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Do Email Silences Matter?
Is Your On-Again, Off-Again Communications Style Making Your Supporters Stray?

By Karen Matheson & Eve Fox, M+R Strategic Services

Are you one of the many email fundraisers, organizers, advocates or marketers who view their
online statistics with a sigh? Do you fantasize about sky-high open, click-through, and response
rates... a list with zero unsubscribes? If so, you are not alone. Nonprofit professionals are
increasingly faced with underperforming online programs.

Among the possible explanations for why your email list members are “just not that into you,” one
has some actual data to support it: inconsistency of communications.

Could it be true that failing to communicate with your listmembers consistently might cause them to
not respond to your organization’s emails as consistently as they might if you stayed in better
touch? In order to find out, we looked closely at the effect that gaps in email communications have
on listmembers’ responsiveness.

Do Email “Silences” Matter?

To conduct this study, we gathered data from four national nonprofit groups — The Susan G.
Komen Breast Cancer Foundation, International Planned Parenthood Federation/Western
Hemisphere Region, American Rights at Work, and The Wilderness Society.

We looked solely at email advocacy messaging in order to identify one consistent response
mechanism (such as filling out an online petition) that we could then compare across months and
organizations.

Three of the four organizations experienced declines of at least 1% in click-through and response
rates after gaps of one or more months in their email advocacy messaging. The other organization
had only a one-month gap in its messaging and its click-through and response rates fell only
slightly (less than 1%) the next month.

An email silence of two to three months resulted in lower click-through and response rates to the
next advocacy message. The gap in communications caused click-through rates to drop an
average of 3.80% while response rates dropped an average of 3.03%. A one-month gap in
advocacy messaging resulted in an average drop of 1.41% in click-through rates and a 1.06% drop
in response rates to the first advocacy message after the gap.

Response to Advocacy Messages After 1 Month Gap After 2-3 Month Gap

Click-Through Rate (Avg.) -1.41% - 3.80%
Response Rate (Avg.) - 1.06% - 3.03%

Please keep in mind that this is a small data set with only seven gaps between the four
organizations over a 12-month period. However, it does appear that the response rate to
subsequent advocacy messages dropped proportionately to the length of the gap in email
advocacy messaging.
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Stay in Touch!

Your organization’s relationship with its email list members is not all that different from a normal
offline relationship in many respects. One key requirement of maintaining a good relationship with
someone in the real world is staying in touch. We all know that absence makes the heart grow
fonder only in romance novels! Real people need to hear from you consistently in order to stay
connected and remain interested in what you have to say.

That's why it is crucial to commit to sending at least one list-wide email advocacy message (or its
equivalent) per month. Many organizations develop a comprehensive shared messaging calendar
to ensure that they are communicating regularly with their email list members. Without such a
calendar (and the cross-departmental team to manage it), it is all too easy to let a month or two
pass without sending an email alert to the list. You'll find a generic example of a comprehensive
email communications schedule on page three of this document.

Study Methodology

We looked at the organizations’ messaging history from November 2005 through October 2006,
charting the number of messages sent to most of their list and the number of messages sent to
smaller list segments. We counted the number of messages per month that were sent to over 75%
of each organization’s list as well as the number of messages per month that were sent to less than
75% of their list.

We focused primarily on the number of email advocacy messages (a.k.a. action alerts) sent
because these messages generate click-through and response rates that are consistent over time
and across organizations, unlike some other types of messages. We define email advocacy
messages as messages that ask users to fill out an online form such as an online petition or letter
to a member of Congress. In addition, we recorded a count of all messages sent, whether they
were fundraising, informational updates, or advocacy asks of a different kind (untrackable
messages such event invites, phone calling) per month.

Unfortunately, the many variables — including varied geographical and interest area segmentation
for fundraising appeals, advocacy alerts, offline event notices, and e-newsletters — made it
impossible to illustrate the data in aggregate. Below is a sample of the data collected for each of
the organizations. Please note that the table below does not contain real data from the study — this
is sample data only.

Client X

Month # Total Messages Action Alert Statistics

>75% List <75% List Whole List | Open Click Response
November 1 11 0 | 24.40% 8.23% 8.01%
December 1 0 1]22.10% | 10.12% 8.00%
January 0 3 0 | 21.45% 8.99% 7.99%
February 1 7 0
March 0 13 0
April 1 13 1] 20.25% 6.75% 5.99%
May 2 7 1]22.12% 8.24% 5.00%
June 1 8 1] 21.52% 7.29% 6.05%
July 0 4 0
August 1 4 0
September 0 6 0
October 3 8 2 | 22.00% 5.75% 4.99%
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Appendix A: Sample Email Communications Calendar

A comprehensive cross-departmental email communications schedule enables you to keep track of
who on your email list is receiving what and when. Creating and maintaining a schedule of this sort
takes work but is essential to ensuring that your supporters are hearing from you regularly enough

to stay engaged. A cross-departmental calendar will also allow you to avoid bombarding your list

members with too many email communications too close together and prevent you from sending an
inappropriate flow of messages (for example, sending 10 fundraising appeals in a row with nothing
else in between.) Planning out your email communications several months to a year in advance
will also help ensure that you send out regular enewsletters and fundraising appeals. A good
schedule also enables you to build in adequate time to gather content, review, adjust, approve, set
up and test it prior to sending the messages out.

InfoDirection | Draft Copy Final Copy Test Test Message
Email Send Date  |Email Topic Audience Due Due Approved |Message Due Approved
January
Tuesday, 179 Petition targeting President Bush [Full List Tues, 1207 Thurs, 1407 |Fri, 1/507 hoaon, 1552007 (Mon, 17872007
Tuesday, 149 Core activist verzion of petition  [Core activists [Tues, 1207  |Thurs, 1407 |Fri, 1507 Mon, 1582007 |Mon, 1872007
Tuesday, 116 Congressional action - funding  [Full List Mon, 1807 Wed, 11007 | Thurs, 11107 |Fri, 112007 Mon, 11507
Core activist version of
Tuesday, 1TME Congressional action - funding  [Core activists  [Mon, 1807 Wied, 1M007 | Thurs, 11107 |Fri, 101207 Mon, 11507
Thursday 118 Enevwvsletter Full Lizt Thurs, 11107 [Mon, 141507 [Tues, 11607 |[Wed, 11707 |Wed, 1THTOT
Thurzday 1523 Fundraizing appeal 1 of 2 Full List Wed, 11T0T  |Fri, 11907 Mon, 12007 |Tues, 122107 (Wed, 12207
Thursday 1725 Event invitation to FL members  [FL members  (Wed, 1ATOT  |Fri, 171907 Mon, 12207 |Tues, 122307 (Wed, 12307
February
Full list minus
previous
Thurzday, 201 Fundraizing appeal 2 of 2 donars Wed, 12407  |Thur, 12507 [Mon, 12607  |Tues, 172707 |Wed, 12807
Update on Congressional action [ who took
ednesday, 27 with tell a friend request the action Tues, 12T0T |Thur, 20207 [Fri, 20307 hon, 205007 Tues, 2/6/07
Mon-action
ednesday, 27 Resend of Congressional action [takers Tues, 12707 |Thur, 20207 [Fri, 20307 han, 2507 Tues, 20607
Update on results of fundraising
honday, 212 campaign Donars Fri, 2307 Tues, 2607 |Wed, 2707 Thur, 2807 Fri, 2/907
Thursday, 2522 Enevvsletter Full Lizt Wed, 2507 |Thurs, 2ME07 (Mon, 24907  |Tues, 27220007 |Wed, 272107
March
Tuesday, 36 Event invitation to CA members  [CA members  [Mon, 22607  |Wed, 22807 |Thurs, 3107 |Fri, 35207 Mon, 3507
ednesday, 314 Corporate action Full Lizt Wed, 3807 Thurs, 3907 |Fri, 310007 hon, 34207 Tues, 341307
Core activist version of
ednesday, 314 corporate action Core activists  |Wed, 3807 Thurs, 3807 |Fri, 31007 hlon, 34 2007 Tues, 31307
Thurzday, 3529 Eneswvsletter Full List Wed, 372107  |Fri, 372307 Mon, 372607 |Tues, 302707 (Wed, 32807
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