broad categories of mail lists: house and rental. A house list is the one you
develop yourself from your customer and prospect contact information. A rental list is one
obtained through a third party that essentially licenses its use for one or multiple mailings.
(Note that even though it is common to refer to “purchasing a list,” this is not accurate. Use of a
list is granted for one or multiple mailings, with penalties imposed for using the list more times
than agreed upon. An exception is made for responses received to a mailing. Those names can
be integrated into a house list without penalty.)
Rental lists are compiled using various sources for the information. The cost of renting the list
(usually stated as a cost-per-thousand-names) depends on the data source, how many times
it will be used (one time or multiple times) and sometimes how much additional information
besides name and address is included (called selects).
The least expensive rental list is compiled from secondary public information sources such as
professional licensing databases, real estate transactions, or census data. These are further
subdivided into residential or consumer lists and business lists. A residential list may include
names (called a named list), or may contain a generic descriptor such as resident or occupant in
place of the name.
A response list is compiled from people who have made purchases or responded to offers, such
as a magazine subscription list or survey respondents. A specialty list contains names and
addresses of a specific nature, such as people who purchased service contracts for a particular
vehicle make and model. Most specialty lists are privately owned and require the list renter to
meet criteria for list use (such as approving the mail piece) before agreeing to rent the list.

Developing a house list
For most businesses or organizations, a house list is a valuable
business asset that can easily be developed. When correctly
structured, aggressively maintained, and frequently used, it can
be the foundation of an outbound marketing effort that builds
customer loyalty and provides strong sales leads.
A house list is a collection of individuals or businesses that
have at least one characteristic in common that is relevant to
the product or service offered by a business. For individuals,
the characteristic might be demographic—age, gender,
household income or geographic proximity. For businesses, the
characteristic might be industry (represented by SEC or NAICS
code), sales volume, location, or years in business.
When a mailing list is enhanced with behavioral information
(date of last purchase, total purchases over a given time period,
types of products or services purchased), it becomes a database
that can be analyzed to predict buying patterns. This in turn can
be used to tailor the sales message so it has direct and relevant
appeal to each individual or business on the list.

Mail list accuracy
A house list is most effective when it is accurate. Accuracy is
related to the structure of the list, data entry standards, and how
often the addresses are updated. An accurate house list contains
names that are spelled correctly; addresses that are up-to-date,
complete and conform to USPS standards for abbreviation and
punctuation; and has no duplicates.

Mail list structure

The structure of the mail list is the foundation for accuracy.
Each element—components of the name and address plus any
additional information—needs its own separate field, sized
appropriately for the information it will hold. For the greatest
accuracy, include a field for all possible situations—even if they
occur rarely.

• Will you need to mail to Canada, Mexico, or another foreign
country? You’ll need a country field, and may have to include
additional fields to accommodate foreign address formats.
For accuracy, a field should contain only one type of information.
That means a company name needs to be in its own field, not
entered as a first or last name.

Data entry standards

After establishing the structure, develop written data entry
conventions so everyone who updates the mailing list is doing the
same thing. Of critical importance is adopting the USPS address
abbreviations for street type (St., Ave., Blvd., etc.), and secondary
address elements (Ste., #, Sp., etc.). These can be found in USPS
Publication 28 Postal Addressing Standards available online
(http://pe.usps.gov/text/pub28/welcome.htm) or as a PDF
(http://pe.usps.gov/cpim/ftp/pubs/Pub28/pub28.pdf). Using
USPS standards significantly increases the ability to deliver the
mail piece to the intended person at the correct address.
Written conventions are also needed for mail list elements
unique to your house list. Decide how to handle titles so they
are consistent. Will you use CEO or Chief Executive Officer? VP
of Sales or Vice President of Sales? Spell the word and or use an
ampersand (&)? Decide how to handle data elements that are
longer than the allowable field length—create an abbreviation or
let the element be truncated/cut off during addressing.

Move update

We are a very mobile population. The U.S. Census Bureau
reports that on average, about 1 in 6 Americans move every year.
However, some demographic segments move more often—about
one-third of renters move each year, compared to about 10% of
homeowners, and about one-third of adults in their early 20s.

The basic structure for a house list is first name, last name, street
address, city, state, and ZIP code. But, before determining the
structure, think about how the list might be used.

For this reason, and because the USPS requires it as a condition
of allowing mail to be sent at a reduced postage rate, the
addresses in a house list need to be kept current. One way to do
this is to mail at least every 60 days and use an ancillary service
endorsement (ASE) on the outside of the mail piece. The ASE
tells the USPS what to do with the mail piece if the individual or
business is no longer at the address you have.

Will you ever send invitations to events that require a social form
of address (Mr. and Mrs. Brian Taylor; The Honorable Patricia
Nelson, Mayor; Pastor Jimmy Stewart)? If so, you’ll need a field
for title.

Another way is to compare your mail list to the database
maintained by the USPS of individuals and businesses who have
turned in change of address notice. We provide this service,
called move update verification, to our customers.

• Will you ever want to use an inside address with the first name
of an individual and the spouse (Dear Brian and Leticia, Dear
Patsy, Dear Jimmy)? You’ll need additional data fields for
alternate first name and spouse name.

Above all, you must modify your house list with the updated
address information. It does no good to receive the information if
it doesn’t make it into your house list.

• Will your list contain a mix of individuals and businesses?
Then you’ll need a company field to enter the names of
businesses.
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We’re direct mail experts
We have been providing direct mail services to our customers
since 1985, and we are good at what we do. For more information
or to set an appointment, call [RepFullName] at [RepPhone].

www.visionsfirst.com

If you are creating a house list, you have several options for software. For the
most control of the list and its data, we recommend a database manager like
Access, which is specifically designed for mail lists/databases. Access allows for
the creation of custom data entry forms, ensuring that data entry standards are
followed. Information can be retrieved based on specified selection criteria, and it
allows for the creation of custom reports.
An alternative to Access is Excel, a spreadsheet application. Like Access, Excel
stores data and generates reports. Both programs export files that can be imported
into the mail list management software we use to prepare your mailing list for
addressing. Because it is easier to learn than Access, many businesses prefer it for
maintaining the mailing list.
Excel is a good tool for a mail list provided the user recognizes two limitations that
can affect the accuracy of addressing. The first is that you can change the sort
order of a single column while leaving all the other columns in their existing order.
Here’s what this means: if you change the order of the “last name” column to be
alphabetical but fail to highlight all the associated columns, the last name will
become separated from the first name and address. If you print labels from the file,
none of the names will match the address.
The second is that when you “hide” rows or columns to change how the mail list
displays, you are not eliminating the hidden data. It is still there, so will be included
in a file you provide to us for mailing.

Q

a

Visions

What are the sources for rental mail lists?

Business and consumer mail lists are available from
list brokers who often have working relationship with
list compilers that allow the broker access to the
compiler’s databases. Some list brokers now offer
their customers the ability to obtain online counts of
consumers or businesses meeting specific criteria.
Visions has established relationships with several
list brokers and can arrange for the list rental on your
behalf.
Three large list compilers in the United States are
R.R. Donnelly (consumer lists), Dun & Bradstreet
(business lists), and InfoUSA (consumer and
business lists). Besides working with list brokers, the
compilers have developed mail list products to be
sold directly to individuals and businesses.

Specialty lists are available from Dunhill
International List Company (both consumer and
businesses). Though not a direct provider of
specialty lists, Standard Rates and Data Service
(SRDS) acts as a clearinghouse for mailing list
rental. Through its Direct Marketing List source
service, SRDS provides information on list sources,
selects, costs, and other information to help find
an effective mail list. With over 55,000 list rental
opportunities in 230 business and consumer
market classifications, SRDS claims to be the most
comprehensive reference for locating specialty
lists. Access to the SRDS database is via annual
subscription.
Contact [RepFullName] at [RepPhone] for
assistance with your list needs.
763-425-4251
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If you are compiling a house list from more than one source (such as the customer
and prospect lists from several outside sales people or a customer list and vendor
list), you need to know about merge, purge, and duplicate removal. In the merge/
purge process, two or more name and address files are combined (merged) into
one list, and duplicate records are identified and deleted (purged). De-duplication
(often called de-dupe) is the same process, but using only one list. The main benefit
of merge/purge and de-duplication is to ensure that a single individual or business
receives only one mail piece.
Identifying duplicates requires a set of rules to define what constitutes a duplicate.
Addresses can be compared to addresses only; names to names only; or names and
addresses to names and addresses. Matches can be exact (meaning every element is
identical) or near (meaning Bob Peterson or Rob Peterson would be considered a match
to Robert Peterson).
Merge/Purge and de-duplication are best done with mail list management software.
Visions offers this service. If your house list has not been checked for duplicates
recently, we suggest you contact us to arrange for the service.

Clean list: a list that is free of duplication
and unwanted names and addresses.

List broker: an individual or company

Compile: to assemble information
collected from a variety of sources. Mail
lists offered for rental are compiled from
public and private sources.

List compiler: an individual or company

De-Dupe: to identify and eliminate
duplicates within a single list.

Demographics: measurable

characteristics of a population—either
individual or business. For businesses,
include measures such as sales volume,
number of employees, SIC or NAICS code.
For individual, includes measures such as
age, gender, household income, education
level—also called demographic data.

House list: an internally-developed mail

that brings together owners of lists and the
direct mailers who wish to use the lists.
that specializes in gathering names,
addresses, and information from a variety
of sources to produce a new mail list.

Merge/Purge: the process of combining
two or more mail lists and identifying and
deleting duplicates.

Record: in a mailing list or database, a
record holds all the information about one
item or subject. Records are composed of
fields; a set of records constitutes a file.
Response list: a mailing list of people

who have purchased products or services.

list consisting of the customers, members
or donors of a business or organization.
A house list can also contain contact
information for prospects who match the
demographic profile of customers.

Seed: false or “dummy” names are added
to a rental mailing list as a way to check
delivery and to uncover any unauthorized
use.

allocated for one item of information.
Fields are the smallest unit of information
that can be accessed. In spreadsheets,
fields are called cells.

mail—such as marketer’s current
customers, bad debt customers, people
who have requested not to receive direct
mail promotions, and the DMA’s Mail
Preference Service List.

Suppression File: a specific list of
Field: in a mailing list or database, a space people who are not to be sent promotional
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Seven Tips to Guide Your Direct Mail Design
1. Keep it Simple
Keep your message simple. Avoid cluttered design, and cut copy to the bone. Extraneous information can impede the ability of your
customers to understand and respond to your offer.

2. Color with Contrast
Color and contrast command the reader’s attention. Even if your personal style is more subdued, don’t be afraid to use jarring color
combinations and stand-out contrast. Choose effectiveness over aesthetics to deliver your message.

3. Choose Images that Act as Powerful Metaphors
The thing about clichés is they are often true: A picture really is worth a thousand words. In the case of your materials, tell your
story with images and skip most of the words—big, powerful, immediate. A good image should convey your intended positioning
and the key benefit of your product or service.

4. Throw a Curve Ball
Weird shapes. Dimensional objects. Make it curvy, tactile, out of the ordinary. Shape matters. Better to be a Corvette than a go-cart.

5. Make it Shiny
Our brains are drawn to bright and shiny things. Notice the paint and hub caps on the next stand-out car you see. Chances are it will
be metallic and chrome—not drab and flat. Add a metallic ink or foil stamp to capture the eye and draw it into your message.

6. Super-Size It
Extra-large materials sends a message that your marketing team is extra important. Plus, they stick out of the stack. Make sure
there’s a partial element that pulls the reader in even if your large postcard or brochure isn’t at the top of the stack.

7. Marry Big, Descriptive Headlines with Barebones, Benefits-Driven Copy
Big, bold headlines get noticed. Focus on the verbs, adverbs, and adjectives that are descriptive and benefit oriented. Your brochure
isn’t a blog: Write it more like Hemingway and less like the Harvard Business School. Pull them in—get that to take them to the
single action that defines your next step.

Visions

763-425-4251
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Writing Ethically in the Digital Age
In today’s workplace, effective promotional writing is now
a necessity. Besides writing copy for printed material such
as brochures, product sheets, and visual aids used in sales
presentations, companies and organizations now need to
produce content for websites, blog posts, press releases, and
social media.
A common way to begin a writing task is to search the internet
for ideas—see what others have written on a particular
topic. While this helps stimulate your thinking and expands
your knowledge, it also can lead to questionable writing
practices such as borrowing heavily from a source without
citing it, paraphrasing that remains very close to the original,
unconscious plagiarism, and even copyright infringement.
We all freely copy things we like and send them to others,
use them on our social network sites, or add them to our
presentations and reports. Ethical writing does not prevent
the use of other’s ideas and words, but it does require that
the source be cited and fully credited—whether the source is
paraphrased, summarized, or directly quoted.
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Questionable writing practices
Many questionable writing practices are not the result of overt
intention by the writer to pass off other’s ideas or work as his
own. Rather, it is a failure to give credit where it is due—to cite
the source using commonly accepted citation methods. Here are
a few examples of questionable writing practices:
• Patchwriting. The Citation Project, a 2008 multi-institutional
research project studying plagiarism in college student writing
led by Rebecca Moore Howard of Syracuse University, defines
patchwriting as “Restating a phrase, clause, or one or more
sentences while staying close to the language or syntax of
the source.” Similarly, The Bedford Handbook for Writers
calls patchwriting “paraphrasing the source’s language too
closely.” The writer deletes words or phrases from the source,
substitutes synonyms, and adds new phrases, yet follows the
structure of the source.
The Citation Project contends that patchwriting is a misuse of
sources, but is not plagiarism because it does not rise to the
level of theft. Rather, writers lapse into patchwriting when they
don’t fully understand what the source is saying. Patchwriting

www.visionsfirst.com

becomes a way for the writer to learn the material by putting it
in his own words.
• Misuse of sources. Ethical writers do not give the impression
that another’s ideas or words are their own by failing to cite
sources. Instead, they use appropriate forms of citation such as
quotation marks and indented paragraphs to fully identify and
credit their sources.
The Online Writing Lab (OWL) of Purdue University says a
writer must “document any words, ideas, or other productions
that originate somewhere outside of you” including words or
ideas from printed publications or materials; information gained
through interviewing or conversing; when using someone else’s
exact words or a unique phrase; when reprinting graphics
(diagrams, illustrations, charts, pictures, etc.); or when reusing
or reposting digital information.
If something is generally accepted as fact, is easy to find by
looking in general reference sources, or is already known to
readers, that information is considered common knowledge, and
does not require a citation.
• Unconscious plagiarism. Sometimes called cryptomnesia,
unconscious plagiarism is a function of the quirk in our
memories. According to memory expert Henry Roediger from
Washington University in St. Louis, it is easier to remember
information than to remember the source, and to remember
information without knowing we’re remembering it.

Plagiarism
Plagiarism is the act of appropriating another writer’s ideas or
words and using them as one’s own original work. As the internet
has provided easy access to written material, the incidence of
plagiarism has risen. In academia and journalism, plagiarism is
considered academic dishonesty and a breach of journalistic
ethics.
Acts of plagiarism can violate copyright laws—except for fair
use—which allows use of copyrighted material for specific
purposes such as parody or satire. Writers can avoid charges of
plagiarism by correctly and fully citing the source of the material.

Copyright
Copyright is legal protection for writers on how their original
works are used. To qualify for copyright protection, the work
must be tangible (i.e. exist in physical form) and original (i.e.
independently created by the author and stemming from a
creative effort).

• All copyrights for works published before 1923 have expired
and the works are now in the public domain.
• Works published between 1923 and 1964 are in the public
domain unless the copyright was renewed.
• Works published before 1978 without including the copyright
notice (i.e. the word copyright or the copyright symbol © and
the name of the copyright owner) are in the public domain.
• For works published after March 1, 1989, copyright notice is not
required as a condition of establishing copyright protection,
through registration is required to bring a lawsuit for copyright
infringement.
• In 1998, legislation was passed that prevents any new works
from entering the public domain until 2019. Beginning that year,
works published in 1923 will enter the public domain. This will
continue in subsequent years for all works published between
1923 and 1977.
Copyright law was written into the Constitution of the United
States in 1887. Congress enacted the first federal copyright law
(An Act for the Encouragement of Learning by Securing the Copies
of Maps, Charts and Books to the Authors and Proprietors of Such
Copies) in May 1790, and the first work was registered two weeks
later. In 1870, copyright functions were placed within the Library
of Congress. The Copyright Office became a separate department
within the Library of Congress in 1897. The copyright law has
been revised repeatedly—1790, 1831, 1870, 1909, 1976, and 1998.
The doctrine of fair use is an important limitation on the rights
of the copyright owners. It was established in 1976 in recognition
that strict application of copyright law would impede the
production and distribution of works to the public. The rationale
is that the public will benefit if there are uses for copyrighted
material that do not constitute copyright infringement.

The importance of ethical writing
Ethical writing means properly crediting the sources from which
information is gathered, avoiding outright theft of the work of
others in the form of plagiarism, and abiding by copyright laws. Be
aware of the trick of human memory that leads to cryptomnesia.
When conducting research on a topic, make notes, study them,
then put them aside for at least 30 minutes before starting your
own writing. Do not refer to the notes while writing; use them
only to check what you have written to be sure you did not
plagiarize.

Copyright exists from the moment a work is created and available
in tangible form. In the United States, copyright extends for a
fixed number of years after the creation or publication date, then
expires at year end (i.e. December 31st).

Visions

763-425-4251

7

PRESORTED
STANDARD
U.S. POSTAGE PAID
TWIN CITIES, MN
PERMIT NO. 2805

8801 Wyoming Avenue North
Brooklyn Park, MN 55445
www.visionsfirst.com

Address Service Requested

F|I|L|E

This Issue
Building a House Mail List

1-2

Tips & Tricks

3

Q&A

3

Visions Adds the Latest Inkjet Technology

The Idea Corner

4

Faster, More Accurate, More Cost Effective

A Vocabulary of the Graphic Arts 4
Seven Tips to Guide Your
Direct Mail Design
Writing Ethically in the
Digital Age
Visions Adds the Latest
Inkjet Technology

• Prints on a variety of substrates
• Two color capability

5

• Variable, single side—including
variable vector graphics

6-7

• Two 4.25” print heads provide
an 8.5” wide total print area
(black)

8

• Higher speeds—up to 40,000
pieces per hour
• All tabbing is done in a single
pass—14” table width for larger
pieces

This newsletter is printed on
80# Winner gloss text.

Contact [RepName] at [RepPhone] for
more information.

