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Executive Summary 

Regardless of the size or market focus of an 

advertising / marketing / public relations firm, 

most agencies recognize that email marketing 

should be an integrated part of their service 

offering. 

 

This white paper explores how an agency can 

determine the relative value of managing a 

program in-house vs. fully or partly outsourcing 

the email marketing activities. It also will provide 

guidance on assessing when to engage an 

outside consultant on an as-needed basis for 

audits and specific recommendations.   

 
Engaging an Email Service 
Provider (ESP) 
 

There are scores of Email Service Providers 

(ESPs) from which to choose. In fact, some 

agencies have considered building their own, 

proprietary email marketing platform 

themselves. But just because your firm has 

some top-notch IT talent in-house does not 

automatically mean building and maintaining 

your own ESP system will make sense. 

Consider these key issues: 

1. Deliverability: the best ESPs retain a 

full-time in-house staff that focuses 

solely on ensuring your emails reach the 

in-box, and on maintaining stellar 

relationships with the Internet Service 

Providers (ISPs).  

2. Best-Practice Technology: ESPs are 

continually adding new features based 

on a constantly-evolving market. Their 

product managers are industry leaders 

who will be far more abreast of 

tomorrow’s required features than in-

house IT staff.  

3. Time-to-market: even with the best IT 

staff, the complexity of an in-house-built 

solution means that they will be 

engaged for a very long time – simply to 

recreate what already exists in many 

state-of-the-art ESP platforms.  

4. Staff costs: you need to measure that 

dollar-value drain on your agency to 

develop an in-house product – not only in 

initial development and testing, but the 

year-after-year maintenance costs and 

the occasional involvement of key staff 

members at all levels. What would 

happen if the brain behind the product is 

lured away to another firm?  

 

So let’s assume that your agency is going to 

purchase a license from one of the leaders. 

What features do you need?  

 

First, it must provide extensive analytics so that 

you can report back to your clients with useful 

and reliable information on their campaigns in 

order to demonstrate their return-on-marketing-

investment. You need to understand more than 

just open and click-through rates. The ESP 

should easily export reports on: 

 Read rates: even if recipients don’t click 

through, there is value in measuring 

whether they opened the email for a set 
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amount of time, providing an exposure 

to the brand and message.  

 Integration with Analytics: whether 

Google Analytics, Omniture, Salesforce, 

or other program, you’ll need to 

demonstrate how your campaigns 

performed following a click-through, and 

to integrate with CRM platforms 

operating on the client side.  

 Bounce report: provide detailed data 

on hard bounces AND soft bounces.  

 ISP deliverability: you must monitor 

your deliverability by Internet Service 

Provider in order to instantly identify any 

issues and gauge and prioritize 

deliverability problems. 

 Abuse reporting: show your clients 

who clicked "Report Spam" at a 

particular ISP. 

 

Deliverability is critical. Here are some features 

that your ESP should provide: 

 Dedicated IP & mailing domain name: 

unique IP addresses and unique domain 

alias for each client ensures that no 

signs of other clients are visible to the 

ISP or recipient. Some ISPs also look at 

the reputation of the mailing domain, 

which is why you should use DNS-

based hostnames. 

 Throttled approach: take a best-

practice approach to the number of 

connections and overall messages that 

are delivered to certain ISPs within a 

certain time period. Your platform 

should be able to leverage their ISP 

relationships to understand the rate at 

which they want you to send mail. 

 ISP relationships with active 

whitelisting status: you should ensure 

your ESP maintains whitelist status with 

top ISPs; derived through facilities 

provided by the ISPs, as well as through 

relationships cultivated by their in-house 

deliverability team. 

 

Next, be certain the ESP provides robust and 

easy-to-use automation. This includes: 

 Dynamic content: this process 

automates the development of highly-

specific content within each email 

message based solely on the details 

within each subscriber’s profile 

information. The email marketing 

program will automatically “serve up” the 

images, content, offers and links that are 

specifically relevant to that individual. 

This feature also helps vary your future 

messaging based on the recipient’s 

changing behaviors.  

 Event-triggered messaging: although 

most ESPs offer some form of event-

triggered messaging, an agency should 

use a platform that offers complex, 

expandable conversations, intuitive 

triggers and flexible scheduling – as well 

as useful reporting to tell you how many 

people have passed through or are in 

each step of the conversation. 

 

Finally, be certain the ESP allows you to 

manage your clients’ campaigns with ease and 
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will provide the best-practice tools to help 

ensure the email marketing efforts meet 

business goals. This includes campaign 

management tools such as: 

 Database management: you’ll need to 

enable complex segmentations of your 

clients’ lists to ensure the most relevant 

message is sent to the right recipient.  

 Detailed personalization: you must 

personalize beyond the simple 

“salutation”, to include from name and 

address, subject line, company name, 

dynamic profiling, references to prior 

purchases and more. 

 Split testing: the ESP should offer 

testing features to assign a random 

segment of the list to receive test 

versions of the message before sending 

to your whole list. That way you can try 

different subject lines, offers, graphics 

and messages to see what generates 

the most responses and then deploy the 

winning version to the remainder of your 

list. 

 

Some of the world’s most popular ESPs may not 

provide the tools you need – they are popular 

with a large pool of smaller businesses due to 

their pricing structure, not their advanced 

marketing tools. I make no secret of the fact that 

I use and recommend Listrak. I have no vested 

interest in Listrak – this recommendation comes 

from personal experience. Be certain to include 

them on your list. But here are others that may 

be a good fit for your particular needs: 

 Blue Sky Factory 

 Campaigner 

 Eloqua 

 EMMA 

 ExactTarget 

 Lyris 

 Responsys 

 Silverpop 

 StreamSend 

 Vertical Response 

 

Staffing Requirements 

When looking at any one of these leading email 

service providers, agencies are often struck by 

the annual investment in a license – especially if 

your clients are sending hundreds of thousands 

of emails each month. Larger agencies have 

therefore considered building their own 

proprietary email marketing platform in-house. 

They often employ one or more highly-skilled IT 

leaders with the ability and desire to build their 

own solution.  

 

One consideration that often goes unmeasured in 

comparing in-house email marketing 

management vs. outsourcing is total staffing cost.   

 

We can assume that any time spent on a client 

project will be billed. However there are 

significant blocks of non-billable hours that must 

be devoted to managing an in-house, best-

practice email marketing program.  

 

As with any media channel, email marketing is 

constantly changing. To stay current with the 
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new requirements for deliverability and recipient 

expectations requires a level of focus that may 

not be available with in-house staff who may 

have other responsibilities. If you build your own, 

you are essentially freezing yourself in time.  

 

You should be realistic regarding the amount of 

time it will take to build, test and deploy a robust 

email marketing system. Depending on the 

number of staff involved in a system’s 

development, it could easily take more than a 

year. Can you wait that long to build a 

competitive email marketing platform?  

 

Don’t forget that while you are building your 

system you will still need to serve your clients 

with an outsourced option. Annual costs to 

support both efforts will be very high.  

 

Even after an in-house is successfully built, you 

will incur ongoing payroll costs associated with 

maintenance. In addition to the tech issues that 

must be managed, you will need trained staff to 

oversee creative development, campaign 

deployment and analysis – discussed below. 

 
Creative Development 
 

Best-practice email design is not the same as 

web design – just knowing HTML isn’t enough. I 

have had many discussions with creative teams 

who envision a certain design that doesn’t meet 

the criteria for successful messaging, e.g. they 

might design a solid image or too many images, 

place a key call-to-action below the fold, use 

too-small or too-large font sizes, too much copy 

and so on.  

 

Full-time email marketing professionals have 

studied the results from many campaigns, both 

B2B and B2C. They’ve poured over heat maps 

showing which links work best. They’ve read 

dozens of case studies in many industries. They 

engage in daily conversations in private chat 

rooms with their peers – sharing information on 

success stories.  

 

But it does make sense to use your in-house 

creative department build the templates. Just be 

certain that an email marketing professional is 

involved in creative direction at the very least.  

 

Email marketing is both art and science. A 

proper balance between the two must be met.  

 

Campaign Deployment 

In addition to the decision whether to build an 

email solution in-house vs. acquiring a license to 

a leading ESP, there are many factors to 

consider that will help ensure a successful 

campaign deployment. 

 

I addressed some of the issues surrounding 

deliverability above regarding choosing an ESP. 

Make certain that you do all you can to help 

deliver an email to an in-box. An email not 

delivered is a lost sales opportunity – you don’t 

even get the chance for a brand impression.  

 



 
Vogel Marketing Solutions LLC  |  255 Butler Avenue, Suite 201-B, 

Lancaster, PA 17601  |  717.368.5143  

www.BestPractice-Email.com  | Mark@VogelMarketing.net  

This is a good area for a full-time email marketing 

professional to help strategize on the campaign 

deployment, including but not limited to: 

 A/B split testing 

 Dynamic profiling  

 List appending and segmentation 

 Time-of-day decisions 

 Integration with CRM tools 

 Complex event trigger tactics (if-X-then-

Y mapping) 

 Landing page strategies 

 Integration with Social Media 

 

Campaign Analysis 

Best-practice email marketing provides some of 

the most accurate, actionable campaign data of 

any media. By properly understanding and using 

that data you can gain insights into your 

customers’ behavioral and purchasing habits. It’s 

critical that you accurately analyze that data from 

email campaigns, web analytics and sales figures 

to effectively segment and reach your audience 

with truly relevant and timely messages.  

 

 A full-time email marketing professional can use 

an experienced eye to interpret the columns of 

data. They will analyze open, read, click, 

conversion and engagement metrics so you know 

how campaigns are performing. They will also 

look at your bounces, complaints and 

unsubscribes to make sure your list is healthy. 

The real value is what they can do with your data. 

 

These analytical skills are developed with 

experience over time. There are many factors 

that can influence how results are interpreted, 

such as: 

 Comparison of open vs. read vs. 

click-through rates: it’s important to 

understand what’s happening at each 

stage of the engagement process – are 

the recipients opening? If so, why? Are 

they lingering on the message, and is it 

prompting them to click through? If not, 

why not … and what actions should you 

now take?  

 Poor landing-page optimization: a 

campaign that has a high open and 

click-through rate is not a success if 

sales aren’t converting. Is the landing 

page clearly providing a season to act? 

 Integration with Social Media: are you 

integrating Social Media with an email 

campaign, and if yes how are you 

measuring its effect? Are all audiences 

going to the same landing page? 

 Website analytic integration: related 

to the above point, you must ensure 

your email marketing campaigns are 

integrated with Google Analytics or 

Omniture, and that you can interpret 

their relative effect on each other. 

 Unsubscribe activity: be sure to 

understand trends in unsubscribe rates. 

Is it due to a too-high frequency or lack 

of relevant content? Compare A/B split 

tests to make this determination.  
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Fully-Outsourced Option 
 

Based on the information presented so far in this 

whitepaper, you might now be able to 

understand some of the factors in determining 

which one of three ways to go: no outsourcing / 

all in-house, a fully-outsourced scenario with no 

email marketing capabilities in-house, or a 

partially-outsourced option.  

 

A fully-outsourced email marketing strategy 

would involve the following: 

 Run all campaigns through the ESP 

license of the consultant. 

 Provide all databases to the consultant 

for merging / purging, appending, 

hygiene, segmentation and 

maintenance. 

 Involve consultant in strategic planning. 

 Engage the consultant in all aspects of 

opt-in list development, including online 

forms and social media integration. 

 Task the consultant with reporting, 

analysis and recommendations on the 

plan forward for all campaigns. 

 Involve the consultant with your creative 

director for design guidance, and with 

your copywriter for content 

development. 

 Involve the consultant with your 

webmaster / Internet marketing leader 

for landing page optimization and 

analytics integration, as well as 

implementation of unique IP addresses 

and domain names.  

 Ensure the consultant is engaged with 

your agency’s or client’s sales leader to 

help understand conversions and 

measure the sales teams’ actions. 

 
Partially-Outsourced 
Option 
 

The above bullet points for the fully-outsourced 

option can be reviewed to determine the best fit 

for a consultant. For example, if you’re confident 

in your agency’s creative team to develop 

successful designs and content, then you can 

opt to supply the consultant with HTML code or 

layered image files of the email content.  

 

Another scenario involves providing a consultant 

with access to your ESP platform to help launch, 

analyze and manage your campaigns. The 

consultant might be fully removed from the 

creative processes and only run the “back end” of 

the program to ensure all technical requirements 

are met. They will monitor deliverability, analytics 

and CAN-SPAM compliance. 

 

Conversely, you can engage the consultant at 

the creative level, developing designs that are 

aligned to you or your client’s brand and creating 

crisp content and relevant offers that will drive 

conversions. You can then utilize your in-house 

IT and web staff to launch and monitor 

campaign stats.   

 
 
 



 
Vogel Marketing Solutions LLC  |  255 Butler Avenue, Suite 201-B, 

Lancaster, PA 17601  |  717.368.5143  

www.BestPractice-Email.com  | Mark@VogelMarketing.net  

Service Audit Option 
 

The final option to consider is engaging a 

consultant as an auditor of your in-house 

managed campaigns. They can spend time 

reviewing all your efforts and drill down to 

specific problems that they might highlight. He or 

she can make recommendations on changes to 

the plan going forward – which you can accept 

as you see fit. 

 

This may be a good option for larger agencies 

with well-staffed creative teams and internet 

marketing personnel who have the capacity to 

stay somewhat current with most email 

marketing best-practices. Having an outside eye 

review your efforts is a good way to protect your 

– and your clients’ – investment in email 

marketing strategies.  

 

I am available to discuss any of the information in 

this whitepaper to help ensure your agency is 

providing the best possible service to your clients.  
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About Vogel 
Marketing 
Solutions 
 

I specialize in best-

practice email 

marketing. I consult with 

advertising agencies and marketing firms on 

email database development, subject lines, 

creative development, campaign analysis, A/B 

split testing and deliverability. I will help marketers 

adhere to CAN-SPAM guidelines, and ensure 

their clients’ messages make to the in-box. 

 

My 30 years of extensive marketing experience 

means that I approach email marketing as part 

of a companies' total marketing efforts -- both 

online and offline. 

 

My email marketing clients include Fortune 500 

companies, national retailers, e-commerce 

websites, manufacturers, not-for-profits, real 

estate firms, energy companies, construction 

firms and more. 

 

I can support marketing firms by providing email 

services for their clients -- working invisibly in 

the background, or directly with the clients if 

needed. This allows ad agencies to offer best-

practice, state-of-the-art email marketing 

services without the need for staffing, licenses, 

training and other implementation expenses. 

 

I can be reached at 717.368.5143 or 

Mark@VogelMarketing.net.  
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