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mail initiatives are essential 
weapons in the digital marketer’s ar-
moury. Ill-considered communications 
strategies, however, can result in poor 

email deliverability and a low response rate to 
their messages. Fortunately, many such prob-
lems can be traced to a few fundamental flaws 
in how campaigns are conducted. Be aware 
of a few simple dos and don’ts and you can 
benefit greatly from this most efficient means 
of reaching potential customers.

PROFESSIONAL OPINION

E Submit to Logic
First up, an email list of  recipients for any 
communication should be 100 per cent 
“opt-in”. Many email marketers’ brains tell 
them this is the correct approach, but their 
hearts sometimes override the logic. We offer 
a tight ‘Acceptable Use Policy’ that advises 
our clients on how they should follow this 
most sensible of  instructions, but a list of  
disinterested email recipients will occasion-

ally slip past our censors. The results: low 
deliverability, low rates of  email opening and 
shattered marketing expectations. 

Creating a fully opt-in email list is much 
more initial work, of  course, but the resulting 
percentages of  delivered, opened and acted-
upon emails rises substantially, translating to 
a higher return on investment. As an example, 
consider a company we work with that was 
running a small list of  about 10,000 email 
targets. The manager complained that his 
non-delivery rate hovered at around 20 per 
cent. With an opt-in email list, I guarantee 
his delivery rate would soar. 

It is also worth remembering that 100 per 
cent opt-in is the law in many jurisdictions 
around the world. With the wise decision 
made to follow a fully opt-in approach to 
email marketing, you may need to clean up 
the lists you are already using. 

Partners Online
Most of our clients are in the travel sector, and 
we powered the email loyalty marketing cam-
paigns of over 150 hotels in China last year. To 
ensure every customer becomes an online sub-
scriber to a hotel’s email-marketing initiatives, 
I always advise these clients to request digital 
contact details of guests at check-in. For large 
hotel chains like Marriott, Carlson, IHG and 
Shangri-La, it is easily possible to gather opt-in 
information via internet booking forms.

Many companies building databases from 
scratch via online methods need to be more 
creative, however. If  they lack the required 
server infrastructure and a team to do the 
work, they will need to employ the services 
of  a digital-marketing company. 

There are hundreds of  these companies in 
China (anyone with a PC and a client-side 
mass-mailing program can call themselves 
“the leading email marketer in China”), so 
be careful to find one that fits your budget, 
understands your needs, has sound ideas for 
database growth and is reputable. Most im-
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portantly, be sure that the company manages 
its own email servers. Some email-marketing 
companies outsource servers and software to 
third parties. While this might sound like an 
efficient way of  doing business, it puts your 
brand in peril because the company has no 
direct control over any spammer utilising that 
third party’s IP address. When the spammer 
is blocked, so is your brand.

The Right List For You
Some ideas for growing opt-in lists online fol-
low. You will notice that what works for one 
industry sector may not be ideal for another. 
All are ways in which I’ve recently worked 
with clients in China.

If  you are selling a technology product and 
want a list of  potential buyers, contact vertical 
technology websites and partner with them to 
grow your opt-in list via co-registration. An 
outdoor amusement park requiring users to 
sign-up to a monthly special-deals newsletter, 
meanwhile, could work with a portal to target 
its parenting section.

If  your restaurant chain is entering a sec-
ond-tier city, and you want to make potential 
diners aware of  that fact and have them 
subscribe to a weekly e-zine, it would be pro-
ductive to build a mini-website just for email 
registration, and then market that website on 
dining websites. 

Language Matters
Use the correct mark-up language. This refers 
to how your HTML emails (I’m still a fan of  
ASCII) are coded. 

I have seen email campaigns in China, 
some created by the world’s largest adver-
tising companies, that lack good mark-up. 
Remember that it is very difficult to find a 
designer who is constantly keeping abreast 
of  the latest email-marketing developments. 
In fact, what you might think a simple topic 
is increasingly complex. There are, however, 
a few simple guidelines to remember.

First of all, do not include Java script in your 
emails – it will either be stripped when the 
recipient opens the email, or bounced back to 
you because it is interpreted as possible spam 
or a phishing assault. Secondly, try to avoid 
using any forms in your emails (these are the 
boxes where people sign-up to join lists or enter 
a search term). Some email readers allow forms 
to be used, but many make them inoperable, 
which confuses recipients and harms your 
brand if  they think your emails “don’t work”.

Avoid Flash in your campaigns unless you 
are segmenting users based on the email 
software they use or the webmail service 
provider to which they subscribe. Last year 
we issued a paper called The Perils & Promise 
Of  Flash Email Marketing Campaigns In China, 
in which we noted that Tom.com, Yahoo 
and Hotmail disabled Flash in email cam-
paigns while China’s Sohu, Sina and 21CN 
accepted it by default. This is good news for 
email marketers in China with easy access 
to segmentation tools – they can now create 
richer email campaigns.

And be sparing in the use of  pictures in 
emails. Many recipients will have the ability 
to see images turned off  in their incoming 
emails by default. If  your email is comprised 
solely of  pictures, therefore, they will see 
absolutely nothing. Instead, try to balance 
pictures with text so that at least some infor-
mation will always be visible. This becomes 
especially important when it is hoped that 
an email will become viral and be forwarded 
by the recipient to friends. Splice images into 
your emails and they can become mixed up or 
arrive as attachments when forwarded.

No to ‘Newsletter’ 
Working with ISPs and web portals is impor-
tant when conducting large email campaigns 
in China. Sometimes these companies act as 
toll booths, extracting money for each email 
sent through their systems. Often these com-
panies can negatively impact how a campaign 
is conducted. What happens, for instance, 
when 20 per cent of  your potential recipients 
are using Sohu, but Sohu blocks emails from 
your server because you are not following 
good email etiquette, or if  you are an unnec-
essary burden on their infrastructure? 

Proactively engaging portals by making 

What happens, for 
instance, when 20 per 
cent of your potential 
recipients are using 
Sohu, but Sohu blocks 
emails from your server?

them part of  your campaigns is one strategy, 
possibly by having them act as agents for a 
list’s growth. Sending from an overseas IP 
address, meanwhile, is one way to fall out 
of  favour with the email gods in China, so 
ensure your important emails are sent from 
a registered company and server based on 
the mainland. 

And be careful of  the content in your emails, 
avoiding anything that could be construed 
as political, superstitious or sexual. You also 
need to be wary of  using some seemingly 
innocuous terms – a few years ago, Netease 
was blocking emails with the English word 
‘newsletter’ in the subject field. Through 
trial and error, a list we compiled of  Chinese 
words that were unacceptable on that web-
site ran to over 70, and I’m sure there were 
hundreds more. 

Each email server in China has its own oddi-
ties, plus they are usually using a combination 
of  heuristics from Spamassassin, blocklists 
from Spamhaus, and email blacklists issued 
via the Internet Society of  China. Your 
digital-marketing team needs to stay in touch 
with all the changes so that your brand can 
realise its potential.

Personal Touch
Finally, honour the feedback loop. By law 
in China you must allow your users to be 
removed from your email-marketing list. 
Make this process as simple as possible by 
only giving recipients one link to click. And 
the removal should be immediate – don’t wait 
seven days, during which they might still be 
sent messages. 

In the West, this process is usually auto-
mated, but Chinese netizens often prefer the 
personal touch, so appoint one person on 
your marketing team to quickly and politely 
respond to each request. When you are using 
a 100 per cent opt-in email list, the number 
of  subscribers contacting you directly for 
removal should be about three or four for 
every 5,000 per week. It’s not a lot.

Digital marketers choosing email as a cam-
paign platform need to be both cognizant and 
wary of  how to best connect with Chinese 
recipients. Always err on the side of  caution, 
or your brand could suffer. 

Danny Levinson is CEO of  BDL Media, one of  
China’s leading email-marketing companies. He 
is also the chairman of  the IT Committee at the 
American Chamber of  Commerce in Shanghai. 
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