
Digital Differentiators:

9 Ways to 
Boost Your 
Next Marketing 
Campaign



         Marketing once was dominated 

by all things digital. From click-through rates to 

follower counts, every buzzword was dedicated 

to a brand’s total domination of the online world. 

Today, a seamless omni-channel strategy reigns 

supreme. Well-rounded marketing campaigns can 

pair social media and outdoor media, e-mail and 

mail to achieve the same strategic initiatives. Direct 

mail continues to be a major profit driver in its 

own right, delivering up to 1100% ROI. Innovation 

abounds. Twenty-first century technology has 

found its way onto paper. QR codes have become 

a popular marketing tactic—but they are not the 

only one. 

Here, we’ll discuss nine strategies—some adopted, 

some on the rise—that will capture your customer’s 

attention, provide more information than ever 

before and create an instantaneous, easy-to-

use buying experience with tracking to boot. As 

you read through, consider the applications. Are 

you looking for your mail to engage or inform? 

Do you want to launch a new product or convert 

customers? We’ve gathered the facts so you can 

start zeroing in on a more profitable future.

 

Sources: The Office of the Inspector General contacted 25 companies offering innovative solutions for direct mail. The following companies responded, and the information they provided contributed to the content of 
this paper: 3D Paper Graphics, Americhip, Aurasma, Bare Conductive, BeQRious.com, Blippar, Blue Bite, Curveball Printed Media, LCR Hallcrest, Layar (now part of Blippar), Metaio, Mobile-barcodes.com, NFC-Forum.org, 
Ninety2i, Novalia, Scanbuy, ShipShapes UVIAUS.  The OIG also conducted research and interviewed representatives at the Postal Service and Organic and Printed Electronics Association.



Our first three tactics create a digital experience from 
a once static mailer, enhancing the effectiveness and 
value of mail for both the company and the consumer.

Connected Mail
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The most recognizable innovation of the bunch, this black-and-white 

grid of squares is an obvious sign that a printed page is a gateway to rich 

digital content. When a consumer scans a QR or Quick Response code, the 

smartphone or tablet can automatically open a website, launch a prefilled 

email or text message, dial a phone number, download contact information, 

and beyond.

QR Codes

      Analytics 
QR codes can measure how often each code is scanned, provide click-

through information, and determine the dominant language on the phone 

or tablet. 

      Effectiveness
One QR code scanner company reported each of its users scanned an 

average of four QR codes in the first quarter of 2014. With five million 

active users, that’s 20 million impressions up for grabs in one quarter alone.

      How It’s Made
A QR code generator creates a unique code that contains the data 

necessary to guide users to branded content.

      User Experience
To scan a QR code, a user needs a smartphone or tablet with a QR reader 

application. These apps are widely available and many can be downloaded 

for free. Scanning a QR code can activate nearly any experience a 

smartphone or tablet allows.

      Response Rates
One company reported that it processed 21.8 million QR code scans in the 

first quarter of 2014, up 20% from the same period in 2013. The company’s 

quarterly report found that users of all ages employed QR codes, with the 

number of scans fairly even across ages 25–55. 

Most-scanned Campaigns
QR codes that gave 

consumers more product 
information or led to a video.

Customers Liked
Codes that led to an app 
download or gave them 
more product details.
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This technology allows users to see previously static content on their mobile 

device in a new, interactive way. AR requires a user to download an app 

to reach bonus digital content. By superimposing an image onto a mobile 

device’s camera screen, images like magazine advertisements instantly 

become digital experiences. 

Augmented Reality

      Analytics 
AR companies can track the total number of scans, the number of unique 

users, the length of time a user spends on the app, click-through rates, 

location, and time of scans.

      Effectiveness
One company reported a click-through rate of 87%. Another marketing 

company found that study participants valued products with an AR 

campaign 33% higher than those without.  

      How It’s Made
Companies providing AR services maintain a catalog of images that can 

be scanned by a mobile device. AR does not use a barcode, just a database 

of advertising images. Some companies design the AR experience for the 

client. Other companies provide software programs that allow the client 

to make their own experience through user-friendly tools. 

      User Experience
When users see an advertisement with an AR capability, they need to 

first download an app to their mobile device. Once the app scans the 

advertising image the users can watch a video, listen to music, make 

purchases through mobile commerce, virtually try on makeup or clothing, 

access e-books of brand or product information, and so on. 

      Response Rates
One marketing and training company found that consumers were 135% 

more likely to purchase a product they viewed through AR than a product 

they saw in a traditional advertisement.

“Consumers were 135% 
more likely to purchase 

a product they 
viewed through AR 
than a product they 
saw in a traditional 

advertisement.”
-Hidden Creative
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This technology allows a passive chip, or tag, to communicate with a cell 

phone through radio waves. Consumers with NFC-enabled mobile devices can 

automatically engage digital features in NFC-functional advertising materials, 

though only 30% of smartphones have these capabilities. 

Near Field 
Communication

      Analytics 
NFC can track where and when a consumer scans a tag. All website click-

through rates spurred by the NFC tag are tracked through web analytics. 

NFC companies can also detect the type of device that taps the tag. 

      Effectiveness
A study from one mass media company found that six in 10 people with 

an NFC-enabled smartphone did not realize they had the capability. After 

being shown a preview of how to use NFC, 70% of the people interviewed 

said they thought NFC inclusion on their next phone was important. 

      How It’s Made
NFC tags are so thin that they can be placed into stickers, which can then 

be attached to print advertisements. NFC tags are programmed to send 

the small amounts of information they contain to NFC-enabled devices, 

mostly smartphones. 

      User Experience
NFC tags have a very short bandwidth, meaning that a user can only 

get the information stored on the NFC chip by holding their phone very 

close to, or tapping, the tag. NFC allows a consumer to view rich media 

content, buy products, engage with a company through social media, 

download an app, sign up for offers, download a song, watch a video, 

and more.

      Response Rates
According to one study, 88% of smartphone users would consider using 

NFC to interact with a poster that interested them.

Customers Wanted
To access something 
fun, receive location 
information, or access 
mobile web content.

Going Up
NFC awareness
is on the upswing. 
One company 
reported a 
488% increase 
in monthly NFC 
taps between 
May 2012 and 
April 2014.

May 2012 April 2014

488%
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The following three tactics utilize an embedded 
electronic component, like a video screen, to 
connect the customer to branded content, no 
mobile device necessary.

Electronic Mail
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Electronic
Mail

This enhancement allows advertisement to bridge the gap between the 

physical and digital world by putting a television screen onto a printed piece. 

The mailer can have buttons to stop, play, or select between different videos. 

No Internet connectivity is required. 

Video in Print 

      Analytics 
If the mailer has a built-in Wi-Fi connection, it can track how many times the 

piece is activated and, if the piece contains multiple videos, how many times 

each video is watched. 

      Effectiveness
A global telecom company using video-in-print found that each consumer 

opened the piece an average of six times. Users watched an average of 19 

minutes of video from the piece, and consumers were still activating the piece 

four months after they received it. Another company reported a 21% increase 

in sales, in stores using video-in-print units to market their goods.

      How It’s Made
The self-contained video in print pieces has a paper pocket that contains 

the battery, LCD, shatter-resistant screen, speaker, and all necessary wires to 

control the buttons and video. Units come with a rechargeable battery that 

hooks into a USB drive. 

      User Experience
When a consumer opens a video in print piece, the video and audio can be 

cued to begin playing instantly. From there, the consumer controls the piece 

through stop, pause, and play buttons.  

      Response Rates
One media research firm found inserts that included video-in-print delivered a 

100% brand recall rate and a 91% pass-along rate.

“Video in print 
delivered a 
100% brand 
recall rate...”

-Star Communications
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Electronic
Mail

It is now possible to turn a mailer into a form of direct communication, like a 

phone or text messaging system. This technology allows a user to contact a 

company through either a phone call, by pressing a button on the paper, or 

through a text message via a keyboard on paper.

Mobile in Print

      Analytics 

The mailer can track when a call or text was placed, the length of the call, and 

how many times the mailer was used.  

      Effectiveness

A technology company reported customers spent more time with mobile-in-

print pieces than traditional mailers. Each consumer accessed the mobile-in-

print mailer an average of 3.8 times.  

      How It’s Made

A Wi-Fi network is placed into the mailer, which runs the mobile technology. 

The mobile in print application is fully rechargeable via a USB cable that comes 

from within the paper. The mailer either has a microphone and speaker to 

enable a call or a keyboard with a screen to show the text typed. The standard 

activity limit is either 50 calls, 100 SMS messages, or 30 days.  

      User Experience

The mailer can have a “call now” button that connects the consumer to the 

company’s phone line to let the user place an order or get a price quote.  

      Response Rates

One company reported that response rates were over 66%. On average, 

consumers used each mailer to make two calls and spent an average of six 

minutes total.

On average, 
consumers 
used each 
mailer to 

make two calls 
and spent an 
average of six 
minutes total.
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Electronic
Mail

This exciting technology is still in research and development. Conductive ink 

can carry an electric charge. When put onto paper, the results are fantastic. 

Though many applications are still being tested, this ink can be used to 

create interactive material that can generate noise from a speaker, create 

a Bluetooth connection that brings up a related app on a mobile device, or 

make a bulb light up.

Conductive Ink

      Analytics 
Conductive ink that activates an app on a mobile device allows the company 

to track usage through the app. 

      How It’s Made
Since the ink is mixed with carbon, copper, or silver, it functions as the wire of 

an electronic device, connecting the components to create a working piece.   

      User Experience
Users see a printed piece of paper, a mailer perhaps, which includes some 

signal that it has an electronic “press here” button. When the user touches 

the paper, the printed piece may light up, make a sound, or activate a mobile 

device through Bluetooth. 

When the user 
touches the paper, 
the printed piece 

may light up, make 
a sound, or activate 

a mobile device 
through Bluetooth. 
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These innovations transform mailers by using nontraditional 
ink, materials, or designs in creative marketing applications. 
Read: eye-catching, entertaining and effective.

Dimensional Mail
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Dimensional
Mail

This ink gives advertisements impact. Chemical compounds added to ink 

make certain colors disappear or reappear depending on temperature, 

moisture, or light exposure. Perfect for coupons and special offers, these 

secret messages can further engage consumers by adding an element of 

surprise. There are four kinds of inks used today: leuco dyes, photochromics, 

hydrochromics, and flasher.

Interesting Ink

      Leuco dyes change from color to clear to 

reveal a printed message in the mailer when 

the mailer reaches a certain temperature. 

   Photochromics change color when the 

mailer comes into contact with UV light. The 

image will return to its original state when 

taken out of UV light, unless it is exposed to 

the light for more than a day. 

    Hydrochromics change color when they 

come in contact with liquid. They can either 

be reversible or irreversible, permanently 

changing once water is applied.

  Flasher is a recently developed ink 

technology that works off reflections. When 

consumers view the advertisement, they just 

see what is printed in regular ink. In order to 

get the full message, a consumer must apply 

a bright light, like a smartphone camera 

flash, to the printed piece. 
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Dimensional
Mail

Also known as shaped mail, this tactic has unique characteristics, including 

interesting shapes, sizes, and materials. Customized MarketMail allows 

advertisers to think outside of the envelope, since it literally does not fit in one. 

Customized MarketMail

      Analytics 
Perforated reply cards and coupons are often found attached to or within 

a Customized MarketMail piece. These pieces allow a company to track the 

effectiveness of the advertisement.   

      Effectiveness
One company reported that a traditional mailer saw almost double the 

amount of call activity after incorporating Customized MarketMail pieces into 

its marketing campaign.  

      How It’s Made
A number of companies design Customized MarketMail in a variety of die cuts 

and sizes, using material of varying thickness, in nearly any shape.   

      User Experience
Customized MarketMail is delivered directly to the customer without an 

envelope, so the user is able to see the unique design immediately. It often 

stands out from the rest of the mail in the stack.   

      Response Rates
A food and beverage company saw a redemption rate of over 10% with a 

card stock Customized MarketMail campaign, and over 14% with a plastic 

Customized MarketMail campaign.

These shippable, lightweight designs open by either folding, pulling, or 

popping up into a piece that stands on its own. The design allows a marketer’s 

message to physically stand out from the competition. 

3D Mail

      Analytics 
While 3D mail does not always have a feedback element, other innovations like 

QR codes or NFC can be incorporated into 3D mail.   

      Effectiveness
One company that creates 3D mail reported that 84% of consumers it surveyed 

opened their 3D mailer multiple times. The company reported that consumers 

retained 3D mail for a longer period of time than traditional mail.   

      How It’s Made
3D mail companies print, cut, fold, and construct mailers that lay flat during 

shipment but transform when the mailers are out of the envelopes.    

      User Experience
Most pieces of 3D mail do not require assembly by the end consumer; when 

the consumer opens the piece, the 3D aspect comes together automatically.   

      Response Rates
A report conducted by a business association concluded that 3D mail was 

the most effective type of direct marketing with an average response rate of 

nearly 5.5%.

Mix and Match
Customized MarketMail and 3D Mail 
can be combined with QR codes, 
augmented reality, and NFC.
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These dynamic technologies 
and design methods, alone or in 
combination, can differentiate your 
brand from the rest, collect data in 
the process, and drive business all 
around. How you incorporate them 
becomes a question of needs. Map 
out your company’s priorities, 
then pick the innovations that will 
deliver you success.






