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The tra di tional mail ing list is still one of your most power ful pro mo tional tools. Nik Rawl in son explores how to
make it work for you.

Ray Tom lin son sent the world’s �rst email in 1971 – and more than 50 years later, the medium is as pop u lar as
ever, with 4.5 bil lion users world wide in 2024. Accord ing to ONS �g ures, it’s the one thing Brits do online more
than any thing else.
One reason why email remains such a suc cess is its uni ver sal ity. Email works equally well on smart phones, tab lets
and desktop com puters, and it doesn’t rely on pro pri et ary apps.
For busi nesses, email is also one of the most dir ect ways to reach an audi ence. You have full con trol of your mes -
sage and the means of its deliv ery; there’s no need to game an algorithm or jump through arbit rary hoops to make
sure your con tent is seen. The only bar rier to entry is that you’ll prob ably want to engage a third-party ser vice to
man age your mail ing list – but aside from their plat form require ments there are very few gotchas to worry about.
That’s why, while social media and in�u en cers may be on the rise, email is going from strength to strength. Ana -
lyst Statista pre dicts that email mar ket ing rev enue will hit $12.3 bil lion world wide this year, and reach $17.9 bil -
lion by 2027.
Sign up with an ESP
If you want to use email for mar ket ing, you’ll prob ably need to sign up with a spe cial ist part ner. Reg u lar busi ness
email ser vices aren’t designed for mass mail ings; if you blast out thou sands of mes sages to cus tom ers and sub -
scribers you could be sanc tioned.
Work with an email ser vice pro vider (ESP) and you’ll bene �t from tailored hard ware and soft ware that’s designed
to handle large volumes of email. Estab lished play ers such as Mailchimp, Aweber and Hub Spot also give you the
bene �t of a trus ted repu ta tion: email pro viders around the world know that these ser vices have robust policies
and meas ures in place to pre vent abuse, so they’ll let your mes sages through to their inten ded recip i ents, whereas
mass mailshots from unre cog nised senders are more likely to be bounced or junked. When choos ing an ESP, ask
spe ci�c ally about deliv ery rates, and look for a pro vider that can prom ise close to 100%.
Like web hosts, ESPs typ ic ally o�er a range of ser vice tiers, where the amount you pay depends on the size of your
mail ing list. Aweber’s Plus tier costs $20 a month (billed annu ally) for up to 500 sub scribers, $30 a month for up
to 2,500, $50 a month for up to 5,000 and so on; Mailchimp Stand ard starts at £16 a month for fewer than 500
sub scribers, rising to £36 for up to 1,500, and £48 for up to 2,500.
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Many ESPs let you get star ted for free, with an intro duct ory month or a free tier with lim ited fea tures. These vary
widely between pro viders; with Mailchimp’s free plan, you can send up to 1,000 emails a month, but your con tact
list can’t exceed 500 addresses. Aweber’s Free plan also caps your con tacts at 500, but you can send up to 3,000
emails in total. If you’re run ning a small or solo busi ness, you may �nd that a free plan does all you need, at least
in the short term. Before you wed your self to any pro vider, however, try export ing both
your con tacts and your email archive; this provides reas sur ance that you can eas ily migrate between ser vices or
refer back to past mes sages as needed. That applies par tic u larly if you’re try ing to build a com munity around a
news let ter, rather than just send ing out sales pro mo tions.
For tu nately, the data port ab il ity require ments of GDPR and sim ilar reg u la tions mean the pro cess is usu ally quite
simple. For example, Substack is a rel at ively new player, foun ded in 2017, but it has some big-name pub lish ers
already. If you want to move there from Mailchimp, you simply need to export your Mailchimp audi ence as a CSV
�le to Substack and cre ate a cam paign archive page in Mailchimp, which you can refer to in the Substack dash -
board to com plete the import.
Work within the law
An ESP can also help with com pli ance. Unless your mailshot recip i ents are strictly loc al ised to one region, your
mes sages and list man age ment need to com ply with a vari ety of reg u la tions, which is more of a chal lenge than
you might ima gine. For example, GDPR and its UK equi val ent have been widely dis cussed in these pages and else -
where, but what do you know about Aus tralia’s Spam Act of 2003, Brazil’s Lei Geral de Proteção de Dados Pess oais
or Japan’s Act on Spe ci�ed Com mer cial Trans ac tions?
An email ser vice pro vider can provide leg ally com pli ant sign-up forms to embed on your web site, and a water -
tight mech an ism through which recip i ents can unsub scribe. Ideally, it will also allow you to imple ment double
opt-in, whereby new sub scribers receive a link by email that needs to be clicked to con �rm their sign-up – pro -
tect ing them from being signed up for unwanted spam, and ensur ing you aren’t send ing it.
If you’re embed ding your sign-up form on your own web site, be sure to post details of any cook ies involved, with
instruc tions on opt ing out or delet ing them. Your data col lec tion and email ing activ it ies will need to be covered in
a pub lished pri vacy policy.
You should also be aware of UK reg u la tions ( tiny url.com/354uke mail) dic tat ing that when you col lect a cus -
tomer’s details, you must get addi tional per mis sion if you want to send them other o�ers or pro mo tions. Your
mes sages must also indic ate who you are, that you’re selling something (if, indeed, you are), and any con di tions.
Don’t add sub scribers without per mis sion
On the sub ject of sign-ups, it hope fully goes without say ing that you should never add indi vidu als to your mail ing
list without obtain ing their act ive con sent. Be wary of buy ing in mail ing lists: the Inform a tion Com mis sioner’s
O�ce (ICO) warns that, when mak ing calls or send ing texts or emails, “you can only use [bought-in lists] if all
the people on the list have spe ci�c ally con sen ted to receive that type of mes sage from you. Gen eric con sent cov er -
ing any third party will not be enough” (see tiny url.com/354ico1).
If you’re mar ket ing to other busi nesses, however, then the rules are di� er ent. As the ICO explains: “The PECR
[Pri vacy and Elec tronic Com mu nic a tions Reg u la tions] rule on dir ect mar ket ing by elec tronic mail does not apply
to cor por ate sub scribers. For example, this means you can send B2B dir ect mar ket ing emails or texts to any cor -
por ate body. You do not need their con sent under PECR to send such mes sages.”
However someone ends up on your mail ing list, you should always provide an easy mech an ism to unsub scribe –
and hon our such requests. Doing so doesn’t just keep you on the right side of the law, it can be bene � cial to your
mar ket ing e�orts. You won’t harm the good will you’ve been build ing, and you won’t be wast ing money and
resources send ing mes sages to people who don’t want to receive them. There’s also less chance of recip i ents
report ing your emails as spam – an import ant point, as too many reports can lead to email hosts black list ing your
mater ial, or auto mat ic ally cat egor ising it as junk.
Become a sub ject expert
We men tioned above that email mar ket ing is a huge busi ness, and that means your audi ence is prob ably receiv ing
a con sid er able volume of pro mo tional mes sages from all over the web. Your chal lenge, there fore, is to ensure that
they open and engage with your emails.
The obvi ous approach is to ensure there’s something in it for them. If you’re announ cing new products, advert -
ising a sale or o�er ing a dis count, the bene �t might seem obvi ous from your side of the fence.
But most of your sub scribers prob ably aren’t look ing to make an imme di ate pur chase. They might only open such
emails once in a blue moon, when they’re feel ing �ush or in need of something spe ci�c that you o�er.
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You have a bet ter chance of attract ing your sub scribers’ atten tion if you can estab lish your self as a sub ject-mat ter
expert. Even when your email recip i ents aren’t intend ing to spend money, they’ll be engaged by the prom ise of
valu able inform a tion.
As an example, the screen shot on the fol low ing page demon strates sub scriber growth for a weekly niche-interest
news let ter, cov er ing sig ni �c ant his tor ical events in the local region. The value for the reader is in the con tent of
the news let ter itself, rather than any dis counts or product pro mo tions – the list itself has never (yet) been used to
dir ectly sell a product or ser vice – while for the pub lisher, the goal is to drive tra�c to an asso ci ated web site. As
the num ber of sub scribers has grown, the news let ter has main tained healthy levels of engage ment, with open
rates that are almost always over 60%.
Indeed, the news let ter’s con tent reaches a far wider audi ence than the sub scriber base would sug gest. Thanks to
read ers for ward ing and shar ing con tent, the 16 Decem ber issue actu ally reached almost twice as many read ers as
there were sub scribers on the list. One sum mer issue reached three times as many read ers as it was ori gin ally sent
to.
Access to this sort of inform a tion is another bene �t of sign ing up with an ESP. The pre cise range of met rics avail -
able will depend on the plat form, and in some cases on the tier to which you sign up. Mailchimp’s Stand ard and
Premium tiers go bey ond basic met rics to explore cus tomer life time value, pur chase like li hood and inferred
demo graph ics. Sim il arly, while Aweber’s Lite plan includes mes sage ana lyt ics, the Plus and Unlim ited tiers roll in
advanced report ing and ana lyt ics.
Even if you don’t pay for a ser vice, look for audi ence track ing, show ing your sub scrip tion num bers and how many
of your emails are opened. Many pro viders rank your audi ence so you can see who most reli ably opens your mes -
sages; these will be your most engaged sub scribers, whom you may want to tar get with exclus ive o�ers or addi -
tional con tent, as we’ll dis cuss later.
Set and mon itor tar gets
Taken on their own terms the news let ter �g ures above are very pos it ive, but whether or not you want to emu late
them will depend on your spe ci�c goals. If you’re try ing to grow sales, read er ship num bers alone are no meas ure
of suc cess.
That’s why it’s import ant to set clear tar gets at the out set, and gauge your mar ket ing pro gramme’s res ults
against those met rics over time. Once you can see what e�ect your activ it ies are hav ing, you can tweak the for -
mula. Two power ful tools in your out box are A/B test ing and seg ment a tion.
The former lets you try out di� er ent approaches to see which is most e�ect ive, while the lat ter allows you to tailor
con tent to di� er ent sub groups within your sub scriber list.
With A/B test ing you pro duce two ver sions of a cam paign and send each to a sub set of sub scribers. The di� er ence
between the mes sages could be no more than a di� er ent sub ject line, but you can also use A/B test ing to try out
di� er ent lay outs or run ning orders – or entirely di� er ent o�ers. The key is to see which con trib utes most e�ect -
ively towards achiev ing your goal when it lands in your guinea pigs’ inboxes. Then, send that ver sion to the
remainder of your list.
A/B test ing usu ally requires a paid account with your ESP. It’s included in Mailchimp’s Essen tials plan (£10.33/
mth) and above; Zoho Cam paigns o�ers it in the Stand ard (£2.40/mth) tier; while Aweber (which calls it “email
split test ing”) o�ers it in the Lite pack age ($12.50/mth)
and above.
Seg ment a tion works sim il arly, but it’s not inten ded for try ing things out. Rather, it’s about tail or ing con tent for
di� er ent seg ments of your mail ing list. It’s up to you to work out how to divide up your read er ship: if you pub lish
sign-up forms on sev eral external sites, you could start by tag ging sub scribers based on source, or you could sur -
vey them dir ectly to �nd out their interests. Altern at ively, you could play a longer game of iter at ive A/B test ing to
dis cover what sort of emails di� er ent people actu ally open.
You’ll also need to decide just how �nely you want to seg ment your address book. It may be tempt ing to de�ne a
large num ber of small groups for pre cise tar get ing, but this can be �ddly and resourcein tens ive. It can also make
it di�  cult to gauge assess your out comes: Adobe’s cloud team advises that “you do want stat ist ic ally mean ing ful
seg ments... so try to avoid seg ment ing so much that you’re left with just a hand ful of people in each seg ment”
(see tiny url.com/354adobe).
Don’t for get your call to action
You prob ably know what you want your sub scribers to do when they’ve �n ished read ing your email, but it might
not be obvi ous to them. Don’t be shy about sign ing o� with an unam bigu ous call to action. This could be an invit -
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a tion to buy something, to make an inquiry, or to for ward your email to their own con tacts. If you have noth ing to
push at that par tic u lar moment, per haps invite dis cus sion by pos ing a ques tion – and always include a link to
your online store or social chan nels.
Don’t save your call to action for the end of the email, either – many sub scribers won’t read that far. If you pub -
lish a news let ter via Substack, the editor will check that you’ve added sub scrip tion but tons – and if you haven’t, it
will o�er to add them itself. These will appear twice in the res ult ing email: around two para graphs into your con -
tent, and again in the footer. These but tons are dynamic, so people who’ve already sub scribed will instead see an
induce ment to switch to a paid sub scrip tion.
There’s an art to writ ing a con cise yet e�ect ive call to action. Think about what would make you respond in a sim -
ilar situ ation: you can play on people’s fear of miss ing out by pro mot ing a short-term o�er, or cre ate a sense of
scarcity with a capped deal avail able to only (say) the �rst 50 cus tom ers. Don’t make sub scribers feel exploited,
though. O�er something of real value, and be hon est about its avail ab il ity or you risk dam aging the repu ta tion
that your mar ket ing pro gramme should be devel op ing.
This is another situ ation where A/B test ing and seg ment a tion can be e�ect ive, allow ing you to test the most
enga ging calls to action, and to vary your o�er based on what you know about your sub scribers.
The road ahead
Per haps the biggest recur rent chal lenge in email mar ket ing is gen er at ing a never-end ing series of inter est ing and
enga ging mes sages. This is an area where many busi nesses are increas ingly draw ing on AI: as well as cre at ing
new body text, AI tools can help mar ket ing teams to repur pose exist ing con tent for the plat form, or com pile cur -
ated lists of con tent with which to engage de�ned audi ence seg ments.
It’s hard to pre dict what other tech no lo gies may come into play in the future, but one thing is for sure: as Sales -
force says in its latest State of Mar ket ing report, “when it comes to sheer volume of sends, email remains an
e�ect ive digital chan nel... in fact, cus tom ers say that email is among their pre ferred chan nels to inter act with
brands” (see tiny url. com/354sales force). So, old-fash ioned as it may seem, don’t think of email mar ket ing as an
idea that’s on its way out: if you’re not already using it, it’s high time you star ted.
“Don’t save your call to action for the end of the email – many sub scribers won’t read that far”


