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Praise for This Is Personal

“Brennan and I go way back. Before I started ConvertKit, he and I would regularly host workshops that taught creators the business of selling online. He’s been living and breathing this stuff for more than a decade, and This Is Personal lays out the perfect framework for meeting your ideal customers where they are today, and then using the magic of email automation to bring them to the point of being ready to buy from you. For anyone who’s looking to sell more using email, this book is for you.”

—Nathan Barry, Founder & CEO of ConvertKit

“I’ve been following Brennan for years; he’s the master of email marketing and getting the very most out of your email list. This book is practical and instantly implementable. Brennan lays the foundation of doing email the right way while also giving advanced strategies to do more. I’ve already seen results since applying his strategies and I have so much more work to do. Thanks for creating such an incredible resource. No-brainer buy!”

—Cathryn Lavery, Founder of BestSelf

“I love how Brennan has created a framework that is both extremely modern but also evergreen for years to come. We’ve built our entire business on that framework, from the overall philosophy to the email templates to the personalization tools to his approach to automation, and I don’t know of a more powerful way to tackle the opportunity that email marketing represents. Everyone who is trying to sell something online effectively needs to pick up this book and absorb everything it has to offer.”

—Tiago Forte, author of Building a Second Brain

“Brennan has long been known by email marketers as THE authority on email personalization. His experience and success in the field have helped deliver results exceptional for creators like me. And now, with The Is Personal, he’s delivered a comprehensive guide on how you can see these business-changing results, too. If email is part of your strategy (and it should be) this book should be required reading.”

—Jay Clouse, Founder of Creator Science

“In his 1999 letter, Jeff Bezos wrote, ‘We listen to customers, invent on their behalf, personalize the story for each of them, and earn their trust.’

I’ve been using email professionally since 2003 to build durable relationships with audiences, listening to them, then ‘inventing’ on their behalf. But while email has become a ubiquitous tool for creators, using email automation to create ‘human level’ personalization, as Brennan teaches, is not easy. Which is why 99.9% of creators do this poorly (or not at all). This book is a blueprint for better email that’s more personal. Devour it.”

—André Chaperon, sovereign world builder, creator, and writer

“Most marketers treat sending emails like fishing with dynamite. They throw copy in the inboxes of thousands, it explodes, and, for some reason, they hope that people happily buy their products after being treated that way.

Brennan will show you a much better way. He understands that long-term business success is built on fostering real and meaningful connections, and he has found the perfect framework to bring that to your business.

In a world where everyone sends the same messages to everyone, you will go far by engaging them as the real people they are. You’ll write better emails and build a better business. This book will guide the way.”

—Arvid Kahl, author and serial entrepreneur

“This Is Personal is a mandatory read for anyone in business today. Automation and machine learning seem to be dominating the spotlight while the importance of human connection is being forgotten. Brennan nails exactly how to approach marketing the right way.”

—Pat Flynn, Founder of SPI Media

“Brennan Dunn is a veritable Nostradamus of digital marketing. This Is Personal leaves no stone unturned in the conversation around the future of email. Not only does this book include actionable strategies and a wealth of real-world examples, it also takes the jargony abstract concept of segmentation and breaks it down beautifully for the average business owner.

Why does that matter? Because segmentation, a.k.a. making marketing personal, is the most underutilized yet powerful revenue boosting strategy available to online business owners today. Your time is precious; this book is worth it.”

—Chanti Zak, Quiz Funnel Strategist and Copywriter

“Buy this book right now. Any single chapter makes it worth it. I love Brennan’s approach to Shadow Newsletters, which makes so much sense you wonder why you never thought of it before. Throughout the book, it’s the simple and straightforward explanations (like the explanation of Immersion Sequences) that makes you feel like Brennan isn’t just explaining things but cheering you on.”

—Chris Lema, CEO of Motivations AI

“Brennan is a true master at personalization and email marketing. I’ve been following him since 2013 and am consistently blown away by how well-crafted and underrated his work is.

This book is no different. Brennan gives you the blueprint to implement everything he’s learned in an easy-to-follow process.

These aren’t growth hacks or fly-by-night tactics. His system is a timeless, evergreen approach that anyone can learn from.

If you’re looking to grow an engaged audience and build a base of raving fans, this is a must-read.”

—Chenell Basilio, writer and “Reverse Engineer”
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Introduction


THINGS ARE EASIER OFFLINE



THE DEATH OF THE HIGH STREET

I live in a small market town in the middle of England, and our high street (what my former self would have called “Main Street”) is pretty run-down. There are a handful of cafés, some charity shops, and a bunch of hair salons. But, for the most part, most are in agreement that the glory days of the British high street and the American main street are long gone.

The culprit? Online shopping. The internet. And, more recently, COVID and lockdowns.

Ask most people why the internet has killed shopping malls and high streets and the answer is usually related to convenience. After all, you can find what you want online, click a few buttons, plug in your credit card, and a few days later a courier drops it off at your house. These days, you can even minimize both button clicking and waiting with the likes of Amazon: find what you want, click a buy button (they already have your credit card and address on file), and in just a few hours you might have what you need.

The pace of innovation online has continued at runaway speed, spilling over into other industries. Pop-up restaurants without a proper storefront, when paired with a food delivery service like Just Eat, are allowing upstart restaurateurs to pilot new ventures and make a bunch of money in the process, sidestepping the muck involved in starting up a new brick-and-mortar restaurant. Taxi companies, with their expensive medallion licensing process, have been struggling against the likes of Uber, which lets anyone with a car deliver the same result.

The unsung hero of this whole transition has been the introduction of personalized marketing, which is also the focus of the book before you. Giants like Amazon aren’t hammering the same marketing messages to their entire customer database. Instead, they have a sophisticated machine learning operation that allows them to look at what you’re looking at and what you’re buying, and then model a profile that’s specific to you. After that, they automatically create email messages that promote products you’d like to your inbox, and they probably reinforce these same products through banner and news feed ads.

This level of personalization has never been possible before. The closest parallel is walking into a shop and being greeted by the shopkeeper who knows you by name, recalls what you’ve bought from him before, and remembers to ask about your kids. But this just isn’t possible when you have a customer base of 150 million (the number of Amazon Prime subscribers, as of March 2021).

What Amazon and others have capitalized on is the simple fact that customers want to be treated like people. While we’ve happily survived and thrived in the outgoing world of broadcast mass media and marketing, it has always lacked the one thing that we crave as humans: personal connection. The unique nature of the internet, and especially email marketing, has enabled savvy businesses to find the middle ground, the via media, between your great-great-grandfather being treated as a regular by his tailor and the spray-and-pray mass marketing of yesteryear.

A TRANSACTIONAL NATURE

As humans, we’re wired to pick up on context and clues. If you’ve ever tried to sell someone on anything—this could be a gadget at a retail shop or a marriage proposal to a longtime partner—then you know how important it is to find a way to make what you’re pitching attractive and obvious to who you’re pitching to. We do this by asking, listening, and observing. And we take what we pick up, make on-the-fly adjustments, and tweak what it is we’re saying.

Since our early ancestors started trading with each other millennia ago, this is how we’ve interacted and transacted. I have something I want you to do (e.g., exchange this for that), and the best way for me to do that is to individually assess what’s in it for you and make it obvious why you’d be nuts to pass up my offer. You could rightfully say that this is, quite literally, baked into our DNA.

Yet online, and in the world of “mass media,” a different approach is required. A billboard designer can’t tailor their message for each passing car, so a one-size-fits-all message is created. It’s the job of a great copywriter to think, “How do I make what I have to say as appealing as possible for the sort of people we want as customers?” and to then turn whatever they come up with into a message or offer.

The earliest forms of advertising took the form of letters. These pioneering sales letters had a lot of “you”s in them, and they were written as if you were being spoken to individually by someone who knew you. Obviously, these letters—the majority of which were found in periodicals or newspapers—weren’t written to you personally, but what mattered was that they felt like they were. That’s why they were, and often still are, so effective.

But you can’t fit a full letter in Times Square. Furthermore, letters aren’t that catchy—they’re information dense, and they don’t lend themselves to pulling in someone from whatever it is they were doing to focus and read. So, in a shorter form, punchier advertising had to be figured out and dialed in. But with fewer words available, the job of the copywriter and the illustrator became even more critical. Interest had to be piqued, and people had to be convinced, all within a message that took up significantly less real estate than a long-form sales letter. Without the benefit of being reactive and adaptive, the message had to be tailored differently to each individual as well.

For the last hundred or so years, this is how advertising has worked. Mass media marketing—billboards, radio jingles, television adverts, and the like—have become the de facto way for brands to introduce themselves to us, and for brands to pitch us on what they have to offer. You likely became familiar with a brand like Coca-Cola because it was everywhere . . . literally. You’d hear about it in your car. You’d see their vending machines. And a new ad involving cute polar bears would show up every Christmas.

The world of mass media marketing has also been paired with the rise of department stores. Your great-great-grandfather would have ordered his clothing from a tailor, while your great-great-grandmother would have turned to the dressmaker. They weren’t buying from brands; they were buying something custom and made-to-measure from their local clothes maker.

But then something changed. Enter the likes of Sears, Roebuck & Co., and suddenly clothes, along with everything else (including houses!), were sold from a catalog or in-store. People would browse, look around, and compare. Brands emerged and began to seriously pitch themselves against their competition. No longer did a customer just pop into their local tailor and get measured for a suit jacket. Rather, they’d find their next jacket by flipping through a Sears catalog. The rise of ready-to-wear fashion coincided with the rise of packaged advertising.

For most of us, this is the world we grew up with. We’d drive to the mall, browse through shops, and buy. Whatever brands did the best job at getting their broadcast messages in front of us would probably get our business. But we rarely interacted with the brands directly—we’d buy from a shop like Macy’s, who would be reselling the pair of Levi’s jeans we wanted. This was a messy, noisy, one-size-fits-all method of getting customers. Now the internet has totally turned the whole model on its head, leading to a lot of empty, dying shopping malls (and small American and English downtowns).

INTRODUCING THIS IS PERSONAL

I’d like to introduce you to a framework for individually connecting with customers at exactly the right time and in exactly the right way. The This Is Personal framework is one that you can use for your business, regardless of what you’re selling and who you’re selling to, to create more personal connections with your customers over email.

While you’re not going to be able to invest the thousands of engineers that Amazon has at putting together the perfect personalization platform, you’ll be able to leverage off-the-shelf tools (that you’re probably already paying for!) to find out who you’re serving, what they uniquely want from you, and then tailor what you have to speak directly to them.

Together, we’ll create the beginnings of this framework using this book as your guide. And even if you’re running your business solo, are insanely busy, and don’t identify as a “marketer,” I’ll guide you step-by-step through the measures you can take to build an online audience; individually find out who they are and what they want from you; and craft a plan for showing them what you’ve got, who you are, and why they should buy from you. This seems daunting, but it really isn’t. As with most things related to your business, this will be a work in progress. You’ll start small and simply, by getting some results and data, and then build from there.

The framework consists of nine components. I’ll run through each here. Chapter one will contextualize the whys and hows of email. Then, in the remainder of the book, we’ll explore each element of the framework in depth, chapter by chapter.

Component One: Positioning Your Marketing for Better Alignment

Anytime you’ve ever tried to sell anyone on anything, you’ve had to position your product or service against the need a would-be customer has.

There’s a lot of talk on positioning—especially as it relates to pointing your business toward a specific type of customer who has a specific type of need—but much of it ends up overly academic and pretty difficult to not only figure out but, most importantly, to do anything with. This book takes a pretty simplistic, but ridiculously powerful, approach to positioning: it’s just alignment.

In the late 2000s, I ran a small web agency. My job, as the owner, was to keep the team busy; therefore, my days were spent trying to get companies to hire us. As a “product” we could do a lot of things for a lot of different use cases. Our ability to write code and design web pages could be applied to just about every domain.

So when it came to writing a proposal, which was more or less a sales letter for one (the intended client), I had to determine how to best take our product—coding and web design—and align it to the specific and unique need of the client. While the raw materials—my team and their time—were always the same across our projects, how I went about describing the reason for writing code or crafting designs would change. I had to align our team with a particular project. The end result, the proposal, was our offer.

When I think about positioning, it’s just this. It’s aligning a need with a product. The mistake I think too many people make is thinking that you need to radically transform your entire business model and go all in on a particular position.

In the following chapters, we’ll look at why this doesn’t need to be the case, and why you can instead change how you describe what you’re selling and why it matters depending on who’s listening.


OUTCOME



Substantially higher conversions and sales because you’re able to highlight “what’s in it for me?” for each person. When you cast a wide net, which is how most people typically pitch online, you put the onus on the buyer to figure out how what you’re saying specifically applies to their situation.

Component Two: Utilizing the Power of Segmentation

In order to dynamically position your offers, you first need to have the underlying data that will help you decide how to best pitch someone. You’ll do this by segmenting your email list based on two primary dimensions: who somebody is and what they’re currently struggling with. This data will then allow you to deliver highly targeted messages, sending the right messages to exactly the right people.

In this chapter, you’ll learn how to incorporate feedback loops and progressive profiling methods that allow you to always learn more about your audience. What you learn will end up neatly filed in your email marketing database, and you’ll be able to learn a lot more about everyone on your email list.


OUTCOME



An in-depth, data-backed understanding of the composition of your audience. It’s straightforward enough to use insight tools from publishers like YouTube or Google Analytics to know location, gender, age approximation, and other bits of demographic data—but by collecting zero-party data about your audience, you’ll know what people are struggling with, how they self-identify, and other information that’ll help you deliver highly personalized messages.

Component Three: Building Your Audience

Now that you understand the power of personalized messaging, and the necessity to have segmentation data that informs personalization, you’ll learn how to create a new system for growing your online audience or enhancing the ones you already have in place.

This chapter’s all about how to get “drive-by,” anonymous visitors to opt in to hearing more from you, and to eventually be sold to by you. The online landscape is full of lead magnets and opt-in forms that try to turn casual web searches, intriguing social shares, and more into your latest subscriber, but these lead generation forms are almost always one-size-fits-all: everyone sees the same form, the same opt-in offer, the same calls to action.

Using what you now know about how to personalize your messaging using zero-party data (data voluntarily given by consumers), you’ll learn how to start thinking, “Why would this person want to hear more from us?”


OUTCOME



More people joining your email list, which means more potential future customers and brand advocates. You’ll not only be collecting basic information like someone’s first name and email address, but will also have a pretty solid understanding of what they’re looking for from your brand and who they are (e.g., the industry they work in, their job role, their fitness level).

Component Four: Rolling Out the Welcome Mat

Many brands now begin new relationships over email with a “welcome sequence.” This is preferred to just throwing whatever live broadcast or newsletter content you have at someone. After all, it can be a bit disorienting to get hit with a launch promotion or end up knee-deep in a multipart email newsletter series a few days after joining a list.

You’ll learn how to formulate and create highly personal, interactive welcome sequences that take into account the segmentation data you have about your new subscriber. This will allow you to break away from a canned series of emails that say the same thing to everyone, in favor of a sequence that greets someone given what you know about them, and addresses that you’re listening and plan to give them exactly what they’re looking for—and nothing else.


OUTCOME



Lackluster welcome sequences usually lead to people getting turned off of a brand fairly quickly. Either they’re too outright promotional, or they’re just tone-deaf to the underlying needs of the new subscriber. Each new subscriber relationship will start with someone who’s eager to hear more from you because you’ve made it clear that you empathize with who they are and have a plan for helping them with what they need.

Component Five: Creating Customers

Armed with knowledge about each new subscriber, you can now get to work curating personalized “customer creation” sequences. The idea is simple: not everyone who comes across your brand knows that they need what you offer. As a result, brands will bombard their email list with marketing emails, but not everyone on the receiving end is ready to be pitched. They sometimes don’t know they suffer from the problem your product purports to solve, or they are aware of the problem but don’t think it’s troublesome enough to do anything about it right now. Creating customers is all about meeting your new subscribers where they are today, demonstrating empathy using the data you have about them, and then leading them to understand the gravity of the problem, the solvability of the problem, and your recommendations for helping them get rid of it once and for all. The end result is someone who knows they need help and can now be fully receptive to whatever offers you have to help them solve said problem.


OUTCOME



A crash course into the problem space that your brand operates in. This will be an educational sequence that’s designed to get someone on your wavelength. It will “set the stage” and give someone the foundational understanding they need to truly understand why they need something like what you offer. The automation you create will then pitch someone on how you can help them once they’re sufficiently prepared.

Component Six: Making the Perfect Pitch

Once you know a bit about who someone is—namely a little about what they’re looking for from you, along with how they see the world—you’re then able to craft a succinct and obvious reason for them to do business with you.

You’ll learn how to not only set up and structure compelling email pitches, but also how to leverage the segmentation data you’ll be sitting on to deliver the perfect pitch.


OUTCOME



Many, many more sales. More relevant messaging leads to more people reading what you have to say. And that leads to more people hearing about what you have to offer them. And this increased engagement leads ultimately to more sales.

Component Seven: Playing the Long Game

Between your promotions, you’re going to need to keep your list “warm” and engaged. To effectively sell over email, you need to both continuously educate and continuously sell. Focus too much time on just education, and your sales will suffer. Focus too much on selling? Your engagement will drop, your list will tire, and . . . sales will suffer.

Here you’ll learn how to keep your list engaged, and how to send long-term nurturing content that not only continues to prepare people to become customers, but also gets your subscribers to become brand advocates.


OUTCOME



Higher retention and engagement, and the license you need to continue to promote your products and services. You’ll also see how to amplify list growth by creating a referral program and learn how to automate your long-term nurturing.

Component Eight: Building in the Open

Your email list can be one of the most valuable business assets you own. Besides a willing audience of buyers, your list can also be used to run your own market and product research campaigns.

You’ll see how you can use your email list to pioneer new product ideas and build excitement for future products or services you’re working on.


OUTCOME



An invaluable resource for piloting new projects, a captive audience of ready-to-buy customers, and so much more.

Component Nine: Understanding the New Role of Social Media

This is a book about email, but I’m not so much of a curmudgeon that I think social media has no use. It’s actually extremely useful, especially when used to build your audience and channel people toward the email system you’ve set up.

You’ll learn a few creative ways of using social media to build your business, like how to use Twitter and LinkedIn to tease out ideas that you might have included in your emails, and then pitch people on the idea of joining your automation sequences—and not just pitching your products or services outright.


OUTCOME



A new approach to using social media to build your email audience, along with some ideas around getting your readers and customers to engage with your brand.

First, as I mentioned above, we’ll start our journey by figuring out what email really is, why it works, and how to best make it matter for you and your company.




Chapter 1


CUSTOMERS ARE PEOPLE, TOO



HOW DOES EMAIL WORK?

When I first got online as a kid, AOL Instant Messenger (AIM) was the de facto way to communicate for those of us fortunate enough to have access to the internet.

But AIM is long gone (it was officially shut down in 2017).

Since AIM, a number of other instant messaging services have come and gone. ICQ, MSN Messenger, Yahoo! Messenger, Google Hangouts, and more are either technically mothballed or have fizzled into obscurity.

Depending on when you’re reading this book, instant messaging (or “direct messaging”) will absolutely still be around—but the platform you use to message someone might be quite a bit different from the major platforms available at the time of writing.

People, especially those with skin in the emerging marketing technology game, have long been predicting the same fate for email.

Email is old tech. In 1971—more than fifty years ago—the first email was sent from one user in a shared system to another user. This is where the at-notation (@) format came from, and it is still used to this day. Every email address includes two bits of key information— the user and the system, or domain: “john.doe” at the “Gmail” system.

Not much has really changed with email since the ’70s. When an email is sent, the following happens:

–A Simple Mail Transfer Protocol server (SMTP) gets a copy of the email, which is made up of a sender, recipient(s), a subject, and the body—or content—of the message.

–The SMTP server’s job is to take a copy of that message and send it to all the various recipients it should go to. If it’s just one recipient, this is relatively straightforward. The IP address (think: internet street address) of the domain name (@gmail.com) is figured out. Then the SMTP knocks on Gmail’s proverbial door and says, “Hey, I have a message for john.doe.”

–The receiving mail server over at Gmail can either accept the message or tell the SMTP server that “john.doe” doesn’t live here, or hasn’t paid rent lately, or has no room for any more emails. The latter examples are all known as “bounces.”

–If the mail server does agree to receive the incoming message, it makes a complete copy of the incoming email and places it in the target account’s inbox.

–John Doe, assuming he has push notifications enabled on his phone, might then see that he has a new email.

If there are multiple recipients, then the above takes place quite a few times. Each exchange is atomic: “Does this user have an inbox on your system? And will you accept this message? Okay, here’s the message. Thank you, goodbye.” These exchanges are also irreversible— once an email is delivered, it’s delivered. The sender’s SMTP server has no knowledge beyond what the receiving mail server has said. Does the recipient open the email? Read half
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