
SparkPost and SMS Messaging 
An Introduction to SMS Text Messages as a  
Cross-Channel Complement to Email

Along with email, text messaging is an important part of any cross-channel customer messaging 
strategy. Text messaging—often called by the abbreviation given to it by the cellular communica-
tions industry, SMS (“short message service”)—is a simple and nearly ubiquitous communications 
channel that complements longer-form email communication.

SMS messages offer several advantages for cross-channel communication, including:

• Universal support on all types of mobile devices, including both smart and 
simpler cell phones.

• Users need not install an additional app; support is built into their devices by default.

• Architecture of SMS message mechanism results in nearly immediate delivery 
once transmitted.

• SMS messages typically are presented as a disruptive alert on the phone, 
resulting in very high open rates (90% or more) within a very short timeframe 
(typically less than 3 minutes).

• SMS messaging is a two-way communication medium, lending itself to customer 
engagement and response.

• SMS messaging can support transactional interactions and automated support 
tools, e.g. “Text BALANCE to 53423 to get balance information.”

CHARACTERISTICS AND LIMITATIONS OF SMS TEXT MESSAGES

Compared to email and other rich communications channels, SMS messages are strictly limited 
in format, length, and content type. These limitations include:

• SMS messages are metered; typically both senders and recipients are charged for 
messages. (However, many mobile service providers now include unlimited text 
 messaging for recipients in popular subscription plans.)

• SMS messages are “text only,” meaning letters, numbers, and a limited punctuation 
or symbol set.

• Message length cannot exceed 140 bytes, which allows for up to 160 characters when 
using a 7-bit GSM character set that includes an ASCII-like subset of Latin (Western) 
alphabet characters (A–Z plus a limited number of accented characters). Some carri-
ers, however, will enforce a strict 140-character limit, regardless of the actual byte size 
of the message.

• Carriers will break messages that exceed 140 bytes into multiple segments  
(and charge for additional messages accordingly).

• Many carriers support an extension to SMS called “Multimedia Message Service” 
(MMS). MMS allows for longer message lengths and the attachment of multimedia 
data types such as images, video, or audio. Senders are charged more for MMS 
 messages than for SMS.
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SMS MESSAGE DISTRIBUTION AND AGGREGATORS

Unlike email, which can be distributed directly from a sender to a recipient, SMS message delivery relies 
upon the centralized distribution networks of the mobile network operators such as Verizon, AT&T, and 
others around the world.

To facilitate delivery across multiple networks, senders typically work through an intermediary company 
called an “SMS aggregator.” These aggregators provide a single point to relay SMS and/or MMS mes-
sages to subscribers on any mobile network. SMS aggregators connect directly to the individual mobile 
network operators and manage the technical interface across proprietary mobile networks.

The costs and strict contractual terms of these network connections tend to limit the number of 
companies able to perform this aggregation role. As a result, only a handful of “tier 1” aggre-
gators can provide a direct connection, sufficient service capacity, and contractual service level 
agreements with at least 4 of the 5 major U.S. mobile network operators. Characteristics of a tier 1 
aggregator include:

• Direct, point-to-point interconnection to mobile network operators. The direct connection 
matters because indirect connectivity leads to increased transmission latency (delays).

• Contractual agreements with network operators ensure delivery terms are negotiated and 
well-defined and include service level agreements for transmission latency and quality.

• Managing the technical, security, and service level compliance with each network operator’s 
requirements, so that senders do not need to manage these implementation details.

• SparkPost has successfully integrated with several aggregators, including mGage, a tier 1 
aggregator, to manage the delivery of SMS messages transmitted on our platform. You can 
learn more about mGage at mgage.com. Alternatively, we usually can accommodate your 
existing aggregator if you have one.
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SMS LONG NUMBERS AND SHORT CODES

Because they rely upon the mobile telephone network, SMS messages are sent from something that 
looks like a phone number, not an email address. These numbers can take two forms: a long number 
that is the same length as a phone number or a short code that is several digits shorter.

Long Numbers

• Long numbers are the same length as a standard telephone number. In North America, that means 
10 digits like (123) 456-7890.

• Long numbers can be used to send SMS messages internationally.

• Long numbers are commonly used by European mobile network operators, but elsewhere as well.

• Some mobile network operators allow customization of the “caller ID” for long number messages 
to reflect the name or brand of the sender.

Short Codes

• Short codes are shorter than a standard phone number and offer easier memory recall, including 
mnemonics like using 827638 to spell “TARGET”.

• Short codes are proprietary to the mobile network operator and do not work internationally.

• Short code rules and availability vary from country to country.

• More information about short codes can be found at short-codes.com and txt.ca/
apply-for-a-short-code.

INBOUND SMS MESSAGE PROCESSING

Many use cases for SMS text messaging, including transactional contexts, require the capability for 
automated processing of inbound messages and responses from customers. The simplest example 
required for automated services is support for certain inbound keywords like “STOP” to unsubscribe; 
many operators or regulators require support for a list of inbound keywords such as STOP, END, 
CANCEL, UNSUBSCRIBE, QUIT, HELP, and so on.

SparkPost processes inbound SMS messages like these and transforms them to inbound webhooks 
(JSON-formatted messages) that are delivered to a customer’s pre-defined HTTP endpoint. This allows 
our customers to programmatically take the correct actions, such as opt the user out of further messag-
ing, trigger an auto-response via SMS (or even email), or route the message internally.

SMS MESSAGE PRICING

The pricing for delivery of SMS text messages can be complex and varies from aggregator to aggre-
gator. Factors include where the message originates, whether short or long codes are used, inbound 
messaging requirements, delivery receipts, and more. Typical charges from an aggregator include: 

• A one-time setup fee.

• Short code or long code fees, which may be one-time or monthly.

• Per-message delivery pricing, which is typically the largest ongoing cost. Per-message charges 
may be less than one cent per message or higher, depending upon the countries and carriers to 
which the messages are delivered.

Also note that SMS messages count toward your total message volume on SparkPost. Please contact us 
to learn more, or for an introduction to mGage to learn more about their aggregator service and pricing.
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ABOUT SPARKPOST

SparkPost is the world’s fastest-growing email delivery service. Our customers—
including Pinterest, Twitter, CareerBuilder, LinkedIn, Salesforce, Zillow, and 
Comcast—send over 3 trillion messages a year, over 25% of the world’s non-spam 
email. The SparkPost service for sending API-driven transactional and marketing email 
provides the industry-leading performance, deliverability, flexibility, and analytics they 
need to drive customer engagement for their business. 

Follow us on Twitter @SparkPost or go to sparkpost.com.


