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Best Practices for RSS Marketing

Using RSS feeds for corporate marketing is a relative new application of the technology-- arguably less than a year old. As a result, many of the best practices are still evolving. But customers like RSS, and may soon come to expect it.  So get involved to make existing best practices even better. 

Like any marketing service, RSS feeds follow a logical order of finding customers, removing barriers to adoption, keeping them satisfied and constant improvements.  Here are some suggestions gleaned from leading customer deployments.

Step 1 - Attracting Subscribers

Market your feeds, much like you market a web site. Help people find what you have to offer.  Here are some things you should consider:

· Select prominent placement of the RSS Icon on some or all of your web pages, but especially the homepage, and the news page

· Mention RSS feed availability in your company newsletter or e-mail program

· Register RSS feeds in popular directories such as Syndic8 or Feedster

· Be sure to have some content in the feed when you launch so the subscribers are not confused.

Step 2 – Don’t Lose Subscribers During The Subscription Process

Since RSS for corporate marketing is still new, provide simple explanations, when and where appropriate. This is especially true during the sign up process.  For instance, many companies put an RSS or XML icon on a web page and then link it directly to a page of XML. That may be fine for the early adopters, but anathema for more general customers. Bear in mind that 12 percent of online customers use RSS, according to Jupiter Research. That means 88 percent may be confused by an approach of an orange button linking to XML script. Here are some ways to guide potential subscribers: 

· Provide a landing page off the orange icon with a mini FAQ that explains RSS feeds and how to subscribe in “plain English.” 

· Reinforce to subscribers when you present the URL that the XML page needs to be viewed in an RSS Reader, and provide a link to directories of RSS Readers such as Yahoo, Google or Download.com. 

· Use “one-click” subscription buttons or pop-ups

· Support auto-discovery of RSS feeds through hidden HTML on the pages. 

· Apply a style sheet to the XML page politely explaining that the user should be viewing this information in an RSS Reader.

Step 3 - Retaining your Subscribers

The virtue and the vulnerability of RSS lies in the ease of unsubscribing. On the one hand, because customers can easily unsubscribe, they are more likely to subscriber to RSS than an opt-in e-mail. But once they subscribe, there is no assurance they will stay. You can help keep subscribers by giving them what they want:

· Provide relevant information through personalized feeds

· Write a compelling subject line, since it may be all some of your users ever see (especially MyYahoo and FireFox users).

· Try to send something at least once a week. MyYahoo may not display your Feed if content is old. 

· Consider offering user-generated content (such as message boards) as feeds if you lack resources to publish once a week. 

· Offer other corporate functions that routinely develop new content (such as customer support) as new RSS feeds. 

· Pay attention to visual presentation in the same way you with Web browsers. With more than 600 RSS aggregators and at least five standards of RSS, your marketing materials can easily get garbled on many RSS readers. Unless you are using a marketing service like SimpleFeed, keep content short and stick to text. Style Sheets are particularly problematic for web-based aggregators. 

· Carefully consider full text vs. summary RSS feeds. While summary feeds are more likely to encourage click through, subscribers prefer full text feeds and are more likely to stay subscribers. 

· Plan for the end at the start. If a feed is no longer relevant (for example, a discontinued product) what are you going to offer those subscribers you worked so hard to acquire? 

· Understand subscriber interests.  If you are using SimpleFeed, examine subscribership numbers by content area. Drill down to feed opens and click throughs to see what they like most, and adjust content accordingly.

Step 4 – Realize your Business Objectives

Once you have built an RSS strong subscriber base, adjust your program to realize your business objectives. A one-to-one dialog with customers is a great launch pad for moving “from the feed into your business process.” For example:

· If trying to acquire new customers, offer RSS feeds on pages with heavy drop offs (registration pages, bottom level pages, etc.)

· If trying to retain existing customers, examine the business conditions that lead to lost customers (e.g. has not opened an e-mail in 3 months) and address them with specific messages (e.g. data demonstrating the value of your product/service or promotional offer). 

· If trying to sell existing customers more or additional products/services, tailor communication to encourage a specific action, such as signing up for product upgrades.

Step 5 – Advanced RSS

Once your web site is RSS enabled, don’t rest on your laurels.  Constantly think of new ways you can use the content. For example:

· Syndicate the content to other web sites – internal, business partners, media, microsites, etc – both as HTML and RSS.

· Include lots of links in content to facilitate search engine optimization

. 

Off all these best practices, the most important one is to get started.  You customers will thank you.
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