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As practitioners of the art of email and eCRM (I love that phrase) we continually try to expand 
how we test and evolve the channels to show this value exchange between a consumer 
business and email/site.  One of the things I’ve put a lot of thought into is whether the email 
itself is the container of the message and content — or is it simply the messenger, and the site 
is the true catalyst to the experience?  Sometimes we get so drawn into our world of email, we 
think email is this Holy Grail of the message and forget about the rest of the experience that 
drives the real value in the brand connection. There is a latent effect of bad site experiences on 
email, and I believe we lose sight of this over time.    
 
Let’s think about a few types of commercial email you may send. 
 
Notifications:  can be account notices, event notices, transactional notices or alerts that are 
specific to your business/partners/product updates (B2B), or simply site or community 
updates.  The goal of many of these notices is to deliver a message; not persuasion, not 
motivation, not emotion, but a functional tie to a business exchange or value.  Is your goal to get 
consumers back to your site to entrench them in a new site experience?  Is the message 
designed to build value in other connections they can make to your brand?  Where is the 
content value, the best expression of your business, in the inbox or on the Web site?  How 
much information do you need to put in the email to get consumers to this value exchange you 
are driving, and what is the effort to construct this email and make it relevant?  We can test 
timing, subject lines — but the real cost saver in email production is content development and 
production. If you can put less information in an email and the site supports your experience, 
then brevity and simplicity in email may be your most effective marketing tool.   
 
Promotional Emails:  they can be discounts, sales, product releases, the list goes on.  The 
goal is to motivate a buying behavior.  In B2B this may be calling a call center, salesperson or 
company about the sale/event or buying cycle or attending an event.  In retail, it may be about 
redemption at the Web site or store level, but the value exchange is simple: 
timeliness/motivation/relevance to buying interest = transaction for business.  In this scenario, 
your challenge is to understand what is really driving conversion: the email, the subject line, the 
landing page or the shopping experience?  I see too many marketers try to do too much with 
promotional email, but then have a poor site experience to support this dynamic personalization. 
There is a delicate line you must walk to test this appropriately.  If you have declining open rates 
and declining clicks, but your site-side conversion numbers were staying the same or at parity 
with the other channels, to what would you attribute the breakdown? 
 
If you said relevance of messaging, you’ve been reading too many analyst reports!  You aren’t 
looking at the cause and effect of the entire experience.  There are latent effects of bad 
messaging, and the channel can be a barrier to the buying experience. By recognizing and 
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testing the balance of email messaging (content, tone, brevity, targeting, personalization) and 
site messaging and experience, you can find the optimal mix of content, frequency for each part 
of your email portfolio and begin to repair this hole.  Unfortunately we live in a dependent 
marketing world and while we can iterate rapidly with email, it may not be in the best interest if 
you can’t slow down enough to see the real connections you are making.  You may find you 
have more reasons to communicate and have more resources to implement by simplifying your 
approach to messaging and content development. 
 
Remember, Web sites are passive experiences — you need something to trigger a reason to go 
there and in many cases an email notice can be just that, simple, relevant, yet doesn’t need to 
be award-winning design or dynamically personalized.    
 
As is the case with all marketing, one thing doesn’t work for all, and in testing there isn’t a right 
or wrong, there’s only iteration.  Testing the amount of content in newsletters vs. what’s on the 
site (making the user go to the site for the in-depth content and experience) may pay off in 
production.  Same applies to promotional messaging. Some of the most effective retail emails 
simply had a big red SALE sign with a brand logo.  Doesn’t apply to all, but you should question 
how much personalization you need vs. the value it really draws — and you may find it’s 
incremental compared to the value you could drive by improving the site experience that 
supports the email experience.   
 
Bad landing pages = low conversion.  
 
Bad email = no people hit the pages. 
 
Bad experiences = no one sees value in the email you send. 
 
Too much complexity = you learn nothing. 
 
Simplify your approach, diversify your email portfolio (reasons to communicate) and strive to 
understand the balance in experience (site/email). This will drive those open and click rates 
upward.  Transactions don’t happen in the inbox!  
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