
10 Email Design Best Practices
In 10 Minutes



1. Subject Lines & Preheaders 
2. Hybrid Email - readable with images off
3. Mobile Responsive 
4. The 6 Second Rule 
5. Actionable CTAs
6. Personalization via Merge 
7. Personalization via Dynamic Content
8. Templates
9. Keep it Fresh

10. Sticky Content 

Agenda



1. Subject lines & Preheaders



If they don’t open the email, they’ll never see what’s inside.

● “What’s in it for me?”
● Use emojis with caution (but use them sometimes!)
● Use preheader to augment the subject line
● Power words work (new, introducing, first name, you)
● Pay attention to length
● Personalize the heck out of them

Subject line & Preheaders – email’s front door

4



● Personalization
You’ve Got [xxx,xxx] Points[, Fname] (Moments email, +69% increase over program average)

● Curiosity
Re: Your Summer Vacation (Destinations email, highest performing SL from 2017)

● Lists
Top 6 Hotel Rooftops (Destinations email, +5% YoY)

● FOMO
You Have Pending Bonus Points (Megabonus Register email, +23.8% YoY)

● High Impact Words
Your Account: New MegaBonus Has Arrived (MegaBonus email, 37.2% OR, +8% from previous campaign)

Subject lines that work
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2. Hybrid Email Design



Email that can be read and clicked with images off

7



Copy & buttons are made of HTML, not pixels
Hybrid email
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All Image-based email   :(
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1. Inbox view – sender, subject line & preheader

2. Loading view – see layout while image loading

3. Full view

Email has 3 phases of interaction:
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Overlooked.
 1/2 sec-8 secs



Lands End Test - Click-through Rate Increased Significantly
•10.69% increase total clicks
•10.48% increase in unique clicks
•8.6% increase in unique click rate
•7.4% increase in CTO rate (1.6% rate increase)

Others:
–HP (4% increase in CTO)

–Toys r Us (9.8% increase in CTO)

–West Marine (12% increase in CTO)

TEST 2016  Hybrid email  vs. All images
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3. Mobile Responsive



● 63% of Marriott customers are mobile 
openers

● MR Template 2 was designed entirely 
mobile first

● Every email we design mobile first

More people open on their phone
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• Wall to wall, all phones

• Used to be fixed width

Responsive 2.0 - Fluid Mobile Widths
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4. The 6 Second Rule



● Average time spent is 6 seconds (HP & HSN user testing 2012)

● Avoid the dreaded “wall of copy”

○ Any paragraph with 5 or more lines = ignored

● Clarity, Brevity, Skim-ability

● Less is More!

Nobody reads commercial email
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• Landmark Litmus Analytics study 2017:

○ Avg time increased 7% each of the last 5 years
○ 2006 = 6 secs
○ 2011= 10 secs
○ 2016 = 11 secs
○ Mobile users spend more time than all else!

But wait… attention spans are increasing?
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• Use subheads, bullets, icons
• Use compelling images. Powerful, interesting and 

energetic imagery increase observation time
• Load times & message weight are key. 170k or less

• But… long emails can be OK. Publishers are embracing 
very long emails – and people are reading

How we design for short attention:
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5. Strong, Direct CTAs



Subject line + Preheader + CTA

Tell them exactly what to do
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SL: ✔ Cast Your Vote, Alexandria!

PH: Marriott Rewards is up for 6 Freddie 
Awards and it's all because of you. Vote now.

1
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5. Personalize via Merge



Eye tracking & performance testing prove that merging in 
relevant data or activity is one key to engagement.

● First name 
● Last date of stay / location
● Status bar modules
● Names in CTA’s
● Status level in copy

Personalize via merge
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• Subject line and preheader

• CTAs

• Status bar modules

• Names in copy & bullets

• Header & footer

Merge Everywhere
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7. Personalize via Dynamic Content



• More than merge

• Uses “if ____ then ___” logic

• Ability to cater our words 
and pictures to different 
audience

Changing entire areas of an email
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8. Email Template Systems



● One template for all email
● Mix modules to make any 

email combination
● Module names
● Character counts
● Image sizes

Email Template Systems

28



✓ Fast email creation without coding

✓ Instant responsive design (resize browser)

✓ Instant hybrid – readable with images off

✓ WYSIWYG - From design presentation to deployment

✓ Consistent reduction in inbox rendering errors

Templates. Why do we use them?
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9. Changing Layouts - Freshness Factor



“I’ve seen this before” = delete

• Design team is required to keep the layouts changing

• Change the features & mix modules

CASE STUDY   Visa Checkout test prove that a changing layout can 
boost engagement vs. same layout. (2015)

Goal: keep the email layouts changing

31



3
2



10. Sticky Content
--or--

The Sell, Sell, Fun Approach
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Sticky Content :  
Interesting, editorial, non-product info 

that adds value to your email 
and trains your audience to open.
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Comics

 

Tip of the day

Trivia

Did You know?

 
Word of the Day

 

By the Numbers

Cocktail
 

Recipe
 

Buzz Watch
 

Photo of the Day

 

Hot / Not 

WTF?
On this day in…

Guess the city

Apps we love

Fail

We Love this:
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EX.
Closing your emails with 
an amazing photo



✓ Bite-sized

✓ Doesn’t link out – no landing page, no link

✓ 2nd or 3rd module

✓ Premade every 3 months

✓ Trains users to open

Sticky Content
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• Adds Sticky Content to every email

• Open rates increase

○ 2016 – 17%
○ 2017 – 19%
○ 2018 – 21%

CASE STUDY Olive Garden Email
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STICKY

STICKY

STICKY

STICKY



1. Subject Lines & Preheaders 
2. Hybrid Email - readable with images off
3. Mobile Responsive 
4. The 6 second rule 
5. Actionable CTAs
6. Personalization via Merge 
7. Personalization via Dynamic Content
8. Templates
9. Keep it fresh

10. Sticky Content 

Summary



Thanks!


