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Summary:  Paid search has been enormously successful. Yet click rates are at an 
industry average of just 2.6 percent, in part, because of the challenge of serving truly 
relevant ads against search queries. But what if there were a way for consumers to 
indicate very specific requirements to search engines or Web publishers and receive 
exact results directly in their e-mail inboxes or RSS readers? The clickthroughs and 
corresponding purchases would likely be many times today’s paid search response 
rates.  

A system of alerts would boost the value publishers and search engines can deliver to 
advertisers by providing greater targeting and distribution. This “alerts” functionality 
exists today but is not widely used for commercial purposes. Though there are 
prominent exceptions, technical challenges and a lack of consumer awareness have so 
far prevented the widespread use of alerts as a commercial or shopping tool. It’s just a 
matter of time, however, before alerts functionality is built out on all the shopping 
engines and later on a broader array of sites, including classifieds.  
By now, nearly everyone is familiar with paid search marketing, which accounts for more 
than 40 percent of the US$12 billion online advertising industry. Search has had such 
success because, like Yellow Pages and classifieds, it is a directional medium. Search 
marketing firm iCrossing calls it “reverse direct marketing.”  

The selling proposition is that people using search engines — as well as Internet Yellow 
Pages and certain vertical or shopping sites — have an established need for some 
product or service and are therefore ready to buy when they click on sponsored links. 
The reality of consumer interaction with search engines and paid search marketing is 
much more complex, however. This is indicated by click-through rates on sponsored 
links, which average 2.6 percent, according to an industry survey by MarketingSherpa.  

The Challenge of Divining User Intent 
A fundamental challenge that search engines face is disambiguating user intent. In other 
words, what is the user actually doing or thinking when he or she queries a search 
engine with a generic or category term — a one- or two-word query such as “laptop” or 
“plasma TV”? (Such category terms are roughly 75 percent of commercial search engine 
queries, according to comScore.) Is that person conducting research at an early stage in 
the buying cycle, or is she looking for a vendor or provider to conduct a transaction in 
the immediate future?  

What if there were a way for consumers to indicate explicit requirements to Web 
publishers or search engines and receive specific results directly in their e-mail inboxes 
or through their RSS readers? While there are no empirical studies to demonstrate this, 
the clickthroughs and corresponding purchases would likely be many multiples of today’s 
rate of sponsored search clicks. Of course that “alerts” functionality exists today — for 
example, news alerts — but it’s not very widely used for commercial purposes. The 
Kelsey Group believes, however, that it should be.  
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Alerts Not Widely Used  
Recently the University of Missouri's graduate school of journalism released a study 
titled “Interactivity and Vividness in U.S. Newspapers’ Online Classified Ads.” The report 
examined the online classifieds of 24 newspapers ranging in circulation size from 2,110 
to more than 900,000 (the likes of the Los Angeles Times).  

While 91.6 percent of these sites have automotive, employment and real estate 
classifieds, fewer than half offer e-mail alerts that allow users to input certain criteria 
and be notified when new listings match them. Sites that have successfully offered such 
features are mostly Internet-only classifieds sites, such as Craigslist (via RSS), LiveDeal 
and Oodle, as opposed to newspaper-owned online classifieds.  

E-mail alerts allow users to express their interests at a very basic level to publishers, 
which can then push responsive listings to those consumers. For instance, someone 
looking for a used Sony flat screen television at a certain price can enter these criteria 
into what might be described as a “standing search.” If the initial results do not satisfy 
the user, he may subscribe to an e-mail alert based on the same criteria. After an e-mail 
address is entered, the user will receive e-mail whenever products that match those 
search criteria become available. 

‘I Want a Honda Accord’ 
“We want to use computing power to only get what we need, when we need it, because 
we are information overloaded. I want to be able to say, ‘I want a Honda Accord in this 
price range, and let me know when it’s available,’ ” says Steve Harmon, vice president 
of corporate development for LiveDeal. “That’s the power of the Web and the power of 
computing. So of course you want to bring that power and efficiency to the user. Online 
you have to differentiate yourself in every way possible. The more convenience and the 
more value you add up front, the more they will come back to you versus the next guy.” 
 

LiveDeal Alerts Sign-Up Fields 

 

Source: LiveDeal (2005) 

To achieve a similar end, some online classifieds providers have employed Really Simple 
Syndication (RSS) technology. Using the example above, a consumer searching a site 
for a Sony flat screen television would be offered a button or link along with the search 
results — usually a bright orange button in the corner of the page that reads “XML”  or 
“RSS.” The button or link takes the user to a page filled with XML code. He then copies  
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the URL of that page and “feeds” it into his RSS reader by following the instructions or 
links within that reader. (Most consumers have no idea what this means and would not 
pursue this approach.) As a result, listings are automatically fed to the user’s RSS 
reader. Whenever the user clicks on a link in the reader, it directs the user to the 
original site listing. The power of this tool lies in the ability to set up an RSS reader with 
feeds of news, sports, weather and classifieds, giving users a personalized portal. 
(Bloglines, NewsGator and My Yahoo! are popular RSS readers, although there are 
scores now available.)  

 
RSS Feed From Craigslist: ‘Cars & Trucks’ 

 

Source: Craigslist (2005) 

The average user will be more inclined to opt for e-mail alerts over RSS, given e-mail’s 
comparative simplicity.  

“Most people want to have an item alert, and e-mail tends to be the platform of choice,” 
says Harmon. “E-mail is 10 years old. And we’re all potty trained on it, and we all know 
how it works. Whereas RSS requires that you get a reader, and it’s a little more 
convoluted.” 

The Technical Challenges 
The preference for e-mail (and e-mail alerts by extension) presents a double-edged 
sword for many publishers and online classifieds providers. While an e-mail alert is 
easier for a consumer to set up than an RSS feed, it is more difficult for publishers to 
create and manage — one reason many newspaper sites, for example, have not done 
so.  

“Typically it requires an inverse architecture search engine,” says Craig Donato, chief 
executive officer of classifieds aggregator Oodle. “In a search engine, the query is what 
you’re looking for, and it’s run against the classifieds ads. How alerts need to work in 
order for it to scale is the query is an ad, and the corpus is a database of what people 
are looking for.” 

LiveDeal’s Harmon confirms the greater efficacy of alerts in matching search results with 
user intent.  

“Relevance is key here; and when you have an alert system, it’s really based on 
relevance,” says Steve Harmon. “You know where the user came from because they’ve 
entered their ZIP code for a local search. You know what item they are looking for, and 
you have their e-mail address — compared to a browser experience, where a user clicks 
on a picture, and we don’t know who they are.” 
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The Consumer Learning Curve 
The mainstream consumer learning curve for these content personalization technologies 
is another reason many publishers haven’t integrated them. Newspapers’ lack of 
technology assets, compared with online companies, has caused them to reactively 
integrate the bare minimum of feature sets that have mainstream appeal rather than 
those that are emerging and are only used by a small segment of early adopters.   

“There is a ‘Silicon Valley effect’ here,” says Donato. “I’m using Google alerts, and it 
seems like my friends are using them; but where is it in the overall adoption curve? My 
mom certainly doesn’t use Google alerts. And I’m sure a suburban family in Cleveland 
isn’t going to have a lot of Google alert users.” 

This also points to an issue of branding. RSS, to many people, is yet another confusing 
technology acronym in which they have no interest. Nielsen/NetRatings released a 
survey in September showing that 83 percent of RSS users were unaware that they 
were using it. We mostly have My Yahoo! to thank for this phenomenon, as the site has 
brought an easy, free, Web-based RSS reader to the masses while hardly mentioning 
the term RSS.  

So far there has been little traction for mainstream RSS adoption. Those who knowingly 
set up RSS feeds constitute only 4 percent of Internet users, and those who are 
“somewhat aware” of the term RSS make up just 12 percent, according to a study 
conducted by Ipsos Insight for Yahoo!.  

RSS Reader Market Share Data 
 

RSS Reader Market Share  
by ‘Unaware’ RSS Users 

 
RSS Reader Market Share  

by RSS-Aware/Active Users 

 
 
• My Yahoo! – 72 percent 
• My MSN – 41 percent 
• Google personal start page – 10 percent  
• Bloglines – 2 percent 

 

 
• My Yahoo! – 32 percent 
• Firefox’s Live Bookmarks – 23 percent 
• My MSN – 8 percent 
• Apple’s Safari RSS – 8 percent 
• Google personal start page – 4 percent 
• Bloglines – 2 percent 
• NewsGator – 1 percent 
• NetNewsWire – 1 percent 

Sources: Yahoo!, Ipsos Insight (2005) 

E-mail alerts have likewise taken some time to gain consumer acceptance because of 
their perceived lack of effectiveness and ulterior motives. “For the most part, consumers 
have been trained that alerts suck,” says Donato. “Signing up for an alert historically has 
been to sign up for a lot of annoying e-mail in your inbox. I think at some [point] people 
got disenfranchised with the concept of alerts. That said, I think it is coming back.” 

The Personalization and Privacy Paradox 
Privacy concerns have also slowed the adoption and attractiveness of alerts. A July 
online survey by ChoiceStream found that Americans want personalized media and 
customized online services such as e-mail alerts, but their willingness to provide 
personal or demographic information is in decline. Fifty-nine percent of respondents 
were willing to provide personal information in the July study, down from 64 percent the  
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year before. Assuming the accuracy of these data, there are potentially negative 
implications for alerts, given that personal information (at least e-mail address and ZIP 
code) is required to sign up. 

“Most of our users are using the search and browse functions, and the alerts are more 
for the advanced user who knows exactly what he or she wants and is comfortable 
setting up something up that is automated,” says Harmon. “It’s a little bit of a different 
mind-set.” Currently about 2 percent of LiveDeal’s users are taking part in the e-mail 
alert feature. 

If alerts and personalized RSS feeds are to gain traction in the marketplace, there will 
need to be a shift. That might be accomplished though consumer usage and comfort 
with news alerts (e.g., Google News) and RSS-delivered headlines via My Yahoo!. RSS 
will likewise attract a greater mainstream audience when it is integrated into widely used 
applications, such as Microsoft Internet Explorer or Outlook e-mail. Internet Explorer 7, 
now in beta testing for developers, will incorporate RSS feeds.  

“I think Microsoft putting an RSS reader in Outlook is the real move that I want to see,” 
says Donato. “I find it insanely weird that they haven’t done that.”  

The popularization of news alerts and RSS will likely reach a tipping point in the next two 
to three years, at which time RSS/alerts should be adopted by classifieds publishers 
more broadly.  

“Google and Yahoo! alerts are quite good for news. They are effective. I think classifieds 
are relatively timely content and as such they merit alerts as well,” says Donato. 

Shopping a Natural 
Shopping sites and comparison shopping search engines are naturals for alerts, but most 
do not currently offer this functionality. Among those that do are ShopLocal and eBay, 
although the latter does so only to notify auction participants when they have been 
outbid. Shopping sites such as Yahoo! Shopping, Google’s Froogle and PriceGrabber 
have personalization tools, however, and are increasingly focused on using such services 
as differentiators in a very crowded field. Yahoo! Shopping’s advanced search feature, 
for example, could easily become an e-mail alert tool for product search. 

ShopLocal Sales Alerts 

 

Source: ShopLocal (2005) 
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Strangely Google, which offers news alerts, doesn’t provide personalized shopping alerts 
on its Froogle comparison engine. It almost goes without saying that, if it were available 
and simple to understand, consumers would opt in for product alerts (based on their 
criteria) or sales alerts.  

Coupon provider and direct marketing company ValPak provides a geo-targeted RSS 
feed to My Yahoo!. Similar to Craigslist, social directory site Judy’s Book also syndicates 
its posts and reviews in RSS to My Yahoo!, My MSN and other RSS news readers. And 
AOL’s Pinpoint Shopping has a basic alert feature that is not personalized. 

 

Google Alerts: Are Products/Classifieds Next? 

 

Source: Google (2005) 

The major engines conceptually recognize the appeal of personalized alerts and RSS 
feeds for consumers. “The alert platform works well for [Google] News. I’m sure they 
will be expanding that to a variety of things,” says Donato.   

Google’s new content acquisition tool, Google Base — which many believe is part of the 
search engine’s effort to get into online classifieds — could potentially combine alerts 
with a mass of listings content to create a powerful alerts system in connection with 
jobs, cars and real estate or private party merchandise. This remains to be seen, of 
course.   

And it’s just a matter of time before alerts functionality is built out on all the shopping 
engines and later on a broader array of sites, including classifieds. Newspaper-owned 
CareerBuilder has had job alerts for some time. And real estate site HomePages offers 
alerts for new home listings as they go on the market. This is both a service to the 
consumer and a marketing opportunity for local agents.  

Copyright © 2005 The Kelsey Group. All Rights Reserved. Page 6 
This published material is for internal client use only. Any unauthorized distribution could result in 
termination of the client relationship, fines and other civil or criminal penalties. 
 



HomePages’ New Listings E-Mail Alerts 

 

Source: HomePages (2005) 

 
The Bottom Line: More Targeting and Distribution 
Though personalization tools, in general, face privacy concerns, increasing consumer 
awareness, simplicity and utility will drive their adoption over time. Younger consumers 
have a stronger interest in personalization and are more inclined to use media if they 
can be customized or personalized. E-mail alerts and RSS feeds will be used widely by 
these younger consumers for news gathering and also for shopping and classifieds as 
the tools become more generally available. Sites such as LiveDeal, Oodle and ShopLocal, 
whose alerts tools are still basic, are showing the way.  

A lack of perceived consumer demand and certain technical challenges have delayed the 
development of these “push” tools. But once they become available, assuming they’re 
easy to use, consumers will take advantage of them. From a user standpoint, think 
about the efficiency and time savings if one can enter a set of reasonably detailed 
criteria (e.g., 2004 Honda Accord, 20,000 miles or less, US$18,000 or less) and get 
responsive listings pushed to an e-mail inbox or RSS reader. This type of alert can be 
set up today.  

When such listings come in, the click rates and conversions will be many times what 
they are for a “Honda Accord 2004” search on a traditional engine. Why? Because the 
consumer has clearly indicated a need or interest in much greater detail — and their 
presumed readiness to buy. E-mail alerts also create potentially valuable contextual ad 
inventory, as suggested in the HomePages example above. 

General e-mail open rates are in decline, according to various firms that track consumer 
interaction with e-mail, such as DoubleClick. What we’re describing here is different from 
generic e-mail, however, because consumers have actively specified the information in 
which they are interested.  
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According to comScore, consumers spend less than four minutes a day using search 
engines. A system of alerts would boost the value that publishers and engines can 
extend by providing greater targeting — based on consumers’ stated intentions — and 
distribution to their advertisers. 

Search engines, shopping sites, online newspapers and, potentially, directory publishers 
should seriously consider whether this technology makes sense for their users and 
advertisers; it won’t in every case. In a directory context, for example, it might make 
less sense than it would for products (i.e., holiday shopping) or time-sensitive 
classifieds. However, alerts are not far removed from the “reverse auction” concept 
pushed by early online directory publishers such as Respond.com.  

In an online poll of 110 search and directory executives, 40 percent indicated that RSS 
functionality was an “optional, nice to have” capability. Though not yet perceived as a 
high-value product feature, publishers can offer consumers and advertisers real value if 
they build out such personalization tools. And the window of opportunity that exists now 
will eventually close as this functionality almost certainly becomes ubiquitous.  
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