How One Post to a Discussion List Was Worth $10,000 to Me

By Shel Horowitz

Internet discussion groups have been a gold mine for me. My consulting and copywriting business simply would not be viable without the huge number of client inquiries I get either directly from subscribers or through referrals from industry professional who know me through my participation. This is the single best marketing strategy I have ever used, in any medium. Though it takes a few months for momentum to build, once the referrals started, they haven't ever stopped in ten years.

Here's an actual post I did to the Self-Publishing yahoogroup (operated by SPAN, Small Publishers Association of North America, a major industry trade group) a while back:

<begin post>

Subject: Press release before-and-after example

Body:

The headline and first two paragraphs of a put-me-to-sleep press release that showed up in my inbox this morning:

Conference Keynote to Report on the Demise of the Textbook

University of Phoenix Provost to Present How Online Students Learn

New York, NY (March 29, 2005) - The keynote address at the eBooks in Education Conference on Thursday, April 14, 2005 in New York City will be presented by Craig D. Swenson, Ph.D., the Provost and Senior VP for Academic Affairs at the University of Phoenix. Conference information is available at <http://www.openebook.org/education>www.openebook.org/education. Dr. Swenson will present "How Professionals Learn Today-Intentional Learning and the Irrelevance of Textbooks". During his address he will demonstrate how the University of Phoenix has replaced textbooks with digital materials and how it has fundamentally changed the way students learn.

University of Phoenix is the nation's largest private university with an enrollment of more than 240,000 students. It has more than 140 physical locations in 37 states, Puerto Rico, Canada and the Netherlands in addition to its Online Campus headquartered in Phoenix. All students enrolled in the University of Phoenix can complete 100% of their educational and administrative activities online and can access an online collection of over 14,000 digital journals and 20,000,000 full-text articles for their classes and research.

If you want the rest of this snooze-fest, which was probably prepared by a so-called PR pro, visit <http://www.marketwire.com/mw/release_html_b1?release_id=83496>

-->Just for the heck of it, I've rewritten the headline and lead (note that if this were a real client situation, both the speaker and the organizer would have veto power over the words I put in his mouth)

Educator/Author: "The Textbook is Dead": Why e-Learning Will Dominate the Classroom

NEW YORK, March 29, 2005: Textbooks are obsolete, claims the keynote speaker at next month's eBooks in Education Conference on Thursday, April 14, 2005. "Students are no longer willing to pay $60 to $100 per book and carry a backpack heavy enough to require chiropractic care. And they no longer have to." Digital textbooks, says Dr. Craig D. Swenson, the Provost and Senior VP for Academic Affairs at the University of Phoenix, are lighter, cheaper, and easy to update as new research makes printed textbooks obsolete. And students can search the entire book for any term, in seconds.

Dr. Swenson's keynote, "How Professionals Learn Today-Intentional Learning and the Irrelevance of Textbooks," draws from his own experience: University of Phoenix has replaced printed textbooks with digital materials--and dramatically altered the way students learn.
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<end of post>

That same day, this showed up in my inbox, from a book packager who has since referred two prospects to me--note the subject line:

<begin post>

Subject: RE: Press release before-and-after example

Date: Wed, 30 Mar 2005 11:59:42 -0800

To: Shel Horowitz <shel@frugalfun.com>

Hi Shel,

How much do you charge to write press release and 200 words of marketing copy that would be suitable for back cover?

That was a GREAT example, thanks!

<end post>

And within the week, I received this, from an author who has since spent several hundred dollars with me on phone consulting, and will probably spend several thousand if he hires me to package his book (likely)

<begin post>

Subject: author needs help!

Date: Tue, 5 Apr 2005 11:25:02 EDT

To: shel@frugalfun.com

X-Resent-From: shelh@charter.net

X-Resent-To: shelh@charter.net

X-Filtered-By: Spamfire 1195514

Shel,

I am trying to write what I think is an important non-fiction book.

I have been monitoring the SPAN listserv for a number of months and am very impressed with your contributions.

I am confused and frustrated at this point. The fact that I will turn 67 in a few weeks may work against my ability to adapt to the complexities of computer technology and self-publishing.

I would like very much to get a telephone conference with you for advice as soon as possible.  I have an errand to accomplish this afternoon, but would be happy to telephone you any afternoon or evening after today.

If you could give me a day and time and a telephone number, I would be very appreciative.

Thank you in advance.

<end post>

With this particular post, I can say that it clearly resulted in a powerful ongoing source of referrals, and probably tipped the balance in my 67-year-old author's mind to use me rather than someone else. So that post will probably be worth somewhere around $10,000 over the next two years. Not bad!

It's rare, though, that I could point to a specific post and say, this is the post that changed so-and-so into a client. More typically, it's the cumulative effect of constant posting. To that list alone, I've made 123 postings since January 1. People know and respect me, and give my name out regularly when others on the list need what I do. Many of these are one-minute throw-aways (and even those posts have my sig), but there are probably a few dozen on which I labored for, say, 20 minutes. Cumulatively, I'd guess that at least $30,000 per year in income is directly related to my participation on three discussion lists within the community where I've chosen to brand myself (independent publishers and self-publishers).

This technique is available to anyone; just choose the community where your prospects hang out, and find the discussion lists (mailing lists, newsgroups, bulletin boards, social media groups, wikis, blogs, whatever). If you participate actively, providing helpful and useful information--and don't get sucked into the catfights that always emerge--the chances are good that you'll start to generate a nice, healthy income stream. People do business with people they trust, and regular participation in front of the same people over and over again is one of the best ways to build that trust.

[Among the dozens of places to find online discussion groups: yahoogroups.com, topica.com, groups.google.com]
Copywriter and marketing consultant Shel Horowitz specializes in ethical, affordable, and effective marketing strategies—see <http://www.frugalmarketing.com> and is the author of seven books, most recently Grassroots Marketing for Authors and Publishers. His award-winning sixth book, Principled Profit: Marketing That Puts People First, inspired the international Ethical Business Pledge campaign at http://www.business-ethics-pledge.org

