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E-mail Deliverability: Your Next

Impending Technology Crisis
(PART 1)

By Chris McKeachie

While the past year has seen a focus on the compliance implications of the
CAN-SPAM Act, a less discussed but potentially more significant result of
the SPAM onslaught has begun to impact organizations: e-mail deliverability.

For technologically savvy organizations, e-mail has, for the past 10 years,
been an incredible windfall, providing groups with the ability to communicate
cost-effectively with constituents. E-mail has been a nearly “free” method to
keep in touch with members and, when coupled with self-service Web sites,
has reduced labor, phone and postal costs traditionally associated with mailing
or faxing hardcopy materials.

See “E-mail Deliverability”, page 4

Well-Engineered Web Sites
Add Value to Members

By Jeanne Sheehy

When most organizations develop their first Web site, the goal is often to
get the site up-and-running as quickly as possible. They feel a need to be
able to say “we have a Web site” and to begin promoting the Web site
address as a feature that’s available to members and other stakeholders.

Today’s added emphasis on providing value to members, including the
need to provide the best return on the limited resources of the organization,
has many associations scrutinizing their web sites to determine if they are
actually benefiting members and the public. Is the content relevant to their
information needs? Do interactive features make it easier to participate in
association events? Does the site add to the efficiency and effectiveness
of the association’s marketing efforts?

If you can not answer the question of whether the web site is actually
benefiting members or not, then perhaps it’s time to consider re-engineering
the site so that it helps increase the value that members receive for their
investment in your association. For a more detailed discussion on the topic
of providing value, see a related article, “Job #1: A Relentless Focus on
Providing Value to Members,” Solutions, Issue One, by Philip Lesser.

THE NEED FOR UP-FRONT PLANNING

The adage, “defining the problem is half of the solution,” is appropriate
when considering a Web site re-engineering project. It can help you stop
and realize that the objective of your effort is not to improve your Web site,
but rather to achieve the goals of the organization. The Web site becomes
one of the specific ways in which you achieve goals.

See “Web Sites”, page 6



If we are good stewards of our
members’ investments in our
associations, and committed to
meeting their needs and providing
them with excellent value, then we
have to take time periodically to
make sure we’'re doing that job
well and that we are constantly
looking for opportunities to improve.

In the accounting and financial function, this review
process is known as the audit, and typically takes

a retrospective look to verify the books and determine
if the organization is in compliance with accounting
practices and regulations. But what about the balance
of the organization’s activities and processes—how
do we determine their effectiveness? A growing
number of associations are turning to a process
known as the organizational assessment to review
the efficiency and effectiveness of their strategic

and operational activities.

Peter Drucker makes a classic distinction between
“efficiency” and “effectiveness,” i.e., “efficiency”
means “doing things right” and “effectiveness”
means “doing the right things.” An organizational
assessment ties both concepts together to give an
organization confidence that it is both efficient and
effective, in Drucker’s sense.

In a nutshell, an organizational assessment is a
planned systematic review of an organization’s
environment, operations, structure and processes
that is conducted to enhance its ability to meet its
goals and objectives. It gives a sense of how efficient
and effective the organization is (i.e.,is it as successful
as possible, is it employing best practices, etc.) and
identifies if something is broken that requires change
or improvement.

The bottom line is that there are many different ways
to perform an organizational assessment, and the
benefits you can expect to derive depend on what
is driving the assessment (e.g., is something broken,
are you trying to make sure the organization is as
efficient and effective as possible, or do you want

to make sure you are using best practices).

An organizational assessment requires careful
planning if it is going to provide a good review of

an association’s effectiveness and efficiency. Key
elements to consider in planning an assessment are:

Scope. Careful thought should be given to what
processes and activities of the association
should be covered by the assessment. Often an
assessment is launched because of a specific
concern that surfaced in one of the processes
or activities of the association. But that doesn’t
mean that the assessment should be limited to
that particular concern or process. Root causes
of problems are often found in places other than
where the problems most obviously manifest
themselves—so think and look broadly.

Team approach. An assessment should be
conducted by a team of “outsiders” and “insiders.”
The outside people are the experts in the
assessment process and bring the independent
judgment factor that is essential to the credibility
of the assessment process and findings. The
inside people, on the other hand, are familiar
with the organization, its processes, and where
information can be found. Process expertise is
essential to knowing what to look for; without it,



the assessment usually becomes just a general
“looking around” process that can be very time
and resource intensive and can end up generating
only random observations.

3. Audience. Management, the Board and the
membership can all be the audience for an
assessment. Most often, the CEO or Executive
Director commissions an assessment as a
periodic, proactive attempt to assure the leadership
and membership that the association is on the
right track and is executing a plan well. At other
times, assessments are commissioned to address
particular incidents or problems. The Board
should always be made aware of a planned
organizational assessment and, in the case of
an assessment intended to address a problem,
should be considered the principal audience for
the report.

4. Staff. To minimize the nervousness that inevitably
accompanies any process called an assessment
or audit, it is very important to keep the association’s
staff fully informed about the assessment process
and related activities. Keeping the staff “on
board” with the process will also make it easier
to enlist their support in the information and data
collection component of the process.

5. Research and data collection. The collection of
perspectives, research and data is an essential
element of any organizational assessment, includ-
ing both quantitative and qualitative information.
Care should be taken to gather information from
all of your association’s stakeholders, including
members, leadership, volunteers and staff.
Associations that are intent on learning more
about themselves include their competitors in
this list. Thought should also be given to the
types of research that can be employed (e.g.,
telephone interviews, surveys, and focus groups)
The use of multiple research techniques will
increase your confidence in the results. For
a more detailed discussion of research, see a
related article, “Research Helps Uncover Member
Needs,” Solutions, Issue Five, by Daniel Martinage.

Boards and executives at many organizations believe
they have a good plan, have their best people
assigned to the effort—and yet, they are coming up
short and missing their goals and objectives.

A number or organizational experts have studied this
problem and agree that the issue lies in “execution,”
or the way that many organizations go about getting
things done. For that reason, organizational
assessments must focus on both the strategy and
how the organization is implementing the strategy
(i.e., execution).

A good discussion of execution is provided in the
recent #1 bestseller of the The New York Times List,
Execution: The Discipline of Getting Things Done,
by Larry Bossidy and Ram Charan.

In their book, they propose that the secret to execution
is the integration of an organization’s three key
processes: people, strategy and operations. When
leaders put the right people in the right jobs, people
can work together to create a strategy, building block
by building block, that’s in-sync with the realities of
the marketplace, the economy and the competition.
Once the right people and strategy are in place, they
are then linked to an operating process that results in
the implementation of specific programs and actions
and that assigns accountability.

Organizational assessments are an excellent way
of determining how well an association is running;
addressing specific issues or problems that the
association is facing; and providing an overall
assessment of how efficiently and effectively the
association is meeting the needs of its various stake-
holders. Care should be taken to agree, in advance
of the review, on the scope of what the assessment
will cover; on the roles of the “inside” (staff) and
“outside” (assessment experts); people involved
in the assessment; on who the audience for the
assessment is (the Board); and on the manner

of collecting perspectives and data. Effective
organizational assessments also consider the
relationship between people, strategy and
operations as the key to an organization’s ability

to execute. (i.e., get things done.)

Larry Bossidy and Ram Charan, Execution: The Discipline of
Getting Things Done (Crown Business, New York, NY, 2002).



E-mail deliverability used to mean keeping up with
the current e-mail address as the typical e-mail user
switched Internet Service Providers (ISPs) or
changed employers and thus e-mail addresses.
Today, deliverability means keeping up with a rapidly
developing set of tools and rules used by companies
and ISPs to identify SPAM and either reject it before
it gets to the recipient or filter it into a bulk e-mail box
that the recipient may never view.

Because of the growing number of consumer
complaints related to junk e-mail, ISPs have placed
significant effort into their anti-SPAM strategies, to the
point where the effectiveness of the filter technology
employed by each has become a key competitive
selling point. A recent AOL marketing campaign
depicts an annoying human SPAM message crashing
into the glass doors outside an AOL office to make
the point that they have effective SPAM filters.

What you may not have realized is that your organiza-
tion’s electronic newsletter could be considered the
annoying SPAM hitting the glass doors. Several ISPs,
as well as many universities, have begun utilizing
systems that actually initiate an introduction between
sender and receiver. In one version, the receiving
system sends back an e-mail to the sender that
includes a unique Web page link. The sender must
go to this link and enter relevant identifying data,
which the e-mail recipient can then review prior to
accepting delivery of e-mail from the specific sender.

While ISPs have aggressively implemented methods
to combat SPAM, corporations have actually led the
charge to implement filtering systems on their internal
e-mail systems. SPAM reaching employees can carry
viruses and trojans, and even when benign, must be
reviewed—thus becoming a huge productivity sieve.

Official deliverability statistics vary wildly by ISP and
company, and by the reputation of the sending
organization, but it is clear that at least 2% and as
much as 25% of e-mails sent are not delivered at all
and another 2% to 60% are delivered into the recipi-
ent’s bulk e-mail box rather than their primary inbox.

The potential fallout from poor e-mail deliverability is
significant. Has your organization moved to electronic
delivery of newsletters? Do you send out e-mail
notifications to members for dues renewal? Do you

advertise your conference or promote products and
services via e-mail? Imagine then, for example, that
you discover members with AOL addresses are no
longer receiving your organization’s e-mail, or worse
yet, your mail server has been blacklisted and is
unable deliver to many ISPs and corporations.

A department used a rented list to send a promotional
e-mail with poorly considered content and structure
could be identified as unsolicited e-mail and start
your organization on the road to deliverability issues.
In these situations, many hours of technical time wiill
be spent working with ISPs and reputation services
in order to achieve reasonable deliverability again.
The alternative is to revert to distribution of printed
materials via postal or fax delivery—both of which
are more expensive and less timely than e-mail.

ISPs and corporate mail systems establish their own
rules for defining what SPAM is and, therefore, what
e-mail messages are allowed through to the end-user.
Typically an inbound message is evaluated on the
basis of dozens of factors. Some of the more common
evaluation factors include:

1. DNS blacklists check the apparent sender’s IP
addresses against third-party databases of
known SPAMMERS.

2. \Verification tests ensure the sending server is set
up appropriately. For example, the mail server
should have a proper reverse-lookup DNS record;
it should not allow relaying of e-mail, and it should
offer an “abuse” administrative address to which
to report problem e-mail messages.

3. Content phrase filtering examines message
content for obvious inappropriate content.

4. Statistical filtering compares each word in a
message against collected word counts to
determine if the message is statistically likely
to be SPAM. This is often referred to as heuristic
filtering.

5. HTML filtering examines messages for HTML
tags and domain names contained in URLs and
attempts to detect patterns commonly used to
bypass or confuse other forms of SPAM detection.

6. SPAM complaint systems review inbound e-mail
against complaint logs or whether e-mail has
been identified as SPAM by subscribers of their
system.



Proprietary techniques are developed by major
ISPs and shared infrequently with the outside
world (since exact knowledge of them would
make it easier for SPAMMERS to circumvent.)

For example, some use statistics, tracking how
many attempts to send to an invalid address were
made from a particular sender. This may trigger
blocking of further mail from that sender, because
it is an indicator that an out-of-date e-maiil list is
probably being used and the content is therefore
more likely to be unsolicited commercial e-mail.

IP Authentication filtering, including sender policy
framework (SPF) checks to see if the sender’s
domain has published a list of valid servers from
which it will send e-mail exclusively, then verifies
if the current message is coming from one of the
registered servers. AOL uses this extensively and
it has some similarities with Sender ID, which is a
Microsoft standard used by Hotmail and MSN to
authenticate the sender.

Reputation filtering, sometimes called whitelisting,
involves a sender becoming “accredited” as
following guidelines regarding e-mail content,
frequency, opt-in standards, rapidity and
consistency in following recipient requests to

be removed from lists, etc. Habeas Safelist and
Ironport Bonded Sender are two of the better
known programs.

10. Sender Authentication is used to verify that
part or all of the message is coming from the
identified sender. DomainKeys Identified e-mail
is a cryptography-based sender authentication
system developed from a technology partnership
between Yahoo! and Cisco.

The e-mail deliverability/SPAM filtering industry is

still in its infancy with regard to authentication and
reputation filtering, and multiple competing standards
and services currently exist. Your organization will
need to continuously review its position relative to the
SPAM filtering approaches discussed in this article in
order to achieve maximum deliverability. Deliverability
standards are a moving target and, even if you
believe you are reaching nearly every target inbox
today, the bar for acceptance continues to get
higher—forcing organizations to actively manage

the reputations of their mail servers and domain(s).

In Part Il (Soclutians 7) we will discuss steps organiza-
tions can take to avoid being filtered, including the
use of an e-mail service provider (ESP) to outsource
and manage your organization’s e-mail reputation.




Strategic goals and objectives. This top-down planning
effort, then, begins with a review of the strategic
goals and objectives of the association. Understanding
the goals (the major benefits needed to achieve your
mission) helps you define the role that the Web site
must play in achieving the goals; understanding the
objectives (the measurements of your goals) helps
you define the role of the Web site and ways you can
measure its success.

Research members’ needs. Understanding members’
needs is key to providing clear and compelling value
for their investment in the association. And that
includes the content of your Web site. What content
do they want? Is a “members only” section important?
Is the design of your site easy to navigate? To read
more about how to conduct member research, see
related article, “Research Helps Uncover Member
Needs,” Solutions, Issue Five, by Daniel Martinage.

Work with an IT consultant. It is highly recommended
that you work with an IT consultant to make sure your
Web site project is planned and executed successfully.
The consultant will help you select the correct tech-
nology to power your site, including making sure it
integrates well with other systems in your association.

As part of the planning, you and the consultant will
need to develop a “site map.” The map charts-out
the content components of the site, including the
components that are secure, the components that
can be updated on an ongoing basis (possibly
through a content management system), and other
content issues. In addition, all application integration
issues are taken into account.

The consultant can also help you select the suppliers
that will be needed to implement the site, including a
Web designer/programmer and software provider.

There are 10 elements that are commonly considered
when conducting a Web site re-engineering effort.

Application integration. Web sites do not stand
alone. They must be integrated with other systems
in your association, such as your membership
database and your event planning software, if
they are to complement each other and deliver
desired efficiencies.

Branding. A brand—the promise of your
association that aligns your strengths with the
needs of your members—is one of your most
valuable assets. The content of your Web site
must communicate your brand in the same way
that your literature does.

Interaction. It has to be easy for members to
interact with the content of the Web site if you
want them to use it. That means you want to
keep the site content fresh and engage visitors
when they log online. A few ways of encouraging
interaction include allowing members to register
for events online, conduct discussion forums,
and shop for relevant items on the site (e.g.,
brochures, training materials, apparel, etc.)

Content management. Site content must be

kept fresh to be useful to members. Therefore,
consideration has to be given to providing access
to certain members of the staff and membership
who can add content to the site on an ongoing
basis without having to be HTML experts.

Personalization. The world of marketing has
figured out that consumers want a personalized
message—not mass marketing—and that
includes your Web site. Consider mimicking
corporate portals by greeting members by

name when they log in and, following, highlighting
the information relevant to their member status
(e.g., providing them with a specific committee
work area, offering information relating to the
leadership role they play, etc.)

User-friendly design. A professional Web site
designer can show you how to make the site
easy to read (white backgrounds are best) and
how not to bog-down the site and the visitor with



unnecessary graphics. The designer will also
show you how to make the site easy to navigate,
and how to incorporate “engaging” features
through design.

7. Security. Every Web site requires security features
for e-commerce and “members only” areas. Your
IT consultant can help you select the best security
package for your site.

8. Web site optimization. To attract the largest number
of visitors possible to your site, and optimize your
investment, you’ll need to register the site with
search engines. That means steps have to be
taken in the site design stage to include meta
tags and key words that will allow search engines
to find you.

9. Web site marketing. In addition to registering your
site with search engines, you can market your site
by advertising with the search engines, trading
links to your site with other sites, and making
sure you aggressively promote your site in all
your promotional, technical and routine communi-
cations materials (e.g., list the site address in all
of your collateral and advertising materials.)

10. Integrated marketing. Remember that your Web
site is a tool that helps you implement your
association’s goals and objectives. As such, it
should be considered one element of, and mirror
the integrated marketing and communications plan.

Efforts to re-engineer your Web site should begin
with a review of your strategic goals and objectives
and include a definition of how the Web site will

help implement the strategic plan of the association.
Members’ needs from the Web site should be
researched, and an IT consultant should be added
to the re-engineering team to make sure technology
system integration issues are addressed and a site
map is properly created. A number of other marketing,
system design, security, and content management
issues must also be addressed to create the most
effective Web site. Finally, make sure you track your
site to measure the volume of hits you are receiving
daily and click through paths your visitors are taking.
You should also continuously survey your members
and use that information to enhance your ongoing
site strategy.
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