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Introduction

Email marketing is one of the most powerful and effective forms of marketing used today. It is quick to deploy, offers immediate highly 
measurable results, enables advanced segmentation and personalization and delivers a high return on investment.

But to achieve the maximum results from your email marketing program requires experience, expertise and advanced technology. To 
help marketers optimize results from their email marketing efforts, EmailLabs writes and distributes a monthly free email newsletter - The 
Intevation Report. The newsletter provides tips and best practices in areas including delivery, subject lines, personalization, testing, 
metrics/reporting, ISP relations, dealing with the affects of spam and more. We’ve collected articles from past issues of our newsletter into 
this handy best practices resource guide. 

Additional resource articles and tips can be found online in EmailLabs Email Marketing Resource Center at 
http://www.emaillabs.com/resources.html

We hope you enjoy the articles and fi nd them of value.

EmailLabs
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Conducting Your Email Marketing Year-End Review 

by Loren McDonald

Resolutions for this year: Exercise more often, read more books, spend more time with signifi cant others and improve email marketing 
performance. Sound familiar? 

The year’s end is the perfect time to look back at your email marketing efforts and see what worked, what didn’t work and what steps are 
necessary to take your program to the next level. 

Your look back should include: 

• Analysis of key performance metrics 
• Review of recipient feedback, surveys, Web site analytics 
• Comparison against internal and relevant external benchmarks 
• Review of creative/content 

After completing your review or internal audit, now it is time to map out your improvement plan for the coming year. 

Elements of your plan should include: 

• List building and maintenance 
• Creative 
• Segmentation and personalization 
• Testing 
• Reporting and analysis 

In this article we’ll focus on what to collect and analyze in your year-end review - and provide some links to past articles and tools to help 
take your program up a notch in the coming year. 

Analysis of Key Performance Metrics 

Your fi rst step in the annual review process is to pull together in a spreadsheet the campaign or newsletter results for the year (or shorter 
period if you distributed an overwhelming number of messages). Include all relevant statistics from opens, clicks, referrals, bounces, 
unsubscribes, spam complaints, etc. Once assembled, calculate your overall averages and determine the best and worst performing mes-
sage for each metric. 

What metrics should you analyze? The basics such as open, click-through, bounce rates cross all types of email programs. But beyond the 
standard metrics, ecommerce, publishers and corporate newsletter publishers should look at measures more relevant to their goals and 
objectives. 

Depending on your objectives, sample metrics include: 

• Open rate 
• Click-through rate 
• Click to open rate (# of unique clicks/# of unique opens) 
• Bounce rate 
• Delivery rate (emails sent - bounces) 
• Unsubscribe rate 
• Referral rate (“send-to-a-friend) 
• Number of or percent spam complaints 

Planning and Trends
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• Net subscribers (# subscribers + new subscribers) - (bounces + unsubscribes) 
• Subscriber retention (# subscribers - bounces - unsubscribes/# subscribers) 
• Web site actions (number of visits to a specifi c Web page or pages)
• Percent unique clicks on a specifi c recurring link(s)
• Number of orders, transactions, downloads or actions 
• Percent orders, transactions, downloads or actions of emails sent or delivered 
• Total revenue 
• Average order size 
• Conversion rate (number of actions/unique click throughs) 
• Average dollars per email sent or delivered 

Factors to look at include: 

• Priority Metrics - What are the most important metrics for your email marketing program? If you are a retailer it is probably things 
like conversion rate, number of orders/emails sent, average order size, etc. For newsletter publishers it might be net subscriber 
growth, referrals and open rates. For companies sending corporate newsletters it could be click-through percentages on specifi c/
recurring topics/links and subsequent conversions to information or demo requests. The key, however, is that you determine the 
critical measures of success, and not simply focus on open and click-through rates.

• Consistency - Were your key metrics consistently within a certain percent range, for example, 42 to 45 percent open rates? If 
your open rates varied signifi cantly then you might have had some delivery issues or variations in your from line and subject lines 
may have confused recipients? Wide variances in click-through rates would likely suggest that the relevance of your article topics, 
products, offers or content varied signifi cantly.

• Highs and Lows - Find your message highs and lows for each key metric and compare to your overall average. If the low or high 
varies dramatically, then there is likely a lesson - positive or negative - to be uncovered. An off-the-charts conversion rate, for ex-
ample, would suggest that a promotional email fi red on all pistons - timing, subject line, design, offer/price, product relevance, Web 
site content, etc.

• Message Metrics Variances - What if you have a combination of great and horrible metrics resulting from a single message. For 
example, you might have a low open rate, but very high click-to-open rate. This can happen when you have a weak subject line, a 
delivery problem or change your from address, for example, but the message content has very high relevance (offer, content, etc.). 
If you fi nd this happening, focus in fi xing the cause of the problem and continuing and optimizing the positive trait.

Review of Recipient Feedback, Surveys, Web Site Analytics, Sales Statistics 

If you have a feedback email account, review the emails you’ve received throughout the year looking for both positive and negative com-
ments. If you receive few feedback emails, you may not be making it easy for readers to solicit feedback, or it just maybe that you haven’t 
established enough of a “personality” that motivates your readers to respond. 

Have you conducted any reader surveys during the year? If so, what were the key fi ndings upon which you can act in the coming year? 
Next, analyze your Web site statistics. If you publish a newsletter, which types of articles are most visited on your Web site? If you are sell-
ing online, which product categories are most visited and which products and categories produced the most orders and revenue. 

Comparison Against Internal and Relevant External Benchmarks 

If your organization produces more than one email newsletter or campaign, see if your fellow email marketers will share their data so you 
can benchmark key metrics. Additionally, comparing your performance to “industry averages” can provide confi rmation that your program is 
on track, or in need of some fi rst aid. As I’ve written before in Email Metrics: Lies, Damn Lies http://www.emaillabs.com/article_emailmetri-
clies.html , be careful when comparing against these industry averages. Use them as general guides - not as precise benchmarks that you 
should compare your efforts to. That being said, there are a few good sources out there of industry statistics, including: 

• Emarketer - http://www.emarketer.com/ 
• Email Sherpa - http://www.sherpastore.com/store/page.cfm/2063 

Planning and Trends
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• Opt-in News - http://www.optinnews.com/research.php 
• EmailLabs Delivery Trends - http://www.emaillabs.com/deliverytrend_signup.html 

Review of Creative/Content 

Next, pull together samples of your actual messages and subject lines. With the above benchmarks and analysis in mind, review each of 
the following creative areas looking for what approach drove the best results: 

• Subject Line - Length, tone, style and whether you included company or publication name
• Layout/Format/Length - Did you change formats? Compare the various formats over time - not just one or two messages? Did you 

switch from full articles to teasers, or postcard to a multiple product format?
• Content Style - Do some newsletters have more personality than others? Is your style full of humor, or just the facts and conserva-

tive in nature?
• Segmentation/Personalization - Did you send special messages that had a higher level of personalization or segmentation than 

others? Were the results signifi cantly different? 

Review of Competitors and Best Practice Examples 

Finally, pull together samples of your email messages from your competitors and your favorite newsletters and campaigns - no matter what 
industry. What things knocked your socks off - subject line style, design, personality and style of writing, great approach to offers, etc? 

Next Steps 

Hopefully that more than covers everything on the intake front. So take the next month or so to assemble all of this information, conduct 
your analysis and refl ect on the “big picture.” Then establish your goals for the coming year and map out your improvement roadmap. 
Below are some past articles and tools that you may fi nd of value in your planning process: 

• Kick Your Email Marketing Program up a Notch 
• What is the Best Time to Send an Email Promotion or Newsletter? 
• Optimizing Your Subject & From Lines for Email Clients 
• 16 Factors to Getting Better Email Open Rates 
• Tips to Double your Ecommerce and Promotions Email Revenue 
• Branding Your Subject Lines to Avoid the Junk Folder 
• 14 Quick Tips on How To Reduce Email Bounces 
• Email Marketing Planner & Checklist 
• Test Your “From” & “Subject” Lines 

Good luck with your review and planning process! 

Planning and Trends
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11 Email Marketing Trends for 2005 

by Loren McDonald

Email marketing arrived in 2004. Despite the huge attention and real issue of over bloated inboxes due to increased volume of spam, no 
marketer could ignore the value and importance of email in their overall marketing program. What’s in store for 2005? Following are 11 
trends EmailLabs has identifi ed for 2005: 

1. The “Email Marketing Manager” Role Emerges as a Full-Time Position – At most companies today email marketing activities are 
only the partial responsibility of one or several people. But the combination of strategic importance and increased complexity of email 
marketing will drive the creation of full-time “email marketing managers” or “directors” at many companies. This role will be responsible 
for, or manage, the entire chain of email activities including privacy and opt-in policies, design and content development, centralized email 
database management, vendor selection and management, delivery improvement, legal compliance, frequency management, segmenta-
tion strategies, list management, reporting, corporate email strategy and beyond. 

2. “Email Delivery Divide”: The Haves and Have Nots – 2005 may be remembered as the year the “Email Delivery Divide” began. Email 
marketers that deploy best practices, adopt emerging authentication, accreditation and reputation technologies and solutions and allocate 
the necessary resources will achieve superior delivery rates. On the other hand, signifi cant delivery challenges will likely affect those com-
panies that do little and don’t or can’t allocate the appropriate resources to delivery (either internally or by outsourcing). Additionally, by the 
end of 2005 we should start to see winners emerge in the areas of authentication protocols and third-party accreditation services. 

3. Increased Integration with Corporate Databases and Other Applications – In 2005 look for more companies to integrate their email 
response data and preferences with their CRM, SFA and other databases, leading to more personalized and segmented approaches 
across all marketing activities. Additionally, look for increased integration of metrics and reporting interfaces between Web site analytics 
tools and email marketing applications.  

4. Use of Advanced Email Technology Features Grows Rapidly – The days of “load and send” are long over. Smart email marketers 
are focused on increasing response, conversion and retention rates using a combination of personalization, segmentation and “triggers.” 
Increasingly segmented and triggered emails will be driven by behavioral data, such as which specifi c links a recipient clicked, whether 
someone did or did not open an email, what pages they visited on the company’s Web site or whether they did or did not make a purchase 
or take a specifi c action. (According to Jupiter Research, less than a third of marketers are currently using click-through data for seg-
mentation.) Further, many companies are automating these tasks and/or integrating their email data with other customer data via an API 
(Application Protocol Interface). 

5. Design Takes on Greater Importance – Roughly 95 percent of all commercial email messages are sent in HTML today. As a result, 
design has become critical on a number of fronts. This includes designing for challenges such as blocked images, the increased use of the 
“preview pane,” inconsistent rendering by various email clients and using images instead of text to minimize against overzealous content 
fi lters. Further, while the typical consumer or business prospect may subscribe to dozens of email newsletters and promotions, they are 
likely to actively read only about 15-20. As a result, layout, readability and usability are critical to differentiating emails from “competing” 
emails, conveying value and trust, driving action and retaining subscribers. 

6. Marketers View Email in Larger Context Than Just “Marketing” – Email marketing technology has enabled marketers to deploy 
sophisticated email communications – including advanced segmentation, personalization, tracking and more. But “non-marketing mes-
sages” often receive minimal attention. In 2005 look for email marketers to interface more with other departments to increase the quality, 
effectiveness and brand building components of these messages. Tactics will include switching to HTML from text, monitoring delivery 
rates, tracking open and click-through rates and improving from and subject lines and design. 

Planning and Trends
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7. Resource Constraints Fuel Demand for Consulting Services – While some companies will increasingly hire internal personnel dedi-
cated to email marketing; others will choose the outsourcing model and hire email marketing agencies and consulting fi rms to help achieve 
greater results with fewer internal resources. From delivery to design, marketers will turn to consultants and email service providers at a 
record pace in 2005 seeking to improve results across their email marketing initiatives. 

8. Companies Continue Shift from Software to Hosted Model – Because of email marketers increased need for services and expertise 
beyond the “software” itself, companies will increasingly switch to or choose ASP solutions over installed software. Drivers of this continu-
ing trend include the need for ISP relations, adopting emerging authentication protocols such as SPF and Domain Sender, integration with 
other solutions such as Web analytics tools, delivery monitoring and access to consulting services and best practices knowledge. 

9. Only “Spammers” Will Spam – The CAN-SPAM Act and the growing use of anti-spam fi lters has done little to stem the tide of spam 
emails. But in 2004 the attention paid to the CAN-SPAM Act, privacy policies and delivery best practices raised the minimum bar for 
companies sending “legitimate” email messages. In 2005 most legitimate marketers will be forced to improve their email practices, if they 
haven’t already, or they will fi nd that their messages will be neither delivered nor opened. 

10. Marketers Place Greater Emphasis on List Quality – Permission email marketing is different from traditional direct marketing. Be-
cause of the superior tracking capabilities of email, marketers are better able to focus on retention and conversion from existing subscrib-
ers, rather than just mailing more of the same to more people. In 2005 look for savvy email marketers to spend as much or more energy 
retaining, “reactivating” and recapturing subscribers and maximizing return through behavioral segmentation and analysis, than on growing 
their lists. 

11. Marketers Cede Control to Customers; Focus on Building Trust and Lifetime Value – Permission email marketing is perhaps the 
ultimate democratic form of marketing communication. Customers choose to: opt-in or not, if and when to open, read and act; whether 
to provide more information for personalization; and if they no longer wish to receive the emails. In 2005, marketers, who were previ-
ously unconvinced of this power and control that customers have, will change their ways. They will be rewarded with better delivery and 
responses rates, stronger customer relationships and increased trust in their brand. Marketers will deploy various tactics to increase trust 
and enhance relationships including: ensuring only permission-based emails are sent from their company, switching to a double-opt in 
subscription process, use of fewer or no pre-checked boxes and have more transparency in privacy policies. With increased trust consum-
ers will provide more preference information enabling marketers to delivery higher value emails through increased personalization and 
segmentation. 

Planning and Trends
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Don’t Be Fooled: 3 Common Email Marketing Misconceptions

by Loren McDonald

“Don’t believe everything you hear.” This wise old saying certainly applies to many things, and email marketing is no exception. From spam 
legislation, fi lters, email client rendering issues to response rates - there is frequently a lot of confl icting and confusing information fl oating 
around the industry. So in this month’s article we are going to try and straighten out a couple of common misconceptions in email marketing. 

Misconception: “An incorrect interpretation or understanding.” So with that defi nition in mind, I’ve whittled a number of misconceptions 
down to the three I hear propagated most often.

• Never Use the Word Free 
• Don’t Send Emails on Weekends 
• Improve Results by Growing Your List

While there are varying levels of truth to each of the above statements, they are not universal truths. As some product warnings state, 
“your results may differ.” So let’s look a little deeper at these three commonly held email-marketing truisms. 

Never Use the Word “Free” - Perhaps the most common misconception in email marketing is that you should “never use the word free.” 
By itself, the word free will not cause any of the major spam or content fi lters to reject your email. (Though it is possible that some corpora-
tions or user-driven spam fi lters might be set to delete emails containing the word “free”) So why then would you risk using free when there 
is a chance, albeit small, your email might be fi ltered? Quite simply, better results. In our experience across various clients, when used 
correctly, the word free can provide a powerful boost to your results. 

Not convinced? Ok, let’s look at two popular spam content fi lters to see how they actually work and treat your free-laden emails. 

Spam Assassin - Spam Assassin is one of the leading “test-based” spam fi lters and many of the large ISPs model their own fi lters after 
Spam Assassin’s test algorithm. The Spam Assassin fi lter assigns points - positive and negative - to the content and coding of an email. 
An email is run through the fi lter and is assigned positive points (in this case positive means potential spam) and negative points (content 
and coding believed not generally used by spammers). (A legitimate email that is fi ltered as a result of these positive scores is referred to 
as a “false-positive.”) The score is totaled and if it exceeds a certain level it is fi ltered. Users of Spam Assassin can change the test score 
values and determine the level at which emails are fi ltered. It is generally believed that most companies/ISPs use a total score of around 
10, but that some may go as low as 4. 

So, what does this mean when using free? Review the Spam Assassin list and you will see that a number of phrases that use free do 
receive fairly high scores of 1 and higher. But phrases commonly used by legitimate marketers such as “free shipping,” “free e-book” and 
“free white paper” are not affected. 

Microsoft Outlook 2000 Junk E-mail Filter - Outlook 2000 contains a default Junk fi lter that looks for certain “junk and adult” content Microsoft Outlook 2000 Junk E-mail Filter - Outlook 2000 contains a default Junk fi lter that looks for certain “junk and adult” content Microsoft Outlook 2000 Junk E-mail Filter
- that when triggered automatically routes the email to your Outlook’s Deleted Items folder. This fi lter must be turned on and as a result it is 
unclear how many Outlook users have activated this function. But unlike the test score-based fi lters, Outlook uses a pass/fail method.  This 
fi lter addresses a few uses of free, but the most common usage that triggers the fi lter is the use of an exclamation point and free in your 
subject line. 

Your Take Away - Yes, you should be careful when using free in your email communications - but when used correctly and strategically, 
you will generally see greater results than by not using this powerful word. The bottom line - test, test, test. Additionally, to help you navi-
gate the complex world of spam fi lters, EmailLabs has added a spam content checker in the latest version of our application. This feature 
enables you to test your message for potential problems prior to distribution.  

Planning and Trends
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Don’t Send Emails on Weekends. - In general, distributing your emails on Tuesday, Wednesday or Thursday is a good rule of thumb. In 
fact, in a recent analysis of EmailLabs clients’ mailings, roughly 73 percent of all emails were distributed on those three days. Additionally, 
about 64 percent of all messages were opened Tuesday to Thursday. Further, while I don’t have statistics to support this, I believe that 
most people (consumers) receive a greater volume of spam email on weekend days than they do on weekdays. 

So why would you ever send an email on the weekend, or even Monday or Friday? Putting aside breaking news, announcements, daily 
newsletters and the like, weekends can be the best time to motivate readers or customers to take a specifi c action. 

Consider sports fans, music buyers, movie buffs, weekend sport warriors and others that may be more likely to take an action on the week-
end - when they are engaged in, or actively thinking about, your product, service or content topic. For example, a sports-related client of 
EmailLabs tested sending its emails on Sunday mornings versus weekdays. While open and click-through rates we sometimes higher for 
emails sent during the week, the emails sent on Sunday always resulted in a higher number of transactions. The conclusion with this client 
was that their customers were in a “purchasing mood” on the weekend, or early in the week after receiving the email and by ordering early 
they could receive their merchandise in time to use them on the ensuing weekend. 

Additionally, depending on the frequency and content of your emails, distributing consistently on a Monday, Friday, Saturday or Sunday will 
generally lead to strong results. If subscribers come to know and trust that your newsletter will arrive every Monday at 5 p.m.; or Sunday at 
7 a.m., - your open rates are likely to be higher than if you distribute inconsistently on Tuesday through Thursday. 

Your Take Away - In general, Tuesday through Thursday are optimal days to send emails. However, if your company’s offering is relevant 
to your subscribers’ or customers’ weekend lives, consider testing different distribution times on Saturday and Sunday. And try to establish 
consistency so that you readers come to expect and anticipate the arrival of your email. 

Improve Results by Growing Your List - Because of its lower distribution costs relative to other forms of marketing, many email market-
ers mistakenly place too much emphasis on growing the size of their email list. Obviously, increasing the size of your email list is a good 
thing, but a quality list of active, interested and motivated subscribers/customers is really the end game on which you should focus. 

Let’s take a look at some sample math. 

In the simple example above, an online retailer selling products at an average order size of $100 could see an increase of 28 percent in 
revenue by taking steps to improve relevance and conversion. Consider taking steps to clean out the dead wood in your list, but at mini-
mum, reduce the energy you spend on your inactive members. 

So how do you get more out of your golden subscribers/customers? Relevance! Here are a few tips: 

• Switch to double opt in. 
• Never pre-check the sign-up boxes. 
• Deliver on whatever promises you make in the sign-up process. 
• Collect as much information on subscribers as you can that will enable you to deliver segmented and personalize messages, without 

driving too many away from the sign-up process. 
• Segment your subscribers into a modest number of groups for which you are then able to deliver relevant, targeted and personal-

Planning and Trends



11

ized messages. 
• Test, test, test. Try different offers, formats, types of subject lines, distribution days/times and other variables. 
• Don’t stop at open and click-through tracking; use Web-site action tracking to accurately understand what variables are driving the 

most desired actions. 
• Consider follow-up campaigns and trigger-based emails that are sent to subscribers when they do or do not take a specifi c action 

such as not opening an email or clicking on a specifi c link. 

Your Take Away: Focus as much, if not more, of your resources and energy on getting a greater response out of your interested/motivated 
list members. Do take steps to build your list, but place increased emphasis on quality and the collection of more demographic and prefer-
ence information that will enable you to deliver more targeted and personalized emails. 

Have I convinced you of these misconceptions, or are you going to stay true to these common industry beliefs? Drop me a line and let me 
know what you think, or suggest your own email marketing misconceptions. Regardless of your beliefs, you should continue to test these 
and other variables to determine what works best for you and your specifi c subscribers and customers.
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Kick Your Email Marketing Program up a Notch 

by Loren McDonald

In the words of Emeril Lagasse (of the Food Network show Emeril Live) “Let’s kick it up a notch.” While trying not to take the analogy too 
far, email marketing and cooking share a few things in common. They are both easy to do, but to do them exceptionally well requires time, 
quality tools and expertise. They also require that a number of ingredients work well together to produce the best result. 

OK, so enough with the cooking analogy. In this month’s article I will suggest a number of activities that email marketers should consider 
deploying as part of their program - to help “kick it up a notch.” Some of these suggestions are fairly easy to implement and others require 
advanced tools and techniques. But no matter what resources and tools you have available, establish a roadway (or recipe) that outlines 
the time frame and steps necessary to take your program to the next level. 

The following are a few key ingredients in your efforts to kick your email marketing program up a notch: 

Design: Improving the design and layout of your email is one of the easiest improvements you can make that can deliver an immediate 
huge return. Design and layout are critical to pulling your reader through the email and motivating them to take action. Your email market-
ing communications are also a key brand touch point of your company and should directly reinforce your company’s brand personality and 
essence. We highly recommend that you utilize the services of a designer experienced in the email marketing environment. The payoff can 
be big, as EmailLabs has seen some ecommerce clients’ revenue from email double after redesigning the layout of their emails. 

Personalization: Studies have shown that the greater number of personalization elements to an email, the higher the response rates. 
At minimum of course, personalization can mean addressing a recipient by their fi rst name. Ultimately, however, true personalization 
means delivering emails that are tailored to the specifi c profi le and preferences of each recipient. The types of personalization may vary 
in approach based on whether you are sending a newsletter, announcement or ecommerce email, but improved results are generally the 
outcome. 

A simple example can be illustrated by the approach of a regional hotel company that operates fi ve hotels and regularly emails previous 
guests (who’ve opted in of course). An email template can be created that includes mail merge variables such as logo and name of the ho-
tel last stayed at; name, contact information and scanned signature of the specifi c hotel general manager; photo of the hotel or amenities; 
subject line; specifi c offer; based on satisfaction rating and type of room stayed in; and more. Obviously the amount of energy expended 
toward personalization has to be weighed against your available resources and the expected return. But consider starting with one or two 
personalization elements and add additional variables when and if feasible. 

Testing: The ability to test variables is one of the greatest benefi ts of email marketing. It is also an activity that is rarely deployed. If you 
can muster the energy, we recommend testing at least one variable in each email campaign or newsletter issue (assuming one or two 
distributions per month). Test variables can be design/format changes, subject line elements, time of day/day of week, use and style of 
graphics, copy style, amount of copy, offers and more. Of course, don’t just test for testing sake. Testing should form a key foundation of 
your overall improvement program and help move you forward toward your end goal. The simplest approach to testing is to split your list 
into two random but equal groups (“A/B splits”) and test one new variable against an existing constant. 

Domain/AOL Segmentation: If a sizable percentage (say 5%+) of your recipients are AOL users, you should clearly develop separate 
versions of your email for these increasingly challenging subscribers. At minimum we recommend subject lines that include your company 
or newsletter name, one that is shorter in length and often more conservative in nature. Secondly, you should defi nitely develop and test 
both plain text and Rich Text Format (RTF) versions of your newsletter - and monitor which versions (HTML, Text, RTF) pull best with your 
recipients. Better yet, offer these AOL subscribers a choice of which version they would prefer. 
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Profi le/Demographic Segmentation: If you have more information than name and email address on your customers and email sub-
scribers, why not use it? If you haven’t collected information, perhaps this is the key ingredient currently missing from your program. For 
example, if you are an online retailer of bicycle apparel, parts and accessories, capturing demographic information such as sex, age and 
biking preference (road, mountain or both) would enable you to conduct fairly targeted campaigns. Using this data you could develop cus-
tomer profi le segments (i.e., males over 40 who ride mountain bikes) who then receive emails with specifi c products, offers and messaging 
that appeals to this demographic profi le group. 

Behavioral-Based Segmentation: Targeting email recipients based upon actions they’ve taken (“behavioral-based segmentation”) is 
probably the dream of many email marketers. Why? Quite simply this approach probably portends the single greatest opportunity for 
dramatic improvement in results. Examples of behavioral-based segmentation include sending emails to recipients who have or have not 
opened an email or series of emails, who have clicked on a specifi c link, who have visited specifi c pages on your Web site or who have 
purchased a specifi c type of product. Sound daunting? Actually it is not that diffi cult to implement, but it does require some strategy and 
a little extra effort. Consider getting started with a simple program such as sending a follow-up email to recipients that did not open your 
most recent email or who clicked on a specifi c link. 

Web Site Activity Tracking: As mentioned in the article “Email Metrics: Lies, Damn Lies”, open and/or click-through statistics can some-
times provide a misleading or incomplete picture of your email results. By using Web site action tracking (a line of code placed on each 
Web page you’d like to track), you are able to connect the dots all the way through to purchase or other desired actions. This complete 
picture is particularly critical when conducting split tests. 

Automated Trigger-Based Emails: Trigger-based emails can be generated when a recipient takes an action such as opening an email, 
clicking on a link or submitting a form. Additionally an email can be triggered if a customer or subscriber’s profi le changes or matches a 
particular demographic. Triggers can be used for a variety of scenarios such as to automate sales lead notifi cations, confi rmation emails, 
send thank you messages for completing a survey or to send a follow-up offer to a recipient that clicks on a specifi c link. 

Data Integration: So you’ve captured data on your customers and prospects in your ecommerce, sales force automation, CRM, customer 
support or other system. Have you integrated this powerful information into your email marketing system? By using an API (Application 
Programming Interface), for example, you can automatically have this customer data uploaded to an email marketing application such as 
EmailLabs. Integrating this data enables you to implement a highly personalized and targeted email program and also ensures up to date 
data and eliminates the need to manually upload your data. 

Dynamic Message Assembly: So now you are really cooking. Your data is uploaded automatically in real time, your design template is di-
aled in, you’ve segmented your database and tested multiple variables. Dynamic message assembly is an email marketing technology that 
can bring all of these activities together and automate the personalization and production aspects of your emails. With dynamic message 
assembly you create a single template and combine “content blocks” and if/then statements which then dynamically match and assemble 
the specifi c email content to the recipient profi les you’ve identifi ed. 

If you are looking to kick your email program up a notch, the key is to not feel overwhelmed by the technology or perceived complexity. 
Pick one of the activities from above that you and your team can easily implement - and just get started. Or to complete the cooking anal-
ogy, select your ingredients and start creating that masterpiece of a dish! 
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Email Corrections and Why They Make Cents: Strategies for the Inevitable Email Goof 

by Loren McDonald

Sooner or later, it will happen. Whether you are an experienced pro or email marketing newbie, you will eventually make a mistake that 
might necessitate a correction email. Perhaps a key hyperlink sent people to the wrong location, you had the wrong pricing or product 
information in the email or on your Web site, incorrect date for an event - or yikes, you sent a message to the wrong list.

Once you discover your gaffe - what next? In this article we’ll explore:

• When to send a correction email
• What approach to take
• And steps to reduce mistakes in the future.

We’ll look at two recent email mistakes - one by the EmailLabs marketing team and one by a client - and the results of our correction 
emails. We’ve also developed a campaign/newsletter planner and checklist to help you reduce mistakes in the future.

When to Send a Correction Email

So you discover - either on your own (hopefully) or by a customer/subscriber that your email had a noticeable goof in it. After you get over 
the embarrassment or panic (or both), you need to determine if sending a correction email is the most appropriate action. While every situ-
ation is unique, I recommend sending a correction email when the mistake:

• Seriously misinforms your recipients (incorrect event date; wrong pricing; erroneous product information, etc.)
• Does not allow recipients to complete a form, transaction, download a white paper, access an article, etc.
• Has the potential to damage your brand image, reputation, customer relationships - or just is not consistent with the expectations 

of your readers.Typos, grammatical mistakes, incorrect images or images that don’t load, etc., are probably not serious enough to 
require a correction email. You may want to include a correction in the next campaign or issue if appropriate. 

How to Approach the Correction Email

So you’ve decided your mistake does warrant sending a correction email. Now you need to determine the logistics: When to send it?; What 
format?; What style?; What is the message?; and Who gets it? 

• When to send it? In general, get the correction email out as soon as you can. In many cases recipients might just open the correc-
tion email and delete the original. But if they’ve already opened the email, you want to reach recipients while the email is still fresh in 
their minds.

• What format? Determining what email format primarily depends on whether the mistake was in the email or on a Web site (or an 
offl ine location). If the mistake was in the email itself it probably makes most sense to resend the email (with the corrections), a brief 
intro note above the main email message and a subject line that refers to the correction. Mistakes on your Web site suggest that you 
send a simple plain text email notifying recipients that the error or problem on your site has been corrected.

• What style? Serious, humorous, apologetic? It obviously depends on your organization, the type of relationship you have with read-
ers/customers and of course the nature of the mistake. 

• What is the message? Whether it is an intro to the corrected email or just a resend of the corrected version” the message should 
be concise and to the point. “We made a mistake”, “Here is the fi x” and when appropriate “Here is an offer to make it up to you.” In 
the case of an online retailer, for example, a make-up offer could be free shipping, $XX off your next purchase, etc.

• Who gets it? Last and most important, who receives the correction email? If the email contains the mistake, then it would make 
sense to resend the corrected email to your entire list. For Web site mistakes (now corrected), send the email only to recipients who 
have either opened the email or clicked on the relative (affected) links. This approach spares those recipients who are not actually 
affected by the mistake from receiving another email. 
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Two Case Studies: An Internet-Based Retail Client and EmailLabs

Now let’s take a look at two “mistake” situations and what resulted from the correction emails.

An Internet-Based Retail Client
• What: An Internet-based retail client, operating an ecommerce site selling power sport equipment and accessories, typically sends 

two emails per month (every other Sunday) to its customers and opt-in email subscribers. 
• The Mistake: Two featured products were offered at a reduced price in the email - but the Web site showed the products at a higher 

price. The company’s email coordinator had committed an easy oversight - he simply forgot to change the price on the Web site. 
• The Response: The Monday after the emails were distributed, the client informed EmailLabs of the price error. Reviewing the link 

click-through stats for the two products, we saw that roughly 700 customers had clicked on one or both of the links (among about 20 
links total in the email).
Using a 3% conversion rate, we estimated that the error may have resulted in about 15 or so lost transactions (due to customers not 
completing the transaction after seeing the incorrect price). The client and I agreed that it was worth a correction email, even though 
the pricing had been corrected on the Web site. We crafted an email that explained the mistake and offered customers an additional 
$10 off their next purchase over $100.
Using the click-through stats for the two links and EmailLabs’ fi lters, on Tuesday morning the correction email was sent to only those 
recipients who had clicked on one or both of the product links - 832 people at that point.

• The Results: Phenomenal. The correction email resulted in a 76% open rate; 26.3% click-through rate; a 9.1% conversion rate; 22 
orders; 0 bounces; and 1 unsubscribe. 

EmailLabs
• What: Once per month EmailLabs issues its newsletter, The Intevation Report, to its customers and opt-in subscribers.
• The Mistake: The link to our Web site for the fi rst article in the June issue pointed to an article from the May issue. The cause? 

Jeannie was going on vacation and needed to leave; I was in meetings all afternoon and didn’t make the time to check the links.
• The Response: While no readers contacted us regarding the error, I noticed the mistake when I saw that the most clicked link was 

to the previous month’s article. As an email marketing fi rm and publisher of a newsletter on trends and best practices, I felt we owed 
our readers the correction. We corrected the link and wrote a brief intro note inserted above the HTML email. The correction email 
was then distributed to all subscribers.

• The Results: Interestingly, the original email and correction email had identical open rates of 45.7%. The corrected link had a 5.4% 
CTR versus 3.5% for the original incorrect link. The correction email did generate six additional unsubscribes - including an email 
from one annoyed recipient. But overall, the response suggests sending the correction was the right thing to do. 

How to Reduce or Eliminate Future Mistakes

After you’ve gone through the mistake/correction process, the most obvious question becomes: How do I reduce or eliminate mistakes 
from happening in the future? There are three means to reduce/eliminate mistakes:

• Third-Party Proof Reader: The major cause of email mistakes is either not proofi ng and testing links at all, or not proofi ng/testing 
thoroughly. One approach to proofi ng is to have someone outside of the email team read the copy and test the links. A fresh set of 
eyes is more likely to fi nd errors and less likely to skip links that you as an editor might look over.

• Pre-Testing: Another common mistake is not sending out test emails, including to different test accounts (i.e., AOL, Yahoo, Hotmail, 
etc.). An email can work fi ne on your desktop, but that survey form or referral form that you are excited about is probably not going 
to work properly for your Hotmail subscribers (for example). Make sure you test your email to see if it works properly for your top 
recipient domains. The process of pre-tests also helps uncover errors and problems that you may have missed in the proof reading 
process.

• Production Checklist: For most people, sending out email newsletters or campaigns is not their only responsibility. As such, it is 
easy to forget little steps in the email process - particularly if your goal is to just “get it out the door.” Establishing a formal approval/
review process and production checklist is a great way to help minimize errors. EmailLabs has developed a generic Email Marketing 
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Planner & Checklist that marketers can customize and use during their campaign production process. 

The Downside of Sending Correction Emails

So what, if anything, is the downside of sending correction emails? First, some percentage of recipients will simply be annoyed that you 
sent them another email into their already overloaded inbox. For this reason, only send the correction to those people that have been 
affected by the error when possible. Secondly, the correction email brings the mistake to the attention of people who may not have noticed 
otherwise. And lastly, you risk generating a few additional unsubscribes. But in my opinion, anyone that unsubscribes because of a correc-
tion email was not getting what they wanted from your emails and would leave anyway.

So while I hope issuing correction emails is an activity that you rarely have to undertake, they clearly can make sense (and cents!) for your 
company. 

Planning and Trends



17

Tips to Double Your Ecommerce and Promotions Email Revenue 

by Loren McDonald

One of the most exciting aspects of email marketing is the ability to generate substantial revenue from an ecommerce or promotional email 
campaign. However, the perception of email marketing is often that you simply prepare your email, send it out and then sit back and watch 
the revenue roll in. Well, not so fast. 

A successful ecommerce program requires more effort than just sending out an email newsletter. As a result, many companies are leaving a 
lot of money on the table by not segmenting their customers and utilizing more advanced email technology features, such as the EmailLabs 
solution provides - including segmentation by demographics and actions, personalization, trigger-based emails, and detailed tracking of cus-
tomer responses. But achieving dramatic gains in revenue does not require an Amazon.com-like investment in technology or infrastructure.

With a little extra effort, ongoing analysis and testing and refi nement, most companies can double or triple revenue from their ecommerce 
program in just a few months. In this article, we’ll provide tips and suggestions on list building, email creative, list management, segmenta-
tion, offers, delivery and testing. And even if you aren’t selling products or services via your email program, there are a number of ideas 
and tips in this article that you can apply to your newsletter, announcement, or other emails.

Read further for the following Tips:

• List Building
• Creative 
• List Management 
• Segmentation 
• Testing 

List Building

One of the most effective (and obvious) means to increase revenue from your ecommerce email is to grow your list. Here are some quick 
suggestions to move your list towards a consistently upward growth trend:

• Web Site Form: Perhaps the single most important method of growing your list is by optimizing your email subscription form on your 
Web site. Don’t rely just on your home page to capture new subscribers. Many of your visitors may enter your site from a search 
engine on a specifi c page. If possible, a simplifi ed form - or at least an impossible-to-miss image that links to the form - should be 
included on every page of your site. Additionally, many consumers will need an incentive before they will sign up for anything. Con-
sider offering them a discount ($10 off), Free Shipping on orders over $100, or other incentives taken off their fi rst order.

• Shopping Cart Form: Most Web sites capture a customer’s email address during the check out process for order and shipping 
confi rmations. But, it is critical that you also strongly promote an opt-in check box for customers to receive your ongoing promotional 
emails. Additionally, use this opportunity to solicit additional information that may help you better target your customers down the 
road and provide emails that are more relevant to customers. This might include demographics such as their gender and prefer-
ences, such as product interests. This information can be gathered to send more targeted emails down the road.

• Search Engine Pay-Per-Click Programs: Various research studies indicate that search is one of the most frequently used means 
for consumers to fi nd products online. Many etailers fi nd that pay-per-click (PPC) programs such as Google, AdWords, and Overture 
can drive signifi cant traffi c to their site. If you utilize these programs, as mentioned above, it is important that you make it easy for 
visitors to sign up for your promotional emails - whether or not they make a purchase.

• Search Engine Optimization (SEO): Optimizing your site for search engines can be one of the most cost-effective means to driving 
traffi c and growing your list. Whether you use an external SEO consultant or handle it internally, make sure you optimize every page 
of your site to achieve top rankings for the products listed on each page.

• Refer-A-Friend: Utilizing your email technology’s “Refer-A-Friend” feature can generate a consistent number of new subscribers. 
If you promote the refer-a-friend program (i.e., $5 off to the person who forwards the email) - a typical forward rate might be in the 
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1.5% range, with 10% of the new recipients actually subscribing. On a list of 100,000 that means you would gain 150 new subscrib-
ers - not a large amount, but it may be enough to offset your unsubscribes each month. 

• In-Store Promotions: If you have retail locations, make sure you promote your email offers in your stores. Have sign-up forms at 
the cash registers, promote subscriptions with point-of-purchase displays and train your employees to encourage email sign up.

• Media Buys and Newsletter Sponsorships: Obviously, advertising - both online and offl ine - will drive more traffi c to your site, 
which can then be converted to email subscribers and customers. Banner ads average about 0.25% CTR. Newsletter sponsorships 
(text or banner ads within the email newsletters) typically have similar CTRs, but can be very effective. Whatever your offl ine/online 
advertising program entails, it should include driving potential customers to a landing page, as well as messaging that encourages 
people to subscribe to the promotional emails.

• Direct Mail: Just because you may have become an email convert, don’t overlook direct mail. If you have mailing addresses for 
existing customers, consider sending a direct mail piece enticing and rewarding customers for signing up for your promotional 
emails. Secondly, consider renting some quality lists and conducting similar subscriber acquisition campaigns. You may also want to 
consider card stacks, inserts and shrink-wrap programs with magazines that target your market - particularly in combination with a 
strong offer (discount off fi rst purchase, free shipping, etc).

• Email Campaigns (rented opt-in lists): If quality opt-in email lists are available for your product area, consider testing the ROI of 
email subscriber/customer acquisition campaigns. These campaigns can be fairly expensive, but if you break even, you’ve in es-
sence grown your customer list at no net cost to the company. 

Creative

Your email’s creative - copy, design and offer - is what gets your customers to open, read and take action on the email. How important is 
the creative? A compelling subject line that resonates with your customers could increase your open rate by 50% - a jump from 28% to 
42%, for example. Solid offers in combination with great design and copy could double your click-through rate - such as an increase from 
6% to 12%. Add that up and combine it with a well executed web site and your conversion rate could also double.

Sounds like a lot of work, right? Well, it certainly takes more effort than slapping together a basic email; but, once you develop your email 
template, it doesn’t take a tremendous amount of effort. So, here are some quick suggestions to improving your creative:

• More Products & Categories: Customers like options. If you are sending the same email to everyone, you need to provide them 
with a variety of choices to whet their appetite. If you sell products in various categories - Running, Cycling, Camping, Fishing, 
for example - you need to offer a few product options in each category, or you aren’t likely to get their attention. Your avid cycling 
customer is just not likely to click through on the fl y fi shing rod, no matter how great a deal it is. You may also want to include regular 
features, such as “Email Specials,” “Product of the Month” and “Brand Specials.”

• Navigation: Leverage your website’s navigation. Remember, your email is basically an extension of your Web site. Make the navi-
gation consistent with your Web site - but also highlight key areas of your Web site that are likely to get customers to take action. If 
you have Bargain Basement, Closeouts, Featured Products and other areas on your site - use them in your email. 

• Search: If you have search capability on your Web site, add it to your email. Your customers can type in their search phrase(s), hit 
submit, and it will take them to your web site’s search results page. You now have those people on your Web site, where you have 
the potential to convert them to customers.

• Personalization: Some studies suggest that the more elements of personalization in an email, the higher the response rate. At mini-
mum, address your customers/subscribers by fi rst name if you have it for all your customers. If you have more information - such 
as their interests and/or past purchase history - consider personalizing the copy or product selection. For example, using the earlier 
sporting goods example, you may want to personalize emails based upon each of the four sports. Each recipient would receive the 
same basic email, but with a few sentences of copy tailored to each sport and a special product offer. The most effective methods 
of adding this to your emails would be to either create separate versions for each customer segment or use dynamic message as-
sembly and build these different versions on the fl y.

• Copy/Tone/Personality: Every retailer has a personality - whether you are Wal-Mart, Amazon.com or Bob’s Sporting Goods. Your 
email copy and creative design should refl ect and leverage that personality. Don’t underestimate the power of your copy. Many 
people will say that they don’t read the copy - and they may be right - but you are writing the copy for the 10% that will read it and 
click through to your site, not the 90% that don’t. Your copy should not only refl ect your company’s personality, but should also cre-
ate a sense of urgency with your customers and motivate them to take action immediately.
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• Links, Links and More Links: The main job of your email is to motivate recipients to click through to your Web site. Hyperlinks in 
an ecommerce email should not be like in-store retail salespeople - there when you want to be left alone, but nowhere to be found 
when you need help and are ready to buy. Put text, image and navigation links throughout your email so that a customer literally 
can’t go anywhere without tripping over a link.

• Graphics: Consider using graphic images and buttons to draw recipients’ attention. These images can visually convey things such 
as Free Shipping, Email Only Special, Buy Now and Limited Supply in combination with your copy.

• Subject Lines: Perhaps the easiest way to increase your ecommerce email revenue is by writing great subject lines. Not only do 
subject lines drive open rates, they also direct people like signs in a store window to specifi c merchandise once inside the store (or 
email). Learn from the most successful type of subject lines, such as: 10% off and Free Shipping on Brand X Gear. Utilize your key 
offers on your top selling products and brands when crafting subject lines. If your emails are more information-based rather than 
product-based, capitalize on the topic your readers would be most interested in for your subject line.

• Offers: A key goal of your ecommerce program is to generate maximum revenue at the highest margins. Continuously offering large 
discounts and free shipping clearly drive transactions and revenue, but fi nding the optimum combination is the key to profi tability. 
One approach is to entice your customers to take action using special email-only offers. Secondly, test different approaches in your 
subject line, whether free shipping, discounts, or something similar, to determine which approach drives the most revenue and has 
the best impact on your bottom line. Thirdly, personalize your offers to your customer segments. Loyal customers might receive free 
shipping on their next purchase above $100, whereas new or low-value customers might receive 10% off their fi rst or next purchase.

• Email Format/Versions: While we recommend that the core of your email program use the HTML format, it is important to also 
produce separate versions of your email in plain text and potentially Rich Text Format (RTF) formats for AOL subscribers and others 
who cannot read HTML. Even if only 5% of your subscribers either cannot read HTML or prefer text, producing well-crafted text ver-
sions of your email can pay big dividends.

• Push to Talk: Consider adding a “Push to Talk” feature to your email if you sell hard-to-fi t clothing items or other products and 
services that benefi t from personal contact. A “Push to Talk” feature enables a recipient to schedule a call back from your call center. 

List Management

To ensure delivery of your emails and minimize email churn, actively managing your existing list is vital. A high bounce rate (from invalid 
addresses) may cause an ISP to block your emails (by assuming that you are a bulk spammer). Secondly, even if you have an average 
bounce rate of around 2% each month, this means that each year you may lose about 25% of your subscribers due to address changes. 
Here are some quick list management tips:

• List Hygiene: Customers often incorrectly type in their email addresses - make sure your email technology will fi nd obvious errors 
such as a lack of “@.” Secondly, review your list of bounced emails looking for other typos and errors such as name@alo.com 
instead of name@aol.com. Another option to help minimize incorrectly entered email addresses would be to require confi rmation of 
the email address on the opt-in form on your website.

• Email Address Changes: Annually, 30% of consumers change their email addresses. This means that for a list of 100,000, up to 
30,000 subscribers may be lost each year. To minimize this address churn, consider some of the following techniques:

• Include an “update email address” link in every email.
• Include a link to your account page or profi le page in all communications and remind subscribers to update their email address and 

other vital information.
• Add a manage account/preferences page on your Web site, if it doesn’t already exist.
• For customers whose email has bounced at least once or twice, send a postcard informing them of their invalid address and incent-

ing them with an offer to update their email address. (Assuming you have known mailing addresses)
• Consider utilizing an email change of address (ECOA) service such as Return Path to obtain new/alternate email addresses for subscribers.
• Another approach is to ask customers/subscribers for a second email address. When the primary address bounces, emails can 

subsequently be sent to the secondary email address. 

Segmentation

Segmentation is perhaps the single greatest benefi t of email marketing technology, but one of its least used capabilities. You likely have a 
wide variety of data on your subscribers and customers, including gender, place of residence, interests and preferences, which emails they’ve 
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opened and what links they’ve clicked on and their purchase history. You don’t need a data-mining expert to take advantage of this information. 
You do, however, need to develop separate versions of your emails or variable elements of the email. Remember, the goal of email marketing 
is to deliver information that is as personally relevant as possible for each recipient. Here are some quick examples of segmented campaigns:

• Product Preferences/Interests: Many Web sites ask new subscribers to check off their areas of product interest - but then do noth-
ing with that information. If you do have this data, take the extra time to create separate versions targeted to each product area. The 
entire email does not need to be different - you might simply tailor a featured product and the intro copy to each product area - with 
the rest of the email being the same.

• Gender Based: If you sell clothing, for example, consider creating separate versions for each gender or personalizing each email by 
including only relevant clothing items. At minimum, you may want to personalize the intro copy toward each gender by highlighting 
specifi c products.

• Action-Based: When an email recipient clicks on a link in an email, it demonstrates some level of interest in a product or service. If 
a customer clicks on a link for bike shoes, for example, you may want to send a trigger-based email a few weeks later that promotes 
bike socks and bike pedals.

• Purchase Based: Consider follow-up emails targeting customers who purchased similar products. For example, customers that 
purchased any golf-related product might receive a follow up email promoting golf balls, head covers and golf bags.

• RFM Based: Recency, Frequency and Monetary Value - known more commonly as “RFM” - is a means of segmenting your custom-
ers based on their value and likeliness to purchase. While RFM-based analysis can get very complex, most any email marketer 
can step their toes in the RFM waters. The simplest example of utilizing RFM analysis would be to send an email offering 10% off 
all merchandise in an email to those customers who have not purchased in more than six months. For your high value and recent 
purchasers, you might send emails more frequently than the rest of your customer base.

• AOL Subscribers: Because of their unique online preferences and AOL email software client issues, we recommend sending mes-
sages optimized specifi cally for AOL recipients. 

This can include:

• Creating special Rich Text Format emails (no graphics, but with bold text, hyperlinks, color)
• Including {Company Name} in the subject line (the AOL email client shows your email from address, but not from name.)
• Shorter and potentially more conservative subject line to ensure that it shows completely (AOL subject line space is shorter than 

other email clients).
• Disable the 1 pixel gif used to track open rates (this clear gif will set off the image warning in AOL - causing some people to delete 

the email without opening it).

Testing

Testing is critical to optimizing your ecommerce program. Every email campaign that you send should test at least one variable. As your 
program progresses, what you learn allows you to build off of each successive test results and continue to refi ne and test increasingly 
narrower variables. Don’t forget to leverage the learnings from your online sales data. For example, the day of week and time of day that 
generates the highest number of transactions may be a good starting point for testing when to send your email campaigns. Aspects of your 
campaigns to consider testing include:

• From Line
• Subject Line
• Design Approach
• Copy Length and Style
• Offers
• Day of Week
• Time of Day
• Trigger/Follow-Up Emails
• Frequency of Emails
• Formats for AOL 
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Conclusion

In the end, the amount of revenue and growth you will achieve with your email ecommerce program depends upon how much effort you 
put into it. But don’t feel overwhelmed if you have limited resources. Tackle a few improvements with each email and in a short period of 
time, you are likely to see signifi cant growth in revenue from each email campaign.

If you have questions or comments, or have your own suggestions on growing email ecommerce revenues, please email them to 
marketing@emaillabs.com.
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Optimizing Email Opt-in Pages 

by Loren McDonald

Optimizing your email opt-in process is one of the most important, though often forgotten, parts of your email marketing program. How you 
present your opt-in pages and forms determines the rate of list growth, the quality of your list and establishes subscriber expectations that 
subsequently drives email performance. In this article we’ll look at: 

1. Getting People to the Opt-in Page 
2. Copy and Design/Layout of Opt-in Page 
3. The Opt-in Form 
4. Other Opt-in Pages 

1. Getting People to the Opt-in Page 

Once someone is on your Web site, how do you get them to the opt-in page? (For tips on growing your list in general, visit our earlier 
article on 28 Ways to Build Permission-Based Email Lists.) 

• Don’t Hide the Link – If your email newsletter/promotion is key to your business, make sure that it is easy and obvious for Web site 
visitors to fi nd the sign up page. Consider including links in main and secondary navigation and promotional boxes in side bar areas. 
Don’t make your visitors search to see if you offer an email newsletter. Include some form of link on every page of your site. 

• Don’t Disguise It – When referring to your email in links and navigation areas, don’t use some name or term that isn’t obvious to all. 
For a link, “Newsletter,” “Enewsletter,” or “Email Newsletter” is fi ne. 

• Home Page - If appropriate, promote articles and news from the current issue on you home page - and then link to article/issue. 
• Back Issues/Articles - For newsletter publishers, make sure you have an area of your Web site such as a “Knowledge or Resource 

Center” where you house archived issues and individual articles pulled from the newsletter. Then promote subscriptions to your 
newsletter throughout this area. 

• Web Version Subscribe Link - If you post your back issues on your Web site, make sure they include a “Subscribe” link within the 
actual email. 

• Product Pages - For online retailers, consider including copy in a prominent spot such as: 

Sign-up for Retailer X’s free twice monthly newsletter and get Special Deals and sales only available to Newsletter Subscribers.

2. Copy and Design/Layout of Opt-in Page 

The purpose of your email opt-in page has one goal – to convert as many visitors as possible to subscribers. Its design, layout and copy, 
therefore, should be similar to that of a landing page. 

• Clean and Simple – The page should be designed in such a way that the images, copy and form instill confi dence, trust and value. 
• Samples – Always include a link to a sample copy or copies of your email and consider including a hyperlinked small screenshot of 

your email. 
• Testimonials/Awards – Use testimonials in pull-quote format, either text or as an image, that highlight awards or kudos that readers 

and third parties have bestowed on your email publication. 
• Incentives – Offering up an incentive or discount is a great way to increase conversion. Whether it is a “free white paper” or “$5 off 

your next purchase”, incentives work. 
• Value Proposition – Subscribers are happy to provide you their valuable email address, but only in exchange for something of 

value. It is important that your opt-in page copy and images convey the core value of your emails. For example, if you are a retailer 
you should highlight things such as “email only specials”, advance notices of sales and other value they will receive as an email sub-
scriber. Newsletter publishers should stress things such as the type of content, timeliness, your expertise and the content relevance 
to readers. 

• Privacy/Email Policy – We recommend that you include a brief 1 or 2 sentence email policy located near the form “submit” button 
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and a link to your company’s more detailed privacy/email policy. For example: 
EmailLabs will not use your email address or information for any purpose other than distributing the EmailLabs Intevation Report 
newsletter and related special reports. 

• Expectations – Lastly, the copy and layout should set expectations for the recipient. This includes the frequency of the emails, 
if they should expect other communications from your organization and again, accurately convey the value of the email. Further, 
clearly explain your confi rmation process if you are using a double (confi rmed) opt-in approach. 

For a great example of many of the above suggestions in action, check out Debbie Weil’s opt-in page for her WordBiz Report newsletter. 

3. The Opt-in Form 

The point of course of the actual form is to obtain the right balance of information that you need to send, personalize, segment and opti-
mize your email program for each subscriber. 

• Don’t Ask for too Much Information – Your email opt-in form is not the place to qualify prospects or make them jump through 
hoops. Don’t ask for information that you cannot use for email delivery and personalization/segmentation. If you are concerned that 
you may have too many fi elds, consider denoting some of them as optional. 

• Don’t Ask for too Little Information – By the same token, plan for the future. While only asking for someone’s email address 
makes the sign-up process extremely quick, you have not obtained information that will help you deliver more relevant emails to 
your subscribers. This includes format preference, name and other preferences/demographics key to your program. 

• Address Validation - To ensure that subscribers enter their email address correctly, include a script that checks for syntax errors 
upon submission. Additionally, consider a secondary box that requires them to re-enter their address. This will minimize invalid ad-
dresses due to input errors. 

• Form Fields – The Minimum: 
◦ First Name 
◦ Last Name 
◦ Email address 
◦ Format Preference (HTML or Text) – In addition to providing options of whether to receive HTML or Text, consider including a 

note such as the following: (Text is recommended if you use Eudora Light, Eudora Pro 3 and below, Lotus Notes versions below 
R5 or AOL 5.0 and under.)

• Form Fields – Optional: 
• Secondary Email Address (Since approximately a third of your list will change their email address every year, consider asking 

for a secondary email address. Then when their primary address bounces you can send a follow-up email to the secondary 
address.) 

• Frequency (Many sophisticated etailers and publishers give subscribers the choice of how often they wish to receive emails, i.e., 
daily, weekly, monthly.) 

• Demographics (gender, age, location, etc.) 
• Interests/Preferences (topic, rock vs. jazz, etc.) 

4. Other Opt-in Pages 

In addition to your actual email opt-in form pages, there are other means on your Web site of gaining new subscribers, including: 

• Download/Registration Pages – Always include an email subscription check box as part of your registration (download white 
papers, membership, demo request, etc.) forms. This approach can generate a subscription conversion rate of 50 percent of more. 

• Purchase/Shopping Cart Pages – Be sure to include product/shopping preferences in your shopping cart form and a clear opt-in 
check box for your email. EmailLabs recommends that you NOT use pre-checked boxes. If you choose to use this approach, how-
ever, the CAN-SPAM Act requires that you include a notice of advertisement in the email. 

Good luck getting your opt-in pages into “top form.” If you have your own suggestions, best practices or a question, please send them to 
intevationreport@emaillabs.com. 
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14 Quick Tips on How To Reduce Email Bounces 

by Loren McDonald

If you are an active email marketer, managing and reducing your email bounces (see defi nition below) has never been more critical. 
Actively managing your bounces can reduce your email delivery costs and increase conversions/transactions - improving the ROI of your 
email campaigns.

Here are 14 quick tips to help you manage and reduce bounces: 

1. Clean Your Lists: Whether manually or via a list-hygiene service, check for incorrectly formatted addresses, invalid domains and typos 
(i.e., alo.com).

2. Consider Using An Email Change of Address (ECOA) Service: With many companies experiencing email address churn of 2.5% a 
month, an ECOA service could pay huge dividends. Return Path, a leading ECOA company, reportedly receives 1,000,000 email address 
changes a month.

3. Confi rm Email Addresses: Send an auto-reply confi rmation when a user subscribes, registers or makes a purchase. If that message 
bounces, you can attempt to correct it right from the start. Additionally, you may want to consider requiring a second email address line (in 
your online forms) that confi rms the correct address was entered.

4. Include Subscription/Account Management Links in Your Emails: Make it easy for your customers and subscribers to update their 
email addresses by including a link in your emails to your Web site account/subscription management page.

5. Prompt Customers To Update Information: When a customer is completing a transaction in the shopping cart, for example, prompt 
them to verify and update information - particularly their email address.

6. Use the Mail or Phone to Update Information: If you have postal addresses or phone numbers for customers/subscribers with bad 
email addresses, consider contacting them via mail (such as a postcard) or telephone.

7. Monitor Delivery Rates By Domain: Track your open and bounces rates by major domain, such as AOL, Hotmail, Yahoo, Earthlink and 
others. If one is signifi cantly different than the others, or your experience a sudden change, you may have a fi ltering or blacklist problem.

8. Monitor Blacklists: Regularly check the major spam databases and blacklists to ensure you or your email provider has not been 
added. Click here for a list of spam blacklists and here to check your DNS against MAPS and SPAMCOP, two of the more popular black list 
databases. (You will not receive a bounce message as a result of a blacklist, even though the email has not been delivered.)

9. Understand and Monitor Spam Filters: Get to know the more common things that most spam fi lters, including Microsoft Outlook’s 
Junk Filter. Click here to see a list of many of the major spam fi lters. Also, click here to view the terms reviewed by Spam Assassin one of 
the more popular spam fi lters. (Spam fi lters also will not generate bounce messages.)

10. Remove “Spam Flag” Addresses: These are often added maliciously. Examples include: abuse@somedomain.com. 
postmaster@somedomain.com and nospam@antispam.net.

11. Pretest Your Emails: Prior to distributing your email to your entire list, send a test to yourself and others (make sure you include all the 
major email services used by members of your list).

12. Understand How Your Email Provider Processes Bounces: Gain a thorough understanding of how your email provider classifi es 
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and handles soft and hard bounces - and manage accordingly.

13. Monitor Changes Among ISPs: After mergers, fi nancial troubles and other announcements, many users of a particular ISP may 
decide to switch to a different account or ISP for their email. Consider sending an email to members of your list with the domain name in 
question, asking them if they would like to update their email address and other information.

14. When All Else Fails, Suppress or Delete Recurring Bouncers: Determine an appropriate bounce suppression/deletion strategy for 
your email program. With the EmailLabs application, hard bounces are automatically put into your Trashed list and will not be included in 
any ensuing message distributions, unless they are moved back into your active list.

Defi ning Soft and Hard Bounces

A soft bounce is an email message that gets as far as the recipient’s mail server (it recognizes the address) but is bounced back unde-
livered before it gets to the intended recipient. A soft bounce might occur because the recipient’s mailbox is full, the server is down or 
swamped with messages, the message is too large or the user has abandoned the mailbox. Most email service providers will attempt to 
deliver the email regularly for a few days. If it is still undelivered, it becomes a hard bounce.

A hard bounce is an email message that has been returned to the sender and is permanently undeliverable. Causes include invalid ad-
dresses (domain name doesn’t exist, typos, changed address, etc.) or the email recipient’s mail server has blocked your server. Servers 
will also interpret bounces differently, meaning a soft bounce on one server may be classifi ed as a hard bounce on another.
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28 Ways to Build Permission-Based Email Lists 

by Loren McDonald

Developing a cost-effective email list poses a challenge for all email marketers. Because email addresses change at a rate of 30 percent or 
more on most lists, marketers must adopt an aggressive approach to expand their list and yield a signifi cant return on investment.

As you browse the list below please keep these helpful tips in mind:

• Consider All Touch Points: Use every point of contact with customers and prospects. 
• Obtain Permission: Always obtain permission with the confi rmed (double) opt-in method for online contacts. For offl ine contacts, 

update your database with when, where and how the contact was initiated. Confi rm their permission in the fi rst email. 
• Required Information: Obtain email address, name, format preference and logical interests/preferences. 
• Focus Equal Attention on Existing Lists: Implement strategies and incentives to transform inactive subscribers into active ones. 
• Provide Valuable Benefi ts: Convince potential subscribers of the valuable benefi ts they’ll receive. 
• Convey Trust: Clearly state your privacy/email policies. 

1. Feature a Sign-Up Form on Each Page of Your Site – Be sure to remember this basic concept. Sign-up opportunities should be ubiqui-
tous throughout your site.

2. Promote Benefi ts on the Sign-Up Page – Enhance subscription value with sample emails, testimonials and strong call to action copy.

3. Offer Opt-In Incentives – Incentives like white papers, discounts and special reports signifi cantly increase conversion rates.

4. Optimize Your Site for Search Engine Placement – Optimize current and archived newsletters for search engines to increase traffi c and 
subscriptions.

5. Pay for Search Engine Services and Promote Your Email on the Landing Page – If you pay for search services like Google AdWords be 
sure to include email subscription information on the landing page.

6. Add Opt-in Check Boxes on Demo Requests, White Papers and Registration Forms – Well-executed forms and pages may improve 
conversion rates by 50 percent or more.

7. Include “Send to a Friend” Options – Generate new subscribers with minimal effort if bundled with promotional campaigns.

8. Use Direct Mail and Catalogs – Encourage email subscriptions on all print ads.

9. Direct Employees to Include Messages and Links in Email Signature Lines – Add “Subscribe to the Company X Email Newsletter” to 
employee email signatures.

10. Direct Call Center and Sales Employees to Obtain Permission and Capture Email Addresses Over the Phone – Instruct call center and 
sales staff to ask customers and prospects if they’d like to receive newsletters or promotional email.

11. Send Post Cards to Customers Encouraging Them to Subscribe to Email – If you have postal contact information for customers but not 
email addresses, send a post card with opt-in sign-up offer and URL.

12. Hand Out Sign-Up Forms at Public Speaking Engagements and Seminars – Promote your newsletter in presentations and handouts.
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13. Implement Rented List Campaigns and Subscriptions – Promote your company in email campaigns and landing pages when you rent 
email lists.

14. Promote Sign-Ups in Confi rmation/Transaction Emails – Add messages and links to opt-in pages of all confi rmation and transaction emails. 

15. Include Opt-in Line on Credit Card Receipts – Not an obvious method, but may be quite effective.

16. Add Opt-in Message to Warranty and Product Registration Cards.

17. Add Sign-Up Message to Invoices.

18. Display Opt-in Forms at the Cash Register – An approach used by restaurants and retailers to advertise weekday discounts, catering 
services etc.

19. Promote Your Email/Newsletter in Articles and Article Attribution – Include a reference and link to your newsletter after the byline on 
articles in trade and consumer publications.

20. Include Opt-in Message and Check Boxes on Shopping Cart Pages – Remember to ask for email format and product/information 
preferences. 

21. Promote Your Email/Newsletter in Other Company Publications – Promote online newsletters in print newsletters, magazines and 
brochures. Add “Sign up for our monthly newsletter at www.companyX.com/subscribe.html” after “Visit www.companyX.com for more 
information.”

22. Include Newsletter Subscriptions in Trade Show Lead Generation Forms – Obtain permission to send your monthly newsletter to booth 
visitors.

23. Promote Your Newsletter/Promotional Emails in Industry Directories and Sites.

24. Distribute Press Releases Based on Newsletter Articles – Newsletters with topical articles may warrant a press release. Make sure the 
press release includes links and information on how to subscribe.

25. Include Information and a Link to Your Newsletter in Press Releases – A good option for smaller companies. Include your company 
newsletter and other resources in press release copy.

26. Include Opt-in Information on Customer Satisfaction Surveys – Ask permission to communicate valuable information via email newslet-
ters and promotions.

27. Include Opt-in Forms in Product Shipping Boxes – Advertise email promotions on packing slips and direct mail cards with links to your 
site. Many retailers and catalogers also include promotional offers from non-competing companies.

28. Employ a Reputable Email List Service – List services obtain email addresses and permission to email existing customers. Be sure you 
obtain permission before – or as part of – the fi rst email you send.
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20 Tips for Better B2B Newsletter Content 

by Loren McDonald

For most B2B companies email newsletters are an extremely effective vehicle for building prospect and customer relationships, establish-
ing thought leadership and generating leads. Achieving these goals, however, requires that these newsletters contain valuable content for 
the readers, or your clients, partners and prospects will simply stop reading your newsletter.

Most B2B newsletter subscribers opt-in looking for best practices, tips, trends, news and a viewpoint, but not necessarily to be over-
whelmed with marketing/sales messages. The objective of your newsletter is to establish or enhance a relationship based on trusted con-
tent. This content then drives readers to your Web site where they take a desired action – register for demo, call a sales person, download 
whitepapers and in some way move the prospect or customer to the next level of the relationship.

To ensure that your B2B newsletter continuously delivers value, consider the following 20 tips for better approaches to format and content.

1. Opt-In Page Expectations — An effective content strategy starts with your opt-in process. Be certain you manage subscriber expec-
tations at the start. Describe in a sentence or two the type of content your newsletter contains and the value it will deliver readers. Also 
provide a link to back issues so that prospective subscribers can see exactly what to expect.

2. Identify and Stick to an Editorial Focus — Your recipients only have room for a limited number of newsletters on their list of “must 
read” newsletters. Identify the core focus of your newsletter, establish an editorial approach and then stick to it.

3. Establish Regular Columns and Features — A key to sustaining ongoing value is to institute recurring columns and topic features. 
Subscribers will know what to expect and it also allows you to plan and focus the content and develop a real position and expectation in 
recipients’ minds.

4. Table of Contents — If you have more than two articles include an “In This Issue” section at the top of your newsletter. Give them a 
quick sense of what the articles are about and provide a link down to each article within the newsletter.

5. Use Short Teaser Articles — For articles longer than three or four paragraphs, use short “teaser” introductions that whet your reader’s 
appetite and motivate them to click through to the entire article posted on your Web site. This makes it easy for readers to determine their 
interest in the topic and enables you to track which articles and topics are of most interest.

6. Sidebars — Use sidebar boxes and columns for promotional and supporting information that is not the primary focus of the newsletter. 
This includes company and new product information, news, events, resource links, brochure links, etc. This enables the reader to easily 
fi nd this information while clearly separating it in their mind from the primary editorial value of the newsletter articles.

7. Have a Personality — Just because you are producing a corporate newsletter doesn’t mean it can’t have a personality. You want the 
reader to have a sense that there are humans on the other end of the newsletter. Establish someone as the editorial face of the newsletter 
and don’t be afraid to have them interject some humor and personal fl avor. Humor can be great, but be careful not to offend.

8. Tips and Best Practices — In our experience B2B readers love “tips” and can’t get enough of them. No matter what profession, work-
ers are always interested in practical ideas and best practices they can put to use. Consider including a Quick Tip feature and focusing 
some of your articles around actionable tips.

9. Benchmarking and Statistics — Your customers and prospects are keenly interested in how they are doing compared to other compa-
nies. Providing benchmarking information and industry statistics will keep readers coming back for more each month.
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10. FAQ/Ask The Expert — Columns devoted to answering questions are a great way to generate reader interest and feedback, while 
simultaneously enabling your company to establish its expertise in particular areas.

11. Case Studies — Customer case studies are always of interest to readers. They provide practical examples of success stories and 
strategies, and enable you to convey your company’s value proposition.

12. Use Click-Through Stats to Refi ne Editorial Focus — Continuously monitor which columns and type of articles are driving the most 
clicks. Use this information to refi ne both topics and editorial style.

13. Monitor Web Analytics — Check your Web site log fi les on occasion to determine which articles and content on your site are most 
visited. Use this information as key input into your editorial focus.

14. Reader Surveys — Consider conducting reader surveys a few times a year. An annual survey can uncover changing needs and 
interests among your readers. Additional reader surveys can be conducted on specifi c topics on which the results form the basis of future 
articles.

15. Ask Sales and Support — Other employees are great sources of ideas for content. Sales and support staff in particular can have 
great insights as they are dealing directly with customers and prospects on a daily basis.

16. Competitor and Industry Newsletters — Read industry and competitor newsletters and make a list of future story ideas based on 
interesting topics in these newsletters.

17. Subject Line is Key — Tie your subject line to a specifi c article in your newsletter that will generate the most opens. Don’t feel limited 
to use the same words used in an article title. Think newspaper headline style and craft a subject line that will stand out in your recipients’ 
inboxes.

18. Subtle Self Promotion — While educating your readers with tips and best practices, insert subtle, but supporting, references to your 
company, product or service. Done well it won’t seem out of place for your readers and helps achieve your overall goals for the newsletter.

19. Feedback — Provide a “Feedback” link after each article so that readers can easily send you feedback and suggestions for other 
articles.

20. Partner/Customer/Expert Articles — Solicit articles from your clients, partners and industry experts. Using these external sources will 
help position your newsletter in readers’ minds as having greater interest and value beyond your company’s self promotion.
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How Message Size, # of Links and Subject Length Affects Email Results
- Shorter Subject Lines Rule 

by Loren McDonald

Email marketers seeking to increase their open and click-through rates would be wise to keep subject lines short and hyperlinks plentiful, 
according to recent analysis by EmailLabs.

The key fi ndings: subject lines shorter than 50 characters in length, as well as an increased number of hyperlinks, led to increased open 
and click-through rates. Message size did not appear to be a signifi cant factor in boosting rates, although messages in the 20 to 79 KB size 
range had slightly higher open and click-through rates than messages from 3 to 19 KBs.

Subject line lengths were divided into zero to 49 characters and 50+ characters. When analyzed, the zero to 49 character subject lines 
had an open-rate 12.5 percent higher than the 50+ character subject lines. Click-through rates for the zero to 49 character group were 75 
percent higher than the 50+ group.

The differences in open and click-through rates were smaller but still distinct when evaluating the number of hyperlinks contained in the 
email. Emails with 25 or more links had an open rate of 12 percent higher than those containing fewer than 25 links, and a click-through 
rate of 29 percent higher than for emails with fewer than 25 links.

These results certainly support some long-held beliefs among email marketers. In general, email marketers should limit the length of their 
subject lines to less than 50 characters, and should include as many hyperlinks as possible. In addition to a shorter subject line being vis-
ible in its entirety in most email clients, recipients comprehend shorter subject lines more easily and quickly.

The more links there are, the greater the chances that one or more will resonate with the recipient and motivate them to click through. And 
while 25 links may sound like a lot, navigation and administrative-type links in best practices newsletters can easily reach 15-20 links by 
themselves.
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For message size, 43 percent of client messages sent were in the 20 to 79 KB range, followed by 28.4 percent for 10 to 19 KB, 25.9 
percent for 3 to 9 KB, 1.4 percent for less than 3 KB and one percent for 80 KB or larger. Messages in the 20 to 79 KB size range had 
open rates and click-through rates of 3.9 percent and 7.9 percent higher than messages in the 3 to 9 KB range. Interestingly, although only 
1.4 percent of messages sent were less than three KB, those messages had the highest average open rate, bounce rate and unsubscribe 
rate.

Marketers shouldn’t be too concerned with the size of their messages, with our analysis not revealing any negative effect on performance 
from larger-sized messages. That being said, the general rule of thumb to try and limit messages to 40 to 50 KB is not a bad idea due to 
size limits on the receiving end.

Though these fi ndings are compelling, it is essential that email marketers conduct split tests across key variables to determine what works 
best for their specifi c customers and subscribers. The EmailLabs analysis was based on the results of 23,475 email campaigns sent by 
more than 650 clients between January 1 and March 31, 2004.  
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Determining Which Content is King 

by Loren McDonald

How do you know what content resonates most with your readers? The simplest means to answer this seemingly daunting question is to 
test different styles of content and track which articles are clicked on the most. We put this approach to the test ourselves, analyzing reader 
actions from recent Intevation Report mailings.

You and your team put passion into your newsletter articles each issue, but your click-through rates aren’t where you think they should be. 
Perhaps your content is great, but it just isn’t what resonates most with your readers at the moment.

We sought answers to this challenge for this very newsletter and you, our readers. The answer turned out to be quite obvious and not at all 
surprising. What you like most are simple articles that lay out specifi c tips and steps that can be implemented to improve the performance 
of your email program. When we pushed the loftier, bigger picture stuff, you weren’t buying.

We’ll ignore the reasons for this and focus on how we came to this conclusion:

1. First we analyzed open rates over the life of the newsletter. We discovered that simple and “tip” oriented subject lines generally drove 
higher open rates.

2. Next we analyzed split tests we had conducted - testing different subject lines for a few issues of the newsletter. Again, subject lines that 
suggested actionable information out performed the informational only topics.

3. Then we looked at which specifi c articles typically drove the highest click-through rates. Looking at the click-through rates for individual 
articles within each newsletter, we looked for any specifi c trends. We discovered that articles that dealt specifi cally with newsletter topics 
generally outperformed other topics.

4. Using this information, we put it our analysis to the test. We focused the lead articles and subject lines of the April and May issues on 
straight forward tip oriented topics. The articles, “28 Ways to Grow Your Email List” and “15 Tips for Improved Subject Lines”, produced the 
two highest click-through rates (overall and for the individual articles) in the history of the newsletter.

For EmailLabs these fi ndings were clearly not surprising, but we now have a very clear picture of the type of content our readers are 
responding to, and we can’t ignore it. If you manage a newsletter we suggest undertaking a similar process to bring the content needs of 
your subscribers into sharp focus.
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Quick Tip - Don’t Forget to Use Image Alt Tags 

by Loren McDonald

HTML “alt” tags are used to display a text description of an image when either the image does not display or when a mouse is scrolled over 
a displayed image. Using alt tags in your HTML emails is important for a couple of reasons: 

• Recipients using dial up or other slow connections may not see images for a few or several seconds. Displaying alt tag text can at 
least convey a sense of what is to come, while the recipient waits for the image to load. 

• Many email clients (Outlook 2003) and email services (AOL and the soon to be released Gmail) have images disabled by default, or 
display a warning message asking the user if they’d like view the images. 

• A sample alt tag that would display  looks like this: “<IMG SRC=”http://www.emaillabs.com/image/01.gif” alt=”Email marketing solu-
tions” BORDER=0>”

Tips on using alt tags: 

• Newsletters: For logos, headers, section titles and other uses of images, describe the logo and image, but as appropriate consider 
adding a brief teaser that explains that section of the newsletter further. For example: “Optimzation - Strategies for improving email 
marketing performance.” 

• Ecommerce Emails: Include short but complete descriptions of product photos. If the image includes banners such as “50% off”, 
include that as well. 

• Charts and Graphs: Include enough text to explain the value and contents of the chart or graph, such as: “Chart: Open Rates from 
A/B Split Test.” 

• Gmail Snippets/Preview Text: Use an appropriate image in your header to display key teaser info. For ecommerce emails the 
information might expand on special offers mentioned in the subject line, reinforce Free Shipping or promote additional products. 
For newsletters, consider mentioning additional articles beyond what is in the subject line, or expand on the existing topic. 

While this may sound like a lot of work, at most it probably adds 5-10 minutes to the production of your email. Most importantly though, 
by not using alt tags correctly, marketers risk seeing lower open and click-through rates resulting from recipients deciding not to display 
images or take further action.  
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Email Admin Center – The New Standard in Email Messages

Is there an “Email Admin Center” in your future?

What EmailLabs is calling the “Email Admin Center” is the area of an email that includes various administrative functions (links) and infor-
mation that are recurring in all of your messages. This administrative area may include things such as an unsubscribe link, profi le update 
link, contact information, privacy information or link, send to a friend function and much more.

If you have been paying attention lately to the email newsletters you receive, you may have noticed the growing inclusion of this informa-
tion. A random review of newsletters and alerts I receive uncovered some of the following names for this admin concept, including:

• Utilities 
• Preference Settings 
• Housekeeping 
• Newsletter Tools 
• Your Account 
• About This Email

No matter what you call it, (we like the Admin Center because of its broader defi nition) we believe this admin concept is becoming a stan-
dard practice in permission emails. And while not all marketers put this information in a footer, most email recipients now expect to fi nd this 
information located at the end of the email. This location obviously makes people scroll to the end of their emails, but having a standard 
location across all emails is ultimately better for the entire industry.

Adoption and Benefi ts

What’s driving the adoption of the admin center concept and why should you add this functionality to your emails – if you haven’t already?

• CAN-SPAM Act: The passage of the CAN-SPAM Act requires, among other things, that commercial emails contain a working 
unsubscribe function (reply to or link) and a postal mailing address. As a result, companies that previously did not have a centralized 
admin area, are now consolidating this and other information in a single location. 

• Retention: Email address churn is a huge challenge for all email marketers. To make it easy for subscribers to change their email 
address, experienced marketers include a link to a “profi le update” page on their Web site. The update form also enables subscrib-
ers to change preferences (HTML versus Text, frequency) and add or update demographic information. 

• Permission Best Practices: There is an emerging acceptance of the need to follow permission best practices, such as providing 
simple and clear privacy and email policies. The admin center enables to marketers to present all of this information (or links to it) in 
a single easy to fi nd location within the email. 

• Trust: While CAN-SPAM sets a baseline minimum for email marketing practices, sophisticated email marketers understand that 
building and supporting trust, not just legal compliance, is critical to success. 

• Subscriber Acceptance: As more and more companies adopt the email admin to their emails, consumers become increasingly 
familiar with the concept and will come to expect its appearance and functionality in all commercial emails they receive.

What Should Be Included in an Admin Center?

What you should include in your admin center can depend on the email technology you are using, what information you have collected on 
recipients, your permission practices and the type of email messages you are sending. Below are examples of what you might consider 
including (view an example of one at the end of this newsletter):

The Minimum – Required by the CAN-SPAM Act

• Unsubscribe language – either reply to address or clickable link that takes subscriber to a Web page with an unsubscribe form. 
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• Postal mailing address

Recommended or Desirable – Permission Best Practices

• Update Profi le or Preferences link (links to profi le page on your Web site) 
• Change email address 
• Change format preference – HTML or Text

• Link to Privacy and/or Email Policy 
• Additionally consider one sentence description of email policy within the email.

• Email address of recipient – “You subscribed to this newsletter using the following email address johnsmith@company.com” 
• Join date – Display the date when a recipient joined the mailing list. 
• Explanation of why recipient is receiving email – “You are receiving this email because you opted in to receive our newsletter 

when registering for our ecommerce white paper.” 
• Feedback and contact information – phone number and email address.Company name

Marketing and Viewing Functions/Information

• Whitelist/Buddy list information – “This email was sent using the domain ‘company.com.’ Please use this domain name when 
confi guring email or spam fi lters.” 

• View as a Web page – link to a Web version of the email (for recipients that may have HTML compatibility problems or who 
receive text versions) 

• Send to a Friend – Embedded form or link to Web site form that enables recipient to send the email message to others. 
• Subscribe link – Enables those who receive the email from someone else to easily subscribe themselves. 
• Benefi ts statement/Purpose of email – Explanation of the purpose/objective of the email message. This helps manage recipient 

expectations and reinforces your value proposition. 
• Frequency/Delivery dates – “The Name of Newsletter is published twice weekly on Tuesdays and Thursdays.”

Miscellaneous/Information Specifi c to Message Types

• Copyright information 
• Link to User Agreement 
• Newsletter publisher specifi c: 

◦ ISSN number 
◦ Advertising information 
◦ Reprint information/permission 
◦ Subscribe to other newsletters

• Retailer Specifi c: 
◦ Exchanges/Returns 
◦ Shipping Information

Whether you deploy a few or many of the above items in your admin center, it is important that you at least begin the process. Custom-
ers and subscribers are taking greater control over their information relationships – and expect email marketers to live up to their end of 
the relationship. As the adoption of the email admin concept increases, those companies that ignore this trend risk seeing a decline in 
subscribers and customers, trust in their brand and revenue.

Note: EmailLabs has recently added a feature to our application that easily enables the deployment of an email admin center. If you’d 
like a demo to see how this feature works, don’t hesitate to contact one of our sales reps at 866.362.4522 or visit www.emaillabs.com 
and request a demo.
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Analyzing and Acting on Email Performance by ISP/Domain 

by Loren McDonald

Do you know how your email messages are performing by key ISP and domain? Are one or more domains signifi cantly underperforming 
others?

In the June 2004 issue I wrote about the importance of dissecting your message results, including by ISP/domain. Why? The point of 
analyzing your results by domain is to uncover issues and trends that are caused by domain-specifi c factors - such as fi ltering, block-
ing, email client issues and demographics/psychographics unique to each domain. Below is a chart showing four examples of how email 
performance can vary dramatically by domain.  

Why Are There Differences?

There are a couple of reasons results can differ so dramatically across domains, including: 

• Demographics/Psychographics - People that use AOL tend to be less technically oriented and not as Internet savvy as say Earth-
link users. Many AOL users are still using dial-up connections and prefer less graphic intensive emails. (For more on dealing with 
AOL subscribers and issues, read our Tips for Increasing AOL E-Mail Delivery Rates, Part 1 and Tips for Increasing AOL Delivery 
Rates, Part 2.)

• Filters/Blacklists/Bulk Folders - The major ISPs fi lter emails differently, may ignore certain blacklists and have distinct approaches 
to bulk folders. Yahoo’s bulk folder, for example, is notorious for catching legitimate permission emails.

• White Lists - Being (your company or email service provider) white listed with one ISP and not another may contribute to varying 
results. Additionally, users or some ISPs or certain demographic types may be more likely than others to add the sender’s from ad-
dress to their address book or personal white list.

• From & Subject Lines - Your “from” name and address appears differently in AOL than it does in the Yahoo Web client. A long 
subject line and unfamiliar from address in AOL could lead a lower open rates. 

• B2C vs B2B - As you can see from the chart (though this is a small sample, it is consistent with our fi ndings historically), Earthlink 
subscribers tend to be deliver the highest open and click-through rates for B2C marketers. Not surprisingly, “other” (primarily sub-
scribers using work accounts), tend to do better with B2B marketers. 

What to Do About It

So if your AOL subscribers are delivering results at half the level of your Hotmail recipients, for example, what should you do about it? The 
point of analyzing your results by domain is to uncover issues and trends that are caused by domain-specifi c factors — such as fi ltering, 
blocking, email client issues and demographics/psychographics unique to each domain. Following are a few quick tips: 

• Determine List Composition - Before you launch into anything, fi rst determine the composition of your list. What percentage of 
your list is comprised of the major domains and perhaps individual corporate domains? Obviously, spend minimal energy trying to 
improve results from a domain that is seeing horrendous results, if it only comprises one percent of your list. If however, a domain 
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comprises 15-20 percent of your list (as the major ISPs often do for B2C marketers), then it demands some signifi cant energy in 
attempting to improve results.

• Continually Monitor Results by Domain - Don’t base your strategies on analysis of a single campaign or newsletter. One 
campaign may have been fi ltered due to perceived “spammy” content. Continually monitor results by domain and look for 
message results that signifi cantly outperform or under perform the norm for that domain. (With EmailLabs, for example, you 
can set up fi lter-based reports that automatically send you a report via email showing message results by domain, or any other 
demographic.) Then deconstruct the outlying message. Was it the subject line, content, day/time you sent the email, etc.?

• Segment by Other Demographics and Behaviors - Not all of your subscribers using the same ISP act the same. While your 
message results across all AOL or Yahoo subscribers might be below your overall average, some of these subscribers may 
be your most loyal customers or readers. For example, your best AOL subscribers should probably be segmented into a group 
along with your other loyal subscribers or by other demographic and behavioral attributes.

• Test, Test and Test - Test different variables with low performing domains to see what changes and different approaches lead to 
better results. These can include:

◦ Different approaches to subject lines 
◦ Different formats or layouts of the message 
◦ Different approach to content and copy 
◦ Different days or times sending the messages 
◦ For retailers, try different kinds of offers. 

Again, don’t go overboard on segmenting based on domain. You do want to identify if there are issues specifi c to a domain so that 
you can take actions to improve results. But your primary segmentation approach should be based on your recipients’ demographics, 
preferences and behavior.
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Using Link Click-Through Tracking to Segment Your List 

by Loren McDonald

Have you segmented your list lately?

With all of the concern and attention being paid to delivery issues lately, many email marketers have overlooked some of the other critical 
components of email marketing success - relevance, content, value and of course segmentation. Email segmentation, whether demograph-
ic, behavioral or both is talked about as a core strength of the medium, but it seems very few companies are actually doing it.

Why is this? Well it requires a bit of effort and many companies just aren’t quite sure how to go about it or if there will be a good ROI as a 
result of their efforts. In this The Lab column, we’ll show you how one EmailLabs client improved their email results through a fairly simple 
approach to segmentation.

Before Getting Started

First you need to determine how you want to segment your list. This can be very simple or extremely complex. Keeping it simple for now, 
a book retailer may want to segment based on the types of books customers buy or are interested in, a travel site might segment based 
on your vacation destination interests and an apparel site might segment based on sex and past purchase habits. The key to determining 
how you want to segment your customers is to assess how actionable the segmentation categories are. In other words, do you have the 
information, resources and content/merchandise needed to actually deliver relevant emails to each of your segments? 

Problem

An Internet-based retailer client of EmailLabs wanted to improve the results of their email marketing program using segmentation, but had 
not moved forward for a variety of reasons. To start, they wanted to segment their list based on their customers’ and subscribers’ product 
category preference or purchase history. The challenge was that they only had these preferences on roughly 5 percent of their list.

Solution

The fi rst thing we advised the client to do was expand how they captured subscriber information during the sign-up process. The company 
was capturing preferences during the purchase process, but not during the general email sign-up form process on the Web site. These 
preference categories were then added to the sign-up form – dramatically increasing this data capture. 

The next step was to start building the segments from their list. Because they only had product preferences for 5 percent of their list, it was 
felt it wasn’t worth developing tailored messages for such a small group. So to increase the segmented population of their list, the client 
used our click-through reporting tool to build these preferences based on specifi c product links that recipients had clicked on for a certain 
number of messages. Here is how it works:

Step 1: Select a specifi c or category link for products, articles, etc., or using our wild card feature, select a partial URL such as http:/www.
company.com/businessbooks/* (The report will capture anyone who has clicked on a link that includes that URL string.)
Step 2: Select the messages you wish to run the report for
Step 3: Download the report to Excel
Step 4: Delete customers/subscribers who already have a preference
Step 5: Add the appropriate segment name to the remaining members
Step 6: Upload the fi le to the system, adding the preferences to the existing member records
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This approach is obviously not perfect – not everyone who has clicked on a specifi c link or category link will truly fi t that segment or prefer-
ence. However, the 80/20 rule will generally apply in this situation – meaning roughly 80 percent will likely be segmented correctly.

Next, the email message itself needs to be tailored to the specifi c needs of each segment. In this case, the emails always included 14 
products across a variety of categories, including two featured products and introductory copy promoting those two products and four 
“specials” that were included in all versions. For the two segmented versions the client ordered the copy and two featured products based 
on which segment was being sent. Eight “best seller” products specifi c to each segment were selected and subject lines were drafted 
highlighting specifi c items for each segment. 

The Results

Using the link click-through approach, this client immediately increased the segmented portion of their list to 39 percent from 5 percent. 
Open and click-through rates improved dramatically, along with a solid improvement in conversion rates. Historically and without any 
segmentation, this client’s campaigns averaged about a 28% open rate and 7% click-through rate. Results for two campaigns using the 
segmented approach were:

Segment A – 1) 52.3% open rate and 23% CTR 2) 46.0% open rate and 19.5% CTR
Segment B – 1) 41.5% open rate and 12.5% CTR 2) 34.7 open and 9.8% CTR

What’s Next?

For this client, plans are to gravitate in coming months to using dynamic message assembly, so that the emails for each segment are built 
on the fl y, rather than manually. Additionally, plans are to send special promotions to customers based on their segmentation and click-
through actions from previous email messages.

For some companies, customer segmentation can involve from dozens to hundreds of demographic and behavioral variables and involve 
sophisticated tools and techniques. But for most companies, getting started with email segmentation can be quite simple with just a few 
variables and still produce signifi cant gains. The key is to just get started with your segmentation and then continually learn and refi ne your 
program as you go. 
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Dealing With Domains: Quick Tips on Improving your Email Performance 

by Loren McDonald

Whether your email list is comprised of consumer or business-oriented addresses, understanding how email domains (and email clients) 
may treat your emails differently is an important element of your email marketing program. The following are a few quick tips to consider 
when sending your next newsletter or email campaign:

Analyze Previous Results by Domain

Your fi rst step is to understand which email domains comprise the majority of your list. For a consumer list, the top domains are usually 
AOL, Yahoo, Hotmail and MSN. For a business list, you may fi nd that a large number of subscribers are employed by specifi c Fortune 500 
companies. Next, run reports from previous campaigns and newsletters by these top domains and compare key metrics - open rates and 
click-through rates, for example - across these lists and against the overall averages. Are certain domains underperforming others? Do you 
know why? Some of the following issues may be contributing to the variances in performance. 

Email Client Rendering

Test your creative across the major ISP email clients - AOL, Yahoo, Hotmail and MSN - to ensure that your HTML (if sending HTML) is ren-
dered correctly. While all current versions of these email clients can render HTML, they may, for example, treat forms, navigation or certain 
other aspects differently. With time these subtle issues may negatively affect open and click-though rates. 

Large Company Domains

There are generally very few problems encountered when sending emails to large companies, but two to be aware of include: 

1. Many large companies have installed fi lters on their company mail servers to block unsolicited email. If you think this may be a problem 
with a specifi c company, contact the company’s IT department to see if you can get your newsletter/email communications white listed.

2. Many large companies utilize Lotus Notes for email, which should not create any problems if they are using newer versions. However, 
older versions do not render HTML emails very well. Presumably these subscribers with older versions of Lotus Notes will let you know that 
what they’ve received is a jumble of code and text. Once you’ve confi rmed a problem, consider switching all subscribers at that company 
to receive the text only version. 

From Lines

Most email clients show what we call the “friendly from line” (such as ‘EmailLabs’) and the from email address (such as 
‘marketing@emaillabs.com’). However, some, such as AOL, only show the email address in your inbox. To improve open rates with AOL, 
for example, many email marketers include a “friendly from name” in the subject line as well - an example being “{EmailLabs eNewsletter} 
Followed By The Subject Line”. 

Inbox Subject Lines

Complicating the ‘from line’ strategy outlined above is that longer subject lines will be cut off by AOL and Hotmail. So while the subject line 
- “Great Savings on Energy Foods from PowerBar, Clif, Balance, GU & more” - appears in its entirety with Outlook and Yahoo, in Hotmail 
it reads “Great Savings on Energy Foods from PowerBar, ...” If you are creating separate emails for AOL subscribers, also make sure you 
create a shorter subject line that works in the AOL client. Alternatively, you may want to just develop a single short subject line that “works” 
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across all email clients or one that still conveys the key message even if it is cut off.

AOL - Text vs. HTML vs AOL RTF

While there is no defi nitive answer regarding AOL users - some recent research suggests that you may see better results sending either 
rich text format (RTF) in the AOL specifi cations (listed at a link below) or plain text format emails to AOL subscribers. Though the majority 
of AOL subscribers are using HTML compatible versions, their demographics and preferences lean toward simple, quick-loading emails. 
Recently we’ve seen examples of rich text format emails (i.e., no graphics, embedded links, bold copy) producing much higher click 
through rates when tested against HTML. To be sure, however, always test with your subscribers. For a look at AOL’s RTF specifi cations, 
check out this link: http://postmaster.info.aol.com/html.html. If you have questions or comments, or have other suggestions on dealing with 
various email domains, please email them to marketing@emaillabs.com.
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Beyond the CAN-SPAM Act: Building a Trust-Based Email Marketing Program 

by Kirill Popov and Loren McDonald

The CAN-SPAM Act lays the foundation for a clear differentiation of “spammers” from permission-based email marketers. However, in this 
era of customer control it’s even more important for companies to go beyond CAN-SPAM compliance and create trust-based email market-
ing programs. 

Six Core Elements of a Trust-Based Approach

The key elements of a trust-based approach are: 
1. Permission 
2. Privacy 
3. Reputation 
4. Preferences 
5. Expectations 
6. Compliance 

Post Can-Spam: The Era of Customer Control

A great degree of control has been placed in the hands of email recipients with passage of the Can-Spam Act, the proliferation of chal-
lenge response systems, fi lters, block lists, and ISP feedback combined with the ability to change email addresses easily. In July 2003 a 
study conducted by the e-Privacy Group and the Ponemon Institute found that 74 percent of email users support the establishment of a No 
Spam Registry. Opt-in/opt-out features, do not call lists, fi nancial privacy laws and caller ID have all contributed to a political environment 
of consumer empowerment that must be acknowledged and respected. By sending email messages your company is effectively “playing in 
the recipient’s sandbox” and you must assure customers that you understand their rights and are adhering to the rules of proper email eti-
quette. The benefi ts of conducting permission-based email marketing campaigns are stronger customer relationship loyalty, better delivery 
rates, improved brand reputation in the marketplace, and ultimately, a greater ROI.

1. Permission, the Foundation of Trust

Why Permission is Critical
Obtaining permission to send email communication limits legal liability, creates an audit trail, produces higher delivery rates, and strength-
ens customer relationships while enhancing your brand image in the marketplace.

What Is Permission?
Permission is explicit consent from a potential recipient, either in the form of a reply to an email or as a result of site action initiated by the 
recipient.

• Solicited Versus Unsolicited
In opt-out scenarios you don’t have permission to email the recipient; you must assume the recipient will opt-out from further com-
munication. 

• Express Versus Implied
Express permission is a checked box or a submitted email reply that expresses permission to send messages to the recipient. 
Implied permission rationalizes collecting email from “targeted sources” which is essentially comparable to harvesting addresses. 

• Permission Scope
When cross promoting to your list, it’s important to outline the scope of the program the recipient is opting into. For instance, 
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recipients who sign up for an informative newsletter should only receive that newsletter, not advertising or promotional messages, 
regardless of their relevance to the subject matter in the informative newsletter. 

Acquiring Permission

• Adopt an Email Policy that describes your commitment to privacy protection. 
Email privacy policies are read more frequently than general privacy policies so they should be simple, succinct and should answer 
the question “How will you use my email address?” (See samples below.) 

• Require User Action
Ensure that you receive affi rmative consent by requiring action on the part of the potential recipient. Check-boxes can be used, and 
depending on the scope of the list and possible third party usage, it’s important to have users confi rm that they’ve read and agree to 
your privacy policy. 

• Send a Confi rmation Email
Send a follow-up email that confi rms the subscription and reinforces their preferences. Add detail about the subscription process 
and applicable company policies. This message also initiates your relationship with the customer and reassures them of their rights 
and their choices. It’s important to be very specifi c and adopt a friendly tone that nurtures the relationship you’ve established. 

• Avoid Pre-Checked Boxes
If your organization uses pre-checked boxes in the sign-up process, switch them to unchecked boxes or another affi rmative consent 
approach. Otherwise you’ll have to add a conspicuous notice that identifi es your messages as advertisements or solicitations. The 
CanSpam Act does not consider pre-checked boxes to be a form of confi rmative assent. 

Permission Begins with List Building
Now that we’ve defi ned permission and outlined the steps for acquiring it, you can begin to build a list by incorporating messaging that 
would drive traffi c to your site and motivate users to sign up for your programs. The following are other list-building sources and best 
practices:

Acceptable 

• Append: Opt-in – Addresses that have been added and confi rmed as a result of opt-in requests from recipients who wish to receive 
email. 

• List Building: Opt-in – Addresses obtained from a variety of marketing activities including search engine listings, banner ads, online 
opt-in forms, direct mail etc. 

• Opt-in List Rental – A list of recipients that have granted prior consent to receive email from third parties. 

Unacceptable 

• Harvesting – Software that sweeps the Internet searching for @ addresses 
• randomly is illegal under the Can-Spam Act. 
• Append: Opt-out – Unconfi rmed appends. Addresses that have been added but not confi rmed.
• List Purchase – Purchasing lists without the consent of recipients. 
• List Rental: Non Opt-in – List rental is where recipients did not consent to email from third parties. 
• Directories – Email addresses that appear on a directory have not granted consent for inclusion in your list. 

Why Double Opt-In Instead of Single Opt-In?
The double opt-in subscription policy is a closed loop confi rmation method for adding subscribers to your mailing list. Double opt-in is a 
second step that potential subscribers must take to become a member of your mailing list and confi rms recipients’ interest, prevents erro-
neous subscriptions, reduces inactive recipients, and provides proof of opt-in. Double opt-in confi rmation logs allow you to refute any spam 
complaints that may arise and are seen by mail administrators as the most privacy-conscious way to handle subscriptions. Corporate fi lters 
are more apt to whitelist your newsletters if confi rmation logs are available, and they also protect your company against anti-spam legisla-
tion by providing evidence of solicitation.
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2. Email Privacy Policies

An email privacy policy describes your email marketing program practices and should cover: 

• Mailing Frequency 
• Scope of Marketing Programs 
• Subscription Management 
• Issue Resolution Procedures 
• Third Party Availability 

Privacy Policy Examples
Following are two privacy policies, one that appears in a new window when viewers click on a link, and one that appears in response to a 
mouse scroll. The best practice is to have the short version next to the submit button and provide a link to the longer, detailed version.

Comprehensive Version
“The information you provide upon registration for our newsletter will be used to keep you informed about new services, discounted prod-
ucts, and website updates and will not be sold or disclosed to any third party. By signing up for the mailing list on www.genericcompany.
com you understand that generic company will send you emails periodically. You have the opportunity to unsubscribe from the generic 
company database at any time via a link at the bottom of every email.”

Abbreviated Version
“Email addresses are never given out or sold. The only use of your email will be to communicate about your interest in generic company’s 
products and services. To view more detail, click on this link.”

Sample Email Privacy Footer

3. Updating Preferences and Profi les

This crucial third component of any trust-based program is providing the ability for recipients to self-select preferences and modify personal 
profi les. If customers and prospects have control over mail that you send them, they’re more likely to trust you and provide information that 
increases the relevance of your email communications, a win-win situation for you both. The following update options should be available 
to list members:

Privacy, ISP Relations, Delivery and Regulatory Compliance



45

• Update email address 
• Choice of format (HTML versus Text) 
• Frequency of messaging 
• Interests and Preferences 
• Subscription Options 
• Unsubscribe Options 

The Benefi ts of Updating 

• Global suppression is “required” by CAN-SPAM. Though not explicit, the Act implies that global suppression options are required. 
• Easier for subscribers, provides control over messaging 
• Fewer bad addresses 
• More segmentation data so you can target specifi c interests 
• More satisfi ed customers 

In addition to updating preferences/profi le fi elds, it’s also a good idea to update: 

• Call center procedures 
• Direct mail forms 
• Subscribe forms 
• Any other marketing formats that elicit information from recipients. 

4. The Emergence of Email Reputation Services

ISPs review the messages you send and how they’re being received, then decide whether to deliver messages based on customer 
complaints and bounce percentages. Adopting stringent permission practices helps you participate in whitelisting programs for the ISPs 
that have them, and may help resolve any false-positive blocking issues that may arise. Maintaining a trust-focused reputation will help 
recipients communicate about their expectations, and they’ll be more likely to modify their profi le or utilize unsubscribe links instead of 
clicking on “report spam”. 

Current methods of reputation management are largely internal to specifi c organizations and exist in the following forms:

• Private Lists - Blacklists and whitelists based on established criteria are maintained internally by an organization (usually an ISP). 
• Public Lists - Blacklists and whitelists are maintained by volunteers, are accessible to the public, and are often used by smaller 

ISPs and companies without dedicated email administrators.
Again, if you enforce a vigorous email abuse policy it will help you avoided blacklists and resolve any potential listings.
Hiring authentication and bonded sender services to certify compliance with privacy standards provides greater content fl exibility 
when dealing with fi lters. As legislation and accountability guidelines escalate, reputation services are starting to resemble Verisign 
or the Better Business Bureau. These two relatively new companies certify compliance with published guidelines and standards: 

• Ironport’s Bonded Sender - www.bondedsender.com Bonded sender programs allow email marketers to secure a bond (usually Ironport’s Bonded Sender - www.bondedsender.com Bonded sender programs allow email marketers to secure a bond (usually Ironport’s Bonded Sender
thousands of dollars) to certify that their email adheres to Bonded Sender guidelines on the basis of privacy, mailing practices and 
issue resolution. 

• Habeas - www.habeas.com Recognized by several anti-spam solutions and ISPs, Habeas is protected by US Trademark law. The 
Habeas mark can be licensed for application to email that satisfi es Habeas’ strict privacy guidelines, and the mark is integrated into 
email message headers for easy detection by content fi ltering systems. Habeas also provides a list of IPs that send certifi ed mail.
With the increase of spam, ISPs are more likely to employ services to do the legwork of compliance certifi cation. Imminent clarifi ca-
tion of the CAN-SPAM act by the FTC will probably increase CAN-SPAM compliance certifi cation demand and amplify the market for 
email reputation agencies. 

Managing Email Reputation

It’s crucial to have a documented procedure for complaint handling and response; it demonstrates forethought and allows ISP and blacklists 
to become familiar with your process. The following are current and emerging email delivery solutions that may be widely adopted soon:
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• Microsoft Email Caller-ID
Microsoft’s patented caller-ID solution embeds XML language in Domain Name System (DNS) servers that are authorized to send 
email from a particular domain. A recipient’s mail system can then decide to delete, bounce, or segregate email with confl icting 
caller-ID information. Since this is a Microsoft solution, there will be no shortage of funds invested once it gains momentum, and 
integration into Microsoft’s widely used Exchange and Outlook programs is basically a given. The drawbacks of Microsoft email 
caller-ID would arise as a result of patent protection that might hinder adoption by other ISPs, as well as the XML format, which will 
increase the amount of power needed to process each incoming email. 

• Sender Policy Framework (SPF)
SMTP protocol, the current email delivery method, contains a serious authentication fl aw in that senders can masquerade as any 
domain, which leads to exploitation and email forging. For example, a sender can claim to be “billg@microsoft.com,” and there is no 
certifi cation process that verifi es whether senders are authorized to use this address.
SPF aids legitimate email delivery by ensuring accountability; spammers wouldn’t use SPF since spam that’s confi rmed to be com-
ing from a domain will quickly and effectively be blocked. SPF also protects companies from being used as “complaint shields” for 
spammers. Email with an SPF record that clears the authorization process will potentially gain positive points in weighted content 
fi lter environments such as SpamAssassin and ISP fi lters. 
SPF has been adopted by mainstream companies including AOL and Google, and will also be incorporated in the next release ver-
sion of the SpamAssassin content fi lter. As an open-source project SPF has both drawbacks and advantages, but it has been tested 
extensively and is being implemented by AOL, attesting to its functionality. 

• Yahoo DomainKeys
Announced in December, 2003, Yahoo’s proposed DomainKeys solution would attach an encrypted key to an email message, which 
would then be compared against a private database containing the second half of the key. If the keys match, the email would be 
authenticated. Yahoo’s proposal is to make this system open and available to developers to enable widespread adoption. This solu-
tion requires development and maintenance of key databases and email software that recognizes encrypted keys, factors that may 
negatively affect early adoption. 

5. Expectations Are Everything

Managing expectations is an important component in establishing trust, and provides opportunities for personalization and customer con-
tact, reinforcing the value you receive from your client list.

1. Opt-in subscription form messaging, (sample below) 
2. Thank you page messaging 
3. Confi rmed opt-in email messaging 
4. Initial and ongoing messages should contain: 

• Timely content 
• From name 
• Quality - reinforcement of your brand 
• Content value 
• Reminder of subscription information 

Managing Expectations 

• Content Scope: Remind recipients that you will only send messages that relate to preferences and interests indicated during the 
opt-in process.

• Purpose/Value: Reiterate the objective of your messages and the value for recipients (receiving promotions that relate to their 
interests, etc.)

• Frequency: Remind them of the preferences they indicated about frequency of delivery, and reassure them that you’ll only send 
messages within that framework. 
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Subscription Example:

6. Key Requirements of CAN-SPAM

CAN-SPAM requires that all companies that send or otherwise “initiate” commercial email: 

1. Refrain from sending any message with a misleading subject heading. 
2. Include in each message a valid return email address or Internet-based reply mechanism that will function for at least thirty (30) 

days following the transmission of the message. 
3. Include a physical postal address in the body of each message. 
4. Include a conspicuous notice identifying each message as an advertisement or solicitation. Emails sent to recipients with affi rmative 

consent do not need to include the notice of advertisement. 
5. Include in the body of each message a notice explaining how recipients can prevent the transmission of future messages by using 

the sender’s return email address or Internet-based reply mechanism. 
6. Honor all “opt-out” requests within ten (10) business days of their receipt. 
7. Refrain from selling, exchanging or otherwise transferring the e-mail address of any recipient who has made an “opt-out” request, 

except as necessary to comply with the Act or other provisions of law. 

Compliance Measures 
Some areas of the act that may require signifi cant changes in email practices include: 

• Transactional or Relationship Message Requirements – These messages must include accurate path information in the email 
header, but are not subject to the postal address, notifi cation and opt-out requirements outlined above. 

• Promotional Content Within Transactional or Relationship Messages – The Senate Commerce Committee Report that accom-
panied the act suggests that a bonafi de “transactional or relationship message” may contain some content promoting a product or 
service unrelated to a previous transaction. The report emphasizes, however, that this promotional material must truly be ancillary to 
the primary purpose of the communication. This would suggest, for example, that a monthly bank statement notice could contain a 
small amount of content promoting equity lines or car loans. 

• Pre-Checked Boxes – It’s a common practice for many organizations to include “pre-checked boxes” in transaction, registration 
and other forms that opt in consumers to receive newsletters or promotional emails. This passive opt-in does not qualify as affi rma-
tive consent and subjects any emails that result from this approach to the requirements imposed on unsolicited commercial emails. 
Your company then can either switch to unchecked boxes or add the “advertisement” language in your emails. 

• Advertising Statement – If you’re sending email without affi rmative consent, you must include the aforementioned notice iden-
tifying each message as an advertisement or solicitation. The act does not stipulate the form of location of the notice, nor does it 
require the use of “ADV” in the subject line, a common requirement in some state laws. 

• Multiple Email Newsletters/Messages – If your organization distributes more than one type of newsletter or promotional message, 
you’ll need to provide members/recipients with a means to unsubscribe from specifi c individual recurring message types as well 
as a global unsubscribe and suppression feature. Global suppression ensures that recipients who request it will never receive any 
future email from your organization. 
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Consider taking the following steps to ensure compliance: 

• Convene all company staff involved in the email marketing process – marketing, Webmaster, IT, call center, legal, sales and others. 
Ensure that all affected personnel have a good understanding of the act and how it might affect their practices and policies. 

• Review your company’s email marketing programs to ensure that they comply with the content and notifi cation requirements and 
involve your legal counsel as appropriate. 

• If you haven’t already, add a postal mailing address to all of your commercial emails. 
• Review and test your opt-out/unsubscribe language and process. Make sure it’s clear, simple and actually works. Also, make sure 

you are using a valid return email address or Internet-based reply mechanism that will function for at least thirty (30) days after mes-
sages are sent. 

• Ensure that all opt-out requests are honored within ten (10) business days of receipt. The best approach is to utilize software (in-
stalled or hosted) that automates the reply, unsubscribe and global unsubscribe process. 

• If you use pre-checked boxes or other “passive” opt-in mechanisms in your email sign-up process, it’s recommended that you 
change to unchecked boxes or another affi rmative consent approach. Otherwise you’ll need to add conspicuous language that 
identifi es your email as advertisements or solicitations. 

• Add a profi le update page on your site and link to it from your messages. This enables customers and subscribers to update their 
address, opt in or out of individual and multiple newsletters/communications, request global suppression, change email formats and 
modify preferences and other information. 

Overview - The Trust Payoff
In conclusion, the trust-based approach to email marketing pays off for you, the marketers, and your customers and prospects. You’ll 
receive higher conversion rates, reduce unsubscribes and spam complaints, and benefi t from enhanced brand reputation and customer 
relationships. 
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Spotlight on Double Opt-in 

by Kirill Popov

Double opt-in subscription policy refers to a closed loop confi rmation method of subscribing new members to your mailing list. Double opt-
in adds another step a potential subscriber has to take in order to become a member of your mailing list. 

When the subscriber enters an email address into a sign-up webform, that address is temporarily held and a follow up message is im-
mediately triggered to that address. The message includes instructions for the subscriber to take some sort of action (reply, click a link, 
etc…) to confi rm the address as valid and that the subscription request was intentional. Only then, after the confi rmation is received, the 
held address is added to the active mailing list. Ideally the confi rmation step is logged and the timestamp, IP address and/or unique user id 
is kept on record.

Double opt-in is a useful addition to the subscription process for a couple of reasons:

Prevents erroneous subscriptions. Often, simple misspellings of common user names or domain names may cause email messages to 
begin sending to a completely unintended address. Not only do you lose an interested subscriber, but you gain a user that will most likely 
cry foul and complain of spam.

Prevents malicious subscriptions. A popular nuisance tactic in the internet age is to subscribe someone who really ticked you off to as 
many mailing lists as possible, sending them a mountain of email. This creates a terrible headache for the victim and turns your newslet-
ters into tools of harassment.

Provides an audit trail. Having double opt-in confi rmation logs allows you to refute any spam complaints that may come up. Double opt-in 
is seen by mail administrators as the most privacy conscious way of handling the subscriptions; in case of any corporate fi ltering, they 
will be more apt to whitelist your newsletters if confi rmation logs are available. And last, but certainly not least, confi rmation logs protect 
against anti-spam legislation by providing evidence of solicitation.
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Emergence of Email Reputation Services 

by Kirill Popov

Last month’s article concerned the role of email authentication services in the fi ght against spam. As authentication gains momentum and 
proposed methods are standardized, email source identifi cation will claim center stage as ISPs assign spam designations.

Spam fi ltering based on the senders’ reputation or demographic isn’t a novel concept. For example it’s a safe bet that email from China will 
likely be offering you wonder pills, refi nancing or other unsolicited products and services. Consequently companies that don’t do business 
in the Pacifi c Rim generally block email that originates from those IPs. 

Looking at the history of email originators instead of examining email messages on a case by case basis has its advantages: email pat-
terns generally repeat, and the fl ood of unwanted email can be reduced simply by rejecting all messages from a known “bad actor”. Such 
blocking is attractive to ISPs and organizations -- it provides a marked decrease in spam and lower false-positives rates, while reducing 
the CPU load of content fi ltering.

Current methods of reputation management are largely internal to specifi c organizations and exist in the following forms:

Private lists. Blacklists and whitelists based on established criteria are maintained internally by an organization (usually an ISP). Typi-
cally ISP user feedback -- either an abuse department or “report spam” buttons -- helps administrators determine the reputation of email 
sources. Guidelines for whitelisting may also be used (AOL being a prime example) to help determine which email sources to allow.

Public Lists. Blacklists and whitelists are maintained by volunteers, are accessible to the public, and are often used by smaller ISPs 
and companies without dedicated email administrators. Because of the myriad of public sources available listing criteria runs the gamut 
depending on list owners’ preferences, and administrators can select lists that closely match established policies. A comprehensive list 
compilation can be found at (http://www.declude.com/Articles.asp?ID=97). The most widely used and fairly credible lists are MAPS, Spam-
cop, Spamhaus, and SPEWS.

As legislation and accountability guidelines escalate, reputation services are starting to resemble the Better Business Bureau or Verisign of 
email marketing. These two relatively new companies offer certifi cation of compliance with their published guidelines and standards:

Ironport’s Bonded Sender. (www.bondedsender.com) Bonded sender programs allow email marketers to secure a bond (usually thou-
sands of dollars) to certify that their email adheres to Bonded Sender guidelines on the basis of privacy, mailing practices and issue resolu-
tion. ISPs and other mail servers can query Bonded Sender when scanning incoming messages and handle them accordingly.

Habeas. (www.habeas.com) Recognized by several anti-spam solutions and ISPs, the Habeas warrant mark is protected by US Trade-
mark law. The Habeas mark can be licensed for application to email that satisfi es Habeas’ strict privacy guidelines, and the mark is 
integrated into email message headers for easy detection by content fi ltering systems. Habeas also provides a list of IPs that send certifi ed 
mail.

With the increase of spam, ISPs are more likely to employ services to do the legwork of compliance certifi cation. Imminent clarifi cation of 
the CAN-SPAM act by the FTC will probably increase CAN-SPAM compliance certifi cation demand and further amplify the market for email 
reputation agencies.
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Branding Your Subject Lines to Avoid the Junk Folder 

by Kirill Popov

Email Filtering has become a standard anti-spam tool in the email administrator inventory. While some fi lters are better than others, even 
the best fi lters can throw a false-positive and trash a legitimate email. If this happens to one of your messages, successfully branding your 
subject line can give you another chance to reach the recipient.

Most fi lters are confi gured to segregate offending messages to a junk folder rather than the inbox, with the intention of letting the user scan 
for valid emails caught in the crossfi re. An email user will probably give their junk folder a quick look-over occasionally for immediately 
recognized emails, but rarely opens the messages found within. Unfortunately, your snappy subject line will be lost amongst all the crudely 
spelled vulgarities and spammer lingo meant to mislead. To grab your user’s attention, you need to show him something immediately 
recognizable.

Here is where subject-line branding comes in. By placing your branding or company name at the very beginning of the subject line, such 
as our Intevation Report subject line, your message becomes easier to identify even to those who work with ten inch screens and can only 
see the fi rst 13 characters of the subject. 

If your company name is prominently displayed in the subject line, you have a good chance of the user noticing the familiar name and 
plucking your message from the email junkyard. This also gives the user an easy keyword to add to their fi lters’ white list, ensuring that 
your messages are sent to their Inbox.
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ISP Anti-Spam Measures: What They Mean to Marketers 

by Kirill Popov

In response to the increasing public outcry against spam, ISPs and software companies are introducing a variety of new tools designed 
to give greater control to their users and stem the fl ow of unsolicited email into inboxes. Below I will detail what some of the leaders in the 
email receiver industry are implementing. 

AOL 9.0
Introduced in August (new members will receive 9.0 automatically as of October 15) of this year, AOL 9.0 blocks automatic display of im-
ages in HTML email coming from any address that the recipient does not have in their address book. The “Report Spam” button remains 
and also powers AOL’s new adaptive fi lters, which learn the types of email the recipient marks as spam in hopes of reducing such emails 
in the future. Also introduced are user confi gurable fi lters, allowing users to fi lter out words or domains they do not want.

Microsoft Outlook 2003
The recently released upgrade to Microsoft’s Offi ce suite included a bevy of upgrades to Outlook’s spam prevention technology. As with 
AOL 9, Outlook 2003 will no longer automatically display images in HTML email and the new Junk Mail fi lter, which will be enabled by de-
fault, will also feature adaptive fi ltering technology. Outlook 2003 gives more control to the user by allowing an easy way to set up personal 
whitelists and blocklists. MSN 8.5 and Hotmail.com will be upgraded with scaled down variations of these features.

Yahoo
Embracing a popular method of spam control their systems were already being used for, Yahoo will allow users to create up to 5 “throw-
away” addresses to use when signing up to websites that are not entirely trusted. These email addresses will act as aliases for the users’ 
real email address and can be disabled if they become compromised by spam.

Earthlink
Earthlink offers a relatively new method of spam control, the challenge-response system. In case you missed my original article, the Earth-
link challenge-response system will reject any email sent to the user from an unknown source until the sender responds to a challenge 
email.

As the adoption of these new services increases, open rates will see the biggest decline. Current open rates are affected by users simply 
scrolling through the inbox and thumbing through emails in the preview pane. When these content blocking fi lters become common, the 
open numbers, while lower, will refl ect a more accurate measure of users actually opening and reading your message.

The shift towards greater user control will require a greater emphasis on managing user expectations about your mailings as well as edu-
cation on your privacy policy. Make sure that users signing up for your mailings know and expect the type of content that will be mailed to 
them and understand your privacy and subscription policies. With many of these tools validating the user’s address book, make sure you 
provide instructions for new list members to add you into their known contacts lists and whitelists. 
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Authentication and Accreditation: State of the Industry (ClickZ Email Delivery Column)

By Kirill Popov and Loren McDonald | June 8, 2005 

Ever since SPF was announced, “authentication” and “accreditation” have been big buzzwords in the e-mail marketing industry. Though not sil-
ver bullets to eliminate spam, these concepts hint at how the e-mail ecosystem is evolving to become more abuse-resistant. Today, we’ll detail 
some recent events that underscore the progress and level of adoption occurring with authentication and accreditation services.

DomainKeys Merges and Expands
Yahoo! and Cisco Systems announced the merger of their two respective cryptography-based authentication systems, DomainKeys and 
Internet Identifi ed Mail, into one standard: DomainKeys Identifi ed Mail.

Encryption-based methods can authenticate an entire message, not just the sender line. Performance is the tradeoff. Sender adoption has 
been slow, as increased processing power must be allotted to each message being encrypted and signed with the appropriate key. 

To spur DomainKeys adoption, Yahoo! began inserting a visible notifi cation for the recipient. When a DomainKeys-encrypted message is 
sent to a Yahoo! user, an informative note appears under the sender address saying the message is authenticated.

Sender ID’s Negative Appeal
The easiest authentication protocol to implement has been around for some time, and adoption is growing. Taking a cue from Yahoo!, 
Microsoft announced it will add a negative user interface message to the Hotmail and MSN e-mail dashboards. This negative message will 
appear when a message is not authenticated with Sender ID.

This should light a fi re under those who haven’t yet adopted Sender ID. Though the Internet Engineering Task Force (IETF) hasn’t declared 
Sender ID an offi cial Internet standard, the change pretty much guarantees Sender ID adoption among all legitimate e-mail marketers.

ESPC: Authenticate Now!
The Email Service Provider Coalition (ESPC), a group of companies that handle e-mail transmission for over 250,000 e-mail sending 
corporations and businesses around the world, is calling for increased authentication adoption. ESPC requires all members to authenticate 
outgoing client e-mail. It also wants receiving ISPs to take harsher measures against those who don’t authenticate, or who fail authentica-
tion checks due to a badly confi gured record or spoofi ng attempts.

MSN Recognizes Habeas
Habeas, an e-mail accreditation company, announced its accreditation program, and the Habeas SafeList is now recognized by Microsoft. 
Using Habeas almost as an outsourced whitelist, Microsoft will be able to better target its spam fi lters to e-mail not signed with the Habeas 
certifi cation mark.

For the last 18 months, Microsoft has deployed Bonded Sender’s whitelist in a similar capacity. It will use Habeas’ SafeList in addition to 
Bonded Sender for both Hotmail and MSN. It’s likely e-mail marketers must only adopt one of these accreditation services for improved 
Hotmail and MSN delivery.

Recognition of e-mail accreditation programs by a large consumer ISP can drive other ISPs to do the same, snowballing adoption. It isn’t 
hard to imagine Yahoo! or AOL outsourcing its whitelisting program to a provider with a more structured, standardized process.

Conclusion
E-mail is changing, as these developments demonstrate. ISPs and e-mail senders alike are clamoring for an authenticated e-mail system 
that relies on a certifi cation standard. Spammers will fi nd it more diffi cult to operate in such a system and be driven deeper underground, 
while legitimate e-mail will remain on top. 
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If delivery rates are important to your company, take a look at the various accreditation companies such as Habeas and Bonded Sender. If 
you don’t yet authenticate your e-mail, either cryptographically or with Sender ID, now’s a good time to start. Wait too long, and you’ll leave 
money on the table and play catch-up with your competitors.

Till next month, keep on deliverin’.
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How Spam Complaints Affect Delivery (ClickZ Email Delivery Column)

By Kirill Popov and Loren McDonald | May 11, 2005 

Every e-mail marketer receives spam complaints. It doesn’t matter if you use confi rmed opt-in or have never seen a complaint in your life. 
Your messages do get complaints. Unless you use an e-mail service provider (ESP) or your ESP doesn’t provide these services, you might 
not have immediate access to these complaints.

Spam complaints are a useful metric for two reasons. First, they indicate how closely you follow best practices. Second, ISPs and anti-
spam services use them to fi lter and even to block messages. Today, a look at where complaints generate, how they’re used, and what you 
can do to minimize them.

How Users Report Spam

There are three primary ways e-mail recipients can fi le complaints:

• Most large consumer ISPs include a link or button that allows recipients to fl ag spam messages:

• Recipients use a spam complaint service, such as SpamCop or Vipul’s Razor.
• Recipients send complaints directly to e-mail abuse addresses at ISPs and the FTC.

Monitor Spam Complaints

To ensure you see the complaints your messages may generate, follow these steps:

• Make sure your “abuse@” and “postmaster@” addresses are valid and can receive e-mail. Get access to those addresses and 
review the incoming mail. These addresses are recommended Internet standards set by the Internet Engineering Task Force (IETF) 
for complaint reporting.

• Register the above addresses with abuse.net. It’s a clearinghouse for registered abuse addresses used by many network adminis-
trators and tools to route complaints to the proper destination. 

• Register for a feedback loop. See the table above for some ISPs offering feedback loops. AOL’s feedback loop, for example, is set 
up as part of its whitelisting process.

• Provide complaint instructions in your privacy and anti-spam policies. Often, less tech-savvy recipients want to complain to you 
directly, but don’t know how. Link to your privacy policy from the e-mail’s footer.

How ISPs Use Spam Complaints

ISPs use complaints for many reasons. Complaints contribute to ISPs’ content fi lters, especially the learning fi lters, to help improve their 
predictive algorithms. They also use complaints as a sort of voting system to deem whether e-mail coming from a certain IP address is 
good or bad. Too many complaints may lead to a message being fi ltered into bulk folders or rejected entirely. ISPs may then require the 
sender take specifi c steps, such as reconfi rming a mailing list, before allowing more traffi c from the sender.
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Spam complaint percentages (spam complaints divided by messages sent, multiplied by 100) can vary widely based on list composition, 
opt-in approach, content type, frequency, your brand, and more.

AOL recommends keeping spam complaints below 1-3 percent of traffi c, depending on volume. This fi gure is unique to AOL’s user base; 
it’s too generous when applied as a general standard. Be at or below the range of one complaint per 6,000 to 8,000 messages, or 0.013 
percent.

Minimize Complaints

Minimizing complaints always starts with practices used to collect e-mail addresses. It should be obvious by now sending unsolicited e-mail 
only gets you in trouble. Mailing lists with the lowest complaint rates are either confi rmed opt-in or properly managed single opt-in. If you 
have a solid permission-based list but still fi nd incoming complaints are higher than the optimal rate or are rising, consider the following:

• Brand your subject lines. Mail systems with spam complaint buttons offer it at the inbox level. A recipient need only to scan subject 
lines and decide which messages not to delete immediately. A subject line such as “Exciting offers for you, Bob!” will surely be 
marked as spam. Consider using your company or newsletter name in brackets at the beginning of your subject lines.

• Consider including unsubscribe instructions at the top of your e-mail, in addition to the footer. Some users use the “report spam” 
button as an unsubscribe method and won’t scroll through an entire message to fi nd that link.

• Include instructions for users to whitelist your domain. This prevents a user-based fi lter from mistaking your message for spam and 
either diverting it to the spam folder or prefi xing “[SPAM]” to the subject of the message.

• Provide a preference update page. Disclose how your organization will use a subscriber’s e-mail addresses, and how often. Allow 
subscribers to select preferences on the opt-in form, and link from e-mail to a preference or profi le update page.

• Avoid spammy looking content. Try not to use garish, bold fonts; large, red letters, and the like. Avoid images with poor compression 
quality. A clean, readable design isn’t as likely to be mistaken for spam.

• Don’t over e-mail. If recipients expect to receive a few informational e-mail messages each month from your company, don’t sud-
denly start sending two or three each week.

• Don’t send unexpected e-mail. If subscribers opted in to receive your “Trends & Tips” newsletter, don’t send them your hard-sell 
e-commerce messages, unless they clearly requested them.

• Include opt-in information. If possible, add to your e-mail admin area information, such as the subscriber’s e-mail address, date of 
opt-in, and how she potentially subscribed (product registration, white paper download form, sweepstakes entry, etc). With many 
subscribers receiving dozens of commercial e-mail messages daily, it’s easy to forget signing up for your newsletter -- and then to 
fi le a complaint.

Spam complaints are an unavoidable and important aspect of e-mail marketing that can’t be overlooked. In most cases, above-average 
complaint rates suggest poor e-mail practices that over time lead to decreasing open and click-through rates. In the short term, too many 
spam complaints simply get your e-mail fi ltered or blocked.

Till next month, keep on deliverin’.
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E-Mail Delivery Monitoring  (ClickZ Email Delivery Column)

By Kirill Popov and Loren McDonald | April 13, 2005

You’re not on any blacklists. You use confi rmed opt-in methods and get a spam complaint only once in a blue moon. Yet your messages 
are sent to the bulk folder... and you may not even realize it.

A number of companies can help you fi gure out when and why this happens. The basic methodology behind all these services is the same; 
after setting up a testing network of mailboxes across a number of ISPs, you embed this seed list into your mailing list. After you send a 
message, an automated process checks all the mailboxes to determine if that message was received, and, if so, if it was sent to the inbox 
or the bulk folder.

Understanding whether your e-mail went into an inbox, bulk folder, or ISP blackhole is only the beginning. Once you accurately determine you 
have a Hotmail bulk folder problem, for example, analyzing your e-mail and fi guring out what’s behind the problem is the more diffi cult next step.

We recently looked at four leading delivery monitoring companies. Though the core offering is the same, each offers a different way to 
utilize the seedbox data. How each approaches the resolution of discovered delivery issues also varies.

Piper Software
Piper tailors its services to e-mail services providers (ESP), companies that offer an e-mail delivery suite, rather than to individual market-
ers. With a no-frills interface, you can track performance over a wide variety of ISPs and corporate-level anti-spam fi ltering technologies, 
including Brightmail and Postini. Besides tracking delivery, you can use Piper’s message-rendering utility to preview how the e-mail will 
appear in various e-mail clients, such as Outlook, Hotmail, and Lotus Notes.

Piper’s strength is in the system’s ability to integrate with an ESP’s platform. Through API functions, a framework of system-level queries 
and responses, all Piper’s functionality can be tied directly into the mail system.

Pivotal Veracity
Pivotal Veracity offers an extensive array of reporting options. Headed by marketing industry executives, the company understands 
marketers’ specifi c needs, and its system refl ects this. Detailed reports can compare multiple performance metrics of both current and past 
campaigns. Its HTML validation tool ensures messages are error free, and troubleshooting tools allow side-by-side comparison of mes-
sage variants.

Pivotal Veracity’s comprehensive reporting carries over to issue resolution. If your message trips up a spam fi lter, a comprehensive set of 
possible causes is made available and explained.

Return Path
Return Path also is focused on the marketer and offers API functions for tighter integration. Though somewhat limited in reporting functions 
compared to Pivotal Veracity, Return Path proffers expertise in issue resolution through its acquisition of Assurance Systems, one of the 
fi rst companies to offer delivery monitoring. Return Path plans a signifi cant update of its product in the coming quarter.

Habeas
Habeas, the e-mail accreditation company, is launching a delivery monitoring product called MailTrack. The feature set currently has the 
basics, such as seedbox monitoring, HTML validation, and a blacklist monitor. Habeas’ strength is in the subsequent resolution of detected 
delivery issues, as the company’s primary line of business is auditing e-mail marketing practices and mitigating delivery problems when 
they’re detected.
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If you’re noticing declining open and click-through rates, especially if you deal with business-to-consumer (B2C) mailing lists or your mes-
sages contain often-fi ltered content, such as discounts or product offers, these companies’ services may be useful. Each offers in-depth 
demos of its solution and services. Take the time to evaluate all of them and determine which fi ts your needs.

Till next time, keep on deliverin’.
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How HTML Code Affects E-Mail Deliverability (ClickZ Email Delivery Column)

By Kirill Popov and Loren McDonald | March 16, 2005

A common e-mail marketing misconception is e-mail is fi ltered because it contains words such as “free” in the subject line or body. By itself, 
that won’t get your e-mail fi ltered. Though certain content combinations may get a message fi ltered, ISPs may be trapping your legitimate 
e-mail for infractions you rarely pay attention to.

Take HTML code. Using outdated or incorrect code is a major reason why e-mail to domains such as MSN/Hotmail and AOL are blocked or 
delivered to bulk or junk mail folders.

You may think you don’t have to worry about this. Your e-mail may render correctly and look just fi ne to you. Wrong! Pivotal Veracity, a 
delivery-monitoring service provider, estimates nearly 100 percent of all HTML e-mail doesn’t comply with World Wide Web Consortium 
(W3C) standards.

Because each ISP handles e-mail differently, messages that get past the fi lters at one destination may be fi ltered or entirely blocked at 
another. Why are some ISPs so concerned about HTML code? You can thank spammers, of course. HTML syntax and format errors are 
common tricks spammers use to foil standard content fi lters.

Some W3C infractions are minor and won’t cause e-mail to be fi ltered. An example is not using “alt” tags, which describe the content in an 
image tag. Many other innocuous-appearing coding errors or tricks may send your e-mail straight to the bulk folder.

Pivotal Veracity recently tested hundreds of HTML e-mail messages to see whether they landed in the inbox or the bulk folder, or were 
blocked outright. They came up with these surprising results:

• A tracking beacon below the closing HTML tag will get e-mail fi ltered to the bulk folder at MSN/Hotmail.
• A poorly constructed boundary between the text and HTML portions of a multipart e-mail message also sends the e-mail to the bulk 

folder at MSN/Hotmail.
• Using hex-encoded domains in URLs (substituting the code “%20” for a space in a URL, for example) can get your e-mail blocked or 

sent to the bulk folder at AOL, CompuServe, and MSN/Hotmail.
• Using a decoy link that shows one URL in the e-mail but actually redirects to another URL when clicked also gets e-mail directed to 

the bulk folder on MSN/Hotmail.
This isn’t a common technique used by most legitimate e-mail marketers, but if you’re thinking about doing it, we advise against it. 
Using decoy URLs is a technique commonly employed by phishers, scammers who impersonate fi nancial institutions to steal Social 
Security, bank, or credit account numbers. For example:
<a href=”http://yahoo.com/maintainyourprofi le.php”>http://companyx.com/maintainyourprofi le.php</a>
Readers see the second URL in the message, but they’d be sent to the fi rst URL.

AOL’s HTML Validator

While conducting tests for our clients several months ago, we discovered a new AOL e-mail fi lter that scans incoming messages for HTML 
syntax and format errors. If it detected invalid HTML, it rejected the message. AOL even created a special bounce code it used when 
rejecting a message for this reason.

Common errors, such as using “<a/>” to close an HTML tag instead of the “</a>,” could trigger the fi lter. Pivotal Veracity’s recent testing 
suggests AOL may no longer be applying this fi lter. The bottom line is check your code carefully and correct any syntax errors.
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Minimizing HTML Filtering Problems

How do you minimize or eliminate HTML fi ltering problems at ISPs? A few suggestions:

• Make sure your e-mail designer/programmer is familiar with W3C standards.
• Before distributing an e-mail, run the message through your design software’s or e-mail application’s HTML validator, if it has one. 

Better yet, use a third-party validator such as the ones provided by the leading delivery monitoring fi rms or the W3C Markup Valida-
tion Service.

• Consider using a delivery-monitoring service to track your messages after pre-tests and full-list distribution. These services use 
seed lists to monitor whether your e-mail is being delivered into recipients’ inboxes or bulk folders or are missing across the fi rst and 
second-tier ISPs.

• If your e-mail does get trapped in a bulk folder, check your code and isolate what’s causing the fi ltering. Use a series of tests with 
modifi ed versions of the e-mail.

In a future column, we’ll walk you through an actual diagnosis of code problems and show you how to resolve them. Stay tuned.

Till then, keep on deliverin’.
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How Geeks Can Increase E-Mail Delivery (ClickZ Email Delivery Column)

By Kirill Popov and Loren McDonald | February 16, 2005 

Ensuring permission-based e-mail is delivered to recipients’ inboxes requires an equal amount of effort on marketing and technical fronts. 
Last month’s column looked at ways marketers can bolster delivery. This month, we focus more on the technology behind e-mail sending 
and ways to ensure your e-mail delivery doesn’t resemble a spam attack. 

Following, 10 tactics to help increase the likelihood your e-mail messages will be accepted by the receiving ISP and avoid future deliver-
ability problems.

• Create a reverse DNS. Make sure your outgoing mailing IPs have valid RDNS entries set up. This ensures when a receiving e-mail 
server checks who owns the IP trying to connect to it, you’ll come up as the result, passing one of the many basic checks ISPs do to 
deter spammers. 

• Set up an SPF. SPF is an additional step to verify an e-mail sender’s identity. The protocol is fairly easy to set up; your network 
administrator should be able to do it in under fi ve minutes. SPF adds another layer of authentication to your outgoing e-mail and 
protects against phishing attacks on your brand. Some ISPs, such as AOL, require SPF to be implemented to be considered for 
their white lists. 

• Make only one connection. When connecting to an e-mail server, send only one message per connection. Some systems still try 
to shovel as many messages through one connection as possible, akin to throwing 500 e-mail addresses into the BCC fi eld. ISPs 
frown on this technique, as spammers who want to get as many messages in before being blocked typically use this approach. 

• Limit sending rate. Just because you can send a million messages per hour doesn’t mean doing so is prudent. Large spikes in traf-
fi c can be seen as dictionary or denial of service attacks. Though the ideal send volume depends on the list’s nature (e.g., B2C or 
B2B), a good rule of thumb is to limit your transmission to 150-200K messages per hour. Keep in mind you will also need to accept 
feedback in the form of bounced messages; your outgoing speed shouldn’t hamper your ability to receive bounces.

• Accept bounces. Some e-mail systems, especially older ones, have a nasty habit of rejecting bounce messages. These “bounced 
bounces” arrive at the receiving ISP and can raise red fl ags. Nothing irks an ISP more than sending a response that a recipient 
doesn’t exist, only to have the notifi cation rejected and the mailings continue.

• Validate HTML content. One of the dirtiest tricks in a spammer’s arsenal is invalid, broken, and malicious HTML code, used to 
obfuscate his payload. If you use HTML in your messages, make sure your code is error-free and follows W3C HTML guidelines.

• Avoid scripting. Security risks due to script vulnerabilities in e-mail browsers have increased over the years. The result is most 
scripts, such as JavaScript and VBScript, are stripped out of messages. Some e-mail systems reject messages outright if scripting 
is detected. For greatest compatibility, avoid using scripts in messages. Instead, drive your readers to your Web site, where dynamic 
components are easily rendered.

• Understand content fi ltering basics. Ignorance of fi ltering approaches is no excuse for not getting messages delivered. Though 
no one can be expected to keep up with the nuances of common content fi ltering, you should understand the different kinds of fi lters 
and types of content considered high risk. Read bounce messages, track which messages had high bounce rates and low open 
rates, and see if you can reverse-engineer offending content. 

• Monitor delivery and bounce rates by ISP/domain. Periodically (if not after sending every message) run reports by major ISP and 
domain on your messages. Look for unusual bounce, unsubscribe, spam complaint, and open rates at specifi c domains. A domain 
showing off-kilter results likely has a fi lter or blocking problem.

• Monitor spam complaints. Even the best permission marketers with world-class practices receive spam complaints, particularly if 
they have a high AOL subscriber base. Monitor the number of spam complaints for each mailing, and establish a benchmark aver-
age. Look for mailings with spam complaint percentages that vary from the norm. See if you can determine what may have caused 
the problem. Was it an overly aggressive subject line? Too many messages sent within a short time? The fact you sent an unex-
pected type of e-mail? Another factor? A high percentage of spam complaints may result in an ISP blocking current, or even future, 
messages.

Till next month, keep on deliverin’.
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How Nongeeks Can Increase E-Mail Delivery (ClickZ Email Delivery Column)

By Kirill Popov and Loren McDonald | January 19, 2005 

E-mail marketing success includes ensuring your e-mail messages are delivered and have a shot at being opened. This requires competencies 
in marketing strategy, creative, technology, and more. This column looks at delivery improvement tactics easily implemented by marketers and 
other right-brain personalities. 

Delivery issues include messages the recipient confuses with spam, simply misses, or doesn’t recognize, along with fi ltering, blocking, and bulk-
folder challenges.

Here are 13 tactics and approaches that increase the likelihood your recipients will get, and consider opening, your e-mail messages:

• Double opt-in subscription process. Many marketers are leery of moving to a double (confi rmed) opt-in process for fear of losing a 
large number of new subscribers. But a well-executed double opt-in approach will likely capture 80 percent or more of the subscribers 
and provide additional benefi ts. These include a cleaner list with fewer bounced addresses from input errors; an audit trail in case of 
subscriber spam complaints; and a higher quality list due to recipients confi rming their interest in your messages. 

• No prechecked boxes. Prechecked “subscribe” boxes may lead to a higher number of initial subscribers, but a lack of affi rmative 
consent leads to lower-value subscribers/customers, reduces customer trust, lowers response rates, and potentially hurts the brand. 
Most important, recipients may not recall subscribing and don’t expect that initial e-mail, resulting in a spam complaint, an unsubscribe, 
or simply being ignored. The CAN-SPAM Act requires messages without affi rmative consent include a notifi cation in the message that the 
e-mail is an advertisement or promotion. Go for quality over quantity. 

• Visible “update e-mail address or preferences” link. It’s estimated roughly one-third of the average e-mail list churns each year due 
to address changes. Make sure your messages include a very visible “e-mail address change,” “update preferences,” or similar link to an 
update page on your Web site.

• A recognized, expected, consistent sender name. When scanning overloaded inboxes, recipients may look at the sender line, subject 
line, or both. Use, and stick with, a sender name that’s simple, easily recognized, trusted, and expected by subscribers. When possible, 
use a sender e-mail address that’s recognizable and in plain English, such as newsletter@companyx.com. This is particularly important 
for e-mail clients such as AOL that display only the sender address, not the name. 

• “Branded” subject lines. Subscribers may receive a few hundred e-mail messages a day, much of it spam. As recipients scan their 
inboxes, they’re probably looking for messages that are either clearly spam or opt-in e-mail they trust and want. You want your message 
to be easily, immediately categorized as “recognized and wanted.” It helps to brand your subject and reinforce it in the sender name.
For example, if your e-mail is sent by “Global Inc. Newsletter,” the subject might include “Global News Update” at the beginning of the 
subject line. Though this approach uses up valuable subject line real estate, it makes your message stand out and reduces the chances 
of being missed, ignored, fi ltered, and unopened. Consider conducting a few A/B split tests to determine what works best with your 
subscribers. 

• Subject line content. In addition to the above approach, ensure copy is creative and compelling but doesn’t trigger spam fi lters or get 
deleted by users who confuse your message with spam. 

• A message content checker. Many e-mail marketing software/ASP solutions have built-in content checkers to rate the likelihood mes-
sages will be fi ltered and to check content or code that may trigger a fi lter. Use them. Although far from perfect, these checkers are a 
decent indicator of potential problems that may have gone unrecognized by the marketing team. 

• Content fi ltering. Basics ignorance is no excuse for messages not being delivered. Though no one can be expected to keep up with 
the nuances of common content fi ltering, understand the different kinds of fi lters and content that are high risk. Read bounce messages, 
track which messages have high bounce rates and low open rates, and see if you can reverse-engineer offending content. 

• Message proofi ng and pretesting. Always send proofs of your message to yourself, coworkers, and, if possible, a larger seed list. 
Proofs help uncover typos, missed changes, bad links, incorrect image paths, and potential blocking or fi lter problems. If you send very 
large volumes, you may want to send test messages to a small percentage of your overall list, testing variables and potential delivery 
problems. You may also want to subscribe to an inbox seed monitoring service. 

• Personalization and segmentation. The more relevant and personalized a message, the better the chance it will be recognized by a 
subscriber, not missed or deleted. Start small and simple. Use click-through activity, for example, to segment subscribers based on links 
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they clicked in the past. Then send those people messages with subject lines targeted to each interest segment. 
• Images instead of text. Some industries are very offer- and discount-driven, such as travel and hospitality. These have continu-

ous problems with content fi ltering because they repeatedly use certain terms. We’re seeing a number of companies facing this 
challenge move to an image-based content format. Certain content is contained in images rather than as text. The approach has 
potential downsides, including image blocking, increased fi le size, slower loading, and potentially more work for the design/produc-
tion team. 

• Managed user expectations. On sign up, clearly convey to subscribers the frequency, e-mail type, content/purpose, and value 
proposition. Ensure recipients aren’t surprised when they receive your messages.

• Send time. As most spam is sent in the middle of the night, avoid sending messages then, if possible. Your message is much more 
likely to be missed as recipients comb through inboxes and bulk folders in the morning.

Next, we’ll look at how to help delivery from a more technical perspective.

Till then, keep on deliverin’.
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Understand ISP-Level E-Mail Filtering  (ClickZ Email Delivery Column)

By Kirill Popov and Loren McDonald | December 22, 2004 

Got fi ltered? Of course you have. Your messages have been fi ltered by ISPs for the past few years.

E-mail fi ltering is a necessary part of fi ghting spam. As ClickZ News reported earlier this year, AOL receives roughly 2 billion e-mail messages a 
day, of which about 75 percent are blocked and another 4 to 7 percent are sent to the bulk folder.

Dealing with this infl ux of spam is a major issue for ISPs. It’s a tremendous drain on servers and human resources. It’s also a major source of 
customer complaints, dissatisfaction, and churn. Minimizing the fl ow of spam to inboxes has become a major point of differentiation as ISPs 
battle to acquire and retain customers.

Long ago, smart marketers moved past the anger phase, all the way to acceptance. They’re actively deploying a number of techniques to 
minimize ISP fi ltering. 

Like the search engines’ secretive page-ranking algorithms, ISPs don’t share the specifi c types of fi ltering they deploy nor at what thresholds. 
Through dealing with ISPs over time, it’s apparent there are quite a few key components. Though they may be approached differently at various 
companies, all are quite commonly used.

ISPs deploy a number of methods to reduce the volume of spam. They may include looking at:

• Sender reputation (e.g., blacklists)
• Sender authenticity
• Volume of messages sent
• Volume/percentage of invalid addresses (hard bounces)
• Message content
• Spam complaints

Let’s consider a fi ctitious, consumer-oriented ISP with 5-10 million subscribers. Typical e-mail fi ltering happens at multiple levels. It begins 
before the message even arrives at the ISP’s servers. At the top of the fi ltering pyramid are:

• Blacklists. To check a sender’s reputation, the ISP can tap a wealth of information collected at publicly available blacklists or internal 
blacklists built over time. Public blacklists come in many fl avors. An ISP can select those that most closely match its policies. Private 
internal blacklists are usually built through customer feedback, primarily from spam complaints. Blacklists allow an ISP to quickly identify 
potential connecting sources as undesirable and to refuse a connection prior to accepting an incoming message.

• SMTP transactions. Much can be determined about a mail source from the way it talks to a receiving server. Spam-like behavior, such 
as cramming hundreds of addresses into an address line, can be detected at this step. A check of authentication, such as SPF records to 
check for phishing attempts, occurs here. Other anti-spam tactics, such as a reverse DNS check, can verify the connecting IP belongs to 
the domain it says it does.

• Mail streams. The ISP also looks at the behavior of the message stream as a whole. For example, if the message is sent to an unusually 
high number of invalid addresses, it’s most likely a dictionary attack . If recipients who already received this message are complaining en 
masse through a “report spam” button, the message is probably spam. The rest of the transmissions are interrupted or redirected to the 
spam folder.

• Top-level fi lters. Once the server connections are made and the message content arrives, a top-level content fi lter can weed out obvious 
spam by scanning the message body. Obvious red fl ags are picked up at this step, including sexually explicit material, offers for brand-
name prescription drugs, blatant attempts to obfuscate words (“m0rtG@|ge”), and common spammer tricks, such as falsifying header 
information.

• User-level fi lter. Filtering at this level is personal and created by the end recipient. Through a “learning fi lter,” typically a Bayesian fi lter, 
the ISP can identify patterns in the type of e-mail the user usually receives, as well as patterns in messages that user typically designates 
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as spam. Through these patterns, a fairly accurate judgment call can be made as to whether the incoming e-mail is legitimate or 
spam.

Large ISPs tend to handle all these steps in-house. Some ISPs contract with anti-spam companies to provide some or all of these ser-
vices. Most ISPs have unique fi ltering methods they fi nd work for their needs. They even use their unique methods as selling points.

In upcoming columns, we’ll look at best practices and third-party services that help monitor and resolve ISP fi ltering issues.

Until next month, keep on deliverin’.

Privacy, ISP Relations, Delivery and Regulatory Compliance



66

Increase Delivery Rates With Active Bounce Management  (ClickZ Email Delivery Column)

By Kirill Popov and Loren McDonald | November 24, 2004 

If an e-mail address in your list ceases to be valid, you remove it from the list. Simple enough, right? There are more subtle aspects of 
bounce management that you might not be acutely aware of, however. We hope this column sheds some light on them.

A bounce is a notifi cation that your message, for whatever reason, didn’t make it to the recipient. Ideally, these bounces take the form of 
SMTP codes, defi ned as a standard in RFC821. Using these codes, ISPs can communicate the reason for the bounce. Not everyone fol-
lows this standard, however, and accurate bounce handling may involve some keyword review of the replies. 

Regardless of the bounce message’s exact wording, there are two types of bounces: hard and soft. Depending on whom you talk to, they 
might have more technical defi nitions; but here is the gist of what they mean.

A hard bounce means either the receiving server purposely rejected the message or the receiving server doesn’t exist. Examples of hard 
bounces are:

• The user doesn’t exist at the domain.
• The domain doesn’t exist.
• The message was rejected.

A soft bounce typically denotes a temporary error with delivery and may be any response other than a hard bounce. Examples of soft 
bounces are:

• The e-mail server isn’t responding.
• The user’s mailbox is full.

Why Process Bounces?

It’s important to properly process bounces for a couple reasons. You don’t want to pay for e-mail messages sent to nonfunctioning ad-
dresses. If you don’t process bounces correctly, a mailing list’s natural churn will result in large portion of dead addresses on the list.

Monitoring bounces can help show a potential delivery problem. Perhaps an e-mail domain that represents a signifi cant portion of your list 
has stopped responding. Perhaps your messages are being rejected. By monitoring bounces after every campaign, you can quickly correct 
any irregularities.

Most important, ISPs look at bounce information when determining whether they’re being targeted by a spammer. Spammers’ e-mail lists 
are of very poor quality. If an ISP detects a large percentage of invalid e-mail coming from one IP, the mail stream may be identifi ed as 
spam and blocked.

Minimize Bounces

Here are some tips to help effectively deal with or minimize e-mail bounces:

• ISPs recommend retrying hard bounces no more than three times. In our experience, retrying a hard bounce only once after a 
period of two to four days is suffi cient.

• Remove hard-bounced addresses from the list either immediately or after the retry attempt fails. Remove soft-bounced addresses 
from the list if the address repeatedly generates bounces over a period of four to fi ve e-mail campaigns. 

• Scan keywords when processing bounces to help deal with nonstandard bounce messages. 
• Use a double or confi rmed opt-in subscription process to minimize incorrect and false addresses from the start. 
• Use an e-mail change of address service to help combat e-mail address churn in your mailing list. 
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• Add an e-mail address update link to your e-mail and a profi le update form to your Web site, enabling subscribers to update their 
address and preferences. 

• Consider contacting bounced subscribers via postal mail or phone (if you have contact information and permission) to obtain their 
new e-mail addresses.

• To ensure subscribers enter their e-mail addresses correctly, include a script that checks for syntax errors upon submission. Ad-
ditionally, consider requiring subscribers reenter their addresses in a second box.

• Monitor bounce messages (particularly from key ISPs and domains) for signs of e-mail rejection. The message may have been 
rejected due to blocking or fi ltering, and you may need to contact the administrator of the receiving system. 

• Monitor bounce rates continually, and establish a benchmark. Analyze the cause, and take appropriate action when a message lies 
outside of the norm. Though average bounce rates can vary dramatically, if your rate continually rises above 5 percent, you may 
have list input or hygiene issues. 

• Pretest messages for potential spam-oriented content to help minimize rejections by ISP and corporate spam fi lters.

Until next month, keep on deliverin’.
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Gmail Concerns? Don’t Press the G-Panic Button Yet  (ClickZ Email Delivery Column)

By Kirill Popov and Loren McDonald | October 27, 2004 

At the recent DMA conference, an e-mail marketing executive pronounced Gmail will have about 25 million subscribers shortly after its 
offi cial launch, and marketers will need to send text-only messages to Gmail subscribers. Yikes! G-exaggeration is alive and well. With this 
hyperbole and a recent development with the use of DomainKeys in mind, we thought we’d provide a brief Gmail update.

We estimate Gmail probably now has from 1.5 to 2 million registered “users,” which could conceivably grow to 5-10 million in the next year. 
How does this number translate into reality for e-mail marketers? To gain perspective on the level of Gmail penetration in a typical e-mail 
list, we compared the composition by major ISP/e-mail provider of a few of our business-to-consumer (B2C) and business-to-business 
(B2B) clients:

Gmail’s market penetration is still extremely low, averaging 0.02-0.3 percent. It’s nowhere near the old free e-mail standbys, Yahoo and 
Hotmail. Taking this into account, Gmail concerns are really not warranted. Marketers defi nitely have time to prepare for Gmail’s future 
growth.

Though Gmail has been rumored to be in full swing, it’s still offi cially in beta mode. Google hasn’t yet offi cially launched Gmail, probably 
because of a lack of features when compared to Yahoo and Hotmail and the need to iron out a few bugs. Registration still isn’t open to the 
public. An existing Gmail member must invite you to join. Once Gmail is offi cially launched, we expect the adoption rate to increase at a 
strong pace.

New Features: The Gmail Notifi er

The Gmail Notifi er is Windows software that lives on your taskbar and continuously checks incoming e-mail. When a new message arrives, 
the Notifi er brings up a small slide-out window that displays details about the message: the sender name, the fi rst 49 characters of the 
subject line, and the message’s fi rst 200 characters (similar to Gmail’s “snippets” in the Web application).

Our previous recommendations for the Gmail inbox and snippet also apply to the Notifi er:

• Use a short, recognized, and trusted sender name.
• Keep the subject line fairly short, with 49 or fewer characters. Our recent analysis strongly suggests messages with subject lines of 

less than 50 characters produce higher open and click-through rates than lengthier subject lines.
• Consider using either an image alt tag or special text placed at the top of your e-mail to “extend” or supplement the subject line via 

Gmail’s snippet and Notifi er.
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Authentication
Recent messages sent from Gmail accounts have included a DomainKeys signature as part of the headers. DomainKeys is an authentica-
tion method developed by Yahoo, which digitally “signs” an e-mail message as having been sent from the domain shown in the sender 
line. Google has already published and checked SPF records. SPF is the predecessor of Microsoft’s Sender ID authentication scheme. 
Whether Gmail checks the authenticity of DomainKeys on incoming e-mail and if authentication plays a part in Gmail’s anti-spam mecha-
nisms are still unknowns. As always, Google representatives wouldn’t comment on this and related questions.

Content Formatting
Gmail’s display format can and will alter the way your message appears in a user’s inbox. Images in HTML mail aren’t automatically 
displayed, and advertising based on AdWords is inserted alongside the body of the message. More important, Gmail strips virtually all CSS  
code out of HTML messages. If you rely on CSS to correctly format and display your content, the message arrives as an unreadable mess. 
At minimum we’ve noticed lots of messages with the text font size appearing nearly twice its intended size, but the rest of the message ap-
pears normal. To address the lack of style-sheet support, make sure you use inline HTML formatting (such as font tags) to build messages.

Spam Filtering
As is the policy at many ISPs, Google won’t comment on Gmail’s spam-fi ghting algorithms. It’s safe to say Google’s data-mining and pat-
tern recognition technology is employed when identifying whether to divert an e-mail message to the spam folder. It’s always worthwhile to 
send test messages to “proof” accounts you’ve set up with the major ISPs. Gmail is no different. If your message is diverted to the spam 
folder, it’s likely something in the message content triggered a fi lter system. Try alternate versions of the message, perhaps with less ag-
gressive copy, to see if you can avoid being sent to Gmail’s spam folder.

In coming years, Gmail will clearly be a force to be reckoned with for e-mail marketers. With currently negligible market penetration, mar-
keters should use this opportunity to test, tweak, and analyze their Gmail messages and results.

Till next month, keep on deliverin’.
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Blocked E-Mail Images  (ClickZ Email Delivery Column)

By Kirill Popov and Loren McDonald | September 29, 2004 

If overzealous ISP and corporate spam fi lters don’t cause enough stress for permission-based e-mail marketers, now we must deal with 
blocked images almost universally. In e-mail clients that block images by default, such as Outlook 2003, a recipient can read an entire 
column (such as this one) either in the message preview pane or when it’s opened. The image-based ads and our dashing photo won’t ap-
pear (nor will the message be counted as opened). For publishers, advertisers, and e-tailers, this isn’t just a nuisance. It’s potentially costly.

The Blocked Images Issue

An estimated 95 percent of all commercial e-mail messages are sent in HTML or in a multipart (combined HTML and text) format. Most 
e-mail includes at least a single external image, even if it’s the open-tracking image, a clear, one-pixel GIF image used to track whether an 
e-mail has been opened.

External images include logos, masthead or header images, and product or people photos. Virtually all e-mail marketers host images on a 
Web server, rather than embed them within the message itself. To load images, a call is made back to the hosting server. Many ISPs and 
some e-mail clients block this call.

The primary reasons behind image-blocking features are to enable users to prohibit pornographic images from loading and to prevent 
spammers from knowing if users open their messages. Gmail, for example, states: “Gmail disables images sent to you to protect you from 
unknown senders, like spammers, who use images and links to verify that your email address is real.”

The latest versions of many major ISPs’ e-mail interfaces and e-mail clients automatically block any external image (see table at the end of 
the column). In addition to Gmail, Microsoft’s recent Windows XP Service Pack 2 upgrade adds the blocked images feature to its Outlook 
Express client.

Implications for Permission Marketers

Disabled images have big implications for marketers, including:

• Lower open rates. Some recipients scan e-mail in the preview pane or open messages with im ages disabled. Marketers may have 
experienced a slight decline in open rates in the past year or so due to this.

• Disabled banner ads. For ad-supported newsletters, disabled images means hosted ad formats aren’t displayed. Advertisers may 
see fewer impressions and click-throughs.

• Image/content fi lter conundrum. Many e-commerce-oriented marketers who use aggressive promotional copy repeatedly through-
out their messages have signifi cant problems with content-based fi lters. To cope, some place much of their copy within images to 
avoid being fi ltered. This could increase delivery rates but result in fewer recipients actually seeing the copy.

• Uncertainty caused by user-driven controls. Some ISPs and e-mail clients enable users to determine if they want images 
blocked. So knowing which ISP a subscriber uses may shed little light on whether she has images enabled.
Yahoo’s options, for example:
◦ Don’t block any images
◦ Block images in messages that SpamGuard thinks are spam
◦ Block all images until I’ve had a chance to look it over

What Can Marketers Do?

A few steps marketers can take to help minimize the issue:
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• Get whitelisted. Some ISPs (notably AOL) and most managed mail networks can whitelist commercial mailers. This ensures 
selected e-mail is allowed through with a minimum of fi ltering, image blocking included. In the business-to-consumer (B2C) environ-
ment, whitelisting usually happens at the user level. If a user added the sender’s address to her address book or “safe list,” your 
mail is unmolested by most ISP and personal fi lters. 

• Add a “view Web version” link. Host a version of your message on the Web. Provide a text link to it at the very top of your mes-
sage. Regardless of image or personal settings, the recipient can always click through and view the message as a Web page. 

• Check message appearance in the preview pane. The preview pane is like a newspaper’s “above the fold” area and is where 
many recipients read or scan their messages. Can recipients can make a quick “open” decision based on content showing in the 
preview pane? If not, consider reformatting the message or adding teaser text up top that highlights what’s below.

• Include alt tags. Although many e-mail services and clients don’t display alt tags when images are disabled, it’s always a good idea 
to include them. Regardless of why, if images haven’t loaded, properly written alt tags at least provide the recipient with a sense of 
what she doesn’t see. 

• Use text-based ads. Publishers carrying server-based ads might consider including more text-based ads. Some publishers report 
text ads deliver higher CTRs than image-based ads.

• Create text versions. With HTML e-mail so popular, text versions tend to be neglected. Yet recent e-mail client changes mean 
users have an increased ability to select which default format they prefer. A strong text version ensures you still reach users, regard-
less of format preference.

• Include more text links. If your e-mail includes several key linked images, consider adding text-based links above or below the 
image or appropriately placed in nearby copy.

• Focus on CTRs and conversion rates. Don’t obsess over open rates. Monitor CTRs and conversion rates. Focus on maintaining 
or increasing them.

Blocked images should only be a minor nuisance for most permission e-mail marketers who follow best practices and provide real value to 
recipients. Deliver the best, most relevant, personalized content to subscribers, and most will want to view your entire e-mail with images, 
not just the text.

Till next time, keep on deliverin’.

Image Blocking by Major ISPs & E-mail Clients 
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Tips for Increasing AOL Delivery Rates, Part 2 (ClickZ Email Delivery Column)

By Kirill Popov and Loren McDonald | September 1, 2004 

E-mail communications to America Online (AOL) users have long been a top challenge for business-to-consumer (B2C) e-mail marketers. 
The AOL service and software client have specifi c issues marketers must be aware of. Continuing last month’s column, below are more 
tips for optimizing AOL e-mail delivery and performance:

• Message format. In addition to standard HTML and plain text messages, AOL can accept a format it calls “AOL Rich Text Format.” 
It’s simplifi ed HTML really, containing stylistic tags such as bold, italics, and message links. We’ve found for some clients sending 
messages in plain text, RTF, or even HTML without images (to improve speed and bypass the AOL image warning pop-up, but you 
must turn off open tracking) increases overall response rates. Conduct split tests using different formats to determine which ap-
proach works best with your specifi c AOL recipients.

• Message sender and subject lines. Beginning with subject line, you can take a couple steps to increase the likelihood your mes-
sage is opened. AOL allows approximately 16 characters in the sender fi eld and around 50 characters in the subject. (You can view 
what your sender and subject lines look like in various e-mail clients using our sender and subject lines tool.) AOL doesn’t show the 
“friendly” sender address but the address itself. For example:

From: Joe’s Warehouse
Subject: Exciting new offers and deals waiting for you at Joe’s Warehouse today

Shows up in AOL as:

From: replies@joeswar
Subject: Exciting new offers and deals waiting for you at Jo

Due to limited space and format, it’s important to identify your company or newsletter in the subject line and ensure key information 
displays within the allotted space. A subject line like this would be better:

Subject: Joe’s Warehouse: 10%-20% Off All Online Orders

• Message content and length. When possible and appropriate, tone down the subject line and message for AOL recipients. 
Because AOL users can easily click the spam button, anything remotely objectionable or aggressive may result in a high number of 
spam complaints (even with double opt-in messages). When a message’s spam complaints reach a certain amount relative to the 
message’s volume, AOL blocks that message.
Consider creating a shorter version of the e-mail that will fi t within the AOL client window. If using HTML with images, consider a 
postcard format, which displays all key information in the window with a simple call to action. For text or RTF format, make sure key 
links and calls to action are clearly visible and stand out above everything. If possible, consider adding a link to a Web version of the 
full HTML-formatted message.

• Send time. As most AOL users open e-mail at home, optimum send times might be early mornings, evenings, and even weekends. 
If you e-mail kids or stay-at-home parents, after-school or daytime hours might be most effective, respectively. Test different days 
and times to see what improves open, click, and conversion rates.

• Bounce handling. Keeping your list free of known bad addresses is critical. AOL may reject connections from servers whose recipi-
ent lists consistently generate a bounce failure rate higher than 10 percent. With all ISPs, and AOL in particular, don’t try to resend 
hard-bounce e-mail a second time to “see if it’ll get though.” Resending to bad addresses, combined with a high percentage of spam 
complaints, is a surefi re way to get AOL to block your e-mail.

• Feedback loop. AOL has established a Feedback Loop for high-volume senders. It provides information regarding each spam complaint 
it receives from your messages. As part of the whitelist application, AOL will notify you when recipients hit the spam button for any of your 
messages. This allows you to identify and act on potential issues. AOL is currently the only major ISP to provide this direct feedback.

• Monitor spam complaints. Because AOL includes a “report spam” feature, even the best permission-method marketers may 
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receive AOL spam complaints. Monitor your AOL spam complaint rate for each message, and look for meaningful variances (either 
high or low). Then, analyze the outlying messages to determine why it had a higher or lower percentage of spam complaints. If the 
complaint rate consistently stays above AOL’s acceptable threshold, reevaluate subscription practices or send a confi rmation mes-
sage to your readership. It’s also critical to immediately unsubscribe or suppress recipients who registered a spam complaint.

Implementing the above recommendations takes some extra effort, but improved delivery and response rates are a clear payoff. For more 
information on many of the above issues and recommendations, visit the AOL Postmaster.info site.

Till next time, keep on deliverin’.
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Tips for Increasing AOL E-Mail Delivery Rates, Part 1 (ClickZ Email Delivery Column)

By Kirill Popov and Loren McDonald | August 4, 2004 

E-mail communications with America Online (AOL) users has long been a top challenge for business-to-consumer (B2C) e-mail marketers. 
Though AOL’s subscriber base has declined in recent years, they still comprise 20 to 25 percent of e-mail databases for most B2C market-
ers. Optimizing messages for AOL and AOL subscriber preferences can pay signifi cant dividends in improved delivery and performance.

AOL Delivery Challenges

AOL subscribers tend to be different from the rest your subscriber base. A 2003 Lucid Marketing study outlined a number of important AOL 
user preferences and habits, including:

• 90 percent of respondents access e-mail primarily from home.
• 77 percent rank “message loads fast” as of primary importance for e-mail messages received.
• 53 percent prefer plain text messages over HTML.
• 58 percent always use a dial-up modem (this number declined since last year, of course, but clearly a signifi cant percentage of 

subscribers connect via a dial-up).
• 62 percent always or sometimes access e-mail via AOL’s Web site.
• “Message loads fast” is at least 62 percent more important than “no scrolling” and “customized content” for users.

The AOL service and software client also create specifi c issues e-mail marketers must be aware of, including as the use of a sender 
whitelist, Sender Policy Framework (SPF) adoption, lack of a sender name, very limited subject line length, a “report spam” button, and 
more.

AOL Optimization Tips

In light of these and other challenges, following are tips to help optimize AOL e-mail delivery and performance:

• Reporting/benchmarking. It’s important to measure and benchmark AOL results against results from other domains, as well as the 
entire list. It’s not uncommon for AOL open and CTRs to be half, or even lower, than those of other domains. Benchmarking AOL 
metrics helps you to understand if you have a serious AOL performance problem and how far you must go to approach program 
averages. (Note: With a higher percentage of AOL users receiving text messages compared to other domains, expect AOL open 
rates to be lower than your overall average. Open rates cannot be tracked for text-only e-mail.)

• AOL whitelist. To ensure your e-mail isn’t subject to the more stringent fi ltering processes accorded mail from unknown sources, 
apply for inclusion on the AOL whitelist. You must comply with all requirements and guidelines and fi ll out necessary forms

• Enhanced whitelist. The Enhanced White List is a subset of AOL’s more general whitelist. For marketers who meet strict delivery 
standards, it’s an automated mechanism by which messages to AOL members are displayed with the images and links enabled by 
default. Whitelisted senders are automatically added to, and remain on, the enhanced whitelist so long as they meet AOL’s com-
plaint-rate threshold for a continuous 30-day period (this includes complaint rates relative to other senders).

• HTML/link issues. AOL will block messages if they include improperly formatted links or HTML, such as:
◦ Using the IP address instead of a domain name in hyperlinks: http://66.35.204.210/index.html
◦ Using bad HTML and, more important, bad link syntax: <a href: http://site.com/offer.html>click here! /a>

Always test all e-mail message links in to ensure proper coding. Check HTML syntax in HomeSite, Dreamweaver, or another 
HTML editor.

• SenderID/SPF. As we wrote last month, AOL has endorsed the Sender Policy Framework (SPF) and asks current and prospective 
whitelist members to set up SPF records. AOL is aiming for late summer to begin checking for SPF information. AOL will soon add 
SPF records as a requirement for their whitelist program. Senders who don’t establish an SPF record will see their whitelist entries 
expire.

• Reverse DNS (RDNS). Mail servers must have RDNS set up correctly or their messages may be blocked.
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• Spam folder/address book. To minimize the chance e-mail lands in recipients’ spam folders, add information along the following 
line to the top of your AOL messages:
Please add our e-mail address, newsletter@yourdomain.com, to your AOL address book. (Just click on the address book in your 
e-mail account, put newsletter@yourdomain.com on your list of addresses, and click “add.”)

• AOL test accounts. One of the best things you can do to check AOL delivery is obtain at least one AOL test account. Yes, it costs 
$24.95 a month (Unlimited Broadband Plan). But an account allows you to send test messages prior to broad distribution and helps 
you to become familiar with the AOL client’s nuances. Don’t forget to check your messages via AOL’s Web interface; messages can 
look different on the Web than they do in the software client.

• Message versioning. By creating an AOL-specifi c message, you can tailor it to account for AOL user concerns and limitations. This 
includes sending at different times of day; customizing content, subject lines, and offers; and utilizing different formats as appropri-
ate.

• HTML rendering. An estimated 90-95 percent of AOL subscribers use version 6.0 or later. Format decisions for AOL users should 
be driven by user preferences and performance results over HTML rendering issues. Beginning with AOL’s 6.0 client, the e-mail 
program renders nearly all HTML tags, but will exclude several pieces of functionality, including scripts (e.g., JavaScript, VBScript), 
Java, frames and IFrames, Tooltips, ActiveX, video, audio, external style sheets, and meta refresh.

Until next month, keep on deliverin’.
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Authentication Is No Longer Optional (ClickZ Email Delivery Column)

By Kirill Popov and Loren McDonald | July 7, 2004 

E-mail authentication services have arrived, and they’re taking hold fast. Both the Federal Trade Commission (FTC) and the Anti-Spam 
Technical Alliance (ASTA) of companies such as Microsoft, Yahoo!, EarthLink, and AOL have made their positions clear: The next major 
step in the coordinated war on spam must address the fraud-prone nature of current e-mail technology.

The e-mail-processing industry agrees authenticating e-mail is a good thing. The ability to conclusively determine where an e-mail origi-
nated has advantages to both senders and receivers. An ISP can detect whether an e-mail was sent from an authorized source and, thus, 
potentially bypass a few layers of content fi ltering, saving processing power.

It also enables ISPs to better identify and process abusive traffi c coming into their networks. E-mail senders can deter fraudulent use of 
their domains and begin working with accreditation services such as Bonded Sender and Habeas to help assure deliverability.

There are two emerging standards of e-mail authentication: Yahoo’s DomainKeys and the merged form of the Sender Policy Framework 
(SPF) and Microsoft’s Caller ID, named Sender ID.

Sender ID combines SPF and Microsoft’s Caller ID standards. The system allows a domain owner to specify in its published DNS records 
the mail servers authorized to send e-mail from that domain. During the e-mail transaction process, the receiving server looks up the 
DNS information for the domain the mail purports to be from and makes sure the origin IP address is authorized. If attempted forgery is 
detected, the receiving server can tag the e-mail as suspicious or reject it.

AOL has endorsed SPF and is asking current and prospective members of its whitelist to set up SPF records. AOL is targeting late summer 
to begin checking for SPF information. The merger of SPF and Caller ID means Microsoft’s MSN and Hotmail will soon get on board.

Yahoo’s DomainKeys helps ensure both sender and message content. The program is analogous to a notary public: A cryptographic 
key ensures the message was sent by the domain in the sender fi eld and wasn’t altered or tampered with in transit. With DomainKeys, a 
sending server “signs” the message with a key string, attaching it to the e-mail’s header information, and publishes a public key in its DNS 
information. The receiving mail server can compare the key pair to determine authenticity. Upcoming support for DomainKeys is expected 
for two of the most popular mail transfer agents, Sendmail and Qmail.

Authentication alone won’t solve the spam problem, but it’s an important step in identifying an e-mail’s source, thus separating e-mail from 
legitimate marketers who wish to be identifi ed from spammers who work to evade both laws and fi lters. Making these distinctions will help 
make spamming more diffi cult for those who practice it and increase trust in e-mail communication.

For e-mail marketers, authentication is quickly becoming more requirement than best practice. Fortunately, both proposed standards are 
fairly straightforward to implement and are gaining in adoption.
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Gmail’s Coming — Are You Ready? (ClickZ Email Delivery Column)

By Kirill Popov and Loren McDonald | June 9, 2004 

Gmail’s coming! Gmail’s coming! Google’s free e-mail service is creating reactions among e-mail marketers that range from apathy to seri-
ous concern.

Still in beta, Gmail will likely be available to the masses sometime in the next few months (no offi cial timeline has been announced by 
Google). We believe there’s no time like the present to begin preparing for Gmail’s onslaught. 

Why?

First, despite concerns about privacy resulting from Google’s use of e-mail text searches to display targeted ads, Gmail will, without a 
doubt, be a huge success in a short period of time. For most B2C marketers, 45 to 60 percent of all subscribers are users of one of the 
current top three e-mail services: AOL, Yahoo and MSN/Hotmail. In the next few years, Gmail will eat into their share, and that of other 
providers’, to capture fi ve to 10 percent of the market.

The second reason marketers should get ready for Gmail is because it, like all e-mail services and e-mail clients, has specifi c features and 
rendering issues they must understand. Ignorance of how the Web-based service treats permission e-mails could cost both subscribers 
and revenue.

So let’s look at how Gmail treats your e-mail during the delivery process, and how it treats mail once it’s in the inbox.

HTML Rendering: Gmail uses Javascript to dynamically create and render the Gmail user interface. This may confl ict with certain HTML 
code and cause display inconsistencies. Standard HTML should come through correctly, whereas more advanced CSS or DHTML may be 
corrupted. 
Potential Action: A good rule of thumb to ensure maximum HTML compatibility across all e-mail clients is to use plain vanilla HTML in 
messages, and to make sure all HTML follows the HTML 4.01 specifi cations.

Gmail Spam Filter: Based on some initial testing, it appears Gmail uses some form of a content/rules-based fi lter similar to SpamAssas-
sin. 
Potential Action: Until further testing can determine whether Gmail uses volume, bounce and whitelist/blacklist fi lters, just make sure you 
send proof e-mails to a test account before distributing to an entire list.

User Content Filter: A content fi lter enables users to fi lter e-mails by “From,” “Subject” and “To” fi elds, as well as by overall message 
content. Users then have the choice of “starring” (a prioritization label), archiving, applying a label or moving the message to the trash. 
Potential Action: This Gmail user fi lter is another argument for using a consistent “From” line and newsletter or company name in the sub-
ject line (if you include it). Additionally, consider a note in the e-mail body providing recipients with a list of which domain, e-mail address or 
word combination they can base a fi lter on. They can in turn use this to fi le messages under Gmail’s label system.

Text Ads: Gmail searches the content of an incoming e-mail and then, using the same technology that powers its AdSense contextual ads, 
displays relevant text ads. Yes, this means your recipients are likely to see ads from competitors in your e-mails. Possibly, they could even 
see your own if you’re an AdSense advertiser. 
Potential Action: If you’re really concerned about competitive ads alongside your e-mails, consider creating a separate version of your 
HTML message that includes its own text box or graphic ad on the right side of the e-mail. Recipients may be less likely to pay attention to 
the Google ads, and might even click your “house” ads.
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Snippets: Following the subject line displayed in the inbox, Gmail grabs and displays the fi rst few words of text it fi nds in the message. This in-
cludes text used in an alt tag, in the beta version at least. The number of characters displayed in a snippet depends on the length of the subject 
line. In our tests, most snippets range from fi ve to 15 words. 
Potential Action: Use an alt tag at the top of your message to display appropriate copy in the snippet. Take advantage of the snippet and choose the 
words carefully to “extend” your subject line. Elaborate on the subject line or append it with additional product, offer or content copy.

Images: Gmail doesn’t automatically display hosted images, though embedded images are shown. Images are displayed by clicking a “Display 
Images” link, which must be done on a message-by-message basis. One would expect that in the future, Gmail would enable users to display 
images by default for all messages, none, or on an individual basis.

“From” Line: The Gmail “From” line appears in its friendly form, such as “ClickZ E-Mail,” not “newsletters@internet.com.” Gmail displays a 
reasonable 19 characters in the inbox, and cuts off any additional characters. 
Potential Action: Nothing unusual here, but if your “From” name is extra long, now’s a good time to get in line with what most e-mail clients 
display to recipients.

Subject Line: A maximum 57 characters are displayed in subject lines. Longer subject lines are cut off and an ellipse is added after the 57th 
character. 
Potential Action: As 57 characters is more than most e-mail clients display in the inbox, no special action is necessary. In the long run, market-
ers may want to test how best to maximize open rates using the generous real estate offered by the combination of subject and snippet space.

Forward: A forward feature is provided, but it unfortunately strips out all images and HTML, excepting displayed URLs such as www.clickz.com, 
which will be rendered as a hyperlink in most e-mail clients. 
Potential Action: While this problem is not specifi c to Gmail, it may be necessary to use a “send to a friend” feature, provided by most e-mail 
technology solutions, to enable HTML forwarding from a Gmail address.

Forms: Forms come through with little diffi culty. One interesting Gmail feature is when any forms are submitted from the body of an HTML e-
mail, Gmail prompts the user with a confi rmation screen noting the user is submitting information to another site on the Internet.

Printing: Gmail provides a “Print Conversation” feature that creates a printer-friendly version of your e-mail in a new window. The print version 
doesn’t include Google ads or other information beyond the e-mail message.

Because Gmail is still in beta, some of the above issues are likely to change after public launch. Regardless, Gmail will be a force to reckon 
with. It’s important e-mail marketers get test accounts as soon as they can to become familiar with Gmail’s features and peculiarities.
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E-Mail Deliverability: The Challenges (ClickZ Email Delivery Column)

By Kirill Popov and Loren McDonald | May 12, 2004 

For over a year, e-mail deliverability has been top of mind for e-mail marketers. It will remain a concern for some time.

Though the attention devoted to deliverability issues is well founded, certain challenges may have been overstated by ill-informed market-
ers and the media. As a result of corporate and ISP fi lters, blacklists, and constant e-mail address fl ux, permission-based marketers face 
daunting obstacles in their attempt to deliver solicited, confi rmed-consent messages to the inboxes of customers and subscribers with 
whom they’ve established relationships.

We believe delivery begins when a recipient grants permission to receive your messages. If your e-mail marketing strategy is based on this 
premise, delivery challenges are minimized. With permission, the customer or recipient is also your ally and can provide recourse if an ISP, 
spam fi lter, or blacklist blocks your messages.

We intend to separate deliverability fact from fi ction. We’ll examine current and future challenges and provide insight for both beginning 
and advanced marketers. Each column will tackle a specifi c deliverability issue and keep you informed of new developments, such as the 
emerging role of reputation services. We promise to provide practical tips and best practices.

So what is deliverability? With e-mail, it’s simply the ability to deliver a message to a recipient’s inbox.

A number of factors hinder or prevent solicited e-mail delivery:

• ISP-blocked incoming mail. The most common version of ISP blocking. Many ISPs, especially large ones, maintain internal black-
lists of IP addresses that are denied any incoming connections. Frequent customer complaints about traffi c from particular sources 
are the most common cause of this kind of blocking. ISPs tend to block IP ranges without any notifi cation, as they routinely handle 
complaints about hundreds of thousands of individual e-mail sources.

• ISP-blocked outgoing mail. Your ISP blocks outgoing traffi c to another ISP. This is rare, as most ISPs block incoming traffi c, but it 
has been known to happen.

• Distributed content fi lters. Several anti-spam companies help ISPs and enterprise customers cope with the infl ux of unsolicited 
e-mail. Brightmail and Postini are two leaders in this fi eld. These blocking systems employ complex content analysis heuristics that 
scan message content and create message “signatures” that are disseminated among the fi ltering company’s client base.

• Public list. Publicly accessible blacklists and whitelists, maintained by volunteers, are often used by smaller ISPs and companies 
without dedicated e-mail administrators. The most widely used lists are Mail Abuse Prevention System (MAPS), SpamCop, Spam-
haus, and Spam Prevention Early Warning System (SPE)WS. Listing criteria can be reliable or near capricious, depending on the 
list owner’s preferences. Administrators select the lists that most closely match their company’s policy.

• ISP content fi lters. Similar to distributed content fi lters, ISPs often employ content fi lters created internally or adapted from others. 
Content fi lters scan for a variety of red fl ags. They can even learn new patterns in spam e-mail, such as inserting periods in words 
that would normally trigger a block. SpamAssassin is a popular open-source content fi lter and one of the best examples of how 
these fi lters operate.

• User content fi lters. Almost every e-mail client provides junk mail fi lters. These vary widely in complexity. Microsoft Outlook’s 
fi lter simply searches for offensive keywords and key phrases, whereas more robust fi lters can be confi gured to run from a user’s 
desktop.

• User lists. Recent upgrades to e-mail applications, including AOL, MSN, Yahoo!, and Outlook, allow users to compile their own 
black- and whitelists of individual and domain addresses. Challenge/response systems extend this process by requiring non-
whitelisted senders to respond with a code or other confi rmation before their messages are delivered.

• Message bounces. A soft bounce is a temporary failure; the e-mail wasn’t delivered but may be retried in the future. It may be be-
cause the mailbox was full or the receiving mail server didn’t respond. A hard bounce means the message is permanently undeliver-
able. Perhaps the address is invalid, or a remote server is blocking your server.
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12 Tips To Re-Engage Your “Inactive” Recipients 

by Loren McDonald

Based on some preliminary EmailLabs analysis, we estimate that 25 to 33 percent of the typical email list may be comprised of “inactive” 
recipients. In this context, we are defi ning inactive recipients as those who have not opened AND clicked on a single email over a given 
period of time/number of emails. Here are some thoughts on what this means and what to do about it.

Why Are They Inactive?

Why does an email subscriber become inactive (we are not including bounced addresses in this defi nition)? Here are a few causes of 
inactivity:

• Disinterested/Changed Interests - These are subscribers who for various reasons are no longer interested in your products, ser-
vices or news/content. They are not unsubscribing out of laziness, lack of trust in the process or they are waiting for their situation or 
interest level to change/return. 

• Badly Written Subject Lines - Your subscribers are busy and have many choices among competing email messages to satisfy the 
need your emails have promised. For example, a few months ago I subscribed to a newsletter that provides “personalized” market-
ing news and articles. The subject line reads the same every day - “Loren, Your Personalized Marketing News.” While the content 
of the newsletter may be personalized, this subject line does nothing to entice me to open the emails. Because of this, I have not 
opened a single email since receiving the fi rst few newsletters. 

• Dormant Email Accounts - These are email accounts that are still active, but the user rarely, if ever, accesses the account any-
more. 

• Spam/Content Filters - Perhaps your message includes some recurring content that causes it to get fi ltered by a spam fi lter - either 
at the ISP, corporate or end-user level. Since a bounce message may not be returned, your emails will continue to be sent, but not 
reach recipients. 

• Bulk Folders - Your emails are delivered, but to a “bulk” or “potential spam” folder in the recipient’s in box. Many recipients may 
choose to ignore these folders assuming that all emails in the folder are spam messages. 

• Image Filters -  Many ISPs and email clients now include fi lters that disable images from loading and display warnings that the 
message may contain inappropriate images. As a result, some recipients may simply delete the message rather than enabling im-
ages and opening the message (disabled images also means that the email will not be counted as an open).

How To Determine Who Is “Inactive”

There are no hard and fast rules regarding what qualifi es someone as inactive, but here are a few rules of thumb and steps to determine 
inactives:

• Pick a period of time, such as the most recent six months, that would provide recipients a reasonable period of time for someone to 
show interest in your email messages. This time frame should also encompass a fair number of messages being sent, the number 
being dependent upon the frequency of your emails. But a minimum of 10 is probably a safe bet. 

• Run your most active report and download it to Excel. Sort your list by number of messages sent to recipients. Delete all recipients 
that have received fewer than a certain number of messages during this time frame. If you’ve sent 10 messages you may want to 
delete everyone who has received anything fewer than 10, or you may feel that eight messages, for example, is a good sampling. 
Then sort your list in descending order by unique opens and messages with clicks. Then delete everyone except those that have not 
opened AND clicked a single link. 

• You know have your list of inactive subscribers. Create an “inactive” demographic fi eld in your email marketing system and Excel 
sheet and then upload these records from the Excel list. 

• You now have the ability to segment your campaigns with specifi c messages and frequency to your inactive members.

Open, Click and Convert



81

12 Tips for Targeting Inactive Susbscribers 

The point of identifying your inactive recipients is to treat them differently - not to delete them, ignore them or cry over their inactivity. Your 
goal after identifying and segmenting your “active” and “inactive” subscribers is to spend more productive time on actives and attempt to 
re-engage inactives. Here are some tips on what you can do to re-engage your inactives:

1. Special Offers - If you are a retailer, for example, consider a special offer such as discounts or free shipping. If you are a B2B marketer 
you might offer a special white paper that will motivate the recipient to re-engage with your communications.

2. Survey Subscribers - While you are not likely to get a signifi cant response, consider surveying these recipients to help provide insight 
into their inactivity.

3. Update Profi le - Using incentives, drive subscribers to your profi le update page where they can change email addresses, update format 
preferences, demographics and interests. This updated information may now enable you to send them targeted and relevant emails.

4. Understand Their Demographics/Profi le - Perhaps a large percentage of your inactives share a common trait. Perhaps they opted 
in as part of registering for a white paper or seminar or promotional offer. Or perhaps a majority are women, while your content is oriented 
toward men.(See this month’s Quick Tip for more on dissecting your email performance.)

5. Try Different Send Days/Times - If you always mail on the same day or time of day, try some different distribution times (what do you 
have to lose?).

6. Modify Frequency - Now that you’ve segmented your list by actives and inactives, consider adjusting the frequency of your sends. If 
you normally send twice per month, you may want to test sending three times to active subscribers, but only once to inactives. 

7. Create Different Content - If your analysis has been able to uncover some common threads among inactives, consider packaging the 
content differently for this group. For example, a newsletter from a job search-oriented business might logically fi nd many subscribers be-
coming inactive after completing their job search. For these recipients, the company might want to focus its newsletter content on manag-
ing people, careers and the hiring process. Uncovering this type of trend should lead to providing different newsletters or dynamic versions 
based on a person’s profi le or stated preferences.

8. Try Different Formats - Test using a text version, for example, that is very simple but with specifi c links and messaging intended to 
drive action.

9. Test Different Styles of Subject Lines - If you’ve used a particular style of subject line, try a different approach with the inactives. (See 
15 Tips for Improved Subject Lines) Creative subject lines could be one of your most effective strategies in getting recipients to re-engage.

10. Monitor Seed/Proof Lists - Send your messages to proof and seed lists for key domains. Monitor if content or images are causing 
your messages to be fi ltered or treated differently with specifi c ISPs and companies. If problems are detected, consider developing differ-
ent versions of the messages that may not trip fi lters.

11. Send a Postcard - If you have your subscribers’ mailing addresses, consider sending them a postcard that offers an incentive if they’ll 
update their email preferences and profi le.

12. Move Re-engaged to Active Status - After each email message sent to the inactives, change the demographic status of those recipi-
ents that clicked a link to “active.” This helps keep your focus on converting the inactives and tracking your success in those efforts.
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15 Tips for Improved Subject Lines 

by Loren McDonald

Subject lines are one of the most important components of a successful promotional or newsletter email. This article outlines six principles 
and 15 tips to help you write subject lines that produce higher open and click-through rates.

Working in tandem with the from line, the content of a subject line is the key determinant for whether a recipient will open an email, delete 
it immediately, ignore it, fi le it for future access, report it and/or fi lter it as spam. The subject line content is also a major component in the 
algorithm of many ISP and recipient-level spam fi lters. In other words, a poorly written subject lead may not only go un-opened, it may not 
even reach the recipient’s inbox in the fi rst place.

Keep these six principles in mind as you approach writing subject lines for your messages:

• Inform: Subject lines should convey something important, timely or valuable, and should say to the recipient: “If you don’t open and 
read this email, you’ll miss out on something of real value.”

• Intrigue: Your email is competing with 50 to 100 or more other emails for the recipients’ attention. To increase the chance of having 
YOUR email be opened it must intrigue the recipient, the same way a well written headline does. It must stimulate some part of the 
recipient’s brain, prompting them to open the email immediately. 

• Entrust: Your subject line can support or hurt your brand image. Subject lines that over promise or mislead will ultimately destroy 
trust with recipients, damaging your brand and driving customers away.

• Action: Subject lines are a major driver of click-through rates, as they “direct” recipients to pay attention to specifi c articles, products 
and information. Every email you send should have an overt or implied strategy behind it. You hope that specifi c products are pur-
chased over others or that recipients read a specifi c article and then visit your Web site seeking additional information. Subject lines 
should refl ect your goals and help direct recipients to take the desired action.

• Empathy: While your emails may be distributed to thousands or millions of recipients, they are being received by individuals. 
Subject lines must recognize this and “speak” to the needs and interests of your recipients as individual customers, readers or 
prospects.

• Togetherness (Subject Lines and From Lines Must Work Together): Largely because of the dramatic increase in spam email 
in the last year or two, recipients increasingly look at a combination of the from and subject lines to determine whether it is from 
a trusted source. As a result, the job of a subject line now must not only entice someone to open an email, it must discourage the 
recipient from deleting it as an unwanted email. 

Following are 15 tips for writing better subject lines:

1. Segment/Personalize: Personalizing subject lines does not mean putting someone’s fi rst name in the subject line, followed by generic 
information such as, “Loren, Your Personalized May Newsletter.” If you are segmenting your list in any way, then each segment should 
likely receive appropriate and different subject lines. Even if you aren’t creating separate versions of your email, if you have relevant infor-
mation on segments of your subscribers, tailoring the subject line to their interests should improve open and click-through rates.

2. “Brand” Your Subject Line - {Newsletter or Company Name}: A practice that has really taken hold in the last year or two is includ-
ing the name of your company or newsletter/promotion in the subject line, usually at the beginning and enclosed in brackets. An example 
would be: {Intevation Report} 15 Tips for Better Subject Lines. This practice reinforces the from line, ensuring recipients that it’s coming 
from a trusted source.

3. Use a Consistent Style: While subject lines should obviously be different each time, from and subject lines should become immediately 
trusted and recognized by recipients. After testing and learning what style works best for your recipients, stick with that approach, whether 
humorous, provocative, incentive-based, tip oriented, etc.

Open, Click and Convert



83

4. Have Someone Else Write, Edit or Review Subject Lines: Have someone other than the person who creates the email itself write, 
edit or at least review the subject line. Use this person like a newspaper headline writer and have them push your copy to another level of 
relevance and creativity.

5. Send Subject Lines to Yourself: One of the best gauges of the strength of a subject line is to send sample emails with different sub-
ject lines to yourself. What kind of response do they warrant when they arrive in your inbox – “gotta open it immediately”, “delete/ignore” 
or “read it later”?

6. Use Different Versions for AOL Subscribers: If you have a high number of AOL subscribers, we generally recommend that you cre-
ate different versions of your emails. Use shorter and more conservative subject lines and include your company or newsletter name, as 
the AOL client displays the from email address in the inbox, not the from name.

7. “Listen” – Monitor Your Inbox for Ideas: The greatest inspiration for writing subject lines may come from monitoring your own inbox. 
What type of subject lines intrigue your interest and motivate you to open them immediately? Which kind do you not delete or fi le, but 
generally never go back and open?

8. Track Which Subject Line Types Work Best for You: Track and analyze the type of subject lines that produce the best open and 
click-through rates. Open rates are the most obvious measure of the success of subject lines, but click-through rates are also an impor-
tant measure of how well the subject line drove recipients to take action and click on a specifi c link or links. Categorize and assess your 
subject lines by various approaches you may have used or tested such as long versus short, use of certain words (“$ off” versus “% off”, 
“tips” versus “steps”, etc.)

9. Think Context – “Google Apologizes”: Put yourself in the mind of your subscribers. What are they thinking about, what’s in the news, 
what events and holidays are coming up? One of the best subject lines I’ve seen in years was one that was appeared in the December 
2003 newsletter from WebProNews. The subject line was simply “Google Apologizes.” The newsletter had been covering developments 
in search engine marketing and optimization, particularly the changes in Google’s search ranking algorithm that sent many Webmasters 
and search engine optimizers into anywhere from a tizzy to panic or outrage. In that context, the subject line “Google Apologizes” was 
brilliant. It was clearly at the top of readers’ minds at that moment, it was intriguing and it portended the answer to a key question – what 
happened with Google’s search rankings?

10. Know What Might Get Filtered: It’s important to be provocative but if you cross the line your subject line may trigger a spam fi lter. 
Always use a spam content checker if your email technology has this feature. Additionally, send proof messages to your AOL, Yahoo, 
Hotmail and other test accounts to ensure that your content doesn’t trigger a content fi lter.

11. Test Length – Short Versus Long: Analysis of data from our client base suggests that subject lines of less than 50 characters achieve 
higher open rates than those of 50 or more characters. That being said, there is much debate about shorter versus longer subject lines 
that encompass more information for recipients. Test various styles and lengths and see what generates the best results with your recipi-
ents. But in general don’t stress having a longer subject line, but do check to see how your subject line appears in various email clients to 
ensure that key information is not cut off awkwardly. A few years ago I wrote a subject line for a client that included “…by December 21” in 
the subject line. The email, to be distributed in early December, appeared as “…by December 2” in the AOL inbox. Fortunately I tested it 
in advance and changed the subject line for AOL recipients.

12. Focus – Avoid The Generic and Boring: Don’t be afraid to be very specifi c in subject lines. Many marketers use broad and generic 
subject lines, such as “May 2004 Newsletter” because they fear that a specifi c subject line may not resonate with all readers. First, 
remember that generally only 25 to 50 percent of your recipients are opening your emails to begin with. Secondly, your subject line should 
be targeted to each segment (if you are segmenting your list) or be relevant to the vast majority of recipients. It’s your job to fi gure out 
what topics, offers or products are of most interest to majority of your recipients and then deliver that information on an on-going basis. As 
such, your subject line should be as narrow as possible to generate interest and action from a majority of recipients.
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13. Write It Early: Perhaps the most common mistake marketers make is waiting till the last minute to write their subject lines. Don’t. Start 
thinking about the subject line shortly after your previous email goes out and the results start to pour in. While everything is still fresh, jot 
down potential subject lines for your next email. As you pull together your email content, continue drafting up various subject lines allowing 
you to just tweak or decide which version to use - rather than starting from scratch at the last minute. 

14. Push the Envelope (or Inbox as the case may be): Don’t be afraid to try subject lines that are more aggressive, creative, tantaliz-
ing or specifi c than you’re currently using. Try some new styles and test them via split tests. Monitor the results across all metrics open 
rates, click-through rates, spam complaints, bounce rates and unsubscribes to make sure that a bump in your open rate didn’t lead to an 
increase in unsubscribes, bounces and spam complaints.

15. Test, Test and Test: Like every facet of email marketing, the most certain way to know if something is working is to test it. Subject 
lines are, in fact, the easiest component of email marketing to test. Split your list in half, thirds or even quarters and test a different type 
of subject line in each split. A key is to test types of subject lines so that you can carry the learning into future distributions. Secondly, you 
should test at least a few times to make sure your fi ndings were correct.

Happy subject line writing. If you have your own subject line best practices or a question, please send them to 
intevationreport@emaillabs.com.
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March Intevation Report Subject Line Test - Obvious Wins 

by Loren McDonald 

Before distributing the March issue of the Intevation Report we decided to test three different subject lines. Though we already had a 
strong sense about the types of content our readers were most interested in, it was again time to test the effectiveness of subject lines. 

We chose to split our mailing three ways and test the following subject lines:

A) {Intevation Report} Using Link Click-Through Tracking to Segment Your List

B) {Intevation Report} 3 Tips to Improve Your Newsletter’s ROI

C) {Intevation Report} Build Your List Through “Piggy-Back Marketing”

Which subject line did the best? If you guessed “B” you are correct. Subject lines A and C both resulted in an identical open rate of 41.2 
percent and click-through rate of 7.8 percent. The “3 Tips to Improve Your Newsletter’s ROI” subject line produced a 43.6 percent open 
rate and 8.9 percent click-through rate. 

What We Learned and What It Means

We hypothesized that the “3 Tips” subject line would in fact produce the highest open rate. This instinct was based on our experience both 
with our clients and the types of articles in previous Intevation Reports that garnered the highest click-through rates.

The test confi rmed that simple works best with our readers. The use of “X Tips” has always been an effective subject line approach and 
our readers agreed. Secondly, any article that dealt specifi cally with email newsletters usually had the highest click-through rate of any 
article within any given issue of the Intevation Report.

What this simple test reminds us is that our readers, like everyone’s, are extremely busy and are more likely to open a newsletter that 
resonates immediately with them. The subject line should require very little thinking and minimal “translation.” The value and benefi t of the 
newsletter content should also be stated clearly and simply.

While none of this is anything new or earth shattering, it does serve as a good reminder. Even those of us who spend their lives involved 
in email marketing occasionally forget the obvious. So for this issue at least, we bring you the obvious subject line: “28 Ways To Grow Your 
Email List”.
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What is the Best Time to Send an Email Promotion or Newsletter? 

by Loren McDonald

Perhaps the most frequently asked question in email marketing is: When should we send our email promotion or newsletter? The short 
answer - Tuesday through Thursday mornings are generally good times. The long answer is much more complicated, and like most all 
email marketing questions, depends on numerous variables and your specifi c situation. 

When determining the optimum time to send (I’m defi ning “send” as when to schedule your email for delivery) emails, you need to break 
the question down into three parts: 

1) When do you want recipients to actually receive your email?
2) What factors drive how long it takes for the emails to actually reach each recipient?
3) Do you have the resources necessary to continuously send emails at a regular predetermined time? 

To help answer question #2, I’ve developed the following “Time to Send Formula” and then discuss in detail the factors that drive all three 
of these questions. 

“Time to Send Formula” 

DOT - (IF + SD + QF) = ST 

DOT = Desired Open Time - the fi rst hour time period in which you want your readers to receive and open your email
IF = ISP Factor - the duration it takes ISPs to actually deliver emailsIF = ISP Factor - the duration it takes ISPs to actually deliver emailsIF = ISP Factor
SD = Send Duration - the time it takes software/ASP solutions to send a given volume of emails
QF = Queue Factor - the period of time emails may be in the queue behind other email campaignsQF = Queue Factor - the period of time emails may be in the queue behind other email campaignsQF = Queue Factor
ST = Schedule Time - the time emails are scheduled for distribution 

Ok, now you are saying to yourself, I didn’t realize I needed a calculator to determine the best time to send emails? Well you don’t. The 
point of the above formula is really to get you to understand and think about the many variables in the email delivery process that may be 
beyond your control. And in particular, that you consider how long it takes for emails to actually reach your recipients in box. 

Let’s look at each of these fi ve formula factors in detail. 

1. Desired Open Time - DOT 

Before determining when to send your emails, you need to understand when recipients are most likely to open your emails or when they 
will take your desired action. Let’s look at four key drivers of “Desired Open Time” - Recipients; Open Concentration Period; Environment; 
and Message. 

Recipients - When are your recipients not only most likely to open your email, but take a desired action? Recipient factors to understand 
include: 

• Business or Consumer Relationship: According to recent EmailLabs analysis, the majority of emails are opened throughout the day 
- about 80 percent between 5 a.m. and 5 p.m. (PST), with roughly 62 percent being opened between Tuesday and Thursday. Clearly 
most business-oriented customers are more likely to open emails during their workday, while consumer-based subscribers may 
open emails at any time. Though many people check their personal email accounts during the day, many do not, and so sending in 
the evening or on the weekends is clearly not out of the question when emailing B2C subscribers. 
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• Time Zone: Do they live all over the world or mostly on the East Coast of the United States? People in New York, for example, (in 
my experience) tend to start work later and leave later than people on the West Coast. Janet Roberts, editor of Ezine-Tips, which 
has subscribers throughout the world, suggests using The World Clock tool from timeanddate.com to help you understand when 
your emails will reach your recipients. Janet says, “we try to get Ezine-Tips out early enough in the day (U.S. time) so that we catch 
UK workers while they’re still in the offi ce.” But beware, with a send time like this most of your subscribers in Australia, for example, 
are probably asleep. ACTION: If you have a signifi cant number of subscribers all over the world, consider segmenting your subscrib-
ers according to major time zone periods - and schedule each segment accordingly. 

• Demographics/Psychographics: If you are reaching teens, then late afternoon when they get home from school is a good time, 
whereas homemakers might be most likely to open emails in the middle of the day. Many people may work in occupations where 
Internet/email access is either not available (i.e., construction, factory and restaurant workers) or time makes it diffi cult (doctors, 
nurses, teachers). Differences in sex could be a factor as well. While the gap is apparently closing, a higher percentage of males 
versus females are more likely to be online during the prime evening television viewing hours. ACTION: Understand the composition 
and habits of your subscribers and identify the time period (or periods) that they are most likely to open and act on your emails.

Open Concentration Period - When is the highest concentration of opens? 

• This is the period of time - the fi rst few hours after delivery - with the greatest concentration of opens. For example, in two recent 
issues of The Intevation Report, 37 percent and 38.5 percent of opens occurred within the fi rst three hours of distribution. (I used the 
Open Histogram feature in our solution for this analysis.) The newsletters were sent at 10 a.m. and 2 p.m. PST, and not surprisingly 
the email sent at 2 p.m., saw a much larger drop in opens in hour four - which would be 8 p.m. East Coast time. So understanding 
this open concentration period is key to determining that ideal delivery time - and ensuring you maximize this initial “open burst.” 
ACTION: If your technology solution does not have an open histogram feature, then simply monitor the number of opens every hour 
for the fi rst 4-6 hours after opening.

Environment - What environmental factors are your emails competing with? 

• Competing Time-Sensitive Newsletters: If your content is time sensitive, do you need to get your information in the hands of 
recipients before competing newsletters? Or does your content provide more analysis such that being fi rst isn’t why your readers 
subscribe to your newsletter? 

• Offl ine Media: Do you publish a magazine, for example? If so, do you want your subscribers to receive your newsletter before, at the 
same time or after they receive your print publications? 

• Peak Spam Waves: While spam arrives at all times, it seems that a lot of spam is sent during the middle of the night and on week-
ends. If you send late at night or very early in the morning, you risk getting lost among your recipients spam bloated inboxes.

Message - What type of message are you sending and how often? 

• Message Type: Most recipients of corporate newsletters expect to receive them during the heart of the business day, say 10 a.m. 
to 4 p.m. News-oriented newsletters are generally expected early in the morning with the previous day’s news, or in the afternoon 
with news from the current day. The key here is timeliness of the information. Promotional and consumer ecommerce emails might 
be appropriate in the evening, on weekends or during the business day. It really depends on what you are selling and to whom. For 
example, an EmailLabs client has found that Sunday at 7 a.m. is the optimum “send time” for its mostly adult male motorcycle-rid-
ing customer base. ACTION: If you aren’t sure what the optimum open time is for your emails, test different days of the week and 
time periods. Make sure, however, that you test against a control group and that you measure not only open rates, but click-through 
percentages and Web site actions such as transactions and downloads. 

• Frequency: For emails sent frequently (and the frequency is known and expected by recipients), then consistency is really more 
important than time of day or day of week. If you send a newsletter at least two-times per week, then sending at the same time for 
every newsletter is recommended. You want recipients to almost be able to set their watches by your emails. For example, two 
newsletters I’ve been receiving for a few years arrive at about 3:15 p.m. and 5 p.m respectively - times some would suggest are 
bad for email. But when my Outlook bell goes “ding” at about these times in the afternoon, I almost always check to see if it is one 
of these expected newsletters. For monthly newsletters and irregular ecommerce emails, a consistent day or time may be of little 
importance - but the right time/day could make a huge difference depending on the recipients’ demographics and the nature of your 
content.
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2. Send Duration (SD) 

Are you sending out 4,000 emails or 4 million? Depending on the technology solution or provider you use and volume being sent, it might 
take anywhere from a few minutes to many hours for your software or ASP solution provider to actually send the emails out to ISPs for 
delivery to the end recipient. ACTION: Monitor and understand this duration period and make sure you factor it into your calculations. 

3. Queue Factor (QF) 

Are you are using an ASP solution or sharing a mail server with others in your company? If so, keep in mind that when you’ve pressed the 
send button your emails will go “in the queue” to be sent. If you schedule them on a day and time such as Tuesday morning (when a large 
percentage of emails are sent), your emails may be in the queue behind many other companies or departments of your company, and 
may take longer than you anticipated before they are actually sent. ACTION: Understand if the “queue factor” applies to you and add this 
estimated time into your calculations. 

4. ISP Factor (IF) 

Not all ISPs are created equal. Some ISPs deliver emails they receive immediately, while others may take an hour or in some cases 12 or 
more hours to process emails. Secondly, some ISPs utilize volume-based fi lters, so sending too many emails to a single ISP within a short 
time frame may cause your emails to be blocked - and sent to the ISP blackhole. ACTION: Consider sending test emails to seed email ac-
counts with ISPs such as AOL, Hotmail, Yahoo and others that comprise 5 percent or more of your list. If one or more consistently shows a 
signifi cant delay in delivery, consider segmenting those subscribers out and scheduling them for an earlier delivery time. 

5. Schedule Time (ST) 

If you’ve followed this far, you now have a good understanding of all the factors that may affect email delivery and open times. So let’s put 
the formula to work with an example: 

Formula: DOT - (IF + SD + QF) = ST
Example: 1 p.m. - (1 Hour + 1 Hour + .5 Hour) = 10:30 a.m. 

In this example, through exhaustive research and analysis you’ve determined that the ideal time for your emails to reach all or a sub seg-
ment of your list is at 1 p.m. But for this to happen, you’ll need to actually schedule your email to go out at 10:30 a.m. 

Even if you don’t take the time to undertake the analysis outlined above, at minimum you should do the following: 

• Put a stake in the ground as the ideal time you want your recipients to open their email
• If you are sending a high volume of emails schedule your emails well in advance of the desired open time. If your volume is fairly 

low, then perhaps an hour or so in advance might suffi ce. 

Good luck!
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Optimizing Your Subject & From Lines for Email Clients 

by Loren McDonald

So think you’re done after you’ve perfected your layout and copy, tested your links and written your subject line? If you are hoping to truly 
optimize your email messages, your work may be far from over.

Among the many challenges of distributing email newsletters and campaigns are the varying ways that email clients render your From and 
Subject lines. Why is optimizing the From and Subject lines so important? It’s simple, really. 

•The From line is what recipients use to determine whether to delete an email. 
•The Subject line is what motivates people to actually open the email. 

So if your recipient doesn’t recognize the address in your From line (such as an automated, awkward reply-to address), off to the Deleted 
Files folder your email goes without a second glance. And if that award-winning, let’s-include-everything-but-the-kitchen-sink subject line 
gets cut off prematurely, it will leave your reader still wondering what’s inside. Either way, the chances your email might be opened remain 
as good as winning the award for most effective subject line - Zero. 

What Shows? Email Address Versus Name

The fi rst of your challenges lies in what will actually show depending on the client itself - the Name or the Email Address. The From Name, 
sometimes referred to as the “friendly from line,” creates an instant recognition with the subscriber, whereas an email address may not 
always be as recognizable. But with some email clients, you don’t have a choice in what your subscribers will see. (See the included chart 
for specifi cs)
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For example, with the AOL 8.0 email client, AOL users only see an email address in the “From” line. They do not see a name at all. In addi-
tion, the From line is limited to only 15 or 16 characters, depending on the actual characters used. 

Our newsletter is being sent out with “EmailLabs Newsletter” in the From fi eld. Most email clients will show the From name in the From 
line. However, AOL 8.0 renders emails only with the email address, often truncated, so their users see something more like this: 

Common sense would suggest that there will be some percent of our AOL readers who might assume an email from “marketing@emaill” 
belongs in the spam/delete category. You can decide if that matters to your email campaign or not.

From Line Length

The AOL example also illustrates the issues you can have with the length of From lines. In the above example, the From line was turned 
from a name to an email address and truncated at 15 or 16 characters, rendering the email address virtually unrecognizable.

For most companies, changing or shortening the From email address is usually not even an option (or likely to be helpful). For example, if 
your company name is Sports Warehouse and your email address is shop@sportswarehouse.com - it can’t really be shortened. But you 
can get creative to overcome your character-challenged From line. Put your company name, newsletter name, or other recognizable name 
in your subject line (at the beginning or end). For Sports Warehouse, sample subject lines could be:

Sports Warehouse - 15% Off All Backpacks & Hiking Boots

15% Off All Backpacks & Hiking Boots {Sports Warehouse}

15% Off All Backpacks & Hiking Boots From Sports Warehouse

Subject Line Length

This leads into the third issue - Subject Line length. Continuing with the previous AOL 8.0 example, the subject line is truncated to 51 
characters in the AOL client preview (though the entire subject line will render once the individual email is open.)

For example, the Subject line for last month’s EmailLabs’ newsletter was: 

The Intevation Report: Why I Don’t Read Your Email Newsletter Anymore 

In the AOL 8.0 client, it would read as 

The Intevation Report: Why I Don’t Read Your Email 

Our subject line truncated well and still managed to get across the message of the newsletter. But often times, subject line truncating can 
hurt you if you aren’t aware of where your message ends and how much of the message is lost. One of the suggested subject lines for 
Sports Warehouse (example above) was:

“15% Off All Backpacks & Hiking Boots From Sports Warehouse.”
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Yet, with the character truncating, AOL would show it as: 

“15% Off All Backpacks & Hiking Boots From Sports Wa.”

The above sentence truncating may not hurt your open rates much, but it could hurt your branding image if you depend on the Subject 
Line to deliver your brand name for you. 

The following example could actually confusion among subscribers and hurt sales:

Original Subject Line:

{Sports Depot} Delivery By XMAS if Ordered by Dec 21

Truncated Subject Line:

{Sports Depot} Delivery By XMAS if Ordered by Dec 2

How do you deal with it?

With another item to add to the email marketing checklist, how are you supposed to deal with these email client restrictions? Here are 
some quick guidelines to follow when building your From and Subject lines:

1. Understand the demographics of your list. Do you have a large number of AOL and Hotmail recipients? 

2. Once you understand the composition of your list, determine if it is important enough to your organization to treat these different email 
client recipients differently? Do you have the resources and time to develop different versions and subject lines? Do you already create 
separate AOL versions of your email (i.e., in Rich Text Format)?

3. Set up email accounts with all of the major email providers that comprise your list. Regardless of whether you create different versions 
of your subject lines, always send test emails to these accounts to ensure your subject line isn’t cut off at a critical point.

4. If you decide to go with a single subject line for all - keep it short and succinct so that it displays in total for all clients. Or alternatively, 
write a longer subject line, but make sure the fi rst 45 characters convey your key message.

5. For AOL subscribers, include the name of your company, newsletter message, etc, in the subject line, such as: “{Company X Newsline}.”

6. Don’t forget the actual copy. Regardless of length, make sure your subject line copy resonates with your recipients, makes them open 
the email and take the desired action. Once you’ve solidifi ed the key message of the subject line, then edit as appropriate for the differing 
amount of available subject line space.

7. Be consistent. Once you’ve fi gured out what the optimum From name is and name in the subject line (if used) - stick with it. Over time 
people will recognize it and will be less likely to delete the message as unwanted email.

8. Lastly, if you have any doubts or concerns, or simply want to test out these theories, conduct A/B split tests of “with or without company 
name” in the subject line and short versus long subject line copy. 

While dealing with all of these variations can seem mind boggling at times, email marketing is really a game of incremental improvement. A 
little tweak here, a tweak there and pretty soon you’ve increased open rates from 35% to 40%. Happy tweaking!
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Email Open Rates: 16 Factors to Getting Better Email Open Rates 

by Loren McDonald

The importance of achieving strong email open rates is obvious when gauging the success of your email newsletters and campaigns. The 
more people that open an email, the more potential people there are to take the desired action. So what factors drive email open rates? 
EmailLabs has identifi ed the following 16 factors that infl uence email open rates:

1. Subject Line: As the single most important factor, subject lines must resonate individually with recipients and provide a compelling 
reason to open the email. If appropriate, personalize subject lines based on the recipient’s interests, purchase history and other factors. Be 
creative and use words that motivate people to take action.

2. From Line: Is the from line name immediately recognizable to all recipients? If not, consider personalizing the From line so that it is 
more relevant to various list segments. 

3. Expectations/Brand Relevance: Are recipients anticipating your emails? How relevant are your products/services to their current 
interests and needs? Is your brand top of mind with your customers/recipients? Do they know what to expect when they open your emails? 
Make sure your emails support and leverage your businesses’ overall brand and messaging. Strive to have recipients feel like they are 
missing out on something if they don’t open your email.

4. Content Value: If you are publishing an e-newsletter, is the content in your newsletter original and compelling? Newsletters that merely 
repackage content from other sources provide value in terms of aggregating and synthesizing. But readers of these e-newsletters know 
they can fi nd the content elsewhere - and when push comes to shove may forgo opening your newsletter for one that has one-of-a-kind 
content.

5. Nature of Content: In addition to the actual value of the content, how do recipients actually use the information in the email? Is it an 
offer for a discount, free white paper or free trial? If a newsletter, does the content routinely include tips and news that people can apply to 
their business or personal lives or is it nice-to-know information that they can easily live without?

6. Relationship to Your Organization: The nature of the recipient’s relationship to your organization plays a key role in whether they 
open your email or not. Are your readers irregular purchasers of consumer products, potential clients, existing clients, or information 
hungry subscribers seeking expertise? For example, a CFO may be more inclined to open the newsletter from his accounting fi rm (with 
whom he has an ongoing and personal relationship) than the newsletter he gets from his personal fi nance software company (from whom 
he bought a CD-ROM for $99 18 months ago). 

7. Subscription Method: How did your email recipients subscribe to your emails? Did they fi nd your Web site from a search engine and 
decide to opt-in? Are they a customer that automatically gets put on your email list? Are you an ecommerce site that provides an “opt 
out” or “opt in” checkbox during the purchasing/check out process? It goes without saying, in general, that people who have sought out 
information and then opted in to receive emails from a company are highly likely to open those emails. On the other hand, if you include a 
pre-checked sign-up box at the end of a lengthy purchase or registration form, people may either forget to uncheck the box or just miss it in 
their haste to complete the form. Regardless, how people got on your list is a major driver of their likelihood to open future emails.

8. Personality: As Jeannie points out in her article for the April newsletter issue, personality is critical to the success of an email news-
letter. If your newsletter has a strong personality and actual person behind it - your company’s CEO, marketing director, etc. - readers 
develop a greater affi nity and are much more likely to open the email. 

9. Spam/Junk Filters: Legitimate opt-in emails are increasingly getting trapped by spam fi lters used by ISPs and corporations - stop-
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ping these emails from reaching your intended recipients. But junk and spam fi lters used by the actual recipient count as “delivered” and 
will go unread as they are deposited into the user’s junk or deleted folder. Microsoft’s Outlook Junk fi lter can easily fi lter your email if you 
use certain words and symbols in your subject line and/or body text. Click here to view the current list of what Outlook fi lters (http://offi ce.
microsoft.com/Assistance/9798/newfi lters.aspx).

10. List Quality/List Fatigue: A quality and well-maintained list is your foundation for high interaction with recipients. Focus on growing 
your list with target segments that are most likely to take the desired action. Long-time list members may suffer from fatigue (Do emails 
from Amazon still get your attention like they did 3 years ago?), so consider segmenting by “list age” and offer inactive customers an incen-
tive to purchase or get reacquainted.

11. Frequency: Do the list members receive emails from you (or others if it is a third-party list) daily, weekly or monthly? Mailing too fre-
quently will drive your open rates down. Similarly, mailing too infrequently can cause your recipients may to who you are ... and hit delete 
without giving your email a chance.

12. Time of Day/Day of Week: There is no right or wrong time/day to send your emails - only what works for you and your recipients. 
Test different days and times until you fi nd what works best. If appropriate to your business, consider testing different times for work and 
personal email addresses in your database.

13. Season/Time of Year: The summer time will generally produce lower open rates due to vacation schedules. Holiday seasons should 
drive open rates higher for ecommerce retailers, but may produce lower rates for email newsletters and information-oriented emails.

14. Recipient Composition: Are your recipients meeting-bound executives, mid-level managers, home-based workers or stay at home 
parents? Manager-level workers might see your content as vital to helping them do their jobs, whereas executives may view it as interest-
ing to read if and when they have the time. Do you have a high number of recipients using a free email service such as Yahoo or Hotmail? 
Recipients who use these free accounts typically do not access their email as often as corporate email or paid email services - thus lower-
ing your open rates.

15. Timeliness: An email promoting ticket sales from a professional sports team is likely to generate greater interest during a winning 
streak than at other times. If you can be fl exible, time the distribution and subject line messaging to current events, the weather, devel-
opments at your company, or an offer with specifi c timing and deadline, etc. If you are publishing a newsletter, you may want to include 
content and a subject line that refers to an upcoming event or trade show, for example.

16. Change in Number of Text Recipients: Some percent of your list members will use an email client that can’t read HTML emails, and 
therefore will not register as “opens” regardless of whether they were opened or not. If this percent stays constant then it will have no effect 
on your ongoing open rate. If, however, you have a large increase in AOL users, for example, you might see a drop in open rates from AOL 
customers that are still using older versions of the AOL software. 

So what does it all add up to? If you do everything exceedingly well and have a good and clean list, you might achieve open rates for an 
email newsletter of 60 percent - whereas you’ll be lucky to achieve a 30 percent open rate with less than stellar execution. For ecommerce 
campaigns, look to achieve open rates of 40 percent or so on the high end, and around 20-25 percent on the low end.

If you have questions or comments, or have other suggestions on dealing with open rates, please email them to 
marketing@emaillabs.com.
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Click-to-Open Rate: A Better Metric? 

by Loren McDonald

Open rates - boring. Click-through rates - yawn. Is it time for some better, or at least different, metrics for email marketing? The answer, I 
believe, is yes. In this article we’ll look at the “click-to-open rate”, a metric that no one talks about, let alone uses, yet it may be one of the 
more meaningful process metrics available to email marketers.

Open and click-through rates (see defi nitions and comments below), the most commonly used and benchmarked email marketing metrics, 
provide marketers with a quick and reasonably accurate snapshot of how an email message performed. By combining these two metrics 
into the click-to-open rate, however, marketers have an additional and perhaps better tool to analyze and benchmark email performance.

Click-to-open rate (CTOR) is simply the ratio of unique clicks as a percentage of unique opens. The CTOR measures how effective your 
email message was in motivating recipients who opened it, to then click a link. In other words, the click-to-open rate expresses the mea-
sure of click-through rates as a percentage of messages opened, instead of messages delivered.

This difference is meaningful and important for a couple of reasons: 

1.If a recipient doesn’t “open” your message, they also can’t and don’t click a link. So why do we care about the notion of click throughs on 
unopened messages? (This argument doesn’t hold up for text messages since they can’t technically be tracked for opens.) 

2.By removing unopened messages from the picture, the CTOR then becomes a better measure of the value and effectiveness of the 
actual email message content, messaging and layout. Specifi cally, the CTOR measures: 

• Relevance of the message content 
• Effectiveness of offers 
• Effectiveness of the copy 
• Effectiveness of the message design and layout 
-Timeliness and immediacy of the content or offer 
• Effectiveness of the number and location of text and image links 
• And to some extent, the level of trust recipients place in your brand and value proposition (the open rate is the better measure of 

trust since if trust is lacking, the recipient will not even open the email). 

CTOR as Diagnostic Tool

The CTOR’s greatest value may be as a diagnostic tool for email messages. For example, if you compare the CTOR across ISPs, key 
domains or customer segments you might uncover potential issues or trends that need to be addressed. 

For example, a segment that had a signifi cantly higher or lower CTOR than the rest of your segments could be attributed to: 

• A high number of text versions opened (opens are not trackable but links clicked are) 
• A high use of a preview pane function 
• Delivery issues with an ISP/domain (spam fi ltering, black lists, junk folder) 
• Signifi cant demographic or behavioral differences for that segment 

As an example, looking at the chart below, the Ecommerce Email CTOR for the AOL domain is clearly out of line with the rest of the 
domains. The click-through rate of 8.2% is not far below the average for the message, but the open rate is well below the average. This 
would strongly suggest that the actual open rate for the AOL segment is much higher. In this case, the low reported open rate is probably 
due to a combination of text emails and blocked images.
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Levels the Playing Field

Next let’s look at the CTOR in action using a sample result from a B2B newsletter. As you can see in the chart above, the CTOR varied 
very little, 25%-27% (excluding Earthlink), while open and click-through rates varied widely. In this case, regardless of ISP (again excluding 
Earthlink), about one-fourth of recipients who opened the newsletter also clicked on a link. So despite wide variances in open and click-
through rates, this message actually motivated most all recipient segments to click at the same rate. Additionally, the overall CTOR for this 
message was 25 percent as compared to an historical average for this newsletter of 26 percent. 

Getting Started With CTOR

So if you are intrigued by the concept of the click-to-open rate metric, what next? Here are some tips to get going with CTOR: 

• Run reports on some recent messages by key ISP/domain and/or segmentation of your list. 
• Analyze the click-to-open rate and determine if there are any positive or negative issues or trends for a particular segment or 

domain. 
• Then analyze those messages with your highest CTRs and CTORs. See if you can hypothesize what drove a higher percentage of 

recipients to click a link in those messages. 
• Establish your current average benchmark CTOR and set a target goal to reach. As example, for the B2B newsletter mentioned 

above the current benchmark might be set at 25 percent, with a near-term goal of achieving a 30 percent CTOR. 
• Then using your hypotheses, modify, optimize and test future messages to reach your target CTOR. 

What do you think of the click-to-open rate metric? Send me an email with your thoughts and feedback.

Note: I’d like to give special thanks to Niti Chhabra who fi rst mentioned to me in 2001 the concept of the click-to-open rate.

Metric Defi nitions and Comments

Open Rate: 

• Defi nition: Open rate measures the number of unique opens as a percentage of the number of emails delivered. 
• Equation: Open Rate = Unique Opens/Emails Delivered (Sent – Bounced) 
• What it Measures: Trust, strength of relationship, effectiveness of from and subject line, timing and frequency, etc. 
• Strengths: It is a simple and reasonable metric that provides marketers with a general sense of how effective an email was in 

motivating recipients to open it. A meaningful decrease in open rates compared to a message’s historical average suggests delivery 
issues, bad timing or poor subject lines. Increases may mean you found the “e spot” with your readers or solved a delivery issue, 
among other things. 
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• Weaknesses: The open rate metric can be very inaccurate in that it can under or over report actual opens due to: 
• Text Versions: Text versions do not report when they are opened (except those that are clicked on and your reporting technol-

ogy tracks a click as an open) 
• Preview Panes: Many people scan emails via their preview panes and if images are blocked this view will not be reported as an 

open. If images are not blocked then the message would be counted as “opened.” Some messages should truly be considered 
opened as the recipient scanned and scrolled through the message in their preview window. Other times, however, the message 
is counted as an “open” even though the recipient was merely scrolling through their overloaded inbox. Perhaps it evens out in 
the end. 

• Blocked Images: With many ISPs and email clients blocking images, recipients may scan or read a message without being 
counted as an open (open tracking image does not load). 

• Delivery Issues: Undelivered, junk folder, spam fi ltered and other “missing” messages that don’t generate a bounce message 
from the receiving server, will be reported as delivered.

Click-Through Rate: 

• Defi nition: The CTR measures the number of unique clicks as a percentage of the number of emails delivered. 
• Equation: Click-Through Rate = Unique Clicks/Emails Delivered (Sent – Bounced) 
• What it Measures: Relevance and effectiveness of message content, layout, offer, links, etc. 
• Strengths: Long-time standard, simple. 
• Weaknesses: CTR is based on messages delivered instead of opened. 
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Dissecting Your Message Results - Drilling Down For Answers 

by Loren McDonald

Say your last message produced a 40 percent open rate and 12 percent click-through rate. But what happens to these rates if you look 
under the hood a little more deeply? By running “fi lter” reports, you can get a more accurate picture of your message performance and 
potentially identify problems or opportunities.Here are a few examples of ways to slice and dice your message reports: 

• By top domain. Look at results by the most popular domains in your list - such as AOL, Yahoo and Hotmail if you are a B2C mar-
keter. Dramatically different results across domains (generally the rule) might suggest delivery issues, inactive accounts and format 
problems or simply the result of different demographics of users of those email service providers. For B2B marketers, signifi cantly 
lower metrics at a major corporation domain might suggest specifi c spam fi ltering issues or Lotus Notes challenges. 

• By HTML vs Text. Because open rates aren’t directly trackable for text messages, running separate reports for HTML vs Text mes-
sages provides a more accurate measure of your HTML open rates. Comparing click-through rates across the two formats may 
provide insight into layout issues that are either hurting or hindering reader action. 

• By demographic. If you have demographic information, you might uncover signifi cant differences in performance based on gender, 
age, location, whether they are a customer or not, product interest, etc. Signifi cant differences across certain demographics might 
suggest the need for different versions of your messages for certain segments. 

• By source of subscription. If you are a retailer, for example, perhaps subscribers signed up in various ways - in a physical store, 
upon check out in your online store, during interaction with your call center or via a general Web site opt-in form. Understanding 
which subscription source is driving the highest click-through and purchase rates will help you where to focus your list building ef-
forts.

When disssecting your message results, look beyond just open and click-through rates. If possible, look for trends utilyzing your key output 
metrics such as conversion, demo requests, purchases, seminar sign ups, etc. 
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Email Metrics: Lies, Damn Lies

The Common Untruths in Email Marketing 

by Loren McDonald 

“Our email campaign got a 108% open rate.” “Average industry click-through rates are 4.2%” “Our email campaign generated a response 
rate 5 times greater than direct mail.” 

Lies, Damn Lies.

While perhaps not actual LIES, there are a number of email metric white lies and half truths that continue to pervade the industry. Para-
doxically, accurate and detailed metrics are one of email marketing’s greatest benefi ts. It is important then, that email marketers take a 
critical look at (their own or others’) email statistics before making key decisions or benchmarking their program’s performance. This article 
will explore a few of the most common untruths in email marketing, including:

• The highest open and/or click-through rates in a split test wins.
• Industry average open and click rates are XX% and XX %.
• XX% of recipients opened our email.
• “Response” rates for email are X times greater than postal mail. 

The white lies come in two basic fl avors:

• Defi nitional: Many companies defi ne differently terms such as open rates, response rates and conversion rates.
• Misleading: These can be incomplete statistics that point to a potentially incorrect conclusion. Or, in the case of industry averages, 

the base statistics are too narrow or biased toward the source’s clients to be considered “industry averages.” 

Many of the untruths in email marketing actually involve a combination of misleading and defi nitional statistical lies, making it even more 
challenging for the average marketer to make sense of things. To help you navigate the murky waters of email metrics, we’ve attempted to 
shine some light on four of the most common email metric lies.

The Top Four Email Metrics Lies

Lie #1: The highest open and/or click-through rates in a split test wins. 

A common technique with email marketing is to conduct split tests to compare the effectiveness of subject lines, creative approaches, 
offers, etc. Marketers will often then email the rest of the campaign or the next campaign with the version that had either the highest 
open rate or click-through rate (or both). The reality, however, is that the email opened or clicked on the most may not be the version that 
produces the best results. 

For, example, we have seen ecommerce split tests where the email with a lower click-through rate will produce a higher number of trans-
actions. The reason frequently is that the lower CTR email was of greater interest - but to fewer people.

So how do you make sure your stats aren’t lying to you? It is important to track results beyond open and click-through rates all the way 
through to your desired action - whether it is a purchase, downloading of a white paper or registering for an event. One of the simplest 
methods is to use Web site tracking, such as EmailLabs Action Tracking, which entails putting a single line of code on each Web page that 
you’d like to track. This enables you to track the actual actions taken on your site, such as a visits to an order confi rmation page.

Lie #2: Industry average open and click-through rates are XX% and XX %. 

Test, Measure and BenchmarkTest, Measure and BenchmarkT



99

Various companies report “industry average” email metrics such as open, click-through and bounce rates. We all love these statistics, but 
let’s be clear - they are not industry averages. What the statistics usually are is a snap shot into the average results from one company’s 
client base. Unless your profi le is similar, then the “average statistics” are probably not a good benchmark for your company’s program. 
Factors that infl uence these “average” statistics include: types of emails sent (newsletter, notifi cation, ecommerce, etc.), industries, sophis-
tication of senders, size of lists, source of addresses, amount of personalization, nature of relationship with recipients and how they defi ne 
their metrics.

So how do you use these reported industry stats? I suggest using them as goals rather than clear benchmarks. For example, if your fi rst 
newsletter generates a 25% open rate, but you read of a 40% industry average, establish internal targets and steps to achieve open rates 
of 30% and 35%.

Lie #3: XX% of recipients opened/read our email. 

Open rates are tracked using a transparent one pixel gif image hosted on a server just like the viewable images in an HTML email. As 
a result, any action on the recipients’ part that attempts to load the “open gif,” will count as an open. This includes the Preview Pane in 
Outlook, for example. On the opposite end, text messages that are opened but not sent in HTML/multipart format and/or opened by a 
non-HTML compatible email client will NOT be reported as an open. (There are many other reasons an email that is opened may not be 
reported as such, including images being disabled and the email being opened offl ine after download.)

The generally accepted defi nition of open rate is “unique emails opened as a percentage of emails delivered.” Some companies mea-
sure open rates based on total opens rather than unique opens (many people will open an email several times), leading to infl ated open 
rates. Additionally, many companies report open rates based on the number of emails sent rather than emails delivered (delivered = sent 
- bounced). 

Some marketers also falsely assume that an “open” actually equates to an email being “read,” which is often far from reality. For email 
marketers, what is important is to set a defi nition that works for your company, and then consistently benchmark against your program. 
Focus on how to get your open rate to 40% from its current 30%, and don’t worry about reports of a 70% open rate.

Lie #4: “Response” rates for email are X times greater than postal mail. 

Many companies in the online space loudly proclaim that email “response” rates are several times greater than traditional postal direct 
mail. For example, one company claims common response rates are 5-15% for email versus 2-3% for postal mail.

The fi rst problem is the defi nition of “response” rate. In direct mail, response rate is the percent of people who responded by calling, return-
ing a business reply card, registering online, visiting a store, etc.

In email marketing, the metric known as “conversion rate” is generally more consistent with direct mail’s “response” rate. Email click-
through rates typically range from 2-15 percent, with conversion rates (actions taken as a percentage of unique click-throughs) generally 
running in the single digit percent range. Rates can vary widely, however, based upon what is being offered, the strength of the landing 
page, etc. For ecommerce, for example, an email campaign with 0.25% to 0.50% of orders sent is generally considered pretty good.

So the reality is that email “response” rates often may or may not be higher than direct mail. But because emails cost signifi cantly less to 
create and distribute, email marketing generally produces a much greater return on investment. 

Lastly, though, pitting email against direct mail is a short-sighted argument. Smart marketers know that there is a role for both postal and 
email marketing. Integrating telemarketing, direct mail and email marketing together generally produces the best results.

There are of course, many other white lies or half truths in email marketing that we haven’t addressed. The keys for email marketers are 
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to resist benchmarking your program against the “industry average du jour” and to base critical campaign decisions only on facts, not as-
sumptions. Email provides marketers with an incredible number of available metrics - just be careful how you use them.
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