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Five Commandments of Small-Biz 
Email Marketing Awesomeness by Gary Levitt, Mad Mimi

Before we even start, let’s ask: Is email marketing for your small 
business even worth doing? Yes and no. Yes, if you do it well. 
No, if you take the path of mediocrity. Sure, tools can make 
email marketing easier, but it’ll still take time and effort. Before 
you invest any precious time into email marketing, take on the 
mindset that “good enough” isn’t good enough. 

Countless small businesses send out countless emails every 
day. If you were to sift through campaigns and results (as I 
do), the mountains of data would suggest two breeds of email 
campaign: the outstanding... and the invisible. Your emails need 
to be outstanding.

A “bad” email promotion can be much harder to produce than 
an outstanding one because it involves laboring over imitation 
and so-called best-practices... sterilizing the soul out of your 
verbiage only to get lost in a sea of lookalikes and clichés. 
It’s much easier to make an outstanding email because that 
involves just being yourself and enjoying the process. 

With that in mind, here are my Five Commandments for email 
awesomeness—tailor-made for small businesses.

1. Perfection can be a huge imperfection
The other day, I met a gelled, buffed, and dry-cleaned car 
salesman delivering a flawless pitch to an elevator-music 
soundtrack. Why did he make my skin crawl? Because I wasn’t 
seeing him. It was a projection, a front, a lie. His shtick was 
so universally and calculatedly inoffensive... that it became 
somewhat offensive. Do not do that in your emails.

Be you. The best brands—much like the best people—have an 
identity, a voice, idiosyncrasies, and unpredictable quirks. That 
is the stuff of relationships, the brand glue that turns customers 
into friends. 

Think about the emails you read most—your priority emails. 
They’re from friends, family members, and co-workers: emails 
packed with quirks and typos and life, but always relevant 

and real. Relationships are what dominate real email com-
munication. To become a priority, you have to be human, not a 
watered-down, mass-oriented chunk of supposed perfection. 

I’m not suggesting you sprinkle in some “mood” or typos (very 
bad idea), but do let your guard down a bit. The play-it-safe 
tone of boardroom presentations has no place in your email. It’s 
the one-on-one candid stuff that happens behind closed doors 
that perks readers up.

Let them see the fire and passion you have for your brand, 
products, and services. Take chances, be real, and you’ll increase 
the odds of being read, liked, and trusted.

2. Humanize everything 
Your email strategy isn’t just about your email. It’s also about 
getting new signups and keeping them. Once you’ve found 
your true voice, use it everywhere. 

Name your email. “Sign up for our newsletter” is a little blah. If 
your business is Maggie’s Garden Supply Warehouse, garden-
variety garden junkies are much more likely to opt in to 
“Maggie’s Green Thumb Gazette.” 

Customize the opt-in process to make it nice and simple. Name 
and email data fields are usually all you need—or maybe you 
just need email addresses. Asking for a ton of personal informa-
tion will annoy potential subscribers, lower your subscription 
numbers, and make you look suspiciously robotic. Put a human 
touch on your opt-in process by asking only for what you truly 
need. 

Add a splash of personality to your opt-in landing page and 
confirmation page. Even a simple line that reads “Yay, you did 
it” could make a big difference. You just started a relationship, 
and you should be ecstatic. Don’t sour it with a cookie-cutter 
response such as “Your email sign-up process has been con-
firmed.” Welcome your new friend warmly, and set the tone 
with a lovely first impression.

http://www.marketingprofs.com/topic/all/email-marketing
http://www.marketingprofs.com/topic/all/small-business
http://www.marketingprofs.com/topic/all/small-business
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3. Accessorize
You just designed a beautiful email. Think you’re done? Think 
again. Just like a dashing scarf completes a beautiful outfit, an 
added anecdote, tip, or testimonial completes a beautiful email. 

Get in the habit of “accessorizing” your emails with add-ons 
that surprise and delight the reader. If your focus is a specific 
promotion or product, start with that. Underneath that (I prefer 
using a simple line as a divider), add a recent customer review 
that has you bursting with pride, or a blurb from your latest 
blog post, or a link to someone else’s fascinating article... and a 
short comment about it. 

Something is always worth sharing, and your email is perfect 
for doing so. Unlike Facebook and Twitter, you’re not limited 
to one message. You can piggyback a second one. It’s like the 
bubblegum in a pack of baseball cards; it’s not the main reason 
you bought the cards, but it sure is sweet. Plus, you might be 
surprised by all the clicks and social sharing that your little 
afterthought generates.

4. Great design is always worth it
Your email needs a killer header—a banner-esque image at the 
top of each email that’s branded, distinctive, and memorable. 
Like a magazine cover, the header sets the tone. A strong 
header can make an email that’s light on content seem weighty 
and important. Have a graphic designer help with type-setting 
and graphics. Do it once, and do it right. You’re going to get 
tons of use out of it. 

For the body of your email, simple is better. Go for a one-col-
umn layout. Multi-column layouts are hard to digest; they work 
in print newsletters, but email newsletters scroll, so columns are 
unnecessary. 

Use bigger type and readable fonts, preferably the official fonts 
and colors of your brand. Choose simple, powerful images, 
and tweak your copy blocks to avoid awkward line breaks and 
distracting asymmetries. 

When in doubt, cry for design help from your email service 
provider. It has a vested interest in your email looking beautiful, 
and it should be more than willing to help. 

5. To send or not to send... that is the 
(stupid) question
OK, it’s never stupid to ask questions. But when sending emails, 
the adage “less is more” breaks down. 

Email is a crowded playing field. After your best efforts to make 
smart, human, beautiful emails, you can still expect most of 
them to be ignored. 

If a baseball player bats .300, that’s 30% success—good enough to 
become an All-Star. But with those odds, you need to step up to the 
plate as much as possible. When in doubt, send. Err on the side of 
too much sending... and increase your odds of connecting. 

Don’t send just for the sake of sending, though. Make sure your 
message is relevant and its content is outstanding. If you have 
an important promotion, repackage the message or offer it 
in a different way, and send it again a few days later. It’s fine. 
I promise.

The benefit of being seen far outweighs the risk of annoying 
someone who opted in to receive your emails. 

* * *

Enterprise is changing into friendterprise. As a small business, 
you have to be a friend to your customer if you want to stand 
out from the herd of bigger businesses. The easiest way to 
seem like you’re a friend is to actually be one. As a small 
business, that should come easy to you. You’re not hamstrung 
by bureaucracy, committees, and shareholders. You have a 
manageable customer base, so you can afford to take risks, give 
personalized attention, and just be yourself.

Rising above email mediocrity is similar to rising above medioc-
rity in relationships, art, life, everything. Brands that keep it real, 
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love what they do, and work smart, do better in general—and 
so do their email campaigns. 

Ultimately, email is just a tool. It’s the humanity behind the tool 
that gives email its power. So the key to crafting outstanding 
email campaigns is to be in touch with what you want to say 
and feel genuine satisfaction in saying it.

In the words of Janis Joplin, “You know you got it, if it makes 
you feel good.”  
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Email Creative: Standing Out From 
the Crowd by Karen Talavera, Synchronicity Marketing

With email inboxes more crowded than ever, your message’s 
successful arrival in the recipient’s inbox is half the battle. 
Assuming you routinely have good deliverability, the second 
half of that battle is standing out from the crowd. 

The majority of email users (more than 70% by some estimates) 
view the lineup of email messages in their inboxes via preview 
panes, so only a snapshot of each message is visible either on 
the right side or on the lower half of their screens. Checking 
email via a mobile device can be even more limiting, eliminat-
ing previews altogether. 

Like it or not, that is the reality for email marketers today, which 
is why it’s essential that your email messages not only pop and 
get straight to the point but also make a memorable entrance! 

What follows are three tried and true creative tactics that’ll 
always boost your message appeal. Although you may have 
seen these tactics applied to marketing and advertising in 
offline channels, they can have a greater impact online than 
offline—especially because of short attention spans and email’s 
deliverability and rendering issues.

1. Compelling, Colorful Headlines 
Compelling and colorful headlines stand out and are easily 
readable in preview panes. They immediately draw the reader 
to the main point of your message.

Don’t rely solely on a graphic header, such as the one that 
may be topping your blog or site, to do the job of a headline; 
they’re two different things. Though a graphic banner or 
“masthead” may be fine for e-newsletters, other marketing 
messages require more punch and relevancy. Each deserves a 
unique headline.

Take a look at the following example from restaurant group 
Bonefish Grill (which has a history of great email headlines, 
by the way). Notice the great headline copywriting and how 
each section of the message has a sub-headline to draw the 
reader in.

Tip: Headline fonts, sizes, and colors are routinely tested, but 
you don’t need to go to such lengths if you simply follow the 
graphic standards of your brand and marketing communica-
tions. So, don’t forget that headline, and try tying it into your 
message subject line, too.

http://www.marketingprofs.com/topic/all/email-marketing
http://www.marketingprofs.com/topic/all/email-deliverability
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2. Pictures, Please! 
Eye-tracking lab studies measuring how people visually inter-
act with email have proven that messages with images have 
higher readability than those without.

Although including a picture of a product is an obvious tactic 
to increase advertising effectiveness, much email marketing is 
not product or retail oriented; it’s service or content oriented. 
Finding relevant photos and images for those types of mes-
sages is just as important as it is for messages sent by clothing 
and furniture retailers, whose catalog-spread-style emails and 
sites consist largely of images.

See how much more interesting this B2B email for phone 
conference services looks with images vs. how it would have 
looked with text alone:

 

Tip: Include at least one image in every promotional email. 
Photos are ideal, but even illustrations, cartoons, caricatures, 
logos, and icons are effective. Experiment with different per-

centages of copy vs. graphic. Editorial-style emails are usually 
heavier on copy than graphics, but you might find that a highly 
compelling photo with a strong headline and short intro para-
graph works as well as (or better) than your meatier messages.

3. Less Is So Much More 
For effective email creative, simplicity rules. Too many market-
ing emails err using up all the “white space” in their designs.

Don’t feel compelled to fill every pixel with color or content. 
Give your readers’ eyes a rest, and remember that a few bold 
elements can draw more curiosity (and more eyes) than many 
detailed ones.

Just try this J. Crew email on for size to see what I mean:
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* * *

We approach email with an incredibly short attention span, 
sizing up whether to open and act on messages in near 
sub-second timeframes. So for your email marketing, let clean, 
clear, simple, and to-the-point rule your design. Show as well as 
tell, and don’t tell just in one way: Use subject lines, headlines, 
subheads, and message copy to tell, and tell again. 

Clear, uncluttered email will gain the gratitude of not only your 
designer but also your customers. 
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Six Do’s and Don’ts of 
Email Design by John Murphy, ReachMail

Let’s face it. The digital space is loaded with messages from a 
multitude of sources; it’s chaotic at worst and untidy at best. 
Email inboxes are piled high with work to-dos, newsletters, 
notes from family, forwards from coworkers—and even the 
occasional letter from a foreign dignitary enticing the recipient 
to share bank account information in exchange for countless 
millions. 

The result? Without a well-crafted, clear, and consistent design 
for your brand, your email is going nowhere in a hurry.

Many businesses use e-newsletters, blogs, and email marketing 
efforts to complement their Web presence, but these channels 
aren’t created equal. The design principles and procedures of a 
successful HTML email campaign are different from those of a 
standard website.

Instead of employing a one-size-fits-all strategy, consider the 
following six tips for your next email campaign.

1. Do maintain a balanced ratio of text to 
images in your emails
Spam filters often look at the text-to-image ratio of an email. 
So if an email contains excessive images—or, conversely, too 
much text—it could be flagged as spam, never to be seen by 
your intended audience.

Properly integrating text with images ensures that your mes-
sages can be easily read by recipients; equally as important, 
doing so ensures that your email stays out of the spam folder.

2. Do assume that embedded images 
won’t appear properly
If every image in your marketing email is replaced with a tiny 
red “X,” will you still get your point across?

Email marketers must assume that their messages will be dis-
played without the images showing. Images might not always 
translate seamlessly from a Web page to an email campaign, 

and many email clients don’t automatically display images 
without prompting the user to first take action (e.g., “click here 
to view images” or “right click, then download images”). 

It’s imperative that your key messages—the information that 
you most want your readers to take away from the email—
aren’t embedded within an image. Instead, use HTML body 
copy to deliver the most important information you want to 
convey to customers.

Also, if the images don’t appear, how will your email look? Make 
sure to use height, width, and alt attributes for every image tag. 
Doing so will ensure that images are replaced with an empty 
block the same size as the image, keeping formatting and 
layout intact.

3. Do provide a backup option for emails 
with image-rich backgrounds
Popular mail clients such as Gmail and Microsoft Outlook don’t 
provide support for background images. Provide a secondary 
option, such as a colored background, if an image serves as the 
backdrop of your email.

HTML allows both an image and a color to be coded in the 
same tag, which means that if a mail client supports back-
ground images, the images will be displayed; if it doesn’t, then 
the chosen color will appear as the email background instead. 

4. Don’t kick HTML to the curb 
Not every email client interprets HTML code the same way, and 
the vast majority of mail programs will not load your style the 
way you had intended. Some programs, like Thunderbird, have 
nearly flawless support for that kind of design. Others, such as 
Lotus Notes, have almost none. Keep in mind that email clients 
will remove JavaScript for security reasons, and cascading style 
sheets (CSS) must be used in-line and not in style blocks.

Because you don’t know which client your readers will use to 
open your message, rely more heavily on HTML coding.

http://www.marketingprofs.com/topic/all/digital-marketing
http://www.marketingprofs.com/topic/all/email-marketing
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5. Don’t avoid using a table of contents for 
emails with multiple sections
The more content an email includes, the more important 
organization becomes. If an email contains several sections, 
create a simple yet eye-catching table of contents to appear 
just beneath the company logo or header.

To make navigating easier for readers, consider linking items 
in the table of contents to the corresponding areas within the 
email so readers can effortlessly jump to the areas that are most 
important to them.

6. Don’t leave out a call to action
Every email should be constructed to present the most impor-
tant and relevant information first.

Whether your objective is to entice your audience to click a 
link, tell them about a new service or product, or simply share 
news and updates, you don’t want your readers to have to sift 
through an abundance of information to find what interests 
them. Instead, place your call to action at the top of the mes-
sage, where readers are most likely to see and internalize it.

* * *

Email design often takes a backseat while marketers focus 
on list growth, deliverability issues, and content creation to 
maximize return on investment (ROI). 

But great email design can help you in all three areas: A 
well-organized and visually pleasing email is more likely to be 
shared; proper design techniques can help avoid delivery hang-
ups; and optimal integration of text and visuals with a clear-cut 
call to action leads to increased ROI. 



10©2012 MarketingProfs LLC • All rights reserved.

You Botched That Marketing Email. 
Now What? by John Murphy, ReachMail

You rely on email as a tried-and-true communication medium. 
It’s a great way to reach the audiences that have shown an 
interest in your brand or your products or services.

But as reliable as email tends to be, the marketers who use 
it are not perfect. All email marketers will make a mistake at 
some point. And when you make that mistake, you’ll need to be 
ready to respond appropriately.

Exactly how you respond depends on the degree of sever-
ity and who was affected. Here are six email mistakes you 
may encounter as a marketer, along with guidelines for 
rectifying them.

1. Multiple Emails
Along with being one of the most common email mistakes, it’s 
also among the most annoying for the recipient, who probably 
trusted you with occupying at most one slot in the inbox each 
day. 

Multiple identical emails clog up the recipient’s inbox, which 
can be a sin worthy of an apology. The catch in this situation, 
though, is that an apology would require a subsequent email, 
which is the very problem you’re apologizing for.

If you sent two identical emails, you might be OK without send-
ing an apology email, especially if you can address the mistake 
in your regular message the next day or later in the week. In the 
case of three or more identical emails, though, an apology is 
entirely necessary; you want your subscribers to know it was an 
honest mistake and not a blatant attempt to spam them.

2. Email Mix-Up
Though easy to avoid, mixing up your distribution lists is 
entirely possible. If you sent the wrong email to a particular 
list, follow up by sending the correct email as soon as possible. 
Address the error in the subject line or early on in the body.

If time allows, cross-reference the two lists—the correct list 
and the list you sent to—and create a third list that consists of 
people whose names do not appear on both. Then send the 
correct email with the apology to this new list. That way, you 
avoid apologizing to people who received the correct message.

3. Broken Link
If your email contains one or more links that are broken or 
which misdirect the recipient, you have two options:

1. Move the landing page to the incorrect link that went 
out in the email. If you take this route, before you put 
the landing page in place you’ll want to notify those 
who clicked on the bad link.

2. Respond directly to anyone who clicked on the bad 
link to provide them the correct link (and maybe even 
a code for a small discount for their trouble, if appli-
cable). The downside of this option is that new people 
will likely continue to click the bad link over the next 
couple weeks, and because you want to respond in a 
timely fashion that means several rounds of correction 
emails. 

4. Inappropriate or Offensive Content
Whether it was an intentionally provocative message or an 
honest mistake, inappropriate or offensive content sometimes 
finds its way into marketing emails. If you deem an apologetic 
response is appropriate, the key is to keep it sincere.

Although using humor can sometimes be an effective way 
to save face after a mistake, in this situation it’s not the 
appropriate strategy.

5. Template or Spelling Error
A hastily assembled campaign or simple lack of proofing can 
result in minor errors, such as spelling mistakes or placeholder 

http://www.marketingprofs.com/topic/all/email-marketing
http://www.marketingprofs.com/topic/all/customer-engagement
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text not being removed. You have to do a cost-benefit analysis 
in this situation, but it’s probably not in your best interest to 
respond. 

No one wants to leave recipients with a page full of “lorem 
ipsum,” but apologizing for a minor mistake only draws atten-
tion to something most people probably didn’t even see. If the 
mistake doesn’t have an effect on the call to action, let it be.

6. Wrong Date or Offer
Whether you’ve sent an email to your subscribers with the 
wrong date or time or the wrong offer, you should follow up 
with a correction email as soon as possible. Simply sending 
another email with the correct details is not enough; you 
need to point out what the error was and what the correct 
information is.

Six Best-Practices
Although it helps to be prepared for different types of email 
mistakes, here are six best-practices to keep in mind—and to 
put into practice—no matter what the situation: 

1. Monitor the inbox of the “Do-Not-Reply-To” address. 
People will often respond to your email if they en-
counter a problem, making this a great way to catch 
an error.

2. Create one or more apology templates so that if a 
mistake happens, you are ready to respond quickly.

3. Proofread the correction email. Nothing is worse than 
apologizing for an apology.

4. Update anyone who might need to be aware of the 
situation. For example, tell your customer support 
people they may be fielding calls related to the 
mistake, and let retail locations know that a discount 
offered in the original email is incorrect.

5. Even if the sender of the original email was the brand 
itself, consider sending a sincere apology from a 
person on behalf of the company if the situation is se-

rious. For a lesser mistake, a simple “Oops, we goofed!” 
from the brand might suffice.

6. Even if you’ve sent an apology follow-up to your entire 
subscriber list, you might not have contained the prob-
lem. Monitor social media to see whether the mistake’s 
reach expanded outside of your email list.  
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