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What Is an E-Newsletter?
“An e-newsletter is a recurring e-mail 
communication that a user opted to 
receive from an organization.”

- Email Newsletter Usability, Nielsen Norman Group Report 
(NNG)



Why Do E-Newsletters?
For DOE programs and laboratories, e-newsletters:

– Present a convenient way to communicate to 
an audience 

– Offer a push mechanism to get messages out
– Can offer a pull mechanism to drive users to a 

Web site
– Drive Web site content updates
– Offer an opportunity to solicit input from and create 

dialogue with customers
– Build loyalty with users
– Offer perceived cost savings (no printing or 

mailing costs).



Why Do E-Newsletters?
For users, e-newsletters:

– Offer a convenient way to stay informed
– Increase productivity

50% reported increased productivity; 38% rely on e-news for 
industry info. (Source: NNG)

– Create a bond with the organization.
“I feel guilty [about unsubscribing], like I’m breaking off a 
relationship. I’m thinking of all the good things about it. 
Maybe I should re-subscribe.” (Source: NNG)



E-Newsletter Challenges 
DOE programs and laboratories:

– Need a strong privacy policy to protect contact information
– Need a continued funding source
– Need human resources to produce
– May not save money over print 

• Same content costs
• Programming, information architecture, and maintenance costs

– May find their e-newsletters are perceived as spam; users 
may not remember signing up. 



E-Newsletter Challenges 

For users:
– The content may not be relevant.
– Formatting problems may hinder message.

– 50% of users reported formatting problems 
(Source: NNG)

– More issues than with Web sites

– E-mails may be perceived as spam; users may be 
afraid to unsubscribe. 
(Source: NNG)

– May be too frequent.



eSNOW



Weekly Grist



NREL’s Experience
• E-newsletters contain two major components:

• E-mail 
• Web site.

• What we’re working on:
• What is the relationship between the e-mail 

and the Web site?



Three Models
• Model 1:

– All content is included in e-mail
– Web site is archive only.

• Model 2:
– E-mail is list of links and scope notes
– Content is posted on “parent” Web site
– Newsletter site is archive of brief emails.

• Model 3:
– E-mail is list of links and scope notes
– Content is its own site – online journal.



Model 1: ENN E-Mail



Model 1: ENN Web Site



Model 2:  Conservation Update E-Mail



Model 2 : Conservation Update –
Web site



Model 3: Energy Matters Newsletter 



Model 3: Energy Matters Online 
Journal



Back End
E-mail clients:

– User preferences on text versus HTML: 
• 43% have no preference
• 19% prefer text
• 38% prefer HTML 

(Source: NNG)
– Offer both text and HTML. 
– Test your messages on multiple email clients.



Back End (cont’d)
Lyris E-mail Software:

– Fast (e-mail goes to 9,600 ENN recipients in 8 minutes)
– Auto-detects e-mail client for text or HTML formatting
– Automated list management (holding and dropping bouncers)
– Delayed sending, confirmation e-mails, custom messages
– EERE newsletters outsourced to Sparklist (E-mail List Host)

• Reporting 
• $200 setup fee 
• Monthly charge for sending out newsletter, variable rates

– NREL newsletters in-house.



Back End (cont’d)
Automate with Web scripting and databases.
• Don't recreate the wheel every time you publish 

an edition.
• Ease the creation and management of archives. 
• Task a content person rather than a coder to be 

responsible for entering news.
• Publish the same information in multiple formats.



Back End (cont’d)
E-newsletters are often perceived as spam.

– Some ISPs block or filter E-mail hosts.
– Test messages against spam filters.
– Test addresses at key domains.
– Be sure you are “missed.”

Source: Email Marketing Best Practices, Lyris Technologies



Summary of Best Practices 



Sender and Subject Lines in E-mail



• Use the same sender name, and make the 
sender name meaningful.

• Put descriptive content in the subject line.
• Keep the subject line fairly short.
• If possible, don’t repeat information in the 

subject and sender lines.

Sender and Subject Lines in E-Mail



E-Mail Content and Layout
• Name the newsletter clearly.
• Use best practices for Web writing.

– Know your audience, and write for them.
– Keep it short. 

• Limit “page downs.”
• Avoid long blocks of text. Use bullets, short sentences, and 

paragraphs.
– Provide timely content (trainings, solicitations, campaigns).
– Use common e-news format: headline, short paragraph, 

link to more information (example: ENN).
• Limit full-length articles, and put longer articles on the 

Web site.
• Provide a table of contents with jump links at the top of 

the page.
• Include links to subscribe and unsubscribe in every e-mail.



E-Mail Delivery

• Provide text and HTML options.
• Test for platform diversity.
• Limit file size to 40 KB or less. (Source: NNG)



E-Mail Frequency
• Be realistic.

– Consider the available budget.
– Consider the available human resources.
– Consider audience needs.

• Find a balance between frequency and depth 
of content.



E-Mail Management
• Have a specific strategy with your email:

– Define purpose
– Meet needs of recipients.

• If the e-newsletter is high-profile, consider 
creating an editorial board.



Subscribe Page on Web Site



Subscribe Page on Web Site
• Make it easy for users to unsubscribe.
• Explain the frequency of the e-newsletter.
• Describe the content of the e-newsletter, and 

link to the current issue. 
• Link to the privacy statement.
• Ask for minimal info to subscribe (only need 

e-mail address).
• Offer a choice of both text and HTML.



Web Site Content
• Provide a print option for the entire issue and 

for individual articles.
• Organize the archives: 

– By date 
– By topic

• Provide a search feature for archives.



Web Site Measurement
• Review statistics to track the e-news effect on 

Web page views.
• Track the number of subscribers.



Marketing



Marketing
• Prominently feature the e-newsletter on the Web site.
• Develop print collateral (postcards and bookmarks).
• Integrate into other Web processes. (For example, 

give subscribe options to users as they download 
software.)

• Encourage viral marketing (i.e., forwarding the e-
newsletter to friends or co-workers).

• Conduct a links campaign.
• Conduct a user survey of the newsletter every 

2–3 years.



Maintenance
• Determine the maintenance budget for the 

e-mail and the Web site.
• Decide if you will maintain links in archives.
• Determine how long to keep archives.
• Consider automating updates to both e-mail 

and Web site for content providers.



Final Thoughts
Personally

– Feel empowered to unsubscribe to e-newsletters 
that you receive.

Professionally
– E-newsletters are great tools, but be realistic 

about level of effort they require.
– Follow best practices. 
– Order the NNG report and read Lyris paper.



Resources
• E-mail Newsletter Usability, Nielsen Norman 

Group Report
– http://www.nngroup.com/reports/newsletters/
– $298 for single report, $498 for site license

• Email Marketing Best Practices, Lyris
– http://www.sparklist.com/resources/whitepapers/L

yris-BestPractices-v101404.pdf

http://www.nngroup.com/reports/newsletters/
http://www.sparklist.com/resources/whitepapers/Lyris-BestPractices-v101404.pdf
http://www.sparklist.com/resources/whitepapers/Lyris-BestPractices-v101404.pdf
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