
Ask SCORE
Email Marketing Rules
Every Small Business
Owner Needs to Know

According to the Direct Marketing As-
sociation, the typical ROI (return on in-
vestment) for email marketing is about
4,300 percent. With that kind of effective-
ness, it’s definitely a marketing activity
worth considering for your small business.
But before you blast out your first mes-
sage, you need to know the rules. 

There are laws to protect people from
unwanted email solicitation — you need
to abide by the CAN-SPAM Act, the Fed-
eral Trade Commission’s Compliance
Guide for Business website at
https://www.ftc.gov/tips-advice/business-
center/guidance/can-spam-act-compli-
ance-guide-business. 

According to the FTC, the CAN-SPAM
Act covers all commercial messages,
which the law defines as ‘any electronic
mail message the primary purpose of
which is the commercial advertisement or
promotion of a commercial product or
service, including email that promotes

content on commercial websites. The law
makes no exception for business-to-busi-
ness email. That means all email — for ex-
ample, a message to former customers
announcing a new product line — must
comply with the law.

If you fail to comply, you might find
yourself paying a lofty fine. Each individ-
ual email in violation of the rules could pe-
nalize you up to $41,484.

Here are the FTC’s main requirements
to keep in mind every time you create and
launch an email marketing campaign:
• Do not try to disguise who is initiating

the message by using false or mislead-
ing information in the “To,” “From,”
and “Reply To” fields. Routing
information (such as the domain name
in the originator’s email address) must
also be accurate so recipients know
who is sending them the message.
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• Do not use subject lines that are
deceptive. You can be creative with
subject lines to make them interesting,
but do not attempt to trick readers into
opening your email by making them
think the contents will be something
other than what it is. 

• Make sure that people know what you
are sending is an advertisement or a
promotion if that is what it is. In other
words, don’t use a subject line like,
“An Update On Your Account” or
something similar that would lead
recipients to believe you’re sharing
information relevant to their accounts
when instead you’re promoting a new
product line. 

• Provide your physical postal address
(street address, P.O. Box, or mailbox
through a commercial mail service that
follows U.S. Postal Service regulations. 

• Let recipients know how they can stop
receiving future emails from you.
Include a direct and clear explanation
of how they can opt out of your email
list, and give them a return email
address or another easy electronic way
(like an unsubscribe link) to inform
you that they don’t want to receive
any more email messages from you. 

• Act on opt-out requests as quickly as
possible — you have 10 business days
to honor recipients’ wishes. 

• Make sure others doing marketing on
your behalf are complying with the
law. If you contract another company
to manage your email marketing, you
both bear legal responsibility for
complying with the law. 
Those points cover the main require-

ments of the CAN-SPAM Act, and we
recommend you read Federal Trade
Commission’s Compliance Guide for
Business website for more details to make
sure your small business follows the rules. 

For additional guidance and insight
about marketing and other aspects of
starting and growing a small business,
contact the SCORE TriCounty.
Since 1964, SCORE “Mentors to America’s Small
Business” has helped more than 10 million aspir-
ing entrepreneurs and small business owners
through mentoring and business workshops. More
than 11,000 volunteer business mentors in over
320 chapters serve their communities through en-
trepreneur education dedicated to the formation,
growth and success of small businesses. For more
information about starting or operating a small
business, contact SCORE TriCounty. You can call
610.327.2673, email tricounty@scorevolunteer.org
or visit the website at www.tricounty.score.org.
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