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Opportunit ies and Challenges

The Internet provides streamlined, cost-effective channels for delivering prod-

ucts and services to customers. As a result, today’s customers are progres-

sively more Internet-savvy, and it’s increasingly l ikely that many of them are 

(or wil l be) reaching out to you via email.

In fact, email and web-based communications are growing faster than any 

other means of customer interaction. Used correctly, email has the capacity 

to help you deliver quality online service, establish lasting customer relation-

ships, improve customer loyalty and satisfaction, and even reduce service 

costs.

But this evolution of communications does not come without r isks. Effectively 

managing   email is crit ical to your organization’s ongoing abil ity to service 

customers. The customer of today is increasingly famil iar with your competi-

tors, and is no longer wil l ing to wait for you to get back to them. From the 

moment an email-based customer inquiry reaches your company, the clock is 

t icking. You must have the capacity to:

-   Answer customer inquiries quickly and eff iciently, despite potential ly high        

    volumes of email

-   Answer customer inquiries accurately, with information relevant to the   

    customer’s needs

-   Build and sustain lasting  relationships with your customers

Tradit ional email, however, fai ls to provide a framework for eff icient and suc-

cessful customer interaction. In the tradit ional model, email communications 

are dispersed and isolated, and opportunit ies to manage, facil itate, and stan-

dardize customer interactions are practically non-existent. 

As you research means of managing the opportunit ies and problems of email-

based customer communications, you wil l also f ind that the successful formula 

differs considerably from a tradit ional call-center service. There are new con-

cepts and models which, when used properly, can greatly enhance your online 

customer service capabil ity.

VisNetic MailFlow offers a comprehensive solution to the challenges of modern 

email-based customer interaction. And it does it al l via an intuit ive, zero-foot-

print, web-based interface. This document describes the features of VisNetic 

MailFlow, and how it can empower your organization.
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Concepts and Terminology

It is useful to start our overview of VisNetic MailFlow with a review of the con-

cepts that form its foundation. 

In VisNetic MailFlow, a ticket represents a logical thread of email correspon-

dence. A ticket wil l contain one or more email messages which fol low a com-

mon thread of dialog with a customer. For example, a technical support inquiry 

and any responses to it would be contained within the same ticket, as would 

further dialog with this customer about this specif ic issue.

Tickets are contained within ticketboxes, which are conceptually similar to a 

“queue” and are created to house tickets in logical groupings. For example, a 

“sales” ticketbox may be the primary container for al l of a company’s sales-re-

lated customer inquiries. Or there might be multiple sales ticketboxes, one for 

each product being sold.

Tickets reach their intended ticketboxes via routing rules. Routing rules define 

the business logic which routes tickets (and their messages) into the appropri-

ate ticketboxes. In doing so, routing rules provide an important precursor to 

the processing of inbound customer inquiries.

An agent is an individual representative of your company, and a user of Vis-

Netic MailFlow. Agents may or may not be part of a larger group of agents.

How Email Gets into VisNetic MailFlow

VisNetic MailFlow software operates independently of, and integrates with, 

your existing email service. Many companies wil l use their own established 

mail server to send and receive customer email. Others wil l leverage the email 

services provided by their ISP. In either case, VisNetic MailFlow wil l interoper-

ate seamlessly with nearly any email server that supports POP3. 

The fol lowing diagram il lustrates how email enters VisNetic MailFlow:
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The VisNetic MailFlow service engine incorporates a high-capacity mail con-

duit, which is capable of retrieving email from (and sending email via) any 

number of mail server accounts. Email messages are stored in the VisNetic 

MailFlow database, and subsequently processed by the routing engine (more 

on this below).

VisNetic MailFlow offers tremendous flexibi l i ty in its interaction with mail serv-

ers, including:

-   The abil ity to define any number of email message sources and     

    destinations

-   Robust support for attachments of nearly any type (MIME, QP, Base64,  

    Binhex, uuencode, etc.)

-   The abil ity to simultaneously send & receive email via multiple accounts 

-   POP3 message retrieval authentication (APOP protocol)

-   SMTP message delivery authentication (CRAM-MD5 and LOGIN protocols)

-   Abil ity to leave copies of email messages on the server as they are                      

    retrieved

-   Configurable send & receive intervals (as well as manual tr iggers)

-   Configurable connection properties, such as port settings, connection         

    t imeouts, etc.

-   Powerful outbound message spooler with automatic retries, delivery fai lure    

    notif ications, automated bounce processing, etc.
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-   Antivirus scanning via the VisNetic AntiVirus Plug-in

-   Maximum inbound and outbound message sizes, enforced at the transport  

    level

Benefit: The retrieval of email messages into the VisNetic MailFlow database 

provides the basis for its powerful and flexible email processing capabil it ies.

Routing Email Messages in VisNetic MailFlow

Once an email message enters the VisNetic MailFlow system (and is subse-

quently stored in the database), the message gains the attention of the Vis-

Netic MailFlow routing engine.

The routing engine’s responsibi l ity is to:

-   Associate email messages with existing or newly-created tickets

-   Route tickets (and associated email messages) to the appropriate   

    destination (t icketbox) and optionally assign ownership to an agent

-   Apply automatic processing, such as auto-reply, copy forwarding, or  

    deletion

Any number of routing rules can be defined within VisNetic MailFlow; they are 

applied to an inbound message, in order of definit ion, unti l a routing rule ef-

fectively processes the message. If no routing rule is capable of handling an 

email message, that message is sent to a pre-defined “unassigned” ticketbox 

to be processed by an agent at later t ime.

Routing rules have powerful text-matching capabil it ies which can route mes-

sages according to their “To” and “From” email addresses, as well as email 

message text, such as the message body, subject, headers, or a combination 

thereof.

Benefit: Routing rules empower your company with the abil ity to proactively 

route email messages to specif ic agents & ticketboxes. In this way, routing 

rules can help insure the timely handling of inbound correspondence by the 

appropriate personnel.
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Tickets and Email Messages

The concept of t ickets within VisNetic MailFlow reflects the natural course of 

customer interactions, in which threads of email correspondence comprise the 

experience customers have with your organization.

Company representatives (or agents) must be able to track customer corre-

spondence in order to provide customers the kind of service they expect and 

demand. This is especial ly true when a customer has the potential to commu-

nicate with multiple agents within your organization.

VisNetic MailFlow solves this problem by organizing messages into logical 

t ickets. Each ticket contains one or messages concerning a specif ic incident or 

dialogue with a customer. At any point, a history of communications with any 

user is available to any agent.

Further, VisNetic MailFlow tickets have a range of other useful features and 

properties, such as:

-   Ticket status, which indicates whether the ticket is open, closed, on hold,  

    etc.

-   Ticket priorit ies, adjustable by inbound message priorit ies or set by routing  

    rules

-   Instant access to crit ical contact information, as well as communications  

    history

-   Ticket notes for private, internal use

-   Powerful, integrated ticket search technology

-   Flexible sorting and fi ltering mechanisms

-   An integrated “trash can”, which acts as a safety net for deleted tickets

-   Ticket escalation; agents can “escalate” a ticket to a designated supervisor  

    as needed

In addition, the messages that t ickets contain are, in and of themselves, a 

robust construct within VisNetic MailFlow, al lowing for:

-   Inbound and outbound message attachments, with an abil ity to process  

    nearly any attachment protocol 

-   Robust usabil ity, similar to today’s best email cl ient software

-   Excellent f lexibi l i ty; messages can easily be moved from one ticket to  

    another
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-   Integrated spell-checking, to help ensure quality communications

-   Much more…

Benefit: Tickets al low for improved accuracy and eff iciency in customer rela-

tions, without losing the power and ease-of-use of tradit ional email.

Handling Tickets in Ticketboxes

The VisNetic MailFlow ticketbox is a powerful construct, providing the basic 

storage mechanism for t ickets and their associated messages. Your agents wil l 

have the task of handling the tickets contained within various ticketboxes.

Any number of public t icketboxes can be created to organize the flow of email 

into your organization. Examples of public t icketboxes include “sales”, “info”, 

“support”, etc.  

From within public t icketboxes, any agent with proper permissions can assume 

ownership of t ickets or answer messages directly (without taking ownership). 

Agents can also be assigned ownership of t ickets directly by routing rules. 

Tickets owned by a specif ic agent wil l be accessible via the agent’s “My Tick-

ets” shortcut.

Ticketboxes also have a number of other very useful features, such as:

-   Headers and footers can be automatically added to outbound messages

-   Ticketboxes can send alerts to designated agents when contained   

    messages reach a certain age

-   The abil ity to send auto-replies, either immediately or based upon ticket  

    backlog

-   Require that agents use the “get oldest” feature, which effectively forces  

    agents to answer oldest t ickets f irst

-   Send low and high watermark alerts, which can notify key personnel to  

    minimum and/or maximum open ticket conditions

Another way that VisNetic MailFlow improves agent t icket-handling accuracy 

and eff iciency is through the powerful Standard Response Library. This feature 

allows your agents to develop a categorized collection of effective responses 

to user inquiries, which can be inserted into outbound messages at any time. 
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Each agent’s most frequently used standard responses are tracked automati-

cally.

Benefit: Combined with VisNetic MailFlow’s powerful routing rule architecture, 

t icketboxes organize the flow of email into your organization. The Standard 

Response Library directly increases the eff iciency and effectiveness of agent 

responses to customer inquiries.

The Role of Agents, Groups, and Security

VisNetic MailFlow uses the concept of “agents” and “groups” to define the in-

dividual representatives of your organization and any groups of which they are 

members. Typically, a unique agent is created for each organizational repre-

sentative.

Each VisNetic MailFlow agent has a unique set of preferences that they can 

customize, including:

-   The current display theme, which provides the “look and feel” of the user  

    interface

-   Default maximum number of rows to display during searching, reporting,  

    etc.

-   Whether email message replies should “quote” the original message (and  

    what quote prefix character should be used)

-   Creation of arbitrary number of agent signatures (used in email messages),  

    and designation of a default signature

-   Which public t icketboxes are accessible to the agent via “My Shortcuts”

-   Which other agent views are accessible via “My Shortcuts”; this al lows  

    managers or supervisors to review the activity of other agents

Agents are automatically assigned to the “everyone” group when created, 

which provides them with a basic set of access rights within the system. Ad-

dit ional groups can be created, to which agents are assigned as members. Ac-

cess rights can then be applied to entire groups, rather than specif ic agents, 

to ease administrative overhead.

Access rights can be customized to provide specif ic users and groups with a 

specif ic level of access to various system elements, such as ticketboxes.
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A built- in group, called “Administrators”, provides member agents with ful l ac-

cess to administrative functions within the VisNetic MailFlow system. Adminis-

trators can create and delete users & groups, routing rules, etc.

Other VisNetic MailFlow security-related features include:

-   IP address access restrictions, which can prevent agents from logging into  

    the system from unauthorized locations

-   Use of HTTPS (secure HTTP protocol) can be enforced, providing an extra  

    level of security at the protocol level

-   Session locking, which prevents an agent from logging in from more than  

    one IP address

-   Active session l ist ing, which allows administrators to view agents with  

    active connections (and their IP addresses)

Through administrative settings, an agent can also be required to use the “get 

oldest” button in any public t icketbox (this feature can also be engaged on a 

per-ticketbox basis). This helps to ensure that agents aren’t selectively picking 

tickets from public t icketboxes based upon their contents.

Benefit: Agents, groups, and security work together to provide a f lexible and 

secure working environment within VisNetic MailFlow, without sacrif icing ease-

of-use.

The Power of Contact Management

With VisNetic MailFlow, Deerfield.com continues their philosophy of placing 

the highest value on the customer relationship. With each new customer corre-

spondence, you have the opportunity to establish and extend customer loyalty 

and satisfaction.

Each email message that’s received by VisNetic MailFlow is associated with 

a contact; i f a message cannot be correlated to an existing contact, a new 

contact record wil l be automatically created. This results in a central ized and 

highly integrated store of contact information within the system.

Contact records in VisNetic MailFlow are representative of your customers, 

each with their own unique characteristics. 
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Each contact record in VisNetic MailFlow is defined by a combination of de-

fault and custom data f ields (including private notes) that can be updated or 

merged at any time.

Contact records can also be “owned” by a specif ic agent, in which case all 

correspondence relating to the contact is (optionally) routed automatically to 

the owning agent.

VisNetic MailFlow also allows for powerful contact searching via a f lexible 

range of criteria, helping you locate specif ic customer records whenever you 

may need them. Contacts can also be easily located during email message 

composition.

Benefit: Extend the effectiveness of your business representatives by putting 

customer profi le information at their f ingertips.

Reporting, Logging, and Alerting

VisNetic MailFlow strives to provide empowering information to agents, super-

visors, and administrators through its robust reporting, logging, and alerting 

facil it ies. While managers seek to analyze the flow of business correspondence 

and increase accountabil ity, system administrators require the means to expe-

dite troubleshooting efforts and receive notif ication of important events.

VisNetic MailFlow supports a range of built- in reports that can provide valu-

able insight into the operational aspects of the system. Built- in report types 

include:

-   Daily inbound and outbound email trend analysis

-   Average number of messages per t icket, reported by day, week, month, or  

    year

-   History reports, which provide insights into the flow of email by ticketbox,  

    agent, or contact

-   Open ticket reporting

Reports can either be viewed directly on-screen, or exported for analysis within 

third-party applications such as Microsoft Excel.
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VisNetic MailFlow also provides highly configurable and integrated logging fa-

ci l it ies, al lowing administrators the abil ity to f ine-tune the type of information 

logged, as well as the level of detail.

Specif ic levels of log entry severity can be enabled for the various built- in log 

entry types. For example, system administrators can decide to log only warn-

ing, error, and crit ical-error event severit ies for al l log entry types. The infor-

mational severity level could also be enabled for specif ic log entry types such 

as “outbound messaging” and “inbound messaging”, which would provide more 

granular details about email server communications.

An integrated log viewer al lows administrators to review captured log informa-

tion, which can be fi ltered by log entry type and severity, as well as start t ime.

For system events which may require more immediate attention, VisNetic 

MailFlow provides powerful alerting functionality. Alerts can be configured by 

system administrators to provide notif ication of important events, including:

-   Low and high ticketbox watermarks

-   Ticket age

-   Product registration

-   Low disk space

-   Inbound and outbound message delivery

-   General crit ical errors

Notif ications can either be sent via internal means or to an external email ad-

dress. Alert recipients can be designated as either agents or groups defined 

within the system. Internal alerts are made available via an “alerts” shortcut, 

where they can be viewed and eventually cleared.

Benefit: Analyze trends, extend business intel l igence, and increase account-

abil ity through the built- in reporting facil it ies of VisNetic MailFlow. Improve 

response times to important events and expedite troubleshooting processes 

with the alerting and logging features.
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Powerful Web-based Architecture

VisNetic MailFlow leverages the ubiquity of the Microsoft Internet Explorer web 

browser to provide a responsive, zero-footprint cl ient interface to the system. 

Usabil ity is advanced, yet intuit ive and famil iar, maximizing the productivity of 

new and experienced agents al ike.

VisNetic MailFlow interoperates with the two leading Windows web server 

vendors, Microsoft Internet Information Server (I IS) and Deerfield.com’s own 

VisNetic Web Server. Both web server platforms provide a stable and robust 

foundation upon which VisNetic MailFlow builds its powerful presentation layer.

Compatible database platforms include Microsoft SQL Server and MSDE (the 

Microsoft Data Engine). While the former provides a very scalable alternative 

and is in widespread use, the latter provides a free alternative for smaller or-

ganizations and can be easily upsized to SQL Server later if warranted.

Benefit: Enable agents with an effective email management framework, re-

gardless of their physical location. Minimize deployment expense with a zero-

footprint, web-native cl ient interface.

Contact Deerfield Communications, Inc.
P.O. Box 851
4241 Old 27 South
Gaylord, MI  49735
989.732.8856
989.731.9299 fax
www.deerfield.com

Author Mark RIchards
mark.richards@deerfield.com

sales@deerfield.com
support@deerfield.com
feedback@deerfield.com
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