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Though email has been around since the 70s, most of us didn’t start sending 
them until the 90s — remember your first AOL account? “You’ve Got Mail!” 

Even with a 20+ year history, there is a lot of confusion around the design, coding, 
and analytics of emails. I could write a book on design and coding itself, but 
there are already many valuable resources on-line like Email on Acid, Litmus, and 
Campaign Monitor to help with those.

Email coding hasn’t changed much, but how your emails are displayed is 
impacted by where the email is viewed (computer or mobile device), so careful 

email design is truly critical. Once you are solid on the design and coding format, 
there are other important email factors to consider.

To understand the way your recipients react to emails that you send,  I’m going 
to address the common questions that I get asked all the time; things you 

really need to know if you’re an email marketer or running your own business. And 
things that might be valuable to educate your manager about.

6 Things About Emails You 
Really Need To Know



1. People Don’t Read Emails

One of the hardest things for a marketer or business owner to understand is that people do not read 
your emails, they skim them. Therefore, it is extremely important to make your emails short and 
persuasive and make them skimmable; i.e. use bullets, bold keywords, use headlines, and use text 
and buttons for your calls to action. Use images to break up the copy and don’t be afraid of white 
space; there is no need to fill the entire email; leave room to breathe.
 
Since I mentioned images, be careful about having too many images; it can slow down the load 
time, especially if they’re not optimized. If you’re considering free stock images, be cautious. Though 
economical, using them can backfire. Imagine that a client or customer receives an email from 
you and your competitor and both emails have the same stock image. How would that affect your 
credibility as a business? If you do use stock images, buy them outright or look for ones that haven’t 
been downloaded often. There’s usually an image download counter to show you the popularity.

Calls to Action (CTA) need to be clear and require the marketer to think about what action they 
want the reader to take. Keeping CTAs short and concise helps to get your point across and makes 
for a button that can be prominent. If you do use a button, try to keep the text minimal so it’s clear 
and punchy; for example, “Buy Now” or “Learn More”. Also, consider using bold or italicized text 
to draw attention to the CTA.



2. The Subject Line is the Most Important Piece of an Email

The key to a successful email campaign is great content, but that starts with the subject line. In fact, 
Business2Community.com reports that “47% of email recipients open email based on the subject 
line alone”1. The subject line is what is going to entice your customer or client to open and read the 
email. Typically though, the subject line is the last piece in the creative process and not given much 
thought.
 
A few things should be considered when crafting a subject line:

1. WIIFM or What’s In It For Me?

Tell the customer how they will benefit from this email, what they will get out of it, and why 
the email is important but DO NOT MISLEAD THEM.

2. 25-30 Characters

That’s the limit for 
Mobile Device subject 
lines2 and recently 
it was reported that 
as much as 68% of 
emails are being read 
on mobile devices3, so 
you need to be aware 
where the subject 
line will be cut off.  If 
you are using your 
company name at the beginning of your subject lines, you’re losing valuable real estate. For 
example, FaustEffects Design - 6 Things About Emails You Really Need To Know.

Appending my company name to the subject line uses up 19 Characters so the most 
important part of the subject will stop at the “E” in “Emails” (FaustEffects Design - 6 Things 
About E). Since the email is coming from me and my company, having it in the subject line 
is redundant. Removing it brings us to the space after “Need” (6 Things About Emails You 
Really Need) Which is most likely to be opened and read?



3. A/B Testing

If you have the time, consider A/B Testing your subject lines. Most Email Service Providers 
(ESPs) make this very easy to do with a step-by-step tutorial and simple process. An A/B 
Test requires creating two subject lines and sending each to 10-20% of your list. After a 
certain period of time, review the opens and clicks to determine a winner. This can be done 
manually or you can tell the ESP to do it automatically; either way, depending on your 
criteria the rest of the list will go to the winner.

Many of us believe we know what our customers want to see in a subject line, but the results 
really could surprise you. A/B Testing takes out the guesswork of what YOUR customers or 
clients like, not what the industry’s customers like.

4. Personalization

Some marketers are hesitant about sending subject lines with names in them and in the past 
it has been suggested that it might result in the email being reported as SPAM. However, 
several recent studies show that having the recipient’s name, especially First and Last name 
increases open rates. In fact, Business2Community.com claims that “personalized subject 
lines are 22% more likely to be opened.”4

Personalization can be in the subject line and the email. You just need to make sure that your 
data is correct.

5. Have Fun

Using alliteration, questions, special occasions, urgency or scarcity all help increase open 
rates. One way to inject some fun is creative use of the Preheader. 
 
Preheader

Although not well known to many people, the preheader should be considered your 
Second Subject Line. But what is the Preheader? When you view your email on your phone 
or in your email client, you see the subject line and some copy that follows. That copy, if 
coded correctly, is the Preheader. If not coded correctly, it’s simply the first line of code in 
the email. If that is your logo, then the logo URL will show up...not good. Depending on 
your ESP, you either code the preheader into the email or use their field as you build your 
email.



Many of your customers or clients use the Preheader and the Subject Line to determine if 
what is in the email is worth their time, that’s why I refer to the Preheader as your Second 
Subject Line. It’s a great opportunity to expand on and compliment the subject. 

Some Examples:

Subject Line: Something Just For You
Preheader: Free Standard Shipping

Subject Line: Members Only Pricing
Preheader: Save 25% Sitewide
 
Subject Line: Be Your Most Comfortable This 
Summer
Preheader: Ends today: $30 off $100 | $60 off $150 
| $100 off $250
 
Subject Line: Up To 50% Off Totes & Hats
Preheader: Get ‘em for the whole gang
 
Keeping your Preheader length between 40-50 
characters “should give you a good amount of room 
to say something meaningful and compelling while 
still ensuring it gets shown in full on most devices.”5

3. Bounce Rate

There can be a difference between the number of emails that are in your list to send and number 
of emails actually sent. That difference is your Bounce Rate. The Bounce Rate is part of the 
Deliverability equation:

Sent-Bounces=Delivered



Depending on your ESP, you may see several types of bounces in your report: Hard Bounce, Soft 
Bounce, Block Bounce, and Technical Bounce. 

The two that I’m asked about most, especially about their differences, are the Hard and Soft 
Bounces, so let’s break these down:

Hard Bounces

 » The email address is invalid due to erroneous or incomplete information. For example:

• xxxxx@gmail.com.

• xxxxx@gmial.com

• xxxxx@gmail.cm

• xxxxy@gmail.com

 » Do not get through the recipient’s email service firewall and will not be delivered

 » Will harm your Sender Reputation Score (more on that shortly)

Soft Bounces

 » Recognized by the email service but are stopped after going through the firewall

 » Mailbox may be full, the person may have recently left a company or changed their 
email address

 » Do not immediately harm your Sender Reputation Score; however, repeated Soft 
Bounces to the same address could turn into a Hard Bounce

 » In many cases, the ESP will retry a Soft Bounce over a period of time until it goes 
through or that time runs out.

The subject of Bounces brings up two other issues that could either contribute to the Bounces or is 
a result of the Bounces; the former is List Integrity and the latter, Sender Reputation.



List Integrity

As covered earlier, sending personalized emails can work well, but email list maintenance and 
verification are necessary to ensure higher deliverability rates, engagement and conversions. 
This also helps keep your IP address Whitelisted by not hitting SPAM traps.

Hard Bounces should be removed from your list immediately or, if you’re able, have Hard 
Bounces added automatically to an exclusion report. There are also software programs and 
services that will help with data integrity and email verification. If you have the person’s 
phone number, this would be a great time to make a customer service call to see how they’re 
doing, if there’s anything they need from you, and then ask if you have the correct email 
address.

What is SPAM? 

The more you send emails, the more you’ll run into the many variables that can prevent your 
email from being delivered. SPAM is defined as an email that meets these three criteria:

 » Anonymous

 » Unsolicited

 » A Mass Mailing

Even if you don’t intentionally send SPAM 
email (and there are people who do) or meet 
all of these criteria, your well-intentioned 
email could still end up in your customer’s 
SPAM folder. Why would that happen?

Sender Reputation

To an ESP, you are an anonymous source of bulk email, so they use various filters and 
algorithms to determine if you are SPAM or not—and in some cases they are wrong, thus 
sending you to the SPAM folder.

Your Sender Reputation score (Yes, you do have one), is similar to your personal credit score. 
It is a highly confidential algorithm created by ReturnPath that rates your emails on a scale 
of 0-100 based on things like the number of hard bounces you’ve had, the number of SPAM 



complaints that you’ve received, whether or not you’ve been Blacklisted and other criteria. 
Email services like GMail, Yahoo, and Apple will check the Sender Reputation Score before 
passing it on to an inbox. With a high of 100, the lower your score the more difficult it will 
be to get delivered. In fact, according to ReturnPath, 20% 
of commercial emails never get to the inbox.6 

Fortunately, ReturnPath has a free service that lets you 
check your score and find out which, if any, ‘Reputation 
Measures’ are working against you. You can check your 
score at SenderScore.org.

If you do end up on the SPAM list of some ESP, Oracle 
has a great article called “How to Get Off an Email 
Blacklist, and Stay Off”7 that has 10 steps that can help 
you work through getting your reputation cleaned up.

4. Your Open Rates are Misleading

What many people do not know is that an email open is triggered by a 1 pixel square GIF image 
embedded into the email code and either because of the email service’s default setting or user 
preference, images in emails can be blocked automatically. 

I personally refer to Open Rates as “Image Download Rates” because if that GIF image doesn’t load, 
in many cases your email will not register as opened. In some ESPs, a customer can view the email 
without downloading images but if they click on a link the ESP now knows that the email is open 
and will register as a click and an open. Some only register as a click so it is very possible to have 
more clicks than opens...pretty confusing.

According to Litmus, “43% of Gmail users” have images turned off by default.8 Assuming you send 
to 100 Gmail customers and all of them open your email, it’s possible you’ll see an Open Rate of 
only 57% depending on your ESP.
 So what is a marketer or business owner to do?

http://SenderScore.org
https://blogs.oracle.com/marketingcloud/how-to-get-off-an-email-blacklist,-and-stay-off
https://blogs.oracle.com/marketingcloud/how-to-get-off-an-email-blacklist,-and-stay-off


ALT Text 

The ALT or Alternative Text should be applied to every image, even Spacer GIFs if you use 
them. The ALT Text is what displays when the image is blocked or for some other reason, the 
image does not display.

Not only does this help your visually impaired recipients use their Text-to-Speech tool to tell 
them about the image, but it provides the opportunity to explain more for those recipients 
who have images blocked. 

Styled ALT Text

Just like how you style your copy, you can use inline CSS to style your ALT Text. Instead of 
the standard font style and size, you can make it larger and more interesting, possibly leading 
to the downloading of your images...and then a better Open Rate.

Remember not to put any important copy in your images unless backed up with good ALT 
Text.

5. Click-through Rate vs. Click to Open Rate

To make sure we’re all on the same page, a Click is when someone clicks on a link, image or CTA in 
your email. Both the Click-through Rate and the Click to Open Rate measure engagement; i.e. how 
interested your recipients were in the content of your email.

The Click-through Rate or CTR is kind of neat in that its acronym also tells you how to get the 
ratio (Clicked to Received). So, as you’re looking at your stats you can find your CTR by simply 
dividing the number of unique Clicks by the number of emails reported as Received. The Click 
to Open Rate (CTOR) is the ratio of unique Clicks to those emails reported as Opened...pretty 
simple, but what do they mean and what’s the difference? 

First, let me say that both are necessary to track and report on as they’re both important in their 
own way. The CTR tells you which links in your emails were important to readers and the overall 
rate, which will fluctuate from email to email, indicates how engaged they were. So assuming you 



have a 32% CTR, then for every 10 people that received your email, approximately 3 of those 
people clicked on a link, image or CTA.

The CTOR also shows engagement, but because it’s based on a smaller population (the number of 
people that opened your email) it will be a lower number. In reality, this ratio shows how effective 
your email was because they not only opened it but they clicked on links within the email. 

What the CTOR shows us is that your subject line resonated with the recipients in such a way that 
they opened the email (WIN #1), then after opening the email they found the information in the 
email to be interesting enough that they wanted to know more so they clicked on a link in that 
email (WIN #2). If you’re using some type of tracking like Google Analytics, you might also know 
what they did after clicking on the link (WIN #3).

As I said, I track both but I find most non-email coding folks have heard more about the CTR and 
less about the CTOR and you’ll need to educate yourself and your management on why both are 
important.

Unique vs. Total

I mentioned that when determining your ratios you should be using Unique Clicks and 
Unique Opens. Why is that?

When you look at your stats, you usually see a Unique and Total count. The Unique count 
is the first, and possibly only, time that someone opened the email or clicked on a link. The 
Total, if it varies from the Unique, indicates that the recipient opened or clicked multiple 
times. Seeing that someone clicked on a link or opened the email multiple times also shows 
engagement and it’s a good sign that there was interest in the email.



6. How Do We Compare?

Email is unique in that who or what you are really competing against is yourself. The best way to 
compare email performance is against previous efforts, which is why it is so crucial to get started 
and ensure that measurement protocols are in place.

I have worked in the financial industry for over 10 years, but where I’ve worked have been unique 
in that either it was a large subdivision of the company sending emails or the client base was 
unique. In both those cases, we weren’t sending standard commercial marketing emails. Because of 
that, our open, click, bounce and unsubscribe rates are different from the “Industry” rates. 

SmartInsights provides a chart for email engagement based on industry.9 If your rates don’t match 
or even exceeds theirs, it could be that your client base and/or your emails are not the same as those 
used in the measurement. For this reason, it is best to start comparing yourself against yourself and 
aim to improve, if needed, or keep your great scores where they are.

I really hope that you found this informative and valuable. Even today, many companies are 
hesitant to use email or are afraid of sending too many emails, and therefore alienate their clientele 
or customer base. Yet according to Jared Blank of Bluecore, two-thirds of consumers prefer that 
companies communicate with them via email. “It is the preferred mode of communications 
between brands and their consumers”.10

I know that some CEOs and Marketing Managers are afraid of losing customers and make it almost 
impossible for them to unsubscribe, but if the recipient can’t unsubscribe they’re going to mark you 
as SPAM and that’s even worse. Additionally, your Sender Score is partly based on the percentage 
of opens you get. So if people are ignoring your emails that hurts too. The best thing to do is make 
your Unsubscribe link as visible as possible and let people get off your list; better to have a list of 
800 interested customers than a list of 1000 where 200 people never open the email.

http://www.smartinsights.com/email-marketing/email-communications-strategy/statistics-sources-for-email-marketing/


Thank you for taking the time to read this. If you have any questions please feel free to contact me 
at Ric@FaustEffects.com, I’m always interested in helping and providing feedback. Additionally, I 
am a consultant for email, web and graphic design if you need help in any of those areas.

I’ve been in email marketing for over  10 years; designing, hand-coding, and deploying emails. I 
started by chance when working at Fidelity Investments and learned the intricacies of emails on 
the job; Outlook renders differently than AOL? Really? This was also before mobile devices and the 
need to adjust your email to make it readable on a mobile device. 

fausteffects
Graphic & Web Design

617-819-4680

mailto:Ric@FaustEffects.com
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