The Cover Letter: Your Sales Kit’s Salesperson
By: Ernest W. Nicastro
On a recent Saturday afternoon my wife and I were out running some errands together.  As we drove past the local McDonald’s she turned to me and said, “You know, every time we drive by a McDonald’s their french fries always smell sooooo good it makes me want some.”

   As salespeople and marketers we’re well aware that creating this desire (or, “hunger” if you will) for our product or service is crucial to our sales success.  And often, particularly in business-to-business selling, there are a number of smaller sales leading up to the ultimate close.

You cold-call to “sell” the appointment.  On the first appointment you “sell” the second appointment.  You telemarket, run ads, send out sales letters, postcards and participate in card-decks to --  in many cases --“sell” your prospects on getting more information about your product or service

   In every instance, if you fail to create a desire for what you’re offering, the odds of you closing that particular “sale” and moving on to the next level are, at best, slim.  Now most organizations recognize the importance of training their salespeople to close for the appointment.  And some even do a fine job with their ads, sales letters and other lead-generation activities.  But it’s on the fulfillment side of direct response lead-generation where many companies have room for improvement.  

   You see, there’s one important marketing communication that’s often neglected.  And that’s the fulfillment packet’s cover letter.  Let me explain by posing a couple of questions: (1)When was the last time you received a “sales kit” or “complete information packet” in the mail . . . with a cover letter attached to it that actually made you excited about looking at the information?  (2)  How many calls have you or your salespeople  made following up on one of your company’s fulfillment packets that went like this?

You: “Good morning Mr. BigBucks, Jim Smith here of Smithereens Inc.  About a week ago you asked us to send you our complete information packet and I sent that out, Priority Mail, the same day you called.  I’m calling to see that you got it OK and answer any questions you might have.  Mr. BigBucks:  Yeh Jim, I got it just fine.  It’s sitting right here on my desk.  But I haven’t had a chance to look at it yet.

   It’s been my observation that many companies will spend significant amounts of money . . . on 4-color, glossy, marketing materials and magazine article reprints for their sales kits.  But then pay little or no attention to the cover letter attached to that $8.00 - $10.00 sales kit.  Simply put, that’s a mistake. Because the cover letter is the “salesperson” for your sales kit.

   The purpose of your cover letter -- in McDonald’s parlance -- is to create an immediate “hunger” in your prospect for the information in your packet.  In other words, the purpose of your cover letter is to sell your prospect on looking at your literature.  Not later, not when he or she has a “chance,” but right then and there. 

   Your cover letter is your Sales Kit’s salesperson and arguably the most important document in the kit.  So make sure it sells.

   Now, let’s take a look at the following Sales Kit cover letter and see how it can be improved so that it does a better job of selling. 

Key: Black = original text  Red = Ernie's comments  Blue = Ernie's Suggested Text
To preserve privacy all names have been changed.
February 11, 1999

Mr. Peter Johnson

Johnson Construction Co.

2041 E. Baker St.

Phoenix, AZ 85060

Dear Peter,

        Thank you for your interest in the Vanguard Construction Management System for Heavy/Highway and Utility contractors.  Good, short, to the point opening.  I like the fact that “thank you” are the first 2 words and that the writer called the software program a “system.”  It makes it sound more substantial..  Here is the information you requested.  Another short, clear sentence.  But instead of the more formal-sounding “requested” I would suggest the more conversational and friendlier-sounding asked for.  The demo disk is easy to use specific benefit-oriented language and covers the system’s broad range of operations.  

Vanguard operates more easily Again emphasizing the “ease-of-use” factor; always a smart move when selling technology than other accounting software you may have used.  It is written in PRO-V, a technically evolved, fourth-generation language  Not sure that the reader really cares about this stuff unless it’s tied in to a specific benefit.  PRO-V was developed by McDonnell Douglas for business applications.  These two sentences have a plodding, choppy cadence to them and there's no smooth transition from one sentence to the next.  Suggested rewrite: As you put the Vanguard demo through its paces you’ll notice how easy it is to work with.  That’s because it’s written in PRO-V, a highly advanced programming language developed by McDonnell Douglas  Watch for these special features as you view the demo:

· Designed for heavy/highway work - Certified Payroll, Equipment Control, Common Paymaster, Quantity Tracking and Subcontract Management are specially designed for your business.

· Date sensitivity - No more laborious month-end and year-end closings.  All reports may be printed “as of” a prior date.

· Single entry - The system is fully integrated, you enter data once.  Other modules are automatically updated.

· Ease of use - Windows enable you to look up information easily, avoiding the need to keep lists of customer or employee codes etc.  And you can “menu hop” from one module to another, no need to back out through menus.

OK.  In our lead-in article we talked about how important it is for the cover letter to sell your prospect on looking at your literature -- right then and there.  The problem with this cover letter is that the writer focuses on selling the software.  

This is truly an impressive fulfillment package with first-class, well-written, marketing materials and several great article reprints from leading trade magazines.  So the cover letter should sell the prospect on (1) Looking at the demo (2) Reading the articles.  Here’s how I would go about it.

Thank you for your interest in the Vanguard Construction Management System.  A program custom-designed for heavy/highway and utility contractors like yourself.  All of the information you asked for is included in this packet. 

        And here are a few items I think you'll want to look at right away: 

1. The Vanguard Demo Disk - It only takes a couple of minutes to install.  And as you “walk through” the demo you'll begin to get an idea of how Vanguard can benefit your organization in ways that other accounting programs can't. 

As you perform your “walk-through” please note:  The meticulous tailoring of the program to your industry and your business.  The “date sensitivity” of the program which can significantly cut the time spent on month-end and year-end closings.  The system's time-saving, single entry, automated update capabilities. 

And, of course, the ease-of-use of a Windows formatted program.

2. “Accountable Accounting” - Reprinted from PC Power, this brief magazine article tells the story of a highway construction contractor and his search for the right accounting system.  One that combined the best features of a standard accounting program with the ability to easily handle the specialized and demanding accounting needs of the construction industry.

Guess where his search led him?


“Tailor Your Software” -  You'll definitely want to take a look at this 
article reprint from the December  1995 issue of Construction Magazine.  In it you'll find out how Thor Inc., a general contractor, utilizes Vanguard's Pro-Data module to tailor the system to suit the company's exact needs.  To quote company vice-president Reid Jones: “Pro-Data, in essence, allows us to do whatever we want to do with information that already exists somewhere within our company's system.”

Will the above rewrite make the prospect drop everything in the middle of a busy day and spend and hour or so reviewing the demo and reading the literature?  Probably not.  Will it be more likely to earn this packet a spot near the top of the prospect’s late afternoon “to review” pile?  I believe so. 

Now let’s get back to the original text of the letter. 

With over 700 installed systems, Vanguard has over thirteen years experience providing computer systems for contractors. Support is unlimited and training is performed on-site by CPA’s trained to understand your business.  I will contact you to discuss how Vanguard can help your business.

The first sentence of this last paragraph is somewhat disjointed.  And the “I will contact you to discuss” phrasing is too formal sounding.  Suggested rewrite:

For over 13 years Vanguard has focused on the development of superior, easy-to-use computer systems for contractors.  As a result of this focus our installed base has 

grown at a rapid pace and we currently have well over 700 installed systems.  Included in that number are such leading companies as: Bechtel Construction, Seidel Inc., The Jorgensen Company and many more. 

I welcome the opportunity to talk with you about your business and the many benefits and competitive advantages our Vanguard program can deliver to your company.  I'll give you a call in a few days.  But if you have an immediate question or concern you can reach me toll-free at 800-235-1237.. 

Thanks for reading my letter.  And thanks again for your interest in our product.

 I look forward to talking with you about how Vanguard can help you increase productivity and profitability.

Sincerely, 

Cass Westin 

Sales Consultant

P.S.  Original letter does not have one.  My suggested P.S. copy.  Here are a couple of other things I think you'll like.  Vanguard provides you with unlimited product support.  And, customized product training is provided on-site by CPA's who take the time to thoroughly understand your business
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