
 

Nomination Form | 2008 Email Performance Award 
��  

 
Nominee Information:  
Name: Sheri Phalsaphie  
Title: Senior Marketing Manager 
Company: AOL 
 
 
 
The Email Performance Award nominee is an individua l or company who has contributed to 
email marketing excellence and results in the LAST 12 MONTHS. Please answer the 
following questions as fully as possible. There’s n o limit on the length of the nomination. 
Attach supporting information (including screenshot s, etc.) as needed, and include links to 
any relevant information.  
 
Describe the campaign objectives, including the date(s) of the campaign. (Remember: Only 
campaigns within the last 12 months are eligible.)  
1-Campaign Objectives: 
2-Campaign Dates 
3-Describe the creative strategy (include supporting evidence, if needed).  
4-Describe the marketing strategy (include supporting evidence, if needed).  
5-Describe the results (include supporting evidence, if needed). This is the most important criteria, 
so please include as much detail as possible.  
6- Why do you think this campaign should win the Email Performance Award?  
7-Provide career or company history.       
8-Provide other relevant information. 
 

AOL Real Time Mail  
 
 
As a consumer… 

�  How many email addresses have you created over the years? According to Jakob Nielsen (2006), the 
consumer average is 3.1 and growing…   

�  How often to you check these various email addresses? If at all?  
 
As a marketer… 

�  How do you ensure your emails are being delivered to accounts that are routinely checked? 
�  How can you ensure your email budget is spent most efficiently?  
�  How do you prevent multiple email promotions from stacking up in email boxes in a short period of time? How 

can you instead get your message at the top of the box? 
 
Try solving all of these problems in real time. AOL did just that with a new groundbreaking email product – AOL Real 
Time Mail. 
 
 
 
 



The Challenge 
 
A large AOL advertiser was experiencing sub-par results in the email channel. Cost Per Acquisition (CPA) rested in the 
+$300 range – 264% over their goal. Routine creative testing showed promise, but given that this program afforded 
only one email blast per month, successful iterations were slow to deploy thus muting the potential for quick learning 
and immediate impact. As expected, the advertiser began to consider moving their media spend away from AOL email 
and sales executives were concerned about the potential revenue impact.  
                                                                             
  
In the mean time, AOL’s Consumer Advocacy 
group became concerned about the impact of 
this and similar campaigns on AOL members. 
AOL positions itself as a company which 
focuses on the member experience – with an 
emphasis on privacy and online legal 
compliance. Anecdotal evidence of our email 
stacking up in little-used accounts helped make 
it clear that our current methods were both an 
inefficient use of the media and potentially 
more harmful to the member experience than 
was acceptable.  
 
It was clear that email promotion saturation, 
inactive email accounts, and the inability to 
optimize within flight were all contributing to the 
advertiser’s low ROI and the member 
experience concerns. Our challenge was to 
develop an operationally efficient method of 
deploying email campaigns which made the 
most effective use possible of both advertiser’s 
dollars and our users’ attention.  
 
 
Existing approach 
 
AOL’s traditional approach to email campaign deployment was fairly straightforward and fairly common: put together a 
campaign involving several creative/offer tests, select the necessary lists of email addresses, and send all the emails 
out in one large batch on a given day.  
 
Although this “batch” email delivery method is the industry standard for commercial messaging, it has its limitations:  
 

�  By sending email in batch, advertisers cannot optimize creative or effect distribution rules in-flight. That is, 
once all of the emails have been sent, there are no means to update or retract poor performing or otherwise 
problematic creative. Nor, obviously, is there an ability to adjust the target audience once the emails have 
been distributed. 
 

�  Operationally, this approach can be rather resource intensive and time consuming. Targeting and list 
suppressions (including those necessary to accommodate CAN-SPAM compliance) require constant roster 
development for each cell of each campaign -- which in turn requires a substantial amount of lead time to 
coordinate with vendors, the advertiser, and internal operations teams. For AOL email campaigns, the timeline 
from campaign inception to launch often reached one month in large part due to list selection and processing 
headaches. 
 

�  In order to best manage the end-user experience in this batch world, email inventory is often allocated on a 
calendar basis. Campaigns, being limited to a certain number per month, are deployed on select days which 
are typically assigned exclusively to specific partners or promotions. In AOL’s case, this approach often 
prevented advertisers from running their campaign during a desired period if another advertiser had already 



reserved the date. 
 

�  Finally, because selection of email addresses and timing of delivery tend not to be tightly coupled (if at all) to 
email account activity, individual emails are often either lost among all the other email in a user’s inbox, or 
stack up quietly in an inbox that’s rarely or never checked.  

 

    
 
New Approach 
 
In order to meeting the challenge outlined above, AOL Real Time Mail  was born. The fundamental differences 
between the traditional batch method of delivery and AOL RTM are two-fold:  
 
1. Trigger-based sends  
In contrast to the batch method of sending all emails to a given list all at once, AOL RTM leverages a trigger-based 
send mechanism. An event occurs, is detected by our system, and results in the real-time request for a single email for 
a single user. The “event” in this case is detection of a user login to AOL’s email system. Think of these as 
“transactional” emails where the transaction is not a purchase, but a login to check email.  
 
Batch method: “It’s Tuesday, 10am, let’s go ahead and send out email ABC to all 100,000 names on the roster.” 
AOL RTM: “xyzuser@aol.com just logged in to check email, let’s send him/her ‘email ABC’ immediately.” 
 
 
2. Dynamic targeting and creative selection  
With the batch method, all list selections are done “offline”. Both the list and the email creative are effectively locked at 
the point of deployment. In contrast, with AOL RTM, selections themselves are also done in real-time by means of a 
rules engine which processes the incoming triggers and chooses to send an email (or not) and which email to send 
based on a number of criteria. Both the rules for selection and the creative selected can be adjusted dynamically in-
flight.  
 
These two fundamental differences between batch and AOL RTM can have a profound impact on the efficiency of the 
media and overall effectiveness of an email campaign.  
 

�        Emails are sent only to users who show up to read them eliminating countless wasted sends and reducing 
clutter in user email boxes 



�        Emails arrive at the top of the inbox thereby garnering greater attention.  
�        Distribution and content changes can be made in-flight to optimize performance and even help mitigate 

potentially costly deployment errors.  
  

Batch method: “This creative test is tanking, too bad we sent it to so many users. What a waste.” 
AOL RTM: “This creative is tanking, let’s pull it and shift all the remaining sends to the winner immediately.” 
 
Batch method: “Oh no! We spelled our partner’s name wrong in the email! It’s too late, the emails have all been sent!” 
AOL RTM: “Agh! We misspelled the partner’s name, let’s fix that immediately before too many more of these go out!” 
 

   
 
 
 
 
 
The AOL Real Time Mail Test 
 
The AOL Real Time Mail methodology was put into practice in March of 2007. The following outlines the specific test 
details and associated results.  
 
Campaign Objectives  

- Deliver emails in a way that advertisers receive the most optimal ROI 
- Develop an operationally efficient and automated system that enables continual real time targeting, 

selection, CAN SPAM compliance, inventory management, and optimization.  
 
Campaign Dates  
 -     3/21/07 – 4/3/07 
 
The Creative Strategy  

-     To ensure a clean batch vs. Real Time Mail test was performed, this variable was held constant and the 
advertiser’s control creative was utilized for both the batch and Real Time Mail approaches. 

 
 



The Marketing Strategy  
-     Test the traditional batch email approach against the new Real Time Mail delivery system. Marketing       
Strategy details below. 

 
Control: Traditional Batch email  
Test:      Emails sent in Real Time 

- Variables held constant: 
o Creative 
o Impression Level 
o Launch Date 
o Audience 

- Variables at Play: 
o Delivery System – Batch vs. Real Time (when a member logs in – therefore an ‘active’ screen name) 
o Flight Duration – One Day vs. 2 weeks* 
(*The 2 week flight was necessary in order to hit the advertiser’s impressions goals. The number of email 
sends is limited since Real Time mail delivery is based on member log in) 
o Optimization during flight vs. post flight  
o Controlled Recency 
o Controlled Frequency 

 
Results 
 
After the two week run, it was clear 
that the AOL Real Time Mail 
program delivered unsurpassed ROI 
for this advertiser. By delivering to 
active accounts, managing in-flight 
optimizations, and the offer mix 
(controlling recency/frequency of 
member exposure to other offers), 
response was tremendous.  
 
The advertiser has continued to run 
email programs and continues to hit 
their aggressive financial goals. 
 
In addition to the increase in ROI, 
AOL Real Time Mail achieved its 
operational goals. 
 
 
Email Campaign 
Elements 

Method Goal Achieved 

Delivery Real Time 
Mail 

In-flight optimization; automated operations, efficient 

Creative 
Optimization 

In-flight Can impact current campaign response/conversion; i.e. can 
include/exclude/update creative, SPAM opt out lists, and targeting within flight 

Targeting/List 
suppression 

Automated Operationally efficient due to real time updates 

Inventory 
Management 

Automated Due to recency and frequency capabilities, consumer experience and saturation 
can be managed  

SPAM compliance Automated Lists updated automatically every 10 days – no need to stop campaign  
Technical Issues In-flight Campaign can easily be stopped to correct technical problems. Campaign can 

be re-launched with ease. 
Launch Process 
Time 

Ongoing Reduced lead time from 1 month to 1-2 weeks; Operationally efficient due to 
automated process – multiple campaigns can be set up simultaneously 

SPAM testing Ongoing No longer delays campaign launch; allows for continual Spam rate testing 



 
 
Why We Should Win 
 
Unlike any other email innovation, the AOL Real Time Mail program is an operationally efficient and automated system 
that enables continual real time targeting, selection, CAN-SPAM compliance, inventory management, and optimization.  
 
The two fundamental differences between batch and AOL Real Time Mail – the trigger-based sends and the dynamic 
targeting and creative selection - have a profound impact on the efficiency of the media and overall effectiveness of an 
email campaign: 
 

�  Emails are sent only to users who show up to read them eliminating countless wasted sends and reducing 
clutter in user email boxes 

�  Emails arrive at the top of the inbox thereby garnering greater attention.  
�  Distribution and content changes can be made in-flight to optimize performance and even help mitigate 

potentially costly deployment errors.  
 
To some degree, this allows email campaigns to take on characteristics of targeted ad-banner campaigns vs. the 
traditional direct-mail programs they currently resemble. Distribution schemes which better accommodate individual 
users and their email usage patterns become more feasible. At the same time, it also becomes easier to accommodate 
multiple partners simultaneously as we diverge from scheduled batch deployments and shift to a scheme more akin to 
online advertising delivery where weights, qualifications, recency values, campaign impression goals and the like all 
play a role in determining if  an email is sent and if so, which  one is selected each time a user logs in.   
 
In the case of this advertiser, the impact on ROI was 
tremendous – their costs lowered from $317 per 
acquisition to $74 – well below their $120 goal! 
 
AOL Real Time Mail clearly accomplishes the 
advertiser, consumer advocacy and operational goals 
with ease.  
 
This model can benefit any company that utilizes a 
customer login or has a similar activity-detection 
mechanism to use as a message trigger. 
 
 
 
 
The Global Impact and Future Initiatives 
 
The results from this campaign has resulted in full roll out for all AOL and relevant web properties (i.e. AIM, AOL 
International, Netscape, etc).  
 
In addition, the AOL Real Time Mail program has positively impacted several important areas, especially member 
advocacy: 
 

o From a consumer advocacy/policy perspective, AOL continues to provide a member-friendly marketing 
environment. By controlling/limiting the frequency that members are given commercial offers, our promise to 
consumers is upheld.  

o From a legal perspective, reoccurring advertiser opt out lists ensured AOL campaigns were always CAN 
SPAM compliant. With the inclusion of both the AOL and advertiser opt out link/language – this takes the AOL 
position of having a liberal opt-out policy to the next level.  

 
As a true innovation, this email product has opened the eyes of marketers. As demand has increased, AOL has been 
able to manage offers by category, further developing an ideal AOL consumer experience.  
 



Ultimately the success of this program has resulted in satisfied partners who have hit their ROI goals, a positive 
member experience, as well as increased revenue for AOL. 
 
Company History 
 
AOL is a leading global Web services company with a substantial and growing worldwide audience, a suite of powerful 
Web brands, industry-leading products and one of the largest and fastest-growing advertising networks in the United 
States. 

In 2006, AOL shifted its strategy to build on these strengths, making its popular e-mail and AOL software, along with 
other services, available free to anyone with an Internet connection. AOL continues to move forward on this strategy in 
2007, with a focus on growing the size of its online audience, increasing the engagement of its users and improving its 
ability to monetize its Web audience. 


