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E-mail Marketing White Paper

Overview

Targeted marketing through a web site and e-mail newsletters is one of the cheapest ways of reaching a customer base, and it can be done taking full advantage of all the tools available via the Internet – easy web-based management of the marketing content, graphics, full multimedia presentations and powerful database control over target groups and newsletter sends. At the same time there are e-marketing pitfalls, such as the appearance of “spamming” customers with unwanted or perceived low-value content, or errors in producing and sending newsletters. Understanding and avoiding the pitfalls is as important as seeing and making use of the benefits.

Used well, e-newsletters can be an invaluable part of an overall marketing strategy. The Lyon Group web services staff has more than 5 years of successful and fruitful experience sending e-newsletters to thousands of recipients, and we are pleased to announce the introduction of powerful tools for managing newsletter lists and sending to e-mail lists. This white paper is intended to lay out our capabilities and give full information on our e-marketing packages. First, a quick look at the basic concepts behind business-based e-newsletters. You can always skip ahead to the sections on our packages and rates, but this first material is very much to the point of making e-marketing work for you. After all, the basic tools are free -- you could always just collect e-mail addresses and send list messages with your e-mail program -- but you might well find you are doing yourself more harm than good that way.

The right kind of e-newsletters

Anyone who makes much use of e-mail and surfs the Internet receives e-mails with product information. This content from companies – which they are bound to see at least the subject line of – come in two main types: Stuff they want, and stuff they don’t. This latter class of content is well known as “spam.” (Who sent the first spam message and when? It was the Digital Equipment Corporation computer maker – when its 1978 message touted new mainframe computers to members of the ARPANET, a predecessor of the Internet. DEC was blasted by ARPANET users and administrators for committing a “flagrant violation” of the government-business-only policy of the network.)

So much spam mails are sent (as it is so cheap to send that a response rate of 1 percent is golden to the senders), and it is so disliked by e-mail recipients, that to have your business become associated with it is worse than a prospective customer not knowing you at all. So the key goal of e-marketing is to get across business information and create an Internet “community” without being perceived as spammers. There are three major ways to achieve this:

1) Just send e-mail to the people who want it. This is called the “opt-in” approach. If your web site page has a form on it that says “Subscribe to our newsletter,” and you collect the submitted e-mail addresses and create a mailing list containing just those addresses, you can be pretty sure that all the recipients will welcome your e-mails or at least not regard them as spam. There are even ways of honing an opt-in approach, such as sending all the submitted addresses a message to confirm that the user wishes to receive the e-newsletter and sending your content only to those who respond to that confirmation request, known as a “double opt-in” message. (Someone might enter your e-mail as a joke, or a means of attacking an Internet e-mail server.) Not all e-newsletters follow this approach. It’s possible to gather e-mails from other areas of business interaction and send to those, or even to buy e-mail lists (targeted to a business type or not) form web sites and other organizations, and send to those folks. The further one goes from the opt-in approach, the greater the likelihood of being regarded as a spammer. In e-marketing one has to balance the positive value of reaching people against the possible negative reaction to how one is reaching them.

2) Send something of value. Even spammers, with their offers of discount-priced Viagra or whatnot, adhere to this rule. Their chief sin is offering their wares to anyone they possibly can without consideration of what might be a good value in the recipients’ eye, even to the point of personally offending them. So, give your list not just something they can use, but something they would LIKE to use. This definition of value can vary a great deal depending on your opt-in approach. For a user who loves your products and asked to receive your e-mails, advance info on your new inventory line would be very welcome and appropriate. For a user whose e-mail you collected when selling him Product X and hasn’t requested an e-newsletter, you might need to offer a discount on Product Y to create an adequate sense of value. You have to judge by the feedback and your business sense.

3) Send at the appropriate intervals. Even a valuable and user-welcomed newsletter can be sent too often (or, more rarely, not often enough). Your business and product type is critical here. A ski mountain might do well to send daily snow reports to list members and lose subscribers if they only sent once a month. A book publisher whose titles come out seasonally would do best to send once every three months instead of a daily e-mail. There aren’t many business types that can send a e-news ever day or every week. Every month or two or three would work better for most.
The Lyon Group / Paton Systems tools

Our web server runs “open-source” programs and tools, including the Linux operating system and PHP database scripting environment, to put your database content on clients’ Internet sites. We have found these tools to be safer to use than those made by and for the Microsoft operating systems. After careful consideration of the available e-newsletter management packages for Linux and PHP, and development work of our own, we have selected the SonicMailer Pro tool to manage our e-mailings.

SonicMailer is a package of PHP scripts that run on a server to allow Web-based control of your e-newsletters. From anywhere you have Internet access, you can log in to a password-protected web page that gives you options to manage your subscriber lists and compose and send e-newsletters. This control panel page is easy enough to use that a client with little or no knowledge of the Internet’s HTML page coding can send newsletters. You can send plain text of HTML-page newsletters (these days, nearly all e-mail readers support HTML messages, so this is the way to go so that graphics, Web links and other goodies can be incorporated). You can preview your HMTL e-mail before sending – VERY important. Unlimited numbers of newsletters can be created for a client (the more specific an opt-in newsletter’s content is, the better subscribers will like it). 

Using the SonicMailer scripts, list subscribers can add or remove themselves via Web forms at your site, with customizable welcome and goodbye messages and a double opt-in confirmation process if the client wants it. Or you can add your subscribers from your control page, one at a time or by importing an Excel or other spreadsheet text file. The subscriber info is stored in a MySQL database. Detailed statistics of the number and types of subscribers to your lists is available from the control panel, as is an archive of all previously sent messages for all lists. Varying levels of access are possible for a list – you can have one login with privileges to maintain the subscriber lists but not send e-newsletters, and another with full access to compose and send messages.

SonicMailer, from the Canadian PHP development company Sensation Designs, is a great package that we really enjoy using. As in any job, using a really good tool makes for the best quality work.

Who’ll manage what

SonicMailer allows the Lyon Group to set up e-marketing packages, offer clients a standard level of graphic and operational setup and support, and then let the clients manage all their mailings. Or we will manage your e-newsletter content and sends for you, at an additional hourly rate. You have probably received e-newsletters from major Internet sites that are complex graphic-based documents with multiple hyperlinks and multimedia effects like sounds or animations. Our award-winning graphic designer can match the best of these efforts, again, at an additional hourly rate. 

In all cases, standard or custom, the client will have the responsibility for creating and managing their subscriber lists, with operational training in this included in the setup and per-newsletter fees.

Our package

A SonicMailer standard newsletter module setup is $995 at a web site built and hosted by us. This includes the setup of the scripts, installation of databases, and client training in the use of the Web control panel to manage their newsletters and subscribers. It also includes a basic graphics setup for your e-newsletters, typically consisting of a top banner graphic in the message and instruction to the client on how to place hyperlinks, create bold and other styled text, and place supporting graphics like product images in the newsletter body.

For a newsletter module that we will manage for you, the setup is $795, again at a web site built and hosted by us, and includes script setup, installation of databases, client training in the use of the Web control panel to manage subscribers, and the basic graphics setup. Management of your newsletter edits and sends will be billed at the hourly rate of $80.

Special newsletter graphic design beyond the basic level is offered for newsletter sends in either the standard client-managed or the Lyon-managed setups. This design work also will be billed at the hourly rate of $80.

Please be aware that these newsletter fees are additional to the charges for the rest of your web site. Other documents are available from us detailing fees for building the rest of your site. In short summary, our home pages cost $495, annual web hosting is $300, additional database-driven site pages are $695, and extra non-database (static) pages are $495. Many other site features such as events calendars, e-cards, web forums and more are available. It is certainly an advantage in designing and sending e-newsletters if you can link them to pages at your web site, which often can hold more detailed information than you want to use for brevity’s sake in an e-news.
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