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INTRODUCTION

How to choose the right platform  
for your business



ontraport.com

With so many platforms out there competing for your business as a buyer 

of marketing software, and especially as a non-expert yourself, it’s virtually 

impossible for you to have confidence in your buying decision before you 

actually make the purchase and try it out for several months. 

Although it’s reasonable to be suspect of a “buyer’s guide” coming from a seller 

in any marketplace, hopefully you’ll see that this is actually a list of important 

elements that you’ll want to make sure your new software has, whether you 

choose Ontraport or not. If you do choose a platform that fails to fulfill one 

or more of the items on this list, at least you’ll do it consciously and not be 

smacking yourself six months from now for having forgotten something obvious 

or important.

And it is important to get this choice right!

Your marketing technology provider will be a core component of your business. 

You’ll likely use your platform daily or at least weekly, and the work it does for 

you will quickly become mission-critical.

And making the wrong choice is costly. The time it takes to unwind your 

relationship with a provider and to get things up and running with a new one 

is not insignificant. Being forced to take on a project like that when it’s not 

convenient — because of breakdowns or poor support or missing features — can 

be a serious burden for any business.

Plus, you may find that some of your data or systems aren’t movable at all. For 

example, if you turn off your marketing automation platform, all the links in the 

emails you’ve sent in the past will likely be broken. Often, contact history isn’t 

exportable in any usable way. Often purchase history and any PCI/credit data is 

not transferable to a new system. Any contact tracking done via cookies will be 

lost, and so on.

https://ontraport.com/


ontraport.com

And there’s the learning curve. Of course, if you want to be a carpenter you have 

to learn to use the tools, and marketing technology is no different in this regard. 

But, ideally, you (and your team) won’t have to learn them over and over; the cost 

of re-training on a new platform is definitely not nothing.

So this is an important decision that’s worth making right the first time.

Given that, it’s a good idea to think through your needs — both current and future 

— as best you can. The following is a pretty comprehensive list of the features 

that are worth your consideration. Some of them are commonly included in 

marketing automation platforms, but many are not — particularly in those 

targeting smaller businesses. 

Remember that you may not always be so small, and some things that may 

seem unimportant now will become crucial down the road, and not having to 

rip out your technology stack to accommodate a new requirement will be a real 

advantage.

Good luck with your research! Of course, our team is standing by to answer your 

questions or walk you through the Ontraport platform whenever that makes 

sense. Visit us at ontraport.com.

https://ontraport.com/
http://ontraport.com


CHAPTER 1

Data collection

Gathering customer and prospect data is the first step towards delivering a 

better client experience, making better decisions, and having a business you can 

scale. You want all the data you can get, and you want it all in one place. 

• Forms to collect data directly from users
The form builder in your marketing automation platform is one of the first 

tools you’ll use and it’s important to be happy with your options. Since this 

is the easiest and often the best way to capture data from your prospects 

and customers and add it to their contact records, you’ll want to make 

sure they look good, are easy to customize, and easy to add to any website 

(including WordPress).

https://ontraport.com/support/landing-pages/create-an-ontraport-form?utm_source=e_book&utm_content=buyers_guide


• Forms should automatically collect referral data  
This is not optional. As a marketer, you will need to be able to track UTM 

values into the contact record, as well as referring page and IP address. 

The IP address is often required as proof of opt-in if there ever is a legal 

spam complaint.  

 

Find out how these values are captured, because some providers say it’s 

possible but require you to code up a solution yourself, which means you’ll 

need an engineer each time you want to post a new form.  

 

Also — and this is a little more complex, but also crucial — your forms 

should not be capturing UTM values from the URL, but instead from a 

cookie that is added to the visitor’s computer by your platform provider.  

 

What does this mean, and why do you care? Well, first you need to 

understand what UTM variables are.  

 

Now, when someone visits your page and your system only captures UTM 

values in the URL... what happens if someone clicks another page on your 

website before filling out a form (which happens all the time)? Or if they 

close the browser tab and come back tomorrow? Well, what happens is 

your tracking is broken and you don’t know where this lead came from. 

When you’re paying for traffic, this is absolutely unacceptable.  

 

So, the way it should work is this: the first time a visitor comes to your 

page, your marketing platform should immediately add a  cookie  to the 

visitor’s computer which contains the UTM values that appear in the URL. 

Then, when the visitor finally fills out a form, the form reads the cookie - 

not the URL! - to capture that information. This way, even if the user clicks 

around your site or leaves and comes back a month later, you will still 

correctly track the source of that lead. 

https://ontraport.com/blog/marketing-tracking/how-to-implement-utm-variables-in-your-next-marketing-campaign?utm_source=e_book&utm_content=buyers_guide
https://computer.howstuffworks.com/internet/basics/question82.htm?utm_source=e_book&utm_content=buyers_guide
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• Social connections to capture data from the networks 
Some platforms allow you to capture interest data from Facebook if 

visitors click a ‘connect with Facebook’ button. This is a worthwhile thing 

to test if your audience frequents Facebook or if you advertise on that 

platform. 

• Email click and open tracking 
This data should be stored for each email (obviously, all systems do this) 

but also per contact. You should be able to easily make a group of contacts 

who did (or did not!) open or click a particular email. 

• Page visit and click tracking, including those made by 
unidentified contacts 
Page by page visit history should be stored in each contact record, and you 

should be able to quickly make a group of contacts who did or did not visit 

a particular page or pages. 

 

A very useful feature is the ability to see page by page visit history that 

contacts made when they were anonymous (or unidentified) visitors, even 

before they filled out your form. 

 

Why? Because that information can and should be used in any lead scoring 

system to identify your hottest leads. Imagine if someone visited 20 pages 

on your website over three visits across a week period before they filled out 

a form; you’d want to know that, wouldn’t you?  

 

Yes. Yes, you would. 

https://ontraport.com/
https://ontraport.com/support/landing-pages/view-landing-page-performance?utm_source=e_book&utm_content=buyers_guide


• Something for feedback/input from sales reps 
Sales reps should be able to easily add data to particular contact records, 

including lead quality, problem/interest information, timeline, budget, when 

to take the next follow-up action and so on.  

 

Why? Because your sales reps (or yourself) are a great source of important 

information about your contacts, and you’ll definitely want to use that 

information to customize the experience for each prospect or client.  

For example, if someone calls up, you’ll want your sales rep to be able 

to quickly and easily add all relevant data — such as their problem, their 

budget, timeline, etc. — in a way that your marketing automation platform 

can use it… automatically. 

 

You’ll also want reps to be able to easily mark a lead as ‘sales qualified’ 

or ‘spam’ or whatever, because that data will inform your marketing team 

about the real success of a particular audience or campaign. 

• Something to track outcomes of manual tasks 

On a well-functioning team, sales and marketing work hand in hand to 

generate interest, capture leads, and then close new business. Because 

they need to be able to work as one team, your marketing platform should 

be able to send a task to a sales team member to make a call or take 

another manual action, and the team member should then be able to 

select from a list of ‘outcomes’ for that task (for example: no answer, not 

interested, follow up later, booked call, etc.). This way, you can have your 

system perform automated next actions based on the outcome of the task, 

passing responsibility from marketing to sales and back again, seamlessly 

and automatically. 

 

 

https://ontraport.com/support/crm/contact-quick-view?utm_source=e_book&utm_content=buyers_guide
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Without this capability, you will end up dumping leads on your sales team’s 

lap and hoping for the best. Instead, marketing should stay engaged and 

support sales by managing next steps for all leads who are not ready for a 

real sales conversation. 

• Inbound SMS capture 
This is important for anyone who speaks live at events, because the best 

call to action for an audience is, “Text me your email address, and I’ll send 

you a free [whatever].”  

 

Your system should capture new leads from inbound SMS messages, be 

able to parse the content of the message (put an email address in the 

email address field automatically, for example), and be able to respond 

based on keywords (if a message says ‘cat’, then send them my cat 

ebook, if it says ‘dog’, then send the dog book). Your system should also 

merge inbound SMS messages with existing contact records that have a 

matching phone number. 

https://ontraport.com/
https://ontraport.com/blog/business-automation/9-creative-ways-to-streamline-your-workflow-with-task-automation?utm_source=e_book&utm_content=buyers_guide
https://ontraport.com/tools/usecases/marketing-automation/lead-magnets?utm_source=e_book&utm_content=buyers_guide
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• Inbound email capture 

In order to have a complete record of all interactions with a particular 

prospect or customer, you need your system to be able to capture emails 

that are sent to or from a sales rep in their email system, such as Gmail, 

and record them in the contact record. 

 

Having one source of truth and a complete record of all interactions with 

a prospect or client allows your team to work together effectively. All team 

members should be able to see an email sent between your contact and 

any other team member. 

• Phone call logging 

You should also be able to keep track of phone calls made and received 

by a prospect. This is important because many users want to stop all 

automated communications once an inquiry is made by a prospect, leaving 

it to a sales rep to manage the relationship from there. Without call logging, 

this becomes a manual process that never gets done, meaning that your 

prospects may be receiving conflicting and confusing messages from 

marketing and sales at the same time. 

 

Make sure your system can not only log calls, but can also use that logged 

call as a trigger to stop automation communications temporarily. 

• Track anonymous users’ visits and lead source history in 
cookies so you can get it when they finally fill out a form 

This is a little complicated but important to understand. In many (most?) 

cases, the first visit that a prospect makes to your website won’t be the 

time they fill out your form. Instead, they might poke around, come back 

later, look things over again, and finally come back and fill out a form.  

https://ontraport.com/
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In this case, most systems will 

have lost the record of where your 

lead originally came from, and 

that’s a big problem.  

 

If you don’t know what lead 

sources (or ads) are driving the 

traffic that turns into more new 

customers, you don’t know where 

to invest your time and money 

to grow your business; you’re 

effectively flying blind, which is 

obviously no way to fly.  

 

The more robust marketing 

platforms solve this problem by 

storing a cookie on each visitor’s 

computer. A cookie is just a funny 

name for a little file that contains 

whatever text you want to store 

there, and what you want to store 

there is the original UTM/referral 

data. That way, when they come 

back three or four times later and 

then fill in a form, your form can 

(should) look at that cookie data 

and make sure the contact record 

in your account shows you where 

that lead originally came from.  

Ontraport takes this concept a 

step further and actually records 

every page visit that anyone 

makes in their cookie so that 

when they eventually fill out a 

form, you get not only the lead 

source data, but also a record of 

every page that contact visited, 

even if it was months before 

they filled out a form. That’s 

useful, because you can use that 

information to automatically 

segment your new leads into 

groups based on their interests, 

as inferred from their page visit 

history. 

• Tools to identify as many 
anonymous visitors as 
possible, as often as 
possible 
 

In order to keep complete 

records of every prospect and 

customer, you want to be able 

to see when they’re visiting your 

website and what pages they’re 

viewing. That way, for example, 

you could alert a sales rep that

https://ontraport.com/blog/marketing-tracking/stop-guessing-which-lead-sources-are-working?utm_source=e_book&utm_content=buyers_guide
https://ontraport.com/blog/marketing-tracking/stop-guessing-which-lead-sources-are-working?utm_source=e_book&utm_content=buyers_guide
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a particular hot lead is currently looking at your pricing page, maybe give  

them a ring. Also, you may want to be able to personalize those pages for  

that visitor.  

But you can only do that if your marketing automation platform knows who 

they are. We can learn who they are at various times — such as when they 

fill out a form or click a link in an email you sent them, etc. — and we add an 

ID number to their cookie so we can follow them around your site. 

Unfortunately, many users clear their cookies on a regular basis with 

anti-tracking software or private browsing tools. So, the battle is on. They 

delete the cookies, and we want to add them back. The more often your 

system adds those cookies back, the better online behavior tracking  

you’ll have. 

At the very least, that should happen on form fill-outs and when they click 

on a link in an email or SMS that was sent to them. Also, since we offer 

membership site software, we cookie them every time they log in to a 

member’s area.  Without this functionality, you’ll lose most of the value of 

tracking because your system will quickly lose track of who’s who.

https://ontraport.com/
https://ontraport.com/blog/landing-pages/personalize-your-landing-pages-to-drive-engagement?utm_source=e_book&utm_content=buyers_guide
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Chapter 1 Checklist: Data !ollection

Forms to collect data 
directly from users

Forms should 
automatically collect 
referral data

Social connections to 
capture data from the 
networks

Email click and open 
tracking

Page visit and click 
tracking, including those 
made by unidentified 
contacts

Something for feedback/
input from sales reps

Something to track 
outcomes of manual tasks

Inbound email capture

Phone call logging

Track anonymous users’ 
visits and lead source 
history in cookies so you 
can get it when they finally 
fill out a for

Tools to identify as many 
anonymous visitors as 
possible, as often as 
possible 

https://ontraport.com/


CHAPTER 2

Data storage and viewing

Once you’ve got the data, you need to be able to slice and dice it, sort it and view 

it. Your platform should make it easy to see any segment you can imagine, and 

automate what happens to them at scale.

• CRM integrated or built-in
All this data that you’re storing has to go somewhere. You’ll want it in the 

same tool that your sales reps use (or that you use, if you’re the sales rep!) 

because sales and marketing are two parts of the same process, and they 

need each other’s data to do their jobs well. 

 

For this reason, enterprise users all buy marketing automation platforms 

with deep integrations to their CRM, which most commonly is Salesforce. 

Too often, though, small businesses end up with inexpensive tools that 

don’t integrate well (or at all!) and data ends up siloed off in various tools, 

unusable by the people who need it, when they need it.



At the very least, you should have one tool that is used by sales reps to 

keep track of leads and which also has a record of every purchase, every 

email sent to and received from each prospect, a way to see which links 

the prospect clicked on in the emails your marketing team sent them, every 

form they filled out and what they said in those forms, and every page 

they ever visited on your site. Ideally, you should have EVERYTHING you 

know about each prospect and customer in one central database, which is 

typically called your ‘system of record.’  

The reason this is crucial is because prospects are only interested in how 

you’re going to solve their problems. In order to effectively convert a visitor 

to a lead and to a sale, you’ll need to use all the information you have about 

each prospect to segment them and communicate with them in a relevant, 

interesting-to-them way. 

• Customizable databases with custom field and  
custom record types  
If your CRM database is built in, you’ll want it to be flexible enough to store 

data in a way that makes sense for your business.  

 

Most CRM and marketing automation platforms built for the small 

business market are extremely limited in the way they allow you to store 

data. Typically, you can create custom fields, but they all live in a contact 

record and are displayed in a big list, top to bottom. 

 

This is insanity. In a couple of years, you absolutely will end up with dozens 

or hundreds of custom fields and shoving them all into a big list in a 

contact record is a giant, unworkable mess. 

 

https://ontraport.com/blog/crm/get-the-most-out-of-your-crm?utm_source=e_book&utm_content=buyers_guide


At the very least, you’ll want to be able to organize your custom fields into 

sections and views (see below.) But, enterprise grade tools allow you to  

take your data organization to another level, and they offer that capability  

for a reason. 

More powerful platforms allow you to create new record types, create 

custom fields in those records, and relate records to each other. This ability 

to store data in a way that reflects how your business actually works will 

dramatically improve your ability to store, understand and use your data in 

the future.  

For example, if you are a veterinarian, you’ll want to store information about 

your customer (who’s a human) and also about their pet. The human has a 

name, an email address, phone number, a credit card, and so on. The pet 

has a name, a type (dog, cat, horse), a breed (mutt), an age, a birthday, and 

a history of care. 

Now, most small business systems will allow you to create custom fields 

in the contact (human) record. You could create a field for ‘pet name’ and 

‘pet type’ and so on… and that’ll work for a second. But what happens when 

your client has a second pet? Or a third? Or a seventh? Do you create ‘pet 

seven name’? No, that’s a giant mess. 

And what happens when you want to automatically send the owner a 

reminder that it’s time for pet three’s checkup? You won’t be able to do that 

with a typical small business automation tool.

 

Instead, the proper way to organize things is to have a new record type 

called ‘Pets’ and then one of the fields in the pet record is called ‘Pet 

Owner.’ Using that field, you can connect as many pet records as you want 

to a single contact/owner.

ontraport.com

https://ontraport.com/blog/crm/getting-clever-with-custom-objects?utm_source=e_book&utm_content=buyers_guide
https://ontraport.com/


And in the contact record, you’ll see a list of all the pets they own. 

Everything is neat and tidy, makes sense, and your opportunities for 

segmentation and automation are vastly expanded. 

This sort of data organization is crucial for businesses such as insurance 

agents (whose customers might have many policies), for schools (whose 

students have many teachers and many classes), for any sort of licensing 

or high-end equipment installation (where you’ll want to store license 

numbers, serial numbers, model numbers, etc.), event promoters (whose 

customers might attend many events), service providers who make bids or 

work on projects (because you many have more than one project or bid for 

a single customer) and so on. 

If it sounds like your business might need to organize data in this way, look 

for a platform that offers features that are usually called Custom Objects 

or Object Relationship Management.

• Ability to create custom views of your data so you can sift, 
sort and order it 
Of course, the data is useless if you can’t do anything with it. You obviously 

need to be able to see the data for each contact on a neatly organized 

screen. But that’s just the beginning. 

 

You’ll also want to be able to create groups (or segments) of your records 

(or other records) based on any data in those records. For example, it 

should be a piece of cake to see a group of contacts who have not visited 

your site in 45 days but who have purchased a particular product and 

have spoken to a sales rep in the past. That’s just an example, but it’s 

representative of the hundred thousand ideas your marketing team will 

have for a promotion down the road, and if you can’t easily get access to 

that segment of your data, then your technology isn’t working for you. 

https://ontraport.com/blog/ecommerce/the-right-way-to-segment-your-list?utm_source=e_book&utm_content=buyers_guide
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You’ll also want to be able to store those groups for easy, regular access. 

And, importantly, you should be able to set up a unique view of your 

data for each group. This is a crucial time-saving tool, because it’s easy 

to imagine that you’ll often want to look at, for example, everyone who 

canceled service in the last week. For that group, you’ll want to see certain 

fields such as how much they’ve spent, when their last appointment was, 

why they said they canceled, and so on. But, a moment later, you may want 

to look at new leads this week and you’ll want to see different information 

about those people, such as their contact info, where they came from, 

what problems they say they have and anything else they told you in your 

Contact Us form. If your system only allows one layout of data in groups, 

you’re going to spend a LOT of time either editing your layouts or, more 

likely, exporting data to excel so you can view it in a way that works. This 

starts to lean into the territory covered by CRM a little more, and since 

Ontraport is also a robust CRM platform, we have a bit of an advantage in 

this area. Still, you can see how being able to view your data in ways that 

enhance understanding and usability is important. 

https://ontraport.com/


For example, if you’re lucky, you’ll even have various types of data displays. 

In Ontraport, we offer a Table View, which looks sort of like an excel 

spreadsheet and makes it easy to see a lot of data at once and sort them 

in various ways (last activity, newest lead, biggest spender, etc.) with a 

click. We also offer Card View, which puts each contacts’ data on a card 

that you can drag through a pipeline. This view is useful for sales reps who 

want to manage the process of moving a bunch of leads through your sales 

process. Each group of contacts saves both the layout of data and the 

fields you’ve chosen to show, so it’s very quick and easy to switch between 

groups and see the most appropriate information and layout, no exporting 

to excel required. 

• Ability to customize and organize contact  
(and other) records
As discussed above, it’s important to be able to store data in your account 

in an organized way that reflects how your business actually works. It’s 

also important to be able to organize that data in a way that you can 

access and manage it. 

If you’re anything like every one of our thousands of customers, you’ll find 

that pretty soon you’ll end up with a whole lot of custom fields in your 

account. Some systems limit the number of fields you can store. Often, 

they also plop all those custom fields in a big column which is fine when 

there are three or four but not fine at all when there are 200. 

The ability to organize your data into sections that make sense, and even 

multiple screens (which Ontraport calls ‘tabs’) will make your life a ton 

easier down the road.

• History logging and search
Of course, you need to be able to find your data, so a good search 

tool is important. Similarly, it’s important to be able to see the 

history of communications with each contact, so a good log of those 

communications is valuable.

https://ontraport.com/support/fundamentals/collections?utm_source=e_book&utm_content=buyers_guide
https://ontraport.com/support/crm/manage-contacts-by-stage?utm_source=e_book&utm_content=buyers_guide
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Of course, you need to be able to 

find your data, so a good search 

tool is important. Similarly, it’s 

important to be able to see the 

history of communications with 

each contact, so a good log of 

those communications is valuable. 

Mentioning our Automation Log 

is a little self-serving because 

Ontraport is the only tool that 

provides this feature as far as 

we know, but it’s an important 

one and choosing to go without 

it is definitely something you 

want to do consciously. The 

reason it’s important is this: as 

you begin to build automations, 

things are simple and easy to 

understand. Three or five years 

from now, when you’ve built 

200 automations, turned off 72 

of them (you think?) and have 

run 100k contacts through your 

various processes, it’s really 

easy to (actually, impossible not 

to) forget what you built. Then, 

inevitably, something weird will 

happen to a contact, and you 

won’t know why. They’ll get an 

email they shouldn’t have, or a 

task will fire off to your sales rep 

that makes no sense, or some 

data in their contact record looks 

really wrong. And you’ll want to 

know why, to make sure it’s not 

happening automatically 500 

times a day.

 

In most systems, you’re out of 

luck. But Ontraport’s Automation 

Log stores a massive amount of 

information about what’s going on 

in the background. It stores why 

every email was sent, how each 

contact got on every campaign, 

who changed what fields and 

when, what the data was before 

the change, and a whole lot 

more. It’s quickly searchable, 

which is important because after 

a few years, each contact will 

have thousands of lines in their 

automation log, making it easy to 

figure out what happened, when, 

why, and — just in case you’re 

curious — whose fault it was. :)

We didn’t always have an 

Automation Log and…  

let’s just say that life is a whole  

lot better now.
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• Permission management so you can make sure only the 
appropriate people on your team have access to view, edit, 
delete or export your company’s data 
Too often, entry-level systems have little or no permission management to 

restrict access to important data and features to only those people on your 

team who need it. That’s a big mistake, because as your business grows, 

you’ll end up with a lot of important and confidential data and collateral 

in your marketing automation platform. Also, platforms like these are 

powerful tools; it’s easy to send off 100k emails with a couple of clicks. 

You don’t want to put that power in everyone’s hands. 

 

Also, your company’s lead and customer data is invaluable. We always 

expect the best of people, but even the smallest risk of having your data 

stolen by a disgruntled employee is too much to bear. The ability to limit 

your employee’s access to view, edit, delete and export all your data, only 

certain records, or even parts of records will be an important feature down 

the road even if it doesn’t seem like a big deal today. 

 

The same is true for your automated campaigns. A well-intentioned team 

member can easily wreak havoc by making little tweaks to a running 

campaign or even simply changing data in your database. Limiting access 

to certain feature sets is also an important capability.

https://ontraport.com/
https://ontraport.com/support/crm/set-your-team-users-roles-and-permissions?utm_source=e_book&utm_content=buyers_guide
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Chapter 2 Checklist: Data storage and viewing

CRM integrated or built-in

Customizable databases 
with custom field and 
custom record types

Ability to create custom 
views of your data so you 
can sift, sort and order it

Ability to customize and 
organize contact 
(and other) records

History logging and search

Permission management 
so you can make sure only 
the appropriate people on 
your team have access to 
view, edit, delete or export 
your company’s data

https://ontraport.com/


CHAPTER 3

Automatic follow-up



Everyone knows that the #1 way to lose a deal is not following up. But doing 

a great job at prospect and customer communication and follow-up is a real 

skillset and competitive advantage. These are the tools of the trade. 

• Campaign or automation builder to design 
communication workflows 
Every marketing automation tool obviously has an ability to create 

automated workflows, since that’s the core of the service. But how those 

flows are created, and the capability of the campaign builder tool itself will 

either add to or detract from your team’s ability to create any follow-up 

process that you can imagine and to understand what it is you’ve done. :) 

Let me explain. 

 

Like all things in life, there are compromises that need to be made when 

you pick a marketing automation tool. In this case, the compromise to 

be made is between simplicity and power. Fortunately for you, there are 

choices at just about every step along the way, but sometimes what seems 

simple actually turns out to be confusing, and what seems powerful can be 

a disaster. 

 

With campaign builders, designers have a couple of key choices to make.  
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This first is whether the user should be able to drag things around 

anywhere on the canvas or if the system should organize things for 

you. Older, legacy systems typically let you drag things around because 

designers originally thought that would be cool. But then this happened: 

This situation is obviously NOT adding to anyone’s ability to understand 

what’s going on here. And isn’t that half the point of a campaign builder? 

Yes, the goal should be to make it easy to build whatever you imagine 

AND be able to understand what you’ve built. This model fails the second 

test (and probably the first), so at Ontraport we chose to manage the map 

layout for you, as several other modern campaign builders have done.  

https://ontraport.com/
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This way, even complex maps maintain a semblance of order: 

The second key choice designers of these systems have to make is a 

bit more complicated but equally important: whether or not a particular 

contact is allowed to be in more than once place on a single campaign 

map at a time. 

 

https://ontraport.com/


• Forms should automatically collect referral data  
This is not optional. As a marketer, you will need to be able to track UTM 

values into the contact record, as well as referring page and IP address. 

The IP address is often required as proof of opt-in if there ever is a legal 

spam complaint.  

 

Find out how these values are captured, because some providers say it’s 

possible but require you to code up a solution yourself, which means you’ll 

need an engineer each time you want to post a new form.  

 

Also — and this is a little more complex, but also crucial — your forms 

should not be capturing UTM values from the URL, but instead from a 

cookie that is added to the visitor’s computer by your platform provider.  

 

What does this mean, and why do you care? Well, first you need to 

understand what UTM variablesare. R ead this guide if you’re not clear.  

 

Now, when someone visits your page and your system only captures UTM 

values in the URL... what happens if someone clicks another page on your 

website before filling out a form (which happens all the time)? Or if they 

close the browser tab and come back tomorrow? Well, what happens is 

your tracking is broken and you don’t know where this lead came from. 

When you’re paying for traffic, this is absolutely unacceptable.  

 

So, the way it should work is this: the first time a visitor comes to your 

page, your marketing platform should immediately add a  cookie  to the 

visitor’s computer which contains the UTM values that appear in the URL. 

Then, when the visitor finally fills out a form, the form reads the cookie - 

not the URL! - to capture that information. This way, even if the user clicks 

around your site or leaves and comes back a month later, you will still 

What does this even mean, and why is it important? 

 

Well, if the goal of a visual campaign builder is to deliver an easy-to-

understand visual understanding of what is meant to happen to your 

contacts, you have to face facts: contacts in your real business are 

sometimes (often?) actually involved in several processes in your business 

at the same time. They may be getting new prospect follow-up but also 

be scheduling a demo. They may be getting a client onboarding sequence 

and also getting appointment reminders, and maybe also getting follow-up 

material about their first product purchase. 

 

Different platforms handle this issue differently. Some really only allow 

you to build one process or system on a particular map. That has the 

advantage of keeping your maps small and simple, but it also means you’re 

going to end up having a whole lot of maps.  Worse, there’s no one place 

you’re able to look and see the big picture of what may be happening to 

your contacts. Instead, you have to keep a mental picture in your mind of 

all the many maps that run the various processes in your business, and 

imagine how they all connect together and how contacts may move from 

one to the next and how it all might work at once. 

 

It’s our belief that this model fundamentally fails at delivering one of the 

key goals of a visual campaign builder: making it easy to understand what 

you’ve built. 

 

So, at Ontraport, we made the decision to allow you to create multiple 

processes on one map. This unquestionably makes the Ontraport 

campaign builder far more powerful than the simpler model because it 

allows you to build campaign maps that actually reflect what’s happening 

in your business, while still leaving it up to the user to build simpler maps 

that house only a single process if they choose.  

https://ontraport.com/blog/marketing-automation/top-reasons-campaign-builder-will-improve-your-business?utm_source=e_book&utm_content=buyers_guide
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The compromise, of course, is that it remains possible for our users to 

make some pretty complicated (and sometimes unwieldy) maps. 

 

Still, our choice left us with the ability to deliver powerful reporting, 

incredibly robust automation, and clear understanding for our users 

about what’s happening in their businesses, and we’re very happy with our 

decision in this regard. Ultimately, of course, it’s your choice to decide what 

makes the most sense for you. 

• Ability to automatically sort contact records into fine-
grained segments for targeted, automated follow-up 

Most marketing automation providers allow you to automatically move 

contacts from one process to another based on information you have 

about each contact. Where systems tend to differ in this regard is in  

two areas. 

 

First, as discussed above, some systems force users to create segments 

based on tags, which is incredibly limiting and tends to get messy quickly. 

Others, like Ontraport, allow you to segment based on any default or 

custom field you create in contact records. 

 

A second, and crucial difference between systems is simply the amount of 

data you have to work with. Does your marketing automation platform give 

you access to segment your contacts based on purchase history? Email 

open and click data? Information your sales reps have input? Location or 

length of relationship or total spend? Which pages they’ve visited on your 

site or what they texted you? 

 

The more data sources you have to work with, the better equipped you  

are to deliver highly relevant, engaging experiences for your prospects  

and customers.

https://ontraport.com/
https://ontraport.com/blog/sales-force-automation/sales-follow-up-are-you-doing-it-right?utm_source=e_book&utm_content=buyers_guide
https://ontraport.com/blog/sales-force-automation/sales-follow-up-are-you-doing-it-right?utm_source=e_book&utm_content=buyers_guide
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• Ability to add, remove, 
pause and move any 
contact around in your 
campaign workflows 
based on information 
that you gather about 
your prospects 
 

You’ll want to ensure you have 

the ability to automatically 

pause a contact on one or all 

automated campaigns and then 

resume those campaigns again 

automatically. For example, 

if a contact is on a long term 

lead nurture campaign and 

then engages with a sales 

rep, it’s typical best practice 

to automatically pause your 

marketing emails while the sales 

rep takes over the relationship. 

Then, if the rep says the lead is 

a lost opportunity for whatever 

reason, you’ll want to be able to 

automatically resume your long 

term lead nurture.  

 

This sort of situation arises 

all the time, and it’s very 

limiting to do without this 

functionality. Most quality 

marketing automation platforms 

will provide it, but it’s worth 

checking. 

• Ability to integrate 
personal, human 
interactions at 
appropriate times in your 
follow-up workflow 
 

As discussed above, for the 

kind of businesses that tend to 

get the most out of a marketing 

automation platform, it’s also 

very common to have personal 

sales conversations with a 

prospect when the time is right.  

It’s crucial that you’re able to 

closely integrate the experience 

delivered by automated 

marketing communications with 

the personal touch delivered by a 

real live human. To do that, you’ll 

need your marketing automation 

platform to have the ability to 

alert a person when it’s time to 

connect with a prospect in real 

life. Equally importantly, you’ll 

want your live people to be able 

https://ontraport.com/
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to quickly and easily give your marketing automation platform feedback 

about the lead so that it can take the next, most-appropriate action. 

 

You’ll want to look closely at how you’ll accomplish this in your chosen 

platform. In Ontraport, it’s easy to send a Task to a human person, maintain 

oversight that those Tasks get completed, and then give the person who’s 

getting the Task done a quick way to mark down what happened. We do 

that with a set of features called Tasks and Task Outcomes.

https://ontraport.com/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bZDbYGiDuzk&list=PLcT3zpne7GERYrA4a4kzVcgiEzrZzHYoH?utm_source=e_book&utm_content=buyers_guide
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Chapter 3 Checklist: Automatic follow-up

Campaign or automation 
builder to design 
communication workflows

Ability to automatically 
sort contact records into 
fine-grained segments 
for targeted, automated 
follow-up

Ability to add, remove, 
pause and move any 
contact around in your 
campaign workflows 
based on information that 
you gather about your 
prospects

Ability to integrate 
personal, human 
interactions at appropriate 
times in your follow-up 
workflow
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CHAPTER 4

Message delivery

• Send automated follow-up and broadcast SMS  
text messages
Obviously, every marketing automation delivers emails as a core feature, 

but the ability to deliver SMS messages natively is a great advantage. 

Being able to receive responses and parse the contact of those messages 

is even better. Your system should be able to find an email address in an 

inbound text and put that in a contact’s email address field or create a new 

contact record if it’s new. It should also be able to find specific keywords  

in an inbound text and allow you to run if/then automation based on  

those keywords. 

• Flexible email scheduling
You should be able to send emails at time of the day, within a relatively 

short window of time. Some systems will only guarantee an email will go 

out within a window of several hours. Others will guarantee much shorter 

timeframes. 

https://ontraport.com/tools/usecases/marketing-automation/sms-marketing?utm_source=e_book&utm_content=buyers_guide


Also, it’s very helpful to be able to send emails at a time in the recipient’s 

time zone. That is, to be able to schedule an email to “Send to everyone on 

this list today at 10 A.M. ... in their time zone.” Emails that arrive in the late 

morning are opened more, particularly for business users. 

 

You should be able to schedule delivery times around dates and times 

stored in the contact records as well. For example, it should be easy to 

“Send reminder text one hour before our scheduled appointment.” 

• Alert internal or external team members to take some 
action, such as making a phone call or mailing a welcome 
letter
Emails and text messages aren’t the only way to contact your prospects. 

Sometimes, it makes sense to rock it old school and actually pick up the 

phone. In fact, we’d argue that, in our digital age, real life conversations are 

more valuable than ever before.  

And if you’re going to do it, it’s a good idea to do it as a process instead  

of randomly. That way, you can ensure the follow-up gets done and gets 

done right.   

To do that, you’ll want your marketing automation platform to be able to 

trigger a task sent out to the appropriate person at the right moment. 

Ideally, that task should contain the information the caller needs to have a 

good call (phone number, obviously, but also interest information, needs, 

timeline.. whatever you have). Consider that you may want to send the task 

to a particular person (their assigned rep), to a group (the sales team), or 

to someone else (the onboarding team). You may even want to send it to 

someone who doesn’t have access to your marketing automation platform 

or CRM tool, like an outsourced VA. Make sure you look at how all that’s 

actually going to work in real life.

https://ontraport.com/blog/sales-force-automation/7-outdated-sales-tasks-you-should-be-automating?utm_source=e_book&utm_content=buyers_guide


ontraport.com

What’s even better is if you can easily collect information about what 

happened on that call back to your marketing automation platform so that 

you can automate what happens next based on the call (or task) outcome.

• Send individual contact data to ad platforms like 
Facebook for retargeting
This is an intermediate-level ad strategy but one you’ll definitely want to 

have access to if you’re spending money on ads. 

Facebook has a fancy feature called custom audiences that allows you 

to target specific groups of people — or even a single person! — with 

particular ads.  

Some marketing automation platforms allow you to automatically send a 

particular contact over to Facebook and put them into a specific custom 

audience, so you can send them an ad that’s perfectly matched to the goal 

you have for that contact. 

For example, you may run ads to have people take a free trial of your 

product or service. Once they do, it no longer makes sense to send them 

ads about taking a free trial. Instead, you’ll want to start sending ads about 

onboarding or how to get the most from their trial. Once that’s over, maybe 

it’s time to get them to buy the next product or refer a friend.  

A cadence of ads like this can be extremely effective… and better yet, 

it’s incredibly inexpensive, because you’re only paying to advertise to a 

relatively tiny number of people. Making sure your marketing automation 

platform connects to Facebook Custom audiences should definitely be  

on the list. 

https://ontraport.com/
https://ontraport.com/tools/usecases/marketing-automation/retargeting?utm_source=e_book&utm_content=buyers_guide


• Send data to third party tools for other communication 
channels
While email and SMS are still the top channels of the messaging world, 

it’s worthwhile to consider the possibility that you may want to engage 

prospects or customers on different media. You may want to send 

something in the mail to new customers, or to hot prospects. You may 

want to message them on whatever the next WhatsApp or SnapChat is. If 

so, you’ll need to make sure your platform has tools available to send data 

off to third party systems in automated and scalable ways. 

Typically, this is done in one of two ways. It’s crucial that your platform 

offers a robust API — discussed elsewhere in this list — as this is how 

any third party can connect to your database electronically. Even better if 

your platform API includes webhooks, which will dramatically decrease a 

developer’s time to make things work in many cases and often remove the 

requirement and cost of using a third party integration tool like Zapier.

However, sometimes a developer isn’t needed to send data around. If, for 

example, you have a printing house that will batch up a mailing and send 

out your new client welcome letters once a week, that can be automated 

using features that don’t require an engineer. 

The easiest way to do that is to simply send a notification email to a third 

party: “Hey, send out a letter for me to this guy!” This should be standard 

functionality with any marketing system, but check to be sure. 

However, when volume ticks up, it may not make sense to send 25 or 150 

notification emails each day. In that case, you’ll want to be able to queue 

up these notifications and send them all at once. That functionality is 

commonly called ‘Fulfillment lists’ in the industry. Look for it if integrating 

any kind of third party fulfillment may be in your future.
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Chapter 4 Checklist: Message delivery

Send automated follow-up 
and broadcast SMS 
text messages

Flexible email scheduling

Alert internal or external 
team members to take 
some action, such as 
making a phone call or 
mailing a welcome letter

Send individual contact 
data to ad platforms like 
Facebook for retargeting

Send data to third 
party tools for other 
communication channels
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CHAPTER 5

Web experience delivery



The journey from prospect to customer happens across many touchpoints, over 

time, and via many communication channels from email and SMS to phone calls, 

websites, and more. Being engaging and relevant in email is just the beginning. 

You can use your marketing automation tools and the data you’ve collected to 

deliver hyper-targeted, personalized experiences on your website that convert 

more leads into paying clients. Here’s how.

• Personalize each page visitor’s experience by customizing 
the page based on what you know about them in the 
contact record
Personalization goes hand in hand with segmentation, and it’s a big 

subject. The goal, of course, is to improve conversion rates across 

your marketing and sales process by delivering more relevant, targeted 

communications across all channels: email, phone calls, and on the 

web. The success of huge tech companies like Google and Amazon are 

testament to the effectiveness of delivering personalized experiences. 

In order to execute this strategy in your business, you need two things: 

information about what each prospect and customer is interested in and 

a way to use that information to deliver more targeted messages and web 

experiences. 

Of course, marketing automation is all about delivering more relevant 

messages via email and SMS, so any platform you choose should excel  

at this.  

But using that same data on the web is a pretty special trick, and it’s 

extremely powerful. Imagine a first time visitor coming to your site and 

seeing introductory content, while different visitors who have already 

booked an appointment see their appointment time along with information 

about how to get the most from their call. When they purchase, they don’t 



see a pitch for your entry level offer but instead see offers for upgrades  

or subscriptions or a reminder to tell their friends.  

This is powerful, effective stuff. Look for a way to customize the pages 

your visitors see based on the information in your CRM or marketing 

automation platform. That will require a very close integration between 

your website platform and your marketing tools, but if you can make it 

happen, it’s worth it. 

 

A key component of this feature is identifying your visitors, which obviously 

is required in order to show the visitor the correct content. In today’s 

environment, many people are concerned about online privacy, so they 

often use tools to limit your ability to identify them online, which of course 

limits your ability to show them personalized content. Understanding how 

and how often your system identifies and re-identifies each contact is 

worth the investigation. 

• Personalize web pages by merging data from the contact 
record onto the page
Like a lite version of the above, it’s important to be able to add merge 

fields to your pages that show the visitor the data stored in your marketing 

platform. Of course, the simplest use for this is to add silly things like 

“Hi [First Name]” to your pages, but that’s not really why you’ll want this 

functionality. 

Instead, it’s worth having so you can do things like show users their next 

billing date, when their account expires, their account level, or the contact 

information you have on file for them so they can review and update it. 

Really, there are unlimited use-cases for the ability to merge contact data 

onto the page, and going without this basic functionality is very limiting.

https://ontraport.com/blog/landing-pages/personalize-your-landing-pages-to-drive-engagement?utm_source=e_book&utm_content=buyers_guide
https://ontraport.com/blog/landing-pages/personalize-your-landing-pages-to-drive-engagement?utm_source=e_book&utm_content=buyers_guide
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As with the above feature set, 

it’s important to be able to 

correctly identify visitors, and 

systems vary widely in their 

ability to accomplish that. Look 

into it. 

• Customize each visitor’s 
redirect after a form 
fill-out based on the 
information they gave 
you in the form 

Called ‘conditional redirects,’ this 

is another tool in your toolbox to 

help deliver the most relevant, 

interesting information to each 

lead. The way it works is this: 

when visitors come to your site 

and fill out a form, you may ask 

them some questions that help 

segment them. For example, 

you might ask their title at work, 

their budget, or the specific 

problem they’re trying to solve. 

Then, based on what they say 

in your form, you can redirect 

them to a ‘thank you page’ that’s 

got information targeted to their 

specific interests. 

If you’re a chiropractor, one 

‘thank you page’ might have 

information about lower back 

pain while another might have a 

video about headaches. If you’re 

selling B2B, you might have one 

page that discusses the benefits 

of your service to a sales 

professional and a different 

page that explains how you help 

out in customer support. 

Simple, but powerful. Also, a 

pain in the butt to accomplish if 

your tools don’t natively support 

this functionality.

• Show or hide certain 
pages for individual 
contacts, and redirect 
visitors without access to 
another page 

This functionality won’t be 

required for everyone, but 

it’s worth taking a minute to 

consider before pulling the 

trigger on a marketing platform. 

In many businesses, it’s useful 

to give access to individual 

https://ontraport.com/
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users to parts of your website and to keep others out. While there are many 

platforms that offer ‘membership areas’ that don’t require a connection to 

your marketing or CRM platforms, it’s easy to fall into the trap (again) of 

having too many disconnected systems and ending up with a can of worms 

that’s impossible to manage. 

For example, what if your sales rep wants to give a prospect access to a 

part of your website with product collateral or pricing. What is the process 

going to be? Is it a seamless experience?  

What if you want to charge money for access? Will your CRM have 

purchase history in each buyer’s record? What’s the process for removing 

access if they don’t pay? 

What if you want to host the hidden pages on your main domain? Is that 

possible? What if you don’t want to use WordPress?  

Take a careful look at the complexity of setup, the experience for your 

users, and the flexibility you have around who sees what and when.

https://ontraport.com/
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Chapter 5 Checklist: Web experience delivery

Personalize each page 
visitor’s experience by 
customizing the page 
based on what you know 
about them in the contact 
record

Personalize web pages 
by merging data from the 
contact record onto the 
page

Customize each visitor’s 
redirect after a form fill-out 
based on the information 
they gave you in the form

Show or hide certain 
pages for individual 
contacts, and redirect 
visitors without access to 
another page
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CHAPTER 6

Message and page tracking

Once you’ve got the basics down — you’re following up and engaging prospects 

at scale — it’s time to start focusing on optimizing every step of your process. 

Your business should be an ever-improving conversion machine and, to become 

that, you need to know if your messages and pages are getting results.  

• Track email opens and clicks
This is the very basics. Every email system should show you if your emails 

are getting opened and clicked. It’s nice to be able to quickly send an email 

to folks who didn’t click on a particular email, and you should also be able 

to automate that process.



• Split test emails to determine which are most effective  
Tracking clicks and opens is basic stuff, and every provider will give you 

this information. What’s less basic, but also crucial, is the ability to see 

specifically what emails are driving people to actually buy. Your system 

should be able to show you “This email was the last email clicked by 7.2% 

of your buyers before they made their first purchase.”  

 

This requires two features. First, your system should automatically add 

UTM variables to all the links in your emails. If you are forced to do this 

manually, you will a) not get it done and b) make mistakes. 

 

Second, your system needs to be able to show you what UTM values 

were on the last-clicked link before an opt-in, a registration, a purchase, 

or any other important goal. Note that the UTM values need to be stored 

in a cookie and not captured from the URL directly, or you are likely to 

lose most if your tracking. This was discussed above in the section called 

‘Forms should automatically collect referral data.’ 

 

Have your provider show you specifically how this is done. Sometimes a 

provider will claim it’s possible on their website, but it is possible only with 

the help of an engineer and some custom code. 

• Track SMS text message clicks 
If you’re using text messages in your marketing process, you’ll want to be 

able to track the effectiveness of those messages just like an email. The 

best way to do that is by using links in your text messages that are unique 

for each user, allowing your platform to see how many clicks a message is 

getting and exactly who is clicking.

https://ontraport.com/support/marketing-analytics/performance-mode-stats-and-reports?utm_source=e_book&utm_content=buyers_guide
https://ontraport.com/support/marketing-analytics/performance-mode-stats-and-reports?utm_source=e_book&utm_content=buyers_guide
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• Split test text messages to determine which get the  
most clicks 
As with any message or page, you’ll need to be able to run a split test to 

determine what’s working best. Your system should be able to split your 

audience and send each segment a different message in an automated 

process and then track which message produces the most clicks or, better 

yet, goal achievements (like purchases).  

 

Ideally, you don’t want to simply break your audience in two and send 50% 

each message. Instead, you should be able to send a test to a small portion 

of your list — say 10 or 20%. The reason for this is that after a while, you’ll 

figure out some messaging that works pretty well. You’ll still want to try 

new things to improve results, but often your tests will work less well than 

your current message does. By split testing only a small portion of your list 

with a new creative, you minimize the lost revenue you would have caused 

by delivering what turns out to be a poor-performing message to a large 

chunk of your audience. 

• Track specific link clicks 
You should be able to create a link that, when clicked by an identified 

contact, has that action stored in the contact record (so you can see they 

clicked it) and can be used to trigger an automated campaign. 

 

These links should be usable in emails, on web pages, in text messages 

and anywhere else on the web. 

 

You’ll want this feature because it’s a great way of easily segmenting your 

audience. For example, you might want to ask your prospects what their 

biggest problem is on an ebook thank you page… and, instead of making 

them fill out another form (which most won’t do), you could give them three 

https://ontraport.com/
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buttons with tracked links that say Problem 1, Problem 2, and Problem 

3. If you can easily track those clicks, you can use that information to 

automatically follow up with the most relevant solutions and offers. 

 

Similar strategies can be used for all sorts of things, so it’s worthwhile to 

have this tool in your toolbox. 

• Track down-funnel conversions that come from each 
email/sms/link click (or ad). 
“Down-funnel conversions.” That’s an odd-sounding phrase, but it’s really 

important to understand once you start spending money on advertising 

and working to optimize your marketing process. 

 

Here’s the problem: all marketing platforms will show you how many 

people opened or clicked a link in your email or how many people click  

on an ad, and most marketers judge the success or failure of their content 

based on how many people click on it. But that turns out to be a really  

bad idea. 

 

Because you’re not really looking for a click, are you? No, your goal is to 

get a registration or a sale! The reason that judging your success based 

on ‘up-funnel’ conversions (like opens and clicks) is a bad idea is because 

you’ll find that often a particular piece of content will get plenty of opens 

or clicks but NO sales! And the opposite is also common: you will find 

that some content gets fewer clicks, but they’re clicks from just the right 

audience, and they buy like crazy. 

 

If you’re judging the performance of your ads, emails, SMS messages 

or anything else based on up-funnel conversions instead of on the real 

actions that you want, it’s likely that you’re making a lot of wrong decisions 

about what’s really working and what’s not. 

https://ontraport.com/


What you need to ensure that you’re making good decisions is the ability 

to see a report that shows you ‘of the people who saw this ad/email/

whatever… how many of them actually bought/registered/whatever-my-

real-goal is.’ 

 

Get your prospective provider to show you how this is done, if it can be 

done at all. Sometimes it’s doable but a huge pain. In some platforms,  

it’s easy. 

• Split test pages to determine which get the most 
conversions, based on any goal 
As discussed above, it’s important to judge the success of your marketing 

collateral based on ‘down-funnel’ conversions, not ‘up-funnel’ actions like 

clicks. The issue described above is related to emails and ads, but the 

same exact phenomenon happens when split testing pages. You don’t 

actually care how many people click a button, or even how many fill out a 

form (necessarily). Instead, you should (have the capability to) judge your 

success based on your actual goals, or you’ll end up making win/lose 

decisions on bad information.
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Chapter 6 Checklist: Message and page tracking

Track email opens and 
clicks

Split test emails to 
determine which are most 
effective

Track SMS text message 
clicks

Split test text messages to 
determine which get the 
most clicks

Track specific link clicks

Track down-funnel 
conversions that come 
from each email/sms/link 
click (or ad)

Split test pages to 
determine which get the 
most conversions, based 
on any goal

https://ontraport.com/


CHAPTER 7

Email Delivery



While every marketing automation platform can send emails, not every  

one of them is great at helping you get those emails delivered into your 

recipients’ inboxes. 

Email deliverability is too big a subject to tackle in a buyer’s guide (here’s the 

most honest overview of the current state of affairs you’ll find) but there are a 

few key things you should look for when selecting a platform. 

• Send from custom domain 
First, it’s imperative that you’re able to use your own custom domain to 

send from. Some entry level platforms don’t offer this, or offer it as a 

paid upgrade, but you should consider it a required element of ensuring 

your messages get delivered. Without this, you’ll be sharing your domain 

reputation with all other users on the system. In some cases, you’ll not 

even be able to have the ‘sent on behalf of’ language removed from your 

‘From address’. Not good. 

• Access to postmaster 
Second, your provider should have a Postmaster team that’s accessible. 

Email is a crucial part of your business and, when you have problems, 

you need to be able to communicate with someone who understands the 

landscape and can actually help. Support in this area really matters. 

 

Note that if your provider outsources email delivery to a third party such 

as SendGrid, this is a dead giveaway that they have not prioritized email 

deliverability as a core competency of the business, and they will not be 

able to help you if things go sideways. Find out who manages their email 

servers. “We do” is the correct answer. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=72tdQN1vMeQ&list=PLcT3zpne7GERYrA4a4kzVcgiEzrZzHYoH&index=6?utm_source=e_book&utm_content=buyers_guide


• Private IP(s) available 
For heavy mailers (over a couple hundred thousand emails per month you 

should ensure that your provider can offer you private IP addresses to 

mail from (note the plural). Whether it makes sense in your case or not is 

beyond the scope of this conversation, but you’ll want to make sure it’s an 

option even if you don’t need it today. 

• Seedlist testing available 
The best seedlist testing suites are cost prohibitive to purchase as an 

individual company, so you’ll want to have access to that through your 

provider. Return path and 250ok are the leaders in this space. Typically, 

there’s an extra cost for this service — find out what it is. 

• Can send through third party SMTP 
Finally, your provider should allow you to send your email through any 

third party SMTP provider, which means that you’d be able to sign up for 

a service like SendGrid or any of their competitors and send your email 

through that system if you choose. This is like a big insurance policy for 

your business. You hope to never need it, but consider this: Three years 

from now, you have 200 emails, 50 campaigns and years of contact data 

stored in your marketing automation platform…. then, for whatever reason 

(and there could be many) your emails suddenly all go to spam, grinding 

your business to a halt. If your provider doesn’t allow you to pipe your 

email via another system, you’re left with one choice: switch marketing 

automation providers. But that can easily be a months-long project! You’ve 

suddenly got to drop everything and manage a 5-alarm fire that’s no fault 

of your own? Some businesses wouldn’t even survive a situation like this. 

 

No business can or should accept a risk like that. Of course, these 

situations are rare — your marketing automation provider should be an 
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expert in email deliverability and these situations should never happen — 

but fires and floods are rare, too, and we don’t go without insurance 

for those. 

 

Your provider should be able to pipe your email at least through SendGrid, 

and ideally through any SMTP service, at a moment’s notice. Of course, 

you’ll bear the extra cost of those services if you ever need to use them,  

but they’re not huge and are certainly a small price to pay in the case of  

an emergency.

https://ontraport.com/
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Chapter 7 Checklist: Email delivery

Send from custom domain

Access to postmaster

Private IP(s) available

Seedlist testing available

Can send through third 
party SMTP

https://ontraport.com/


CHAPTER 8

Ad tracking

Once you’ve got a good system going, it’s time to step on the gas. Buying ads 

isn’t cheap, so you need to know what’s working and what’s not. Your marketing 

automation and CRM tools need to help you make good decisions. Here are 

some features you’ll definitely want. 

• Store UTM variables in the contact record
If you are now paying for ads online, or intend to in the future, it is 

absolutely crucial that your marketing platform automatically stores UTM 

values in the contact record. 

Why? It’s the difference between knowing that a particular ad has 

generated a certain number of clicks, opt-ins, and purchases (if you’ve 

got Google Analytics all set up just right) vs. knowing that this specific 

customer (or group of customers) came from this specific ad.
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Why do you want that information? So many reasons.

Without having this information stored on a per-contact basis, you’re 

left making crucial marketing investment decisions based on generic 

anonymous statistics, instead of actual customers.

For example, you will find that some customers are much better than 

others. They spend more, stick around longer, and tell their friends. None 

of that information will be available to you as you make ad buying decisions 

if you don’t have it in the contact record, but it’s vital that you know where 

your best customers are coming from. 

Also, the ad and source of your customers tells you a lot about who 

they are and what they’re interested in. That’s crucial information for 

segmentation and message targeting. 

You’ll find tons of reasons to store lead source information on a per contact 

basis, and no online advertiser should be without that data.

https://ontraport.com/


• Track UTMs using cookies so that contacts who don’t fill 
out a form on the first visit still have their original source 
stored
Your tracking system needs to cookie your visitors with the UTM data, 

and your forms should read the cookie, not the URL. The reason for this 

is that many (or most) visitors will click around your website before filling 

out a form, and when they click the UTM data will be lost. Storing the UTM 

automatically in a cookie will ensure you have all the data and not just a 

small fraction of it.

• Track both first and last UTM values in each record to 
track both where leads originally came from and where 
they most recently came from
Also, your system should ideally store both the first-clicked value and 

the last-clicked (or most recently clicked) value. The reason is that you’ll 

find that very often one ad is responsible for engaging the user and 

getting them to fill out a lead form, but another ad down the funnel will be 

responsible for actually driving the final purchase decision. It’s important 

to have all these data points at your fingertips.

• Store IP address automatically
Finally, your system should automatically store IP addresses for all  

form submissions  

IP address is useful to identify the visitors location, and some systems will 

even translate the IP address to a Country and City for you. It’s also often 

legally required as proof of opt-in for compliance with spam laws.



• See which lead sources and campaigns deliver the most 
down-funnel conversions (sales, upsells, retention, etc.) 

This is another crucial piece of kit for a serious advertiser.  

Here’s what happens: 

Advertising is a process of trial and error. Lots of what you do won’t work, 

but some things will. It’s critical that you know the difference because in 

order to not go broke, you’ll need to stop spending money on the stuff that 

doesn’t work and spend more on the stuff that does work.  

Now, most advertisers base their ad buying decisions on things like which 

ad got the most clicks or which got the most opt-ins and, if you’re fancy, you 

might base it on which got the most sales. The problem is that many times, 

you’ll find ads and audiences that drive a lot of clicks but no sales, or a lot 

of opt-ins, but no sales. (Don’t believe me? Try running ads to cell phones in 

developing nations! It’ll rain traffic and opt-ins. And not a single buyer. The 

same will happen with more thoughtfully selected audiences as well.) 

It’s also very common to get a good number of entry-level sales but 

then discover that they all refund, or none of them ever come back to 

purchase again. This has certainly happened to us at Ontraport, when 

we’ve done promotions to certain audiences full of people who, we later 

discovered, don’t actually have businesses yet. They get excited, sign up… 

then just cancel.

A far, far better way to track the effectiveness of your ad spend is to look 

at down funnel conversions, meaning your success metric is something 

like ‘they have been a customer for three months’ or ‘they spent more 

than $500’ or even ‘they referred a friend.’ When you find audiences full 

of customers like that, you’ve struck gold. But you’ll never know if you’re 

merely tracking clicks and opt-ins.

https://ontraport.com/tools/usecases/crm/determining-lifetime-value?utm_source=e_book&utm_content=buyers_guide
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You’ll need to make sure your 

platform gives you this information. 

That requires all the tracking 

functionality described above, plus 

some reporting tools to show you 

which ads brought you customers 

that did, in fact, hit your down funnel 

conversion targets.

https://ontraport.com/
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Chapter 8 Checklist: Ad tracking

Store UTM variables in the 
contact record

Track UTMs using cookies 
so that contacts who don’t 
fill out a form on the first 
visit still have their original 
source stored

Track both first and last 
UTM values in each record 
to track both where leads 
originally came from and 
where they most recently 
came from

Store IP address 
automatically

See which lead sources 
and campaigns deliver 
the most down-funnel 
conversions (sales, 
upsells, retention, etc.)

https://ontraport.com/


CHAPTER 9

Scalability



Maybe your list is small today, but it’s worth considering what happens down 

the road as you scale. Many systems being offered to small businesses become 

slow or unusable as your database gets bigger. Some even have instituted upper 

database size limits and will require you to split your account in two (which is 

absurd) or leave their service if you get too big. Find out what the limits are. 

• Manage database sizes that far exceed your current needs
Most entrepreneurs don’t plan on their businesses stagnating, or failing 

to grow, yet too often they buy tools that work today but won’t serve them 

tomorrow. 

Running a marketing automation platform is not like running a website, or 

even like running a CRM platform. The loads that are put upon heavily used 

marketing software stretches the capabilities of even the best engineering 

teams and most expensive hardware.  

The primary two challenges a marketing automation provider faces are 

the ability to manage large flows of web traffic (all the tracked page visits, 

email link clicks, form fill-outs, etc… from all their users’ prospects and 

customers) and the absolutely massive data sets that need to be stored, 

updated, and quickly accessed by users and automated processes.  Both 

of these challenges are exacerbated by large list sizes, which is why most 

every platform charges based on the number of contacts you store. 

Ask your provider if there are contact limits, database size limits, or traffic 

limits that you should be aware of. Several well-known providers have 

limits of just tens of thousands or a few hundred thousand names. Others 

will serve you well into the millions. While you may never have a million 

names, it’s reasonable to expect that a system designed to handle a heavy 

load will perform better even with smaller lists than a less capable system.



• Send emails quickly at volume
Many marketing automation providers outsource their email deliverability 

to third parties such as SendGrid. Others will not have invested in 

optimizing their email generation and delivery engines (this is time-

consuming and expensive work) and may even use tools like PhpMailer to 

format and deliver emails.  

Either of these situations are absolutely unacceptable in a professional 

email platform and will dramatically increase the time it takes to send 

emails out the door (and negatively impact deliverability). Consider that 

day when you want to send ten thousand people a reminder to show up at 

your event…. And eight thousand of the emails arrive after it’s started. 

Ask what email throughput is like and how big their largest client’s 

databases are. 

• Speed of the app underload
With large databases, even simple things like looking up a contact or 

viewing a particular segment of your list can get really slow. See if you can 

get a view of what an account with a few hundred thousand contacts in it 

looks like, how it feels clicking around. 

Again, simple tests like this speak to real power under the hood…  

or lack thereof. 

• Availability of private infrastructure
All providers of marketing automation software manage servers, and some 

manage hundreds of them. They are virtually always a shared resource 

among many clients. For example, one of our big servers can easily handle 

1,000 small accounts without any trouble.
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However, big accounts are another can of worms, and having even a few 

big accounts on a single server can bog things down quickly for everyone 

sharing that resource. Even if you’re not one of the big accounts, their 

presence on your gear can ruin your day.  

If you ARE that big account, you want your provider to have the capability of 

easily moving your account to your own private gear.

• Support at scale
When your business is small, a service interruption or bad day delivering 

emails is pretty easily overlooked. As your volume grows, however, a 

hiccup in your business systems can really impact sales quickly. Stop 

delivering emails, and your support team may blow up with calls from 

confused or upset customers.

Neither technology nor humans are flawless, and it’s inevitable that from 

time to time your provider or your team will screw something up. Or the 

Internet will just break. Or who knows what.

At times like these, it’s crucial to know your technology provider has 

your back.

Are there VIP support services you will have access to, perhaps at an 

additional cost? Will the team jump on issues on a Saturday if things are 

going south? What’s the process for reporting a problem, and how do 

escalations happen?  

More considerations about support are listed below, but think ahead at 

what all that will mean when your business is 10x bigger than it is today.

https://ontraport.com/
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Chapter 9 Checklist: Scalability

Manage database sizes 
that far exceed your 
current needs

Send emails quickly at 
volume

Speed of the app 
underload

Availability of private 
infrastructure

Support at scale

https://ontraport.com/


CHAPTER 10

Support

Your marketing platform is going to be a core piece of technology that you 

depend on to run your business day-to-day. You are going to have questions. 

You’re going to make mistakes. You’re going to need help sometimes, and 

you won’t be excited about wrong answers or waiting days for a response. 

Sometimes, support can be a mission critical issue. Be sure your provider  

backs up their platform with a good team that knows their stuff. 

Believe it or not, some platform providers actually outsource their support 

to their user base by offering a few bucks for people to answer each other’s 

questions. That’s… not what you want.

Of course, every provider touts how great their support is before you buy. The 

trick is to find out how good it really is before you’re in too deep to turn back.



• Support hours
Find out when your support team is available, and make sure their hours 

work for you. Will they be available in your timezone? Is there even anyone 

you can connect with? When you do connect, do they have answers?

• Chat
Chat is typically the best way to get quick questions answered and 

problems solved. Does your provider offer live chat? Give it a try: what is 

the wait time like? When you connect, does the person really know the app? 

Can they access your particular account to review your setup? 

• Screenshare
What happens when things get a little trickier, and a simple Q&A doesn’t 

solve the problem. Is your support team willing to do a one-on-one web 

meeting or screen share with you? How often? Our experience is that this is 

the best way to handle hard-to-describe questions and problems. 

• Response times
Waiting for support can be painful. It’s good to kick the tires before you  

buy the car. How long does it take to get a chat answered? A ticket 

responded to? 

• What about bugs?
Every platform will have a bug sometimes. That’s just reality. 

The important question is:

How fast will it get fixed?

https://ontraport.com/services/schedule-a-call?utm_source=e_book&utm_content=buyers_guide
https://ontraport.com/services/schedule-a-call?utm_source=e_book&utm_content=buyers_guide
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Many, many platforms run their code-release process on a monthly or 

quarterly basis, meaning you may have to wait weeks or months before 

getting a bug fixed. If the bug is stopping your work, can you really wait 

that long?

Find out how often your provider releases new versions of the platform, 

and imagine that, at some point, you’ll probably have to wait that period of 

time for an annoying bug to be fixed.

It’s also worth asking what the process is for managing a mission critical 

bug. Does the support team have direct access to engineers? Can the 

engineers hot-fix a particular issue? How will they communicate with you 

during the process? There’s nothing more disheartening that having your 

business stopped by a software provider who’s made a mistake and then 

just goes cold on you.

https://ontraport.com/
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Chapter 10 Checklist: Support

Support hours

Chat

Screenshare

Response times

What about bugs?

https://ontraport.com/


CHAPTER 11

Integrations and APIs



As you’ve seen, it’s a massive advantage to have your data and tools deeply 

integrated in a single platform. But, unfortunately, it’s not always possible. Every 

business is different, and sometimes there are unique tools or datasets that 

you’ll want to integrate into your marketing automation platform so that you can 

use that data to deliver more effective experiences. Or you may want to do the 

reverse, and get data from your marketing platform into another tool. Research 

your options in this regard before you need them, because you can really run into 

a wall if your provider doesn’t have the integration you need or make it possible 

via API. 

• Available integrations
There are typically two ways that a platform integrates with a third party 

tool — either directly or via an integration platform like Zapier. Both are 

good options, as long as they work. 

A direct (or native) integration is built and supported by your platform 

provider. The upside of this is that you should (hopefully) be able to call 

your provider and get them to help you set it up or fix it if there’s a problem. 

Also, they’re (typically) free. 

The downside of native integrations is that platform integrations are 

notoriously fragile, because providers are constantly changing and 

breaking things and, if a provider natively supports 100 integrations, they’re 

really going to have their hands full making sure everything works all time 

time. That would be a full-time job for several engineers.

The alternative is for your platform to integrate with a platform like Zapier 

(and/or any of their competitors). These integration platforms make it 

very easy to integrate any of hundreds of different tools, The upside of 

this model is that your options for integrations are FAR greater than any 

platform’s native integrations, plus each provider only has to manage the 



single integration with Zapier, so things are much more likely to work right 

(and when they don’t, it’s easy to see whose fault it is). The downside of 

this model is that Zapier costs money. It’s not terribly expensive, but it’ll be 

worth considering how much you’ll use it and to at least take a gander at 

their pricing.

• API availability, performance, and completeness
An API (short for Application Programming Interface) is a way for 

engineers to access the data and functionality of your platform using 

custom code that they write. With a good engineer and an API, you can 

make just about anything happen as far as integrations go. That is, as long 

as the API is functional, scalable, and complete.

It’ll be hard for a layperson to judge the quality of an API, but here are a 

few tips. First, be sure an API is available at all. We would go so far as to 

strongly suggest crossing any platform off your list that doesn’t offer a 

robust API. Not only will you be hamstrung if you need access to your data 

for any reason in the future, but the lack of an API hints (strongly) that the 

platform wasn’t built right in the first place and is likely fragile and not up to 

modern coding standards.

Second, ask your provider what the usage limits are. The answer should 

include how many ‘requests’ per month and per minute you’re allowed to 

make. The first is a matter of total usage, and sometimes they have limits 

or will charge for heavier usage. The second is a reflection of how fast the 

platform can respond to API requests. Some platforms — even large, well-

known ones — have shamefully slow response times via their API which 

dramatically limits an engineers ability to actually use it. Consider 100 

requests per minute to be the absolute minimum acceptable number, and 

remember that if you want to perform an action or request data on just 

https://api.ontraport.com/doc/#rate-limiting
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10k contacts at that rate, it’ll take over an hour and a half to complete. At 

100k contacts, it’s nearly half a day. These limits matter.

If you’ve got any coding experience, then it’ll be worthwhile to take a look 

at the API documentation. A well-documented API is a well-cared-for API. 

Also, check and see how extensive the endpoints are and how easy it’ll be 

to perform basic functions like search and update.

• Webhooks
Take a look to see if your platform offers something called ‘webhooks.’ 

For non-technical people, it’s probably not worth diving into detail on this, 

but the bottom line is that the availability of webhooks opens all sorts 

of additional possibilities for integrations and makes your engineer’s job 

much simpler, which will save you money and save them heartache. A 

modern platform should offer this functionality, so the lack of webhooks is 

another clue that something may not be right under the hood.

https://ontraport.com/
https://api.ontraport.com/doc/
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Chapter 11 Checklist: Integrations and APIs

Available integrations

API availability, 
performance, and 
completeness

Webhooks

https://ontraport.com/


CHAPTER 12

Pricing

Obviously, pricing is a serious consideration for any buyer of business 

technology. It’s definitely worth understanding the details of your provider’s 

pricing model, because there are often extra costs for increased usage and 

features that you may not need now, but will need soon. Not only that, many 

providers offer low pricing at first, but things can get very expensive very quickly 

as your business grows. Take the time to understand what you’ll pay today as 

well as what you’ll pay a couple years down the road.

https://ontraport.com/pricing?utm_source=e_book&utm_content=buyers_guide


• Cost for features
Most platforms offer lower prices for access to basic features and reserve 

more powerful feature sets for higher tier subscriptions. Obviously, you’ll 

want to make sure you can afford what you need today, but take a look at 

the features you don’t get at the lower levels and think about when you  

may need them. If your business continues to grow, it can be sooner than 

you think. 

Also, make sure there are no ‘must have’ features that are only available at 

the higher levels. Some platforms hobble their lower tiers pretty badly. For 

example, today it’s just not wise for a serious business to send email from 

a shared domain, but some providers reserve custom sending domains for 

their highest level service. Be thoughtful as you pour over feature charts. 

• Cost for usage
Additionally, there is typically a cost associated with usage. That is, you 

may have to pay more for storing additional contacts or sending more 

email. Access for additional users is sometimes an added cost, too. Too 

often, small businesses think 10k contacts is a huge number but find that 

they blow right by that number within a couple months after they start 

advertising… and discover that their costs have gotten much higher than 

expected. It’s worth comparing provider’s pricing both at your current level 

of usage and at 10x your current usage.

• Cost for support
Don’t skimp on this. If it costs more money to have access to live support, 

plan on paying for it. You will need it; it’s that simple. Find out in advance 

what you get in this area.



ontraport.com

• Cost for setup
Finally, there is the cost to get your account setup. These fees come with 

all sorts of names, but be sure to clarify if there’s a cost, how much it 

is, what you get for your money, and whether it’s refundable should you 

decide, after dipping your toes in, that the platform isn’t a match for  

your needs. 

Some providers, like Ontraport, don’t have a fee for setup. But that doesn’t 

always mean you’re on your own. At Ontraport, we offer two hours of free 

setup for new users, and if you need more sophisticated support, we have 

a community of third party Certified Experts who are available and offer all 

sorts of service levels. Look for similar offerings from any provider you’re 

considering.

 

Good luck! 

We hope this guide has been useful! Of course, there are a ton of features in 

these platforms that weren’t covered here, mostly because they’re common 

among all the platforms. Others may have been left out because they’re unique 

to Ontraport or used less frequently in general. 

We’d be silly not to take this opportunity to invite you to consider Ontraport 

as your marketing and business automation platform. For over 15 years, our 

team has been working relentlessly to build the most robust business-building 

platform in the world, and we’re proud of both what we’ve built and how we’ve 

been able to make a difference for tens of thousands of entrepreneurs around 

the world. We’d love to have you join the community of Ontraport users, so don’t 

hesitate to reach out and get a demo or start your free trial of the platform today.

https://ontraport.com/
https://ontraport.com/platform-tour?utm_source=e_book&utm_content=buyers_guide
https://ontraport.com/signup-pro?utm_source=e_book&utm_content=buyers_guide
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Chapter 12 Checklist: Pricing

Cost for features

Cost for usage

Cost for support

Cost for setup
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Ontraport is an all-in-one platform built intentionally for businesses that have 

outgrown their initial set of single-point software solutions and are ready to 

bring their systems into one central software that will push their growth forward. 

With all the tools a company needs to market, sell and manage customer 

relationships in one place, the platform simplifies business management while 

providing a single source of data that empowers innovation.

The software’s suite of features centers around a robust CRM and marketing 

automation system that interplays seamlessly with its built-in landing pages, 

email marketing, ecommerce and analytics tools — ultimately enabling 

businesses to give their customers streamlined, targeted experiences that 

bring results. The platform also offers membership site, referral program, 

sales force automation and business process automation features that power 

systemization and scaling.

Ontraport’s mission is to remove the burden of technology so that businesses 

can bring their value to the world. 

Ontraport’s mission is to support entrepreneurs in delivering their 
value to the world by removing the burden of technology. We deliver 
on that mission by creating software, offering services, and educating 
the entrepreneurial community. 

For over a decade, Ontraport’s industry-leading CRM and marketing 
automation platform has powered thousands of companies. Its 
intuitive all-in-one system equips businesses to manage each stage 
of the customer lifecycle with seamless, personalized customer 
experiences that spur business growth.

ontraport.com

ONTRAPORT’s mission is to support entrepreneurs in delivering their 
value to the world by removing the burden of technology. We deliver 
on that mission by creating software, offering services, and educating 
the entrepreneurial community. 

For over a decade, ONTRAPORT has empowered thousands of 
businesses to grow and scale. Our industry-leading CRM and 
automation software equips companies with all the features 
necessary for attracting customers and nurturing them into brand 
advocates — in one easy-to-use platform.
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value to the world by removing the burden of technology. We deliver 
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the entrepreneurial community. 
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For over a decade, ONTRAPORT has empowered thousands of 
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advocates — in one easy-to-use platform.
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