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The Super Six: Best Practices That Will Make You More 
Successful with Email Marketing 
 
Now more than ever email is critical to the success of your business.  But it is a channel that is too often 

abused by our enthusiasm for its high ROI.  Raising frequency, sending irrelevant messages and 

weakening your permission practices can all lead to complaints, unsubscribes, poor response and 

deliverability failures.  This often leads email marketers to do more of the same in an effort to keep pace 

ς kicking off a spiral of bad results. 

9ƴƻǳƎƘΗ  LǘΩǎ ǘƛƳŜ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ōŀŎƪ ǘƻ ōŀǎƛŎǎ ŀƴŘ ƳŀƪŜ ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴŘǎ ƻŦ ǎǳbstantive changes that will move the 

needle on your email program.   

[ŜǘΩǎ ōŜƎƛƴ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǎƛƳǇƭŜ ǊŜǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴΥ 

 I resolve to be a better email marketer.  I will implement the strategies to delight my subscribers, 

grow my list, protect my deliverability and drive results for my business.   

Great, but how?  By focusing on the best practices we need to implement to keep our email programs 

healthy and strong. 

In this report we feature six best practices that are essential for making email work better in 2009.  For 

ŜŀŎƘ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ǿŜΩƭƭ ƎƛǾŜ ȅƻǳ ŘŜǘŀƛƭŜŘ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ŀōƻǳǘ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǘ ƛǎΣ ǿƘȅ ƛǘ ƳŀǘǘŜǊǎ ƴƻǿ ŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ȅƻǳ Ŏŀƴ 

think about implementing it (or upgrading it) for your business.   

[ŜǘΩǎ ƎŜǘ ǎǘŀǊǘŜŘ ΧΦ  

Best Practice 1: Send a Welcome Message 

Does this just seem too basic?  We thought so too, until we studied more than 60 top-brand marketers 

and found that 60% of them didn't bother to send a welcome message. 

Welcome messages are an important part of a well-run email marketing program.  Now more than ever, 

with inbox clutter at all time highs, they are an essential tool to  keep your list clean, control complaint 

rates and, if done right, even get your subscribers to start engaging with you immediately. 

Most marketers know the value of a welcome message. So what stops them? It's usually a combination 

of inertia and budget. If you need help making a case for prioritizing a welcome message, try these 

tactics for tying welcome messages to revenue.   

1. Isolate your welcome messages on a separate IP so you can 

catch unknown users and mal-formatted addresses 

immediately (and remove any complainers from your file).  This 

helps deliverability and eliminates any infection to your main IP 

address - which translates to a stronger Sender Score on the 

main IPs and more messages reaching the inbox every time.  

What would it mean if even 5% of your messages didn't reach 

the inbox?  Drop response and conversion by 5% on each 

message you send and add up the missing revenue. Ouch! 

Quick Tip!  

Welcome messages are easy to study.  

Sign up for a bunch of email programs 

and see what gets sent.  Look outside 

your industry, too.  The best ideas 

often come from unlikely place. 

http://www.returnpath.net/downloads/resources/GreatSubscriberExperiences.pdf
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2. Track response to your welcome messages by source, 

and identify the highest performing partners, search 

keywords or ads.  Allocate more money to the sources that 

drive the highest engaged users. More qualified subscribers 

drive more revenue.   

3. Use your welcome message to educate new subscribers 

about cool areas of your service/website - all of which may 

have been invisible to them if you just sent the next 

promotion in the queue.  More engaged subscribers boost 

visits and conversions.  One retailer boosted click-throughs by 30% just by swapping out the image 

seasonally. 

What makes for a great welcome message?   

Consider these 10 ideas for creating or improving your welcome messages: 

1. Focus on the benefits to the reader.  What is your email going to offer them that no one else does? 

2. Thank them!  Be sincere and genuine.  If appropriate for your business, include a discount or 

whitepaper download. 

3. Give them something to do.  Your brand-new email subscriber spent some time on your site and 

signed up for your email program.  Great!  What's the next thing they should do to further engage?  

Sierra Trading Post took the 

challenge!  See their new 

Welcome message, left.   

What makes this a good 
message?  A few things: 
 
Î The red color matches their 
sign-up page, creating instant 
recognition. 
 
Î The use of a seasonal image 
makes this feel fresh and relevant 
but is easy to keep updated. 
 
Î It reiterates the benefits of 
signing up for the email program 
and the benefits of shopping with 
Sierra Trading Post. 
 
 Î The incentive is front and 
center, to induce a purchase.  But 
ǘƘŜ ά9Řƛǘ Ƴȅ ǇǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎέ ƭƛƴƪ ƛǎ 
also prominent for subscribers 
who change their mind or want to 
update their options.  
 
Î The features on the bottom are 
evergreen ς meaning less need 
for updating ς but also create 
more value for the subscriber.  



Best Practice Guide 

© 2009 Return Path, Inc. www.returnpath.net  | Page 3 of 16 

Read a whitepaper?  Download a demo?  

Set up a profile?  Whatever it is, make that 

the key call to action. 

4. Match the design of this message to 

the design of both the original source 

(e.g.: your website, the ad, etc.) as well as 

future messages.  One way that welcome 

messages help you is by building an 

immediate factor of recognition - "Oh yes, 

I signed up for this email and wanted to 

get it."  Going forward, the more your 

welcome message looks like future 

messages, the better.  Sephora does this 

really well, see the example, right. Read 

more about the Sephora welcome 

message here. 

5. Send it fast.  The ideal is real-time, but 

if you have to batch at least send it the 

same day as the sign up.  The more time 

that lags between sign up and message, 

the greater the chance that subscribers 

will forget about you and misidentify your 

email as spam. 

6. Create a welcome series.  One message 

is great, but many companies would 

benefit from a few emails over the course of several weeks to introduce new subscribers to their email 

program.  Think of these emails as "Your Brand 101."  What are the foundational materials that all 

readers need to make the best use of the emails they will be getting?  What do they need to know about 

your products and services?    

7. Include a survey.  What do you need to know about your subscribers to really customize their 

experience?  Put those questions into a survey tool and send it as part of your welcome while new folks 

are ready and willing to engage.  Ask for feedback. 

8. Be proactive about unsubscribe.  Welcome messages often have the highest click through and 

complaint rates.  Some subscribers are delighted, others are annoyed.  I say, "Embrace it!"  Make sure 

you have a prominent unsubscribe link near the top and encourage unsubscribing rather than reporting 

as spam. 

9. Don't forget the essentials.  Remind the subscriber where and when they signed up and be clear 

about what they can expect in terms of content and frequency.   Make it easy for them to add you to 

their "favorite senders" or address book. 

http://www.returnpath.net/blog/2008/07/cool-email-idea-a-truly-welcom-1.php
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10. Keep it simple.  Despite all 

these ideas and 

recommendations, try to keep it 

very brief and simple.   A series 

can help you accomplish more, 

as well (see #6 above). 

BONUS IDEAΥ 5ƻƴΩǘ ōŜ ŀŦǊŀƛŘ ǘƻ 

ǎŜƭƭΗ  ²ƘŀǘΩǎ ƳƻǊŜ ǿŜƭŎƻƳƛƴƎ ǘƻ 

a new subscriber than a big, fat 

discount?  Omaha Steaks, left, 

does this really well (or, well-

done!) with a big savings on one 

of their most popular items.  

Read more about what makes 

this message work here. 

By the way, do you think a 

welcome message needs to 

include lots of images and be 

HTML to work well?  Not true!  

Check out how Sherman's Travel 

created a great -- text only! -- 

welcome message. 

 

Best Practice 2: Keep Your List Clean 

Cleanliness is next to Godliness, a fact that is no less true when it comes to email lists.  In fact, list 

hygiene issues are one of the top five factors that can lead directly to deliverability failures. Broadly 

speaking, list hygiene is a process of cleaning bad addresses off your list on a regular basis.  Bad 

addresses fall into three buckets: 

Unknown users:  These are email addresses that have been turned off - the person left that job or 

canceled their account.  Unknown user accounts generally report back as a hard bounce and should be 

taken off your file immediately. 

Inactive addresses: Inactive addresses fall into two categories. The first are addresses that are still in use 

by someone, are not unresponsive because they are no longer interested in your messages. The second 

category is addresses that have been abandoned but not closed.  You will not receive a bounce message. 

There is no way, from your metrics reports, to know which category your inactive addresses fall into. 

Spam traps: A spam trap is an address that was created specifically to catch senders who harvest 

records or attempt dictionary attacks (making up addresses to see what doesn't bounce).  By definition, 

all mail going to that account is unsolicited. This is a great tool to catch spammers. Spam traps can also 

be formerly active addresses that may have signed up for email, but that have been inactive for some 

period of time.  These addresses usually turn into an unknown user first. 

http://www.returnpath.net/blog/2009/01/cool-email-idea-omahasteak.phphttp:/www.returnpath.net/blog/2009/01/cool-email-idea-omahasteak.php
http://www.returnpath.net/blog/2009/01/cool-email-idea-a-truly-welcom.php
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What can you do to make sure your list stays clean? 

1. Know how your server processes bounces: You don't have to understand every technical nuance, but 

at a high level your email service provider (ESP) or your IT person should be able to explain to you how 

bounces are handled.  Dead accounts (aka: hard bounces) should be taken off the list immediately.  Also, 

be sure you are running basic list hygiene processes on your file.  This means regularly clearing out (or 

not accepting at all) role accounts (sales@domain.com), clearly non-used addresses, (test@test.com), 

dead domains (jane@home.com), and errors (jane@alo.com). 

2. Quarantine new data until you send a welcome message and do not receive a bounce.  This keeps 

you from adding bad addresses to your regular campaigns, among many other benefits. 

3. Make it easy for your customers to give you updated information. People change email addresses all 

the time and often they will be willing to update their contact information if you make it easy for them.    

Even if you don't have a full preference center, offer change of address and frequency options at the 

point of unsubscribe. 

4. If you collect email addresses in person or by phone, train employees to take down information 

correctly.  Send a welcome message immediately to confirm the correct address. 

5. Consider confirmed opt-in (sometimes called double opt-in).  Marketers who make subscribers take 

an action - usually clicking a link - to confirm their subscription generally have smaller lists than they 

would otherwise, but those lists are much cleaner than non-confirmed lists.  They also tend to have 

lower complaint rates and better deliverability. 

6. Vet data sources carefully.  Most spam traps and complainers end up on your list via sketchy data 

sources.  (See my column in MediaPost with more on the value of complaint analysis.) 

7. Email your list regularly: Email lists are not static. The less often you send email the more likely you 

are to see high bounce rates. Infrequently emailed lists are also more likely to harbor spam traps as 

those old addresses have been converted into trap addresses. 

8. Consider removing inactive records after some time. Certainly try to reactivate these subscribers, but 

if someone is on your file for 1+ years and has not responded at all, to anything you have sent them, 

then take them off the file.  Shorten that one year to 6 

months or even 90 days if you mail frequently or send 

third party advertising. 

If that sounds like a lot of work with the result of making 

your file smaller, consider how essential it is to keep your 

file clean. 

The presence of just one spam trap can drop your 

deliverability rating by up to 53% (See the chart below 

and read more in our Reputation Benchmark Report.)  

Being listed on just one blacklist - a common result of 

poor hygiene - can similarly drop your deliverability score 

by more than 65%. Learn more about spam traps by 

listening to our interview with Tom Sather in Episode #5 

of Reputation Radio. 

Quick Tip!  

Get comfortable with technology.  It will 

make you a better marketer!  Take your IT 

guy to lunch and really try to understand 

what is going on under the hood.  You will 

be able to respond more effectively to 

ŘŜƭƛǾŜǊŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜǎΣ Ǉƭǳǎ ȅƻǳΩƭƭ 

probably get great ideas for enhancements 

to your email program that will increase 

response. 

http://www.mediapost.com/publications/?fa=Articles.san&art_aid=99011
http://www.returnpath.net/downloads/resources/Q2BenchmarkReport.pdf
http://itunes.apple.com/WebObjects/MZStore.woa/wa/viewPodcast?id=294631500
http://itunes.apple.com/WebObjects/MZStore.woa/wa/viewPodcast?id=294631500
http://itunes.apple.com/WebObjects/MZStore.woa/wa/viewPodcast?id=294631500
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Quality really does matter in email marketing.  Having addresses that are not responsive or interested 

in your program does not make your program stronger, and masks your true success by diluting your 

response metrics.  Plus, the ISPs are getting wiser to the old trick of reducing complaint rates by mailing 

to non-responsive accounts. That just does not work at the major North America ISPs any longer. 

IŜǊŜΩǎ ŀ ƎǊŜŀǘ ƛŘŜŀ ŦƻǊ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ƻƴƎƻƛƴƎ ƭƛǎǘ ƳŀƛƴǘŜƴŀƴŎŜ ŜŀǎƛŜǊΥ ƎŜǘ ȅƻǳǊ ǎǳōǎŎǊƛōŜǊǎ ǘƻ Řƻ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪ ŦƻǊ 

you.  Like a lot of retailers, Rock Creek Outfitters runs a contest to encourage email sign ups. The twist is 

that they not only allow 

but actively encourage 

existing subscribers to 

re-subscribe every 

month for a new entry. 

This offers a real 

incentive for consumers 

to come back regularly, 

and change their email 

address, refine their 

profile or update their 

zip code.  

  

http://www.returnpath.net/blog/2008/01/cool-email-idea-using-incentiv.php
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Best Practice 3: Authenticate 

Every marketer wants to be trusted, valued and welcome in the inbox.  So it is always a top priority for 

the industry to ensure that legitimate marketers who follow best practices are clearly differentiated 

from spammers and fraudsters.  Deceptive and fraudulent email caused by spoofing and phishing have 

become the top factors affecting online trust.  

This is a problem for all of us to solve together. Fortunately, there are a few steps that you can take 

today to protect your brand so ISPs can welcome you into the inbox and so your customers can feel safe 

responding to your offers.  The first of these - and perhaps the most straightforward for marketers - is 

authentication.  All that means is that you validate that email you send is actually coming from you. 

This column includes the benefits of authentication, the different types and which ISPs accept them and 

steps to authenticate your messages. 

Authentication alone will not stop spam.  Spammers can authenticate email, too.   But it is integral to 

preventing phishing and other fraud.  Its wide acceptance among ISPs has contributed to the acceptance 

of reputation and usage of third party whitelist programs as standards that drive the future of email. As 

a legitimate business, authentication should be seen as essential to securing your brand and online 

reputation.  

 There are three benefits to authentication: 

1. Confirming your identity helps ISPs to weed out spoofing and phishing emails improving the quality 

and security of the email channel.  

2. Confirming your identity helps ISPs and other reputation assessors, like Sender Score, to 

differentiate you from spammers and assess your reputation based only upon your authenticated mail, 

and not that of spammers forging your domains in spam. 

3. It may soon be required by some ISPs.  Since spammers can, and do, authenticate, ISPs can't rely on 

the mere fact that a message can be authenticated to any old domain when making filtering decisions. 

The reputation of that domain or IP addresses still counts, and always will.  But we predict that ISPs will 

increasingly rely on lack of authentication to block suspicious email, putting you at real risk for blocking. 

Now that you know why, let's talk about how.  

All three leading email sender authentication technologies - Sender Policy Framework (SPF), SenderID 

Framework (SIDF), Domain Keys and Domain Keys Indentified Mail (DKIM) -use the Domain Name 

System (DNS) to publish "records" which facilitate authentication.  With SPF and Sender ID, these 

authentication records, available through DNS to the entire Internet community, designate the specific 

machines that are authorized to send mail for a specific email domain. Before allowing a message into a 

user's email inbox, ISPs attempt to verify that the email is coming from an authorized source by checking 

email authentication records.  With DKIM, the record carries a public encryption key, which receivers 

can retrieve via DNS and use to decode the DKIM signature in a message and verify the message 

authenticity. 

While all three seem similar on the surface, the primary difference is that they each consider a different 

aspect of the message to portray the identity of the sender - in other words, who sent it. This can be a 

very important distinction, because the "who" revealed in each case may not be what the sender - or 
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the recipient - was expecting.  There are two types of email authentication. Let's look at the distinctions: 

IP Based (Sender Policy Framework, Sender ID): This methodology uses a path registration approach. 

Email messages are authenticated by comparing the IP address of the server that is sending the message 

to a list of IP addresses published in a DNS record for a sending domain. If the IP address is not 

permitted, then the message is not authenticated.   

Cryptographic (Domain Keys / DKIM): This methodology uses a message validation approach, 

associating a responsible identity with a message and providing a method for verifying the association. 

Email messages are "signed" in a way that is extremely difficult to spoof - just like a bank transaction - 

and thus verifies the source and content of a message. 

Good practice is to implement at least one of these standards.  The best practice would be to implement 

both, if that is practical for your business.  If you are a member of the Direct Marketing Association 

(DMA) you are now required to implement at least one method.  The DMA, in partnership with Return 

Path, has created a Reputation Registry for its members to check whether they are authenticated.  It's a 

great resource and can really help you rally internal support for authentication. [will add link here] 

Implementing an authentication method is a process that should be coordinated with your IT group 

early in this process. They are likely to be familiar with the specifications and can help in planning the 

process and publishing your records once you've built them. 

Here are a few key steps to help you along the way.  

Step 1: Find the authentication scheme best suited to your needs. You can find detailed information 

about the three dominant schemes on the following Web sites: 

 DKIM: http://www.dkim.org/ 

 SenderID: http://www.microsoft.com/senderid 

 SPF: http://www.openspf.org/ 

 

Step 2: Take inventory of all systems that send your mail. Identify all machines that send mail on your 

behalf. Once you identify these senders, you need to determine the IP addresses (if you're planning to 

use SPF or SenderID) and sending domains used for each  

 

Step 3: Create your authentication records. There are excellent online tools available for creating valid 

SPF and Sender ID records. The following wizards can assist you:  

 DKIM: http://testing.dkim.org/ 

 Sender ID: http://www.microsoft.com/senderid 

 SPF: http://www.openspf.org/wizard.html 

 

Step 4: Publish your authentication records. If you are using SPF, Sender ID or Domain Keys, work with 

whoever manages your DNS records to publish the email authentication records you've collected. The 

actual publishing is easy -- finding the responsible party who controls your DNS may be the tricky part.   

 

Step 5: Test your authentication records. SPF, SenderID, and Domain Keys provide options to publish 

your records in "test" mode. This provides the opportunity for testing without risking delivery failures 

http://www.dkim.org/
http://www.microsoft.com/senderid
http://www.openspf.org/
http://testing.dkim.org/
http://www.microsoft.com/senderid
http://www.openspf.org/wizard.html
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for mistakes in your record. Testing will ensure that the mail servers you've authorized are being verified 

by receivers and will determine if you've missed identifying any mail servers in your inventory. Once the 

records are published and tested, appoint a staff person to make sure they remain current. 

Step 6: Monitor.  You should regularly monitor your authenticated IP addresses and domains using 

SenderScore.org. 

Since your circumstances and sender inventories will vary, some complexities may emerge in your 

planning and implementation. The benefits of strengthening your company's reputation for 

transparency and accountability, however, will be worth the effort. 

If that sounds scary or hard, ask your IT department or ESP for help.  Authentication is a relatively simple 

and important step that helps you and your program, and also shows your commitment to the greater 

good.  The more legitimate senders who authenticate, the better the data that ISPs and receives have to 

work with and the better the email channel will be for everyone. 

Best Practice 4: Get Your Infrastructure In Order 

Unfortunately, marketers do not get to ignore infrastructure just because you have a good IT team or 

use a good email broadcast vendor. Your sender reputation is directly linked to the quality of your 

infrastructure.  Use this column to audit your system and gain confidence that you are in good shape.  

And you should check in on your infrastructure on a regular basis - things change and it's important to 

make sure all the wheels are oiled.  For most companies a quarterly check is going to do the trick, 

though you should work with your IT folks to set up a maintenance schedule that makes sense for your 

business.  And certainly any time you make a major change - adding a server, changing content 

management systems, and so on - you'll want to double-check that everything is set up correctly.  You 

will also want to review this information if you find that you are being blocked by an ISP - infrastructure 

may be the culprit. 

Servers that are 

incorrectly configured 

present a real problem 

for the ISPs and other 

large-volume 

receivers.  They don't 

know if it's a 

legitimate server that 

just has a glitch, or a 

malicious botnet, 

zombie or other 

harmful machine.    

In fact, our Benchmark 

Data report found that 

34% of email servers 

are impossible to 

identify as either good 

or bad.  Only about 

http://www.senderscore.org/
http://www.senderscore.org/
http://www.returnpath.net/downloads/resources/Q2BenchmarkReport.pdf
http://www.returnpath.net/downloads/resources/Q2BenchmarkReport.pdf
http://www.returnpath.net/downloads/resources/Q2BenchmarkReport.pdf
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20% of the servers we studied were properly configured to 

send email. 

That puts the vast majority of us at risk!  But the good news is 

that if you do have infrastructure issues they are generally 

relatively easy to fix.  And, once you've fixed them you will 

usually see a dramatic improvement in your deliverability 

rates, absent other reputation issues like high complaint 

rates, high unknown user rates and spam trap hits. 

The Top Ten Infrastructure Issues 

Here are ten most common infrastructure issues that you will 

want to verify are working well in your own system, even if 

you outsource to an ESP.  A good service provider should be 

happy to review their system approach with you and give you the confidence you need to know you are 

protected and served well. 

1. All sending IP addresses must have a valid rDNS PTR record and the host name specified in the HELO 

must match the host name returned in the rDNS.  Some ISPs will block you for reverse DNS or HELO 

failures. Also, note that if you are working with an email broadcast vendor, it's always better to get a 

dedicated IP address for your mail.  Sharing an IP address with other customers means that their 

reputation affects your reputation. 

2. Your sending domain must be able to receive mail as well as send mail.   It doesn't have to be the 

same server, but you must have a valid MX record for that domain. Some ISPs will block you if you don't. 

3. Setup and monitor postmaster and abuse mailboxes for all your mailing domains.  Many ISPs 

require that these are working to be signed up for feedback loops or white listing.  These are also 

common destinations for complaints for ISPs that don't run feedback loops. 

4. Set your MTA connection and throughput settings according to the ISPs published guidelines.  Many 

MTAs will allow you to set these per receiving domain.  Sending more mail faster isn't always a good 

thing and in fact can get you blocked.    

5. Secure your mail servers!  Make sure you don't have an open relay or open proxy.  Follow industry 

standard best practices for network and server security.  All the best mailing practices don't matter if 

you don't have control of your environment. 

6. Process your complaints.  It's critical to get setup on all available feedback loops, but that's only half 

the process.  Make sure that you promptly suppress mailing to any addresses that complain. 

7. Monitor and report on mail delivery logs.  Make sure that you are properly classifying and handling 

hard bounce, soft bounces, deferrals, and so on. Our friend Dennis Dayman from Eloqua has a <a 

href="http://blog.deliverability.com/2008/10/how-email-works.html">great post on 

Deliverability.com</a> that explains this in more detail.  

8. Don't keep sending mail to an ISP if they are blocking your messages.   Work with the ISP to resolve 

the block first. 

9.  Never move IP addresses to resolve deliverability problems.  The ISPs are wise to this and so they 

Quick Tip!  

Dedicated IPs are important, but they 

ŀǊŜƴΩǘ ŀ ǇŀƴŀŎŜŀΦ  {ƻƳŜ L{tǎ ǿƛƭƭ 

block a range of IPs if they see 

ǇǊƻōƭŜƳŀǘƛŎ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǊΦ  LǘΩǎ ǎǘƛƭƭ ŎǊǳŎƛŀƭ 

to be sure your email vendor is only 

working with reputable mailers.  

Also, you must monitor the 

reputation of your IPs even when you 

outsource. 
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regard new IP addresses with extreme suspicion.  In fact, all IP addresses start with "no reputation," and 

must be "warmed up" by your good practices.  If you haven't cleaned up whatever problems caused 

your poor reputation at the old IP, you will just end up with a new IP with the same old bad reputation. 

10.  Make a practice of quarantining data until you know it's safe.  Use your welcome message or even 

the first three to five messages to ferret out bounces, ill formed addresses and even sources with a high 

likelihood of complaining. 

Working with your IT team or email broadcast provider to identify and fix infrastructure issues can be a 

challenge, but the payoff is usually big.  Once you have these nuts and bolts issues taken care of you can 

focus your time and attention on creating emails that your subscribers will really value.  Stay tuned for 

more on that in next week's post. 

Best Practice 5: Send More Relevant Messages 

Creating the kind of relevancy that improves response and retention is pretty straightforward.   All you 

have to do is offer choice, segment your file, tailor 

the creative and listen to your subscribers. 

The problem is that creating relevancy under a 

broadcast email marketing approach is completely 

inconsistent.  Broadcast email ςthe old batch and 

blast approach ς is relevant to only a small portion 

of the file at any given time.  There is a trifecta of 

penalties against any marketer using a broadcast 

approach.   

1. The Recession.  To beat down marketing costs, 

more marketers are sending more and more email 

messages.  The clutter is overwhelming.  And both 

consumer and professional buyers have less to 

spend overall and are making decisions to buy 

more slowly. 

2. Social Media.  Subscribers are spending less 

time in their inboxes and more time in other 

online, social communities.   

Simply triggering a post-purchase message is a 
relatively easy way to use email to engage with 
new customers.  Above, Apple sends a message 
within minutes of registering a new iPhone with 
information that will be helpful to a new user. 



Best Practice Guide 

© 2009 Return Path, Inc. www.returnpath.net  | Page 12 of 16 

3. The Cost of Fatigue. In email, there is a strict 

penalty for not being relevant: it's the "miss" 

behind your response rates and tracked via 

complaint rate, unsubscribe requests and 

(sometimes worse) your inactive rate.  Each of 

these rises in direct proportion to how relevant 

your messages are. 

You simply cannot afford NOT to be relevant.  In 

the old days, and frankly, in a lot of other direct 

marketing channels like postal mail and online 

advertising, being only mildly relevant to a small 

portion of the file works.  You can make your 

number and earn acceptable ROI.  However, in 

email marketing, you must be very relevant to 

most of your file, most of the time ς or else most 

of your subscribers will complain, unsubscribe or 

just ignore you forever.  You've then lost them 

and lost the opportunity to optimize the channel. 

Think about the cost of losing those subscribers.  

On a file of one million, if you have a half a 

percent complaint rate, a 2 percent unsubscribe 

rate and a 7 percent clickthrough rate, you might 

think you are doing pretty well.  And then let's say 

that of the 93% that didn't click, a half a percent of 

them are so tired of irrelevant messages that they have emotionally unsubscribed and will never click 

again.  Still, you think, that's not so bad, right?  However, consider that you now have to replace at least 

3,000 subscribers (500 complainers and 2,000 unsubscribers, plus the 500 people who go permanently 

inactive) every time you send an email, just to stay even. If it costs you just one dollar to acquire a new 

subscriber, that's $3,000 for each campaign sent.  If you mail even 10 times a month, that's $30,000 in 

acquisition replacement cost every 30 days.  This means you are spending $360,000 a year and you 

aren't even growing your list! 

Consider too the cost of not being able to send email to Yahoo! for 30 days, while you repair a bad 

sender reputation built from too many complaints or too long usage of inactive files.  In our example 

here, if 30% of the file is using Yahoo!, and you earn just fifty cents from every subscriber every mailing, 

ƛǘ ǿƛƭƭ Ŏƻǎǘ ȅƻǳ ϷмрлΣллл ƛƴ ƭƻǎǘ ǊŜǾŜƴǳŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƳƻƴǘƘΧ ŀƴŘ ǎƻƳŜ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ Ŏƻǎǘ ƻŦ ǘǊȅƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǊŜƎŀƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

trust of subscribers who haven't seen any email from you in a while. 

I'm using pretty conservative numbers and not even factoring in things like lost loyalty and brand 

degradation and lower satisfaction and pass along rates.  Being irrelevant in email means lower revenue, 

plain and simple. 

Stop doing anything that does not create relevancy, and free up time to improve your subscriber 

experience.  This is the only way you will earn higher revenue from email.  End of story. 

So here's the challenge:  Dare to be relevant!   It's not simple, but it is straightforward.  I know it's hard.   

²Ƙƻ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƭƻǾŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ōƛǊǘƘŘŀȅΚ  ¦ǎƛƴƎ ŜǾŜƴ 
basic demographic data can make your 
ŎǳǎǘƻƳŜǊΩǎ Řŀȅ ς and spur sales. 


