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INTRODUCTION 
About tHe eMAil guiDe
improved communication can have an incredible impact on a public sector organization’s ability 
to achieve its mission.  to be successful, most organizations must be able to reach large and 
relevant audiences quickly with new information.  Digital communication channels create new 
ways to address the age-old problem of improved communication with the public as well as higher 
expectations and new complexities.  the range of media outlets and traditional outreach channels 
such as mail have been replaced by a complex mix of digital channels ranging from email to social 
media.  this guide focuses on the central role of email, because, while all digital channels can play 
a role in improving communication, email is the foundation of digital outreach in the 21st century.  
A report published by the PeW internet and American life Project indicated that 92% of adult 
online users use email, and numerous studies show that many internet users increasingly use 
email as the central hub of all online communication.

this guide is organized around three main principles: effectiveness, efficiency and engagement. 
the goal of EFFECTIVENESS is to build the largest possible base by leveraging existing contact 
lists and promoting sign-up options across organization websites and partners. the goal of 
EFFICIENCY is to focus on streamlining and automating complex communications across email,  
sMs, and social media. ENGAGEMENT aims to drive users to online and offline activities that 
create the most value for the public and the organization, ultimately creating mission value and 
changing behaviors that will create an immediate or, in some cases, lasting impact.

creating an integrated digital communication strategy will yield the greatest benefits for your 
organization. Also, it is important to point out that while there has been some discussion as to 
whether or not social media will replace email, the data confirm that increased social media use 
leads to increased email consumption, underscoring the importance of email as the cornerstone 
of any communication strategy.

As people use more social media, they use more email.
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reAcH THROUGH

EFFECTIVENESS
The first E - Effectiveness is about reaching 
the maximum number of people which, in 
almost every case, is the most impactful way 
to ensure that digital communication has a 
positive impact on an organization.
 
THIS SECTION INCLUDES THE FOLLOWING TOPICS:

1. Make it easy to sign up on Your Home Page
2. Hook them Where they Are
3. Proactively invite Web Visitors
4. cross-Promote content
5. capture subscribers at exciting or critical times
6. use social Media to get More subscribers and launch 

email outreach into social Media
7. use a social login to Allow users to sign up Faster using     

their existing Accounts
8. Provide clear sign up language that Fits the context
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EFFECTIVENESS TIP 2: Hook Them Where They Are

EFFECTIVENESS TIP 1: Make it Easy to Sign up on Your Home Page

Add a direct sign-up box allowing users to enter their email address directly on your 
home page. below are a few easy tips that will lead to the greatest success:

1. review your website analytics and make 

sure that you have topic-specific direct 

sign-up boxes and/or links for the pages 

that have popular and vital content. take a 

look at the great example of a sign-up box 

at the louisville site to the right.

2. Place topic-specific sign-up links on high-

traffic pages where potential subscribers 

are already looking for content. this 

ensures  that you are capturing visitors at 

key points of interest.

SIGN-UP BOX BEST PRACTICES REVIEW:

1. Place a direct sign-up box on your home page, 

above the fold, and on the upper right or left of 

your page.

2. be careful not to “merge” it into your site design 

or search bar.

3. Place sign-up boxes or links above or adjacent to 

relevant information.

4. Don’t forget to add sign-up boxes or links to new 

pages you create. 

GOVDELIVERY VALUE: govDelivery makes it easy to promote 
direct signup from any page on your website and provides sample 
code and links to make signup promotion easy.

TIME SAVING TIP: Start with your top 10 most 
visited pages. Make sure there are subscription 
topics offered that relate to these popular pages 
and promote signup options directly in line with 
the content.

TIP: Email sign-up boxes drive on average 
30% more subscribers when positioned 
correctly on your home page.

GOVDELIVERY VALUE: govDelivery allows you to meet 
the public’s needs by offering unlimited topics by subscription 
and making signup options easy to promote.
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EFFECTIVENESS TIP 3: Proactively Invite Web Visitors

CHECKLIST

Add an overlay on your home page or 
other high traffic pages to encourage 
site visitors to take the important step of 
signing up for your updates so you can 
reach them in the future.

the Department of interior uses this technique 
effectively on their website by displaying to only 
first-time visitors or after a certain number of 
visits. We suggest using a light-box approach 
which is more familiar to users and simply 
darkens the rest of the screen. this increases 
the likelihood that a potential subscriber will 
complete the sign-up process. see an example 
below by governor Dayton of Minnesota:

1. Keep steps required to set up a 
profile at a minimum

2. capturing email is most important

3. lead with the benefit - what’s in 
store for your subscriber?

4. build trust: state you’ll respect and 
maintain their privacy

to proactively turn a web visitor into a 
subscriber, leverage your most compelling 
and timely content by offering a sign-up 
box or link. 

For example, the Department of interior 
boasts gorgeous landscape and interesting 
nature shots. by hosting a tumblr blog, they 
drive people to sign up for blog and twitter 
alerts and simultaneously drive people to 
sign up for other related topics. 

SIGN-UP FORM OPTIMIZATION

6GOVDELIVERY EMAIL GUIDE



© 2012 GovDelivery

EFFECTIVENESS TIP 4: Cross-Promote Content

CHALLENGE: Many government organizations are trying to improve information access, 
transparency, and reduce costs.

SOLUTION: use lessons learned from the private sector, which has been successful in cross-
promoting related products both offline (“Do you want fries with that?”) and online (Amazon.com 
cross-sell of products before checkout).  by working together, government organizations can reach 
many more stakeholders.  cross-promoting email topics with other organizations who seek to 
reach similar audiences either by topic, geography, or both is the most powerful way to broaden 
reach.  organizations can actually gather email addresses and expand digital outreach to people 
who have never visited the organization’s website!

cross-organization topic promotion provides benefits to both government organizations and the 
public. organizations that cross-promote with other entities are able to reach a substantially 
larger audience. the public is better informed due to improved access to relevant information 
from many organizations at one time.

below you can see an example of a user signing up for updates from Minneapolis and then seeing 
available updates from the county and Parks board on the next screen.

50%
Many organizations 

increase the number of 
new people signing up for 

digital updates by 50% 
or more by using cross-

promotion effectively

GOVDELIVERY VALUE: the 
govDelivery Network has transformed 
the way the public sector works 
together to reach more people.  
currently, hundreds of government 
agencies ranging from the city of 
Minneapolis to the state of texas and 
NAsA work together to cross-promote 
content and reach more people using 
the govDelivery Network.
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TIP:
Capture citizens when your information is hot 
to move them into your Engagement Funnel
(see page 18).

EFFECTIVENESS TIP 5: Capture Subscribers at Exciting or Critical Times

one of the best times to capture subscribers is during an exciting or critical time for your 
organization. 

CRITICAL TIME: For example, in early 2012, seattle experienced four straight days of snow and 
ice. citizens in King county poured onto the city’s metro transit home page to get the information 
they needed about the storm. the takeaway? At a time where there is a huge increase of citizens 
on your site, make sure you seize the opportunity to sign up as many as you can. once you are 
connected to them, you can proactively communicate in the future. 

EXCITING TIME: How about a baby Wild black bear just born in a den in Maine? While this 
exciting event was happening, the Wildlife research Foundation live-streamed the event. As 
excited users came to their page to view the live-streaming, the Foundation encouraged visitors to 
subscribe to their bulletins.

POINT OF INTERACTION:  When does the public interact with your organization?  the internal 
revenue service (irs) allows people to signup for updates from within an iPhone App, the White 
House invites anyone filling out a contact us form to quickly check a box and sign up to receive 
email updates, and many organizations gather email addresses at popular in-person events.

GOVDELIVERY VALUE: govDelivery provides many ways to connect existing applications to govDelivery through Application 
Programming interfaces (APi) and makes it simple to upload contact information from offline and online sources directly into 
govDelivery for ongoing outreach.
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EFFECTIVENESS TIP 6: Use Social Media to Get More Subscribers and 
Launch Email Outreach into Social Media

1

invite your new subscribers to share 
and broadcast their new subscription 
with their friends, allowing you to 
reach substantially larger audiences. 

DRIVE SIGN-UPS FROM YOUR SOCIAL CHANNELS

INVITE NEW SUBSCRIBERS TO PROMOTE YOUR OUTREACH OPTIONS IN SOCIAL MEDIA2

Driving Standards Agency

Governor Mark Dayton

tweet before 
sending your 
monthly 
newsletter 
to generate 
subscriptions.
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include “share” links in the email body. 

Add a “get email updates” tab to your page that allows users to sign up without 
leaving Facebook to increase and broaden your subscribers base.

4

3 INVITE FACEBOOK FANS TO SUBSCRIBE

INVITE SUBSCRIBERS TO SHARE MESSAGES

Oregon Watershed Enhancement Board

Prince George’s County 
Public Schools

GOVDELIVERY VALUE: govDelivery includes social sharing and social promotion capabilities.

GOVDELIVERY VALUE: 
govDelivery has created a step-by-
step guide to add an email sign-up 
app to your Facebook timeline. 
Download the guide at http://
bit.ly/GDFBapp. if you have any 
questions, contact your govDelivery 
client success consultant.   
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EFFECTIVENESS TIP 7: Use a Social Login to Allow Users to Sign up 
Faster Using their Existing Accounts

EFFECTIVENESS TIP 8: Provide Clear Sign up Language that Fits 
the Context

TIP: Include the word 
email and the name of the 
content to be clear what 
you are asking for and 
what the stakeholder is 
signing up to receive

The average increase 
in subscriptions 
organizations experience 
when using social login

20-50%

Numbers are from the leading 
provider of social login. - Janrain

GOVDELIVERY VALUE: 
social login can be enabled for 
any govDelivery client
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The second E - Efficiency is about 
improving the impact of communication 
while minimizing the costs

1. save time by streamlining complex communication across 
all digital channels

2. save resources by using digital outreach to reduce the use 
of more expensive outreach channels such as direct mail 
and advertising and to speed uptake of online services

3. Deploy quickly with minimal risk to avoid it infrastructure 
investments while conserving valuable staffing resources 
and talent

THIS SECTION INCLUDES THE FOLLOWING TOPICS:

1.       commit to Automate Where Possible
1.1     Automatically send email content to sMs and social 

Media channels
1.2    Automatically send rich social Media content via email 

and other channels
2.      use the right template for the Job

streAMliNeD  
coMMuNicAtioN THROUGH

EFFICIENCY
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EFFICIENCY TIP 1: Commit to Automate Where Possible

organizations increasingly create content in many formats and across many channels. National 
Public Radio staff created a useful acronym called “COPE” or “Create Once, Publish 
Everywhere,” which can be very useful in managing digital outreach. in many cases, this strategy 
makes sense and saves time. examples: 

1. A road alert sent to your email subscribers can be reformatted and repurposed to be posted as 
an sMs message, twitter post and Facebook post at the same time.

2. A picture added to a Flickr feed can be automatically sent by email subscribers and reposted to 
other channels.

3. A video added to Youtube will get more viewers if it is sent to email subscribers and posted to 
twitter and Facebook at the same time.

4. crime and weather information can be organized and repurposed to automatically trigger 
messages to the public when updates occur.

in addition to saving time, an effective coPe strategy will lead to additional views of all content 
so that investments in great content pay greater dividends than would be possible with narrower 
publishing and an outreach approach that relies on one channel at a time. 

GOVDELIVERY VALUE: govDelivery embraces the coPe strategy by making it possible to automatically post content to sMs, 
Facebook, and twitter at the same time emails are sent and by providing a complete set of automation tools to automatically grab 
new content from websites (through rss feeds), from databases (using APis) and from social media channels for automated 
distribution out through email and other proactive channels.
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EFFICIENCY TIP 1.1: Automatically Send Email Content to SMS and 
Social Media Channels

An important component of this strategy is to make sure that when you send email messages 
out to stakeholders that you can concurrently publish new content to social media channels, and 
when appropriate, send via sMs.  Newsletters, road alerts, grant openings, emergency updates 
and more are all timely and critical updates that 
benefit from immediate cross-posting across 
multiple channels.  More importantly, while 
this stream of coordinated coPe updates on 
timely and specific topics gives an organization a 
consistent way of posting key updates broadly, 
there may also be times when it is beneficial to 
adopt a specific “voice” and approach that is more 
channel-specific so your organization may want 
to consider intertwining automated postings with 
postings that are more customized by channel.

GOVDELIVERY VALUE: govDelivery allows you to automatically send via sMs and post to Facebook 
and twitter at the same time as you send emails.  content is re-formatted to match each channel; for 
example, content can be further customized to include hashtags in the case of twitter posts.
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EFFICIENCY TIP 1.2: Automatically Send Rich Social Media Content 
via Email and Other Channels

the content that your 
organization posts in social 
media may be some of the 
richest and most visually 
appealing content you offer.  
this can include blog posts, 
Youtube videos, Flickr photos, 
twitter posts, and more.  
You can generate more 
value and awareness of this 
content by encouraging your 
stakeholders to sign up to 
receive email updates that 
include your social media 
content and then by sending 
new social media content out 
to subscribers. 
 

For the Driving standards Agency 
(DsA), using govDelivery has meant 
that they can instantly measure results 
from their communications. they have 
been able to expand the reach of their 
content and social media. Over 14,000 
people get email updates about 
Youtube videos, a substantially larger 
audience than the 3,333 subscribers 
to Youtube itself. A growing number 
of 8,100 individuals subscribe to 
twitter updates, adding to the overall 
awareness of DsA’s social media 
channels.

GOVDELIVERY VALUE: govDelivery supports allowing the public to sign up for updates from your social media channels 
and makes it easy to send rich updates containing your video, picture, blog posts, or other social media content to the public 
automatically when you update your social media channels.
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EFFICIENCY TIP 2: Use the Right Template for the Job

You can use templates to setup the right type of backdrop for each message.  A road or weather 
alert might benefit from a simple message with limited graphics.  A newsletter or service 
promotion will likely be improved from a richer template.  You should be sure to setup the right 
default templates for each type of message you send.  in general, specific and timely content that 
serves a discrete purpose (move your car, pay a bill, stay inside) are best left in simple, graphic-
limited formats while content that is promoting a particular action (“Participate in our recycling 
program” or “use our new online benefits form”) or a breadth of content (e.g., a newsletter) 
benefits from more consideration around format  and graphics. 

GOVDELIVERY VALUE: govDelivery allows you to set default templates and message footers for 
every topic for which you are sending email alerts and includes an Advance bulletin editor that allows you 
to create stunning emails from standard templates or to create your own designs.

remember that timely and compelling content requested by the end user typically gets the best 
open and click rates regardless of the format and graphics you use.
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The third and final E - Engagement is 
about using your reach and streamlined 
communication capability to drive mission 
results.

How is this done? First, you have to work on 
building a large outreach base (effectiveness) and 
a streamlined approach to getting information out 
(efficiency), and next you need to identify areas in 
your organization where greater awareness, online 
traffic, or offline participation will drive value for your 
organization, the stakeholders you serve, or both.

THIS SECTION INCLUDES THE FOLLOWING TOPICS:

1. Making Your Message count: bulletin content  best 
Practices

2. Making Your Message count: bulletin Design best 
Practices

MissioN VAlue THROUGH

ENGAGEMENT
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the govDelivery engagement Funnel below is a thorough framework to help guide you through 
planning and executing powerful communication. each phase plays a critical role in the 
process. remember that each person interacting with you does not need to go through the whole 
engagement funnel and may start at any point within the engagement process. For some, simply 
reading a message and being aware of new information is a sufficient level of engagement. in 
other cases, you may want stakeholders to truly become leaders that are committed to a certain 

program and perhaps encouraging others to participate. there are many types of engagement!

The Engagement Funnel

1. Awareness

5. Leadership

Time

2. Permission 3. Orientation 4. Engagement

ENGAGEMENT FUNNEL
Formula: = Increased Mission ResultsMore Citizens Reached Drives Bigger Base More Citizens Participate Increased Engagement

Copyright © 2011 GovDelivery, Inc. All rights reserved.

EXAMPLES OF ENGAGEMENT:

1. choosing to get a flu shot after reading about 
the benefits.

2. Adopting a pet.

3. choosing to use a new online service 
instead of a paper process requiring more 
administrative resources.

4. Applying for a grant.

5. commenting on a regulation.

6. reposting a video on a new recycling 
program.

7. learning how to comply with a rule                     
or regulation.

PHASES OF THE ENGAGEMENT FUNNEL:

PHASE 1 - Awareness: when and where your 
stakeholder finds out about you.

PHASE 2 - Permission: when and where your 
stakeholder signs up for your newsletter, “likes” 
you on Facebook, or follows you on twitter.

PHASE 3 - Orientation: when and how you 
educate your stakeholders about your services 
or offerings.

PHASE 4 - Engagement: when or how your 
stakeholder takes your requested action or value 
is realized.

PHASE 5 - Leadership: when and how your 
stakeholders co-create or facilitate your mission.
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ENGAGEMENT TIP 1: Making Your Message Count: 
Bulletin Content Best Practices

CHECKLIST

SUBJECT LINE: As the gateway to your bulletin, the subject 
line is crucial. if your subscriber is not drawn in, the best 
bulletin in the world will not be read. Here are five quick tips 
for effective subject lines:

1. get to the point of requested action 
immediately

2. Put most important content up front

3. Drive traffic to where you want conversation to 
take place

4. Have a sense of humor when appropriate

5. Never use all-caps

6. Personalize the bulletin when possible

1. be descriptive, but keep it under 50 characters 

2. Provide a clear call to action

3. Make it definitive

4. Make it intriguing

5. localize the content (include a city or specific 
location) where possible

BODY CONTENT: once you successfully draw in a reader, 
keep the engagement going with solid content. Here are six 

easy tips:

IMPORTANT TO NOTE:  While some bulletins (e.g., road 
alerts) might be simple and informational, many have a more 
complex purpose. For bulletins where you have a specific 
objective you are trying to achieve, you’ll want to think carefully 
about how you structure the bulletin to get best results.

GOVDELIVERY VALUE: govDelivery can provide you with sample successful bulletins and 
supports the ability to test different subject lines and content approaches to understand the best 
results for your audience.
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ENGAGEMENT TIP 2: Making Your Message Count: 
Bulletin Design Best Practices

CHECKLIST

1. images drive higher engagement; be 
sure to use them

2. Make sure you include “alt text” or 
alternative text describing the photo

3. include royalty-free images

4. Host the image yourself

5. resize the image before you embed

6. if using bullets, make sure they render 
correctly in all email clients, or stick with 
plain text characters

7. ensure your image is fully 508 
compliant

FONTS: Pick fonts that best resemble your brand and 
are web-safe. some of the most popular web-safe fonts 
include: Arial, georgia, and tahoma, lucida sans unicode, 
trebuchet Ms. Finally, avoid having too many fonts, or 
switching font types from line to line.

COLORS: Along the same vein as fonts, the best colors 
to choose are simply colors easy on the eyes that keep in 
line with your brand and help your readers easily digest 
your content.

IMAGES: Here are 7 image best practices:

GOVDELIVERY VALUE: govDelivery provides the default templates and 
support to help you achieve design best practices.
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TOP 6 RESOURCES
1. PeW internet American life Project (pewinternet.org/)

2. govDelivery blog reach the Public (reachthepublic.com) 

3. govDelivery customer blog (insidetheredenvelope.com)

4. govloop’s govDelivery user group(govloop.com/groups/thegovdeliveryusergroup)

5. Digital communication resources (data.govloop.com)

6. Plain language (plainlanguage.gov)

COMMUNITY
Want more tips on citizen engagement? Visit www.
govdelivery.com or www.reachthepublic.com and sign up for 
ongoing updates from govDelivery’s blogs. You can also join 
the govDelivery group on govloop - - www.govloop.com/
group/thegovdeliveryusergroup - - our online community 
serving nearly 60,000 members.

learn how other organizations are successfully engaging 
their stakeholders and reaching their mission objectives.

CONTACT US:
We love hearing about your success! Are you an organization with a great story about reaching   
citizens? if so, let us know! We would love to feature you in a webinar or case study.

For current govDelivery clients, contact your client success consultant or any member of the 
govDelivery staff for help achieving your objectives.

ENGAGEMENT SERVICES
Do you need help designing your bulletins or transactional templates, writing effective bulletins, or 
monitoring and reporting metrics? 

Do you need help growing your subscriber base or building and managing your online communities? 
Would it be helpful to know how effective your digital communications channels and initiatives are, 
what to measure and how, and when and where to prioritize and focus resources? 

if so, email or call Joseph Porcelli, Director of govDelivery engagement services at  
Joseph.Porcelli@govdelivery.com or 202-407-7461.

GUIDE CREDITS:
Written by lauren Modeen (@exilauren) | engagement strategist, engagement services 
supported by Joseph Porcelli (@josephporcelli) | Director of engagement services
contributions by Natalie Fedie (@nfedie) | Director of client services and scott burns (@smburns) | ceo
graphic design by Kristie bauer (@kristiekbauer) | Marketing coordinator

Website 
govdelivery.com

Call 
866-276-5583

Email 
info@govdelivery.com

Facebook 
facebook.com/govdelivery

Twitter 
twitter.com/govdelivery
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