


- E-SHALLOWS, an email newsletter -


Shediac Squadron's experience with Electronic communications with members  





1. INTRODUCTION


How many times have you heard the expression "We only hear from CPS when the dues invoice arrives"  Whether an accurate statement or not, this is the impression many of our members appear to have. In 2003 as part of an overall plan to stabilize and grow Shediac Squadron's Membership, we recognized this phenomenon and identified improved Communications as an urgent need.





These notes come from my own experience with online newsletters and address primarily that type of communication. My experience has shown me that one of the most important channels to a prosperous and growing member-supported association is effective communication.  No effort is made here to deal extensively with the relative merits/disadvantages of email/web newsletters versus snail-mailed hard copy newsletters. Suffice it to say that my experience with large membership organizations has led me to the conclusion that we are well past the day when infrequent, out-of-date and costly mailed paper newsletters are of much value. The ease, speed, tremendous opportunity for timely delivery of information and news, and the low cost of online newsletters give us an invaluable resource for providing news and information to members. 





These notes were assembled to help others who may wish to start up an e-newsletter. Keep in mind a basic tenet of good communication - remove all possible obstacles to the flow of information, making life as easy as possible for the audience.





2. ALTERNATIVES TO SNAIL MAIL OTHER THAN ONLINE


Other than emailed newsletters and snail mailed critical announcements (still required and needed for certain communications), we have also found TalkMail and occasionally fax to be quite effective in getting important news out to our members. With TalkMail and snail mail we certainly get the most important material out to the great majority of our members, and through email and our website we get a vastly greater amount of material out to an ever-increasing number of members.





3. BACKGROUND


As part of an overall plan to stabilize and grow our Squadron's Membership, improved low-cost Communications was identified by Shediac Squadron's Bridge as an urgent need. One of the efforts being made to achieve this is an email newsletter, which Shediac Squadron started up on a twice-monthly basis March 2, 2003.  We started with approximately 60 email addresses out of 200 members (30%), every few days we receive a couple more addresses to add to our maillist. The first issue follows: 





-------------------------------





"Good evening sister and brother members of the Shediac Squadron of the Canadian Power and Sail Squadrons.





In an effort to improve communications with our members we are happy to announce the rebirth of our old Newsletter - Shediac Shallows - in electronic format - SHEDIAC E-SHALLOWS. The Newsletter will be issued bi-monthly during the first and third week from March 1 to October 31, and occasionally during the winter. To ensure you are not inundated with yet another series of long emails, we will keep the mails to a reasonable length. So that everyone can read it, the mail will be in plain text only and there will be no attachments; if there are important images or documents we want you to have we'll put them on our website for you to download if and when you wish. Please be assured that the outgoing mails are well protected against viruses. Each issue of E-SHALLOWS will touch on a few of the following topics:





- Short CPS Course blurbs (course dates etc.)


- CPS course statistics.


- A little material taken from various courses.


- Interesting local boating stories & news (CPS members' cruising news etc.)


- Boats for sale, Boats wanted. 


- Maintenance tips. 


- Boating tips.


- QuikQuiz in each Newsletter, winner announced in next.





You are all invited to add to this list of topics, or better yet write a short article for E-SHALLOWS from your own experience for the benefit of your fellow members.





But we do need your help to make this Newsletter truly of use to us - we currently have 60 email addresses out of approximately 200 members, if we assume we have a similar number of members on email as the Canadian average, we are missing 60 or more email addresses. Please ask fellow members you know if they have received this first mail, if not ask them to get their email addresses to me.  Thank you for your help.





NOW THE QUIKQUIZ FOR THIS ISSUE:


What is an excellent knot to use to help release a riding turn on a winch ?


Deadline for your answer - March 13.





Power boaters get special mention if they know the answer :) Your turn next issue!





And finally, visit Shediac Squadron's very own website (built and maintained by Wally Kierstead) at:


http://www.shediac-cps.org/





Wally has done a great job at giving us a well-organized, fast and informative site.





Fair winds & happy motoring!





Michael Dunn


Membership and Communications Officer


Shediac Squadron CPS


__________________________________


Should you wish to be removed from the E-SHALLOWS mailing list, please reply to this mail with the subject "REMOVE". A note on Privacy - SHEDIAC E-SHALLOWS does not share its email list with any other entity"





-------------------------------





4. WHICH IS BETTER - EMAIL OR THE WEB?


Analogy - receiving an email is similar to getting your snail mail in your mailbox at home. Going to a website is analogous to going to the Post Office to pick up your mail. Yes, this is an exaggerated analogy, but the two situations are really quite similar. Both tools are required, depending on the nature of what is being sent.





The most universally used online tool is email, but a successful online communications scheme encompasses both email and a website. One is not better than the other, they are different formats offering different advantages and different limitations, complementary tools needed to put a comprehensive information & news resource at the hands of our members. In a nutshell, email is quick to put together and deliver, is delivered right to your "door", in its basic form requires minimal technology, is quick to read if the messages are brief and to-the-point, and establishes a regular means of communication if sent on predetermined and known schedules. With email the time of delivery of the information is controlled by the sender. Websites permit great expansion of information, rich graphic enhancement, and ability to access information when and if you want it, usually when a little time is available. So with the Web the time of delivery of the information is controlled by the recipient.





Hence a conundrum - is it more effective to depend on the reader to go get the information on his/her own on the Web, or is more effective to give it to him/her directly on a regular basis? The answer is to give the basic news and information in email, and where enhancement or more depth is important, provide a link to a website. This is a perfect match of the two formats that incidentally has been shown to increase visits to the organization's website. It is important to remember that with email you can be fairly certain your messages are being received and probably being read, whereas on the Web there is no simple way to have the same assurance. 





5. FORMAT ISSUES


Someone said there is no problem with standards on the internet, there are thousands and thousands of them!





MS Outlook/Express has become the de facto standard for email, yet there are several other  excellent email clients being used (for example Eudora, Pegasus, etc.) Add to this web-based mail such as Yahoo or Hotmail and problems become not only possible but real. For instance, previewing messages or configuring Outlook to permit "enhanced" html or script execution opens the potential for viruses, trojans and similarly destructive messages executing whether or not you open the message to read or open the attachment if any. To avoid this, some people turn off preview, scripts and html, preferring to read their messages in plain text. This usually works fine, but when messages are sent in html or have scripts, what the reader sees is not always what the writer sends.





Furthermore, unless the writer knows a little bit about good composition of letters and emails, enhanced email can look quite silly, with 10 fonts, 20 type sizes and seven colours on one page, questionably useful graphics etc. etc. We've all seen these mails, which tell us immediately that an amateur is at work, more interested in impressing than providing quality content. The content might indeed be high quality, but the look is so distracting we don't even bother reading the mail.





Simple but minimal enhancement of plain text emails (bolding the section titles for example) makes it easier for the reader to break into pieces. 





There is no doubt that formats other than plain text email (.pdf etc) produce more attractive newsletters. There are three issues to consider with these. First, it appears to me that many Squadrons using such formats have very infrequent newsletters, perhaps because of the time needed to put them together?  Second, if you deliver a .pdf newsletter as an attachment, you may run into the problems mentioned in section 7 below. Third, if you deliver a .pdf newsletter by website, you are never sure how many people are going to get it.





GUIDELINE - use plain text only in email newsletters, no gadgetry or frills. Keep the look as "punchy" as the content. 





6. MESSAGE CONTENT


The three most important aspects of email and websites are content, content, content! It has been clearly shown (particularly in business-to-consumer sites) that people will not revisit websites that do not contain important, timely and relevant information presented in a direct and speedy manner. It is a fallacy to believe that you will increase visitorship primarily by enhanced graphics and worse still, gadgetry.





The best designed website that has poor, incomplete or old content will be unable to maintain an audience after the first or second visit - the "look" overwhelms the content which is unable to stand on its own. However even the most mundane website (visually speaking) that is updated frequently, presents useful and interesting information in a easy flowing format has a considerable degree of success attracting revisits. The same principles apply to emails.





Keep your email newsletter short, about 3-4 screens maximum. Most people will read regular emails from a known source if they are kept to about this length. Short emails also inspire members not only to visit your website, but to ask questions - I get several emails after each newsletter goes out asking for more information about various items, sometimes with questions or suggestions totally unrelated to the content of the newsletter. I answer such mails ASAP. Members appreciate this, I think it shows them that our Squadron genuinely wants to improve communications, and it sets up an important direct communication with individual members, encouraging in them a feeling of belonging and fellowship in their Squadron.





Proofread carefully, run your spell checker, and check the accuracy of all URLs you include,  preferably just before you send it out.





A few days before your next issue "goes to press",  email your Bridge officers (we also contact Marinas/Yacht Clubs and other local boating interests) asking for items for the newsletter. Give them your proposed list of topics.





Encourage your members to contribute items of interest to the newsletter - from their boating experience, maintenance tasks on their boats etc.





Provide a simple means for your members to remove their addresses from the maillist if they wish. 





Provide your coordinates (phone numbers etc.), and your position in your Squadron.





Encourage your readers to help you gather the email addresses of other members.





Respect members' privacy absolutely - in your ordinary email program put your list of addresses in the "Bcc" (blind copy) line of your email's header, with your own address in the "To" line, or you can select "hide recipient list" in some email clients. This way the address list is not visible in the received mails. If you wish to "personalize" your emails by showing the member's own email address in the "To" line, you will probably need to obtain dedicated bulkmail software. Using Merge in a word processor may also enable you to do this.





Do not share your address list with anyone, and explain this policy briefly in each issue of your Newsletter. If anyone asks you to provide an individual member's email address, ask that member for permission first.





Boating is fun, make emails fun too - use a little well-placed humour. 





ABOVE ALL: Be brief, be clear, and be gone!





7. ATTACHMENTS


Email is an extremely quick & relatively safe method of communication. Help keep it that way.


Attachments can be large files.  For many, many persons without so-called "high-speed" connections or without speedy PCs, the lengthy download time can be very disconcerting  (sometimes even costly), to the point where members will remove their names from the maillist.


Many people will no longer open downloaded attachments due to the fear of viruses, trojans etc. Many businesses absolutely forbid employees to download non-business attachments for the same reason, and as we know, many of us get our personal email at work.


What format will the attachment take? MS Word, WordPerfect, Acrobat .pdf, etc? Does everyone on your maillist have these tools? And if not, will they download and/or buy the required software? Highly unlikely - many people do not like to download and install software due to the time involved and the problems the installation sometimes causes their PC. The techies among us must remember that most people use their PCs as tools, not as toys to spend hours tweaking with.  They do not want to spend time and/or money "fixing" their PC, especially when the problem is caused by someone else. This is even more true in business - many businesses absolutely forbid employees to install any software that has not been approved by management.


Many novice PC users are scared stiff when they see an attachment arrive.


Many novice PC users are unable to configure their email client properly, thus don't even know where to find the attachment on their PC once it's been downloaded.





GUIDELINE - do not send any attachments of any kind or format with your email newsletter - if you have an important or interesting file/image/etc., put it on your Squadron's website, provide a link in the email for your readers to go get it, if and when they wish.





8. VIRUSES, TROJANS, SPYWARE AND OTHER MEAN THINGS


The first time your audience receives a virus from you, you will probably lose a few list members but you will be forgiven by most. The second time this happens 40-50% of your list members will ask that their addresses be removed from your list.





Many of the latest viruses are not really viruses but worms. Their primary purpose is to pick addresses out of your address books and send themselves on to those people. An advantage (in addition to privacy as discussed above) of having your maillist in the Bcc section of your email newsletter header is that the only address visible to such worms is your own, thus protecting your list of recipients from these malicious critters.





Remember also that an email generated by a worm on a recipient's PC can have your address as the sender, faked of course. Our members know that if they receive an attachment with my address as the sender, it is likely a worm, for I never send an attachment to members unless they have specifically asked for it. Except of course for Bridge officers.





A more recent variation on these intrusions is spyware, adware or malware, surreptitiously installed on your PC by some websites, or sometimes even a part of a virus package.





GUIDELINE - the Squadron Communications Officer or List Manager must use and maintain effective anti-virus & anti-spyware software, updated daily, or as a minimum on the day you send out the newsletter, scanning your PC before you send it. 





9. NEWSLETTER SCHEDULE


How do you feel when your daily newspaper doesn't get delivered?





Emails arriving at regularly scheduled dates or ranges of dates ("during the first and third week of the month") grow on you - members become accustomed to receiving them at a certain time, and we hope, look forward to them. A twice-monthly frequency seems to work out well, and it enables the news to be very timely. Though I may be mistaken, I believe Shediac Squadron's Newsletter is the most frequently issued in the CPS world.





Occasionally you'll want to issue a special edition; be sure the topic is of high interest and there is a real pressing need to put it out between scheduled issues. There is a danger of "over-communicating" when the topics do not meet these criteria.





GUIDELINE - pick a newsletter schedule and frequency you can live with. If you question your ability to keep up with it, then half the frequency - consistency is more important for your Newsletter than plans that are too ambitious for your available time.





10. EMAIL ADDRESSES & THE NEWSLETTER AS A MEMBERSHIP GROWTH TOOL


Email is a cheap, whoops, I mean an inexpensive tool! I know of a large member based organization that doubled its membership in two years, primarily due to a very effective email newsletter.





Get the entire list of your members, past and present, and find all the email addresses you can. Encourage members to provide their addresses to you, and to talk to their fellow members about the newsletter. Ask other local boating-related organizations (Yacht Clubs, Marinas etc.) to advise their members of the existence of your newsletter, inviting CPS members among them to contact you with their addresses.





Every Squadron member you meet or talk to, ask for their email address. Ask Bridge members to do the same.





Get your Squadron members' email addresses from CPS HQ (my understanding is that HQ will only provide this to Squadron Commanders.) Many of these will bounce, probably because of the difficulty reading hand written addresses on the invoice/dues notice.





Speaking of which, keep a record of bounced mails, and occasionally clean them up by phoning your members for corrected/new addresses.





Back up your maillist each time you add or subtract addresses from it. If you're not in the habit of backing up, don't wait until you lose your email list before starting - you'll have a lot of work on your hands, and your newsletter schedule will likely be severely interrupted.





When talking with members without email, tell them about some of the items covered in past newsletters to tweak their interest and encourage them to get online.  Show them how they can save money using online services, e.g. the cost of stamps, cheques etc. compared to email and online banking. If they have a fear of technology offer them a hand if you can spare the time.





Snail mail a couple of sample Newsletter issues to members for whom you do not have email addresses.





In addition to sending your newsletter to current members, contact past members asking if they'd like to receive the newsletter for a short period. You'll get a couple of rejoins and new members out of this low-labour effort. Send the newsletter to BoatPro students for a few issues, to Boating students during their courses, and to anyone else who expresses even a little interest in CPS.





During the CPS "dues season", include a statement in a couple of issues that those who do not pay their dues may see their newsletter subscription ended. Say it tactfully of course, but say it clearly. Some of our members tell me that they have paid their dues on time just to ensure they continue receiving E-SHALLOWS. Follow this up - at the end of the dues year, remove the addresses of those who have not paid their dues. 





Always remember that your Squadron Newsletter is a member service as well as a benefit, so answer emails from members rapidly. If you don't have the answer to the member's question, say so right away and give him/her an approximate date when you expect to have it.





11. THIRD SEASON


E-SHALLOWS marks its second anniversary March 1, 2005 (annual season runs March 1 to October 31). In 2004 we emailed 18 regular and 12 special Newsletter issues to our members. During the season a newsletter was emailed every second Sunday morning without fail. During the 6-7 month winter layup special issues were sent as required. We now have the email addresses of 86% of our 214 members, and expect that will shortly top out at 90%. When we reach that point, it is possible we will decide to fax or snailmail the Newsletter to the remaining 10% of the membership.





12. THE LAST WORD(S)





Remove the obstacles !





Michael Dunn


Membership & Communications Officer


Shediac Squadron


506 532-0284


mdunn@nbnet.nb.ca


http://www.shediac-cps.org/
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