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How to write a first outreach email 
 
How three specific lines can earn a reply a general newsletter does not 
Gates. Relevance: primary. Credibility: secondary. Proof: no. Safety: no. Access: secondary. 

For first outreach, start with a short email proving you read something specific 
about the recipient rather than long, well-produced content sent to everyone. 

Three to five lines, keyed to a recent fact about their situation, with no ask beyond 
a reply if it’s useful. 

Questions this guide answers 
• What should a first outreach email say to show we understand this particular prospect? 
• What three things should a researched first email contain? 
• How can we spot personalization that is only a merge field? 

 
The symptom 
Somebody pulls the email report before the quarterly marketing meeting. Opens are down again. 
They were down the quarter before that, and the quarter before that, and the line has been pointing 
the same direction long enough that nobody comments on it anymore. 

Then someone asks the question that ends the meeting. When did anybody last reply to one of 
these? 

Nobody can remember one from this year. 

The next issue ships anyway. It’s on the calendar, the template is already paid for, and the 
alternative is telling the partners the program is being cancelled with nothing standing behind it. So 
the firm adds a section, extends the piece by two pages, and schedules the send for six weeks out. 

Why it keeps happening 
Production quality is the one part of this a firm controls completely. The list belongs to somebody 
else. The response rate depends on strangers. The results arrive months after anyone could act on 
them. Layout, photography, length, the quality of the writing: all of that lives inside the building, gets 
finished by Thursday, and is visible to every person who walks past the printer. 

It also gets complimented, which matters more than firms admit. A designed newsletter looks like 
work to the people who approve budgets. 

A three-line email looks like nothing. It goes up for review and reads as though nobody spent any 
time on it, so it doesn’t get approved, and that is exactly backwards. The short email is the harder of 
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the two to write. It requires knowing something specific about one human being, and no template 
supplies that. 

We’ve built the beautiful newsletter, on a schedule, for a list that never asked for it. The design was 
good. The writing was good. It went out to a list nobody at the firm could account for, and that was 
recorded as the year’s outreach program. 

What the buyer is doing at the Relevance gate 
Deciding whether this is about them. The decision takes roughly four seconds and it happens 
before most of what you wrote gets read at all. 

A newsletter answers the question honestly and badly: this is about our firm’s thinking. True, and a 
description of something the reader never requested. 

A specific observation answers with something much smaller. Somebody looked at us. It’s a 
modest claim, and it’s the only one in either email that the reader can verify inside the first line. 

Volume can’t repair a relevance failure, and it usually deepens the hole. Send the same general 
material more often and the reader learns something durable about the sender, which is that the 
sender doesn’t know who they are. Each additional issue confirms it a little further. 

Most outbound is model-drafted now, and buyers have adjusted their instincts accordingly. The 
detail that couldn’t have come from a scrape or a template is close to the only thing left in an inbox 
that reads as human. 

The correction 
Keep the newsletter for the people who asked for it. Stop counting it as outreach, because it isn’t 
reaching anybody who hasn’t already raised a hand. 

Then replace the standing cadence with individually researched emails to a named list. Three lines 
each, in this order. 

One line naming the specific thing you observed. The new office, the hire out of a competitor, the 
filing, the interview they gave, the sentence in the annual report that somebody clearly fought over. 
Name it plainly and don’t dress it up. 

One line on why it matters in their situation. Their situation specifically, which is where most 
attempts at this collapse. A general observation about their industry puts you back in newsletter 
territory with a shorter word count. 

One line offering something useful, with no invoice attached. A document, a number, a warning, 
an introduction. Value given freely is the one proof of intent and competence a skeptic can’t argue 
with, because it costs the sender something and asks for nothing back. 

No scheduling link. No calendar. No “fifteen minutes next week.” The ask is a reply if the thing is 
useful, and nothing beyond that. 
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Now the budget, because this is where the objection lands: fifteen minutes of research per 
recipient, and a list of thirty rather than three thousand. That math frightens people who are used to 
counting sends. It shouldn’t. Thirty researched emails take one person a day and a half, which is 
less than the newsletter consumes in a quarter, and the newsletter has produced no replies in a 
year. 

Distance between a firm and a buyer gets closed on the page, long before anyone schedules a call. 
The first email is where that either starts or doesn’t. 

Before and after 
Before. Attached is our Q3 Market Outlook, covering regulatory developments, sector trends, and 
our latest thinking on what lies ahead. We hope you find it valuable. 

After. Saw you opened the Charlotte office in March and pulled two people out of the regional 
practice to run it. The intake handoff is usually where that arrangement breaks, somewhere around 
month four. Attached is the one-page checklist we use for it. No need to reply unless it’s useful. 

What backfires 
The fake specific. A merge field dressed up as observation, the “I’ve been following the great work 
you’re doing at [Company]” opener, lands worse than the newsletter does. It announces two things 
at once: the sender wanted to appear personal, and the sender wouldn’t spend the fifteen minutes. 

The other one is researching thirty recipients properly and then attaching the same pitch paragraph 
to all thirty. The reader gets to the second line and watches the email turn back into a mailing. 

Run this on your own material 
Open the last outreach email your firm sent. Find the sentence that could only have been written to 
that recipient. 

Not the sentence with their name in it. The one that would make no sense if you dropped it into a 
message to anyone else. 

If you can’t find it, you’ve been running a publication and calling it business development. 

Then go to the list and pull thirty names you’d genuinely take a meeting with. Spend fifteen minutes 
on the first one before the next issue ships. Write the three lines. Send it without a link in it and see 
what comes back. 

Signals you’ve cleared it 
Advance when replies start arriving and they’re short. Corrections, mostly. “We looked at that, 
here’s why we passed.” A forward to a colleague you’ve never met. Somebody answering the 
observation rather than the offer, which means the first line did its job. 

Hold when the only movement in the numbers is unsubscribes, or when nobody at the firm can 
name three true things about a target recipient without opening the CRM first. That second one is 
the real test... if the research hasn’t happened, the email can’t be written, and sending it anyway 
just teaches thirty more people that you don’t know who they are. 
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Where this connects 
Story from the Field · The Man Who Knew the Customer, on arriving with something useful and 
asking for nothing. 

Research Library · Entry 07, small commitments. 

Next move · Go to How to follow up without manufactured urgency. 

https://thedecisionsequence.com/resources/marketing-stories/why-customer-insight-changes-what-gets-built/
https://thedecisionsequence.com/resources/decision-science/how-small-commitments-lead-to-bigger-ones/
https://thedecisionsequence.com/resources/marketing-how-to-guides/following-up-without-becoming-noise/

