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1. Why Use Them & 
What Are They For?

• Cost effective, highly scalable

• Speed and flexibility

• “Viral” nature – easily forwarded

• Integrated with your website



1. Why Use Them & 
What Are They For?

• (Advocacy & Organizing)

• Relationship Management

• Expand your audience

• Drive up repeat website visits



Whoah, there, buddy…



Um, what is it, exactly?
• E-mail publishing channel
• Generally non-interactive* 
• Highly structured HTML format and/or text 

format designed for “scannability”
• Usually focused on sending recipients to a 

website or websites
• Regular, consistent publishing schedule
• Self-serve subscriber model



Back to “Why and 
“What for?”



Relationship Management: Who
• Your “customers” = who you want as return 

visitors to your website and frequent 
consumers of your information

• Members
• Grantees
• Your funder(s)
• Community leaders, activists
• Researchers
• Allied organizations
• Board members, other internal audiences



Relationship Management: What
• In general: offer frequent information about what 

you are doing with your customer’s investment 
of time, interest, or support.

• Program updates, new resources
• Skill and knowledge building information
• Needs & opportunities
• Publication notices
• Alerts
• Announcing milestones



Expanding Your Audience
• Capture new website visitors with up front 

“email updates”
• You can easily add new audiences without 

adding much cost:
– Media
– Policy Makers
– General public
– Professionals and advocates in related work
– (Etc.)



Drive up Website Traffic

• Users don’t have to remember to visit

• Highlight important new content

• Remind people of important “old” content

• It reaches people when they are at their 
computer and ready to visit



2. Okay, Okay,
So How Do 

I Do It?
• Publishing Options

• Building Your Email List



Publishing Options

• Your own email software (very limited)

• Free online email publishing services 
(some limitations)

• Paid email publishing services
(few if any academic institutions really have email 

newsletter capacity)



Paid Email Publishing Providers
• Ad free
• They handle sign up, unsubscribe, 

address changes (integrates w/ your 
website)

• Can be low cost (~ $25/month)
• Faster and more reliable
• Keep up with best practices
• Dedicated spam filter (blocking) efforts



Building Your Email List
• On your website (online subscribing; viral 

marketing tools like “tell a friend”)
• Print publications
• Exhibits at conferences
• Faxback or postpaid forms
• Individual staff contacts, phone calls
• But: Get permission



Put your email 
newsletter front 
and center on 
your website



Put your email 
newsletter front 
and center on 
your website



3. Doing it Right
• Format, Content and Design
• Permission based
• SPAM Blocking: avoiding false positives
• Subscriber management
• Staff resources for technical and editorial 

support



Warning: Short Sermon 
Ahead

Disclaimer: I am not referring to 
any SALIS member’s newsletters. 

Really.



What Email Newsletters are NOT:

• It’s not a message with a Word or PDF 
document attached

• It’s not a message announcing that the 
real newsletter is on your website

• It’s not something you send to every single 
person for whom you have an email 
address



Format: HTML vs. Text

• HTML Only

• Text Only

• Offer Both (user selects)

• Increasingly safe to default to HTML



HTML
Pros:
• Most readable
• Hyperlinks to content
• Better click throughs

Cons:
• Longer download 

time
• Spam blocking
• Email reader 

compatibility (limited 
problem)



Text
Pros:
• Short download time
• Email software 

compatibility
• Less likely to be 

blocked as “spam”

Cons:
• Harder to scan
• Lower click throughs
• URLs may or may 

not be clickable



Permission Based Email
• “Opt in” is essential
• Let the user know what you will do with 

their address and stick to it
• Confirmed opt in:

– Pros: best way to protect yourself from spam 
blocking/blacklist; narrows to a list of very 
interested users

– Cons: cuts your subscription completions
• JTO: 28% of initial signups don’t confirm
• These may not be your high value “customers” anyway







Content

• Keep your audience in mind
• Don’t overwhelm readers
• Keep it short – 4 to 5 items for most uses
• Consider a table of contents
• Keep the “voice” consistent and lively, with 

personality.



Content

2 Basic Content Styles:

• All material in the email (less common, but 
sometimes appropriate)

• Headlines and summaries that are linked to 
the full stories on a website (most common)



Frequency

• Pick a frequency and stick to it

• What frequency do you have the staffing 
resources for?

• What frequency will your users tolerate?



Layout and Design
• Best way to learn: sign up for great email 

newsletters and imitate! 

• Benefits of professional design for HTML 
newsletters

• Make it easy to scan; let the user decide 
what is important to read



Email Subject Line

• Make it recognizable and consistent 
(prefixes are useful)

• Make it interesting – highlight what’s new
• Make it concise – assume only the first 4 

or 5 words will appear
• Avoid spam filter triggers
• Don’t be deceptive



Spam Filtering (Blocking)
• Growing problem for email publishers, 

both commercial and nonprofit
• AOL is a major concern
• Be prepared for challenge/response 

systems (Earthlink, etc)
• Know best practices, have a proactive 

stance (http://www.bestprac.org)
• Always keep it in mind when 

troubleshooting delivery problems.

http://www.bestprac.org/


Spam Filtering (Blocking)
• Filters operated by:

– end user in their email software
– IT staff on the company network
– ISPs (AOL, Earthlink, etc)

• Your subscribers may or may not know 
that their mail is being filtered, and/or how 
to allow your email through

• Your most loyal readers may tell you the 
mail isn’t arriving, but most will not



Spam Filtering (Blocking)
• Be ready to coach subscribers; encourage 

“whitelisting” (trusted sender)

• This will require staff resources; it’s a 
growing cost of email publishing.

• Spend some time researching and testing: 
Yahoo, AOL, Hotmail accounts, Outlook 
Express, Mac mail



Spam Filters & Subject Lines

• Make sure there is both a name and a 
valid email address 

• DON’T USE ALL CAPS
• Avoid punctuation
• Avoid imperative verbs
• Don’t use You, Your, I, or Me
• Avoid the word Free



Spam Filters & Content
• Avoid the color red
• Avoid too many “spammy” phrases (click 

here, amazing, free, etc)
• AVOID ALL CAPS
• Avoid symbols like $&@*
• Don’t overdo punctuation
• Do include contact and unsubscribe info



Subscriber Management
• Make it easy for the user to unsubscribe
• Unsubscribe immediately or before next 

newsletter
• Confirm the unsubscribe on screen or in 

email
• Monitor your bounce backs and “reply to” 

messages; keep your list clean
• Email publishing service providers will do 

much of this for you



Technical Support

Have one person who can…
• Change subscriptions
• Troubleshoot
• Advise users to work with their IT people



Editorial Support

• Users mostly want to know someone is 
listening

• Solicit suggestions & constructive 
feedback

• Accept criticism graciously
• More openness to tips and critiques =

– more credibility
– more loyalty and viral marketing



4. Suggested Resources
General “How To” Resources

– Ezine-Tips.com (http://ezine-tips.com)
– TechSoup (http://www.techsoup.org)
– BoldFish Notes 

(http://www.boldfish.com/BF_emguide/bf_notes.html)
– Principles of Best Practice 

(http://www.bestprac.org/principles/mlp.htm)
– DotOrg Media (www.dotorgmedia.org)
– GroundSpring.org Learning Center 

(http://www.groundspring.org/learningcenter)

http://ezine-tips.com/
http://www.techsoup.org/
http://www.boldfish.com/BF_emguide/bf_notes.html
http://www.bestprac.org/principles/mlp.htm
http://www.dotorgmedia.org/
http://www.groundspring.org/learningcenter


Suggested Resources
• Providers (sample)

Low to Mid Range (starting at ~ $25/month)
– Topica (http://www.topica.com) 
– GroundSpring (www.groundspring.org) 
– Sparklist (www.sparklist.com)
– Opt-in Communicator (http://www.opt-in-communicator.com)
– EmailFactory (http://www.emailfactory.com)

Mid Range (less than $250/month)
– BulletPass (http://www.bulletpass.com)

High End
– Convio (integrated services for nonprofits) http://www.convio.com
– BlueStreak (http://www.e2communications.com)
– Sevista (http://www.sevista.com/)

http://www.topica.com/
http://www.groundspring.org/
http://www.sparklist.com/
http://www.opt-in-communicator.com/
http://www.emailfactory.com/
http://www.bulletpass.com/
http://www.convio.com/
http://www.e2communications.com/
http://www.sevista.com/


Suggested Resources

• Permission based Email
– Avoidable Opt In Email Mistakes: 8  Mistakes to Avoid 

(http://www.boldfish.com/BF_emguide/Notes/8mistakes.html)

• Beating SPAM False Positives 
– SPAM Filters Run Amuck – Is Your Message Getting Through? 

(http://www.iprofitsystems.com/articles/spamfilters.html)
– Words and Phrases that Trigger Some Spam Filters 

(http://www.wilsonweb.com/wmt8/spamfilter_phrases.htm)
– SPAM Filter Trigger Words 

(http://www.andreaoneill.com/spamtriggers.html)

http://www.boldfish.com/BF_emguide/Notes/8mistakes.html
http://www.iprofitsystems.com/articles/spamfilters.html
http://www.wilsonweb.com/wmt8/spamfilter_phrases.htm
http://www.andreaoneill.com/spamtriggers.html


THE END
Eric Helmuth
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