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Eight Ways to Improve E-mail Readership

Let’s face it, most people are looking for reasons not to read the e-mail 

you send them. This is doubly true if all you send is an advertisement. 

If you’re interested in improving e-mail opening and response rates, 

read on.

Marketing guru Ray Jutkins, a guy who knew 

how to write a message that people would read, 

o
 en invoked “radio station” WII-FM. If it’s not 

a hit there, it won’t be a hit anywhere.

What’s In It For Me? (WII-FM)
That’s the number one question that your 

message must answer within the first few 

seconds. Fail to do that and your message 

will fail.

Anyone who’s in business wants to improve 

return on investment for any kind of communuca-

tion, not just traditional advertising. � at’s the 

WII-FM that I stated in the opening paragraph 

of this message: Better response.

No magic spells exist to improve opening rates, 

response rates, and ROI but there are several time-

proven strategies. � at’s what I’d like to share 

with you now.

• The strategy that’s closest to magic is 
WII-FM. Your message can’t be about you; 

it must be about the reader. Nobody cares 

that you o� er a product or service unless you 

make crystal clear to them what bene� t this 

product or service provides. Nobody goes to 

the hardware store to buy a drill bit because 

drill bits are inherently desirable. People buy 

a drill bit because they want to create a hole. 

What do your prospects and clients want that 

you can provide?

• Send more than an advertisement. O� er 

readers something they never 

knew before. Give them a some-

thing that will make 

their lives easier or 

save money. This 

shouldn’t involve 

the need to purchase 

your product or 

service. By doing 

this, you begin to 

position yourself as 

the expert, the person to 

come to when advice is needed.

• Be regular. Set a schedule with a deadline and 

stick to it. If you can’t commit to mailing every 

week, commit to mailing every two weeks or 

every month.

• Be not cute the subject line with. I routinely 

receive messages with subject lines like “Bill, 

are you going?” or “� is is outrageous!” My 

usual response it to delete them without 

reading. � e subject of an e-mail is equivalent 

of a headline on a print story. Don’t waste it!

• Be objective. Resist the urge to include a lot 

of self-serving ad speak. Stick to the so
 -sell 

in e-mail newsletters. Write a news story, not 

a press release. If you have a success story that 

invovles a client, tell that story from the client’s 

point of view. Quote the client.

• Make the message interactive. Your e-mails 

will have a method for readers to contact 

you—a link to a website form, an e-mail link, 

or a phone number. But what else can you do 

to encourage response from readers? What can 

you o� er that will be of use to the prospect or 

client? Would a survey work for your audience?

• Don’t go overboard on graphics. � e stan-

dard for e-mail today is HTML so it’s easy to 

improve the appearance with (a limited range 

of) typefaces, and colors. Including your logo 

as a graphic is OK but many e-mail clients will 

block the image until the receiver approves 

display of graphics.

• Send a multi-part message. Every HTML 

message should be accompanied by a second 

plain-text part. Failing to include the plain-text 

part will cause some e-mail systems to reject 

the message as spam.

A Real-Life Example
I write a weekly technology report 

called TechByter Worldwide that exam-

ines hardware, software, and trends that 

will interest home users and SOHO (small 

office/home office) users.

� e opening rate for TechByter Worldwide 

rarely drops below 50%, a � gure that is consid-

erably higher than the average for this market 

segment and the opening rate for this market 

segment is considerably higher than for most 

other segments.
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On the other hand, advertising e-mails o
 en 

have an opening rate between 1% and 2%. What’s 

responsible for the high opening rate (and the 

equally high click-through rate to my website)?

I’m not the world’s best writer. Not in the top 

10. Not in the top 100. Maybe in the top 10,000. 

And there are people who know more about the 

subject than I do. But I’m always interested in what 

I write about and that enthusiasm is apparent in 

the weekly newsletter.

I’ve been sending the newsletter for more than 

a decade and it’s had an accompanying podcast 

since 2006. � ose who receive the newsletter 

requested it and that’s an important consideration.

But I Want Illustrations!
Maybe someday but not now. The E-mail 

Standards Project helps designers under-

stand why Web standards should be 

observed when creating e-mail messages 

and helps developers of e-mail programs 

understand why rendering HTML prop-

erly is important. So far it seems that 

designers have accepted the idea but those 

who make e-mail applications haven’t.

Currently the E-mail Standards Project rates 

Microso
  Outlook and Google Mail, two of the 

most popular e-mail applications, as “poor” when 

it comes to rendering HTML e-mail. Until the 

developers of those applications succeed in prop-

erly rendering HTML there’s little point in using 

the latest standards-based HTML for e-mail.

Tables are deprecated for positioning elements 

on websites but they’re the only reliable way to 

position elements in e-mail. So reasonably accu-

rate layout is possible but you should still avoid 

illustrations except for header and footer elements.

Some people think brevity is everything but 

marketing gurus know the truth. “It’s not about 

being long or short,” Ray Jutkins used to tell me. 

“It’s about being boring or interesting.” Give 

people something they want to read and they 

will read it.

Three Extra Thoughts
If you haven’t yet designed the news-

letter, you have an advantage because 

you can do it right the first time.

• Choose a descriptive name. If I were naming 

my technology newsletter today, I would prob-

ably choose something other than TechByter 

Worldwide because the name isn’t as descrip-

tive as it could be. When the program was on 

the radio, it was Technology Corner and the 

TBWW name was an extension of that.

• Give people incentives. To convince people 

to sign up for a newsletter, o� er something 

useful for free. If you want people to visit 

your website, call you, or send an e-mail a
 er 

reading your newsletter, o� er them a reason 

to do so. And “more information” is not an 

adequate reason. 

• Prufraeding are important. Spelling and 

grammar errors are easy to overlook, particu-

larly if you’re in a hurry to meet your deadline. 

It’s even easier if you are the writer, the editor, 

and the proofreader. When the editor is also 

the writer, the editor will read what the writer 

meant instead of what the writer wrote. As 

a proofreader, the writer will be so familiar 

with the material that it will be easy to miss 

mistakes. Ω

More Options (and More Reasons) for Backup

The cost of online backup services and large-capacity USB drives have 

changed the backup landscape considerably in the past year. 

Multi-part backups are � nancially within reach 

of everyone.

� e mantra is this: Any fi le that exists in 
only one location is not backed up.
• Back up � les to another directory on your 

computer: No backup.

• Back up � les to a separate hard drive in the 

computer: No backup.

• Back up � les to a USB drive that’s stored in the 

same building as the computer: No backup.

Consider using a disk imaging program such as 

Norton Ghost to store a copy of your boot drive o�  

site and an online backup service such as Carbo-

nite to back up all of your data � les remotely.

I update the boot image and add all new and 

changed � les every week to a USB drive that I 

store at the o�  ce. Carbonite backs up all of my 

Word documents, Excel documents, Access data-

bases, digital images, video � les, and websites on 

a server in Boston.

Restoring � les via the Internet would be slow so 

I consider Carbonite to be a  second line of defense.

Any � le that I’m working on will be backed up 

within seconds to a local USB drive. Because the 

drives that hold these � les sit beside the computer, 

they’re not really backup copies. But if something 

goes wrong with the desktop computer, they’re a 

great safety net.

If needed, I can attach the USB drives to a 

notebook computer and continue working even 

if the desktop system crashes.

You may think of your computer as being 

expensive but it isn’t. You may think of the applica-

tions running on your computer as being expensive 

but they aren’t. You may not give much thought at 

all to the documents you’ve created but they are 

more valuable than the computer or the applica-

tions on the computer. Ω


