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As an email marketer, you must navigate a number of critical issues 
before your audience can engage with you – messaging, call to 

action, design, mobile design, and more – but unless your email is actually 
opened, those critical issues become non-issues. In this eBook, we’ll look 
at 12 ideas for ensuring your messages make it to the inbox, and once 
there, capture the attention – and business – of your recipients.

What to Avoid
It may seem odd to begin with what you shouldn’t do, but when it comes 
to subject lines, we need to first focus on making it to the inbox – this 
means getting past a spam filter. Though it’s impossible to make it past 
every filter and every possible configuration for every recipient, there are 
best practices. Email applications have made identifying spam easier than 
ever, and now with a single click, recipients can wreak havoc on your list – 
without being aware of (or caring about) the long-term effects. 

To greatly reduce spam labeling by either the recipient or the recipient’s 
ISP, you need to remember just one rule: 

Send emails only to people with whom you have a current relationship, 
and who have specifically granted you permission (opted in). 

“Current relationship” does not include people who have:

 » Purchased at your online store, but did not specifically opt-in for 
further messages. 

 » Shopped in your brick-and-mortar store, but did not specifically opt-in 
for further messages. 

 » Done business with your partners, but did not specifically opt-in for 
further messages from you or your company.

 » Dropped their names into a fishbowl at an event.

 » Given you their business cards.

Send emails only to people 
with whom you have a current 
relationship, and who have 
specifically granted you permission. 



12 Tips for Amazingly Effective Email Subject Lines   |  3

In short, if you need to type, import, or copy/paste an email address into 
your list, you probably should not be sending marketing messages to  
that person.

Spam filters might block you even if you email only to an opt-in list, simply 
based upon words and phrases used in your messaging – starting with the 
subject line. In addition to avoiding formatting faux pas, such as all capital 
letters, letters with spaces between them (e.g. E X T R A), and excessive 
punctuation (e.g., E.X.T.R.A), here is a list of symbols, words, and phrases 
likely to get you blocked: 

Phrases ThaT Can GeT Your email BloCked

!!! $$$ 100% free Act now! All natural As seen on

Attention Bad credit Bargain Best price Billion Certified

Cost Dear friend Decision Discount Double your income Eliminate debt

Extra income Fast cash Fees Financial freedom FREE Guarantee

Hot Increase Join millions Lose weight Lowest price Make money fast

Marketing Million dollars Money Money making No medical exams
No purchase 

necessary

Online pharmacy Opportunity Partners Performance Rates
Satisfaction 
guaranteed

Search engine 
listings

Selling Success Trial Visit our website

Remember though, these are simply best practices, and your results with these types of symbols, words, and phrases, or any of the ideas in this eBook, 
may vary. The best way to know what will work for you is to test.
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meTriCs used BY markeTers 
WorldWide To measure The suCCess 
of an email suBjeCT line, oCT 2014
% of respondents

  Open rate       79%

  Click-to-open rate         40%

  Click rate       35%

  Conversion rate        35%

  Unsubscribe rate 24%

According to eMarketer, open rates are by far the most-used 
metric for determining the success of an email’s subject line, and 
in this chart derived from a study conducted by Howling Mad, 
“The State of Split Testing,” only 30 percent of marketers are 
conducting A/B testing to learn how their audiences respond to 
their subject lines.  

Source: eMarketer

Simple Rules for Writing
Now that you have the basics for what not to do, let’s focus on what you should do. There are even 
more best practices here, but again, what works for others might not work for you. 

Here are a few techniques sure to help you write better subject lines and improve your open rates:

 » Be congruent. Your subject line and preheader should align in thought, and sometimes also 
in the same keywords and phrases. Never use your preheader for the unsubscribe or sharing 
information, or leave it blank. This is the first glimpse many of your recipients will have into 
your offer, so don’t waste the opportunity to extend your message or highlight another 
benefit as Hydrolze does in this example. Instead, do as Marti Stribling does when she uses 
the preheader to announce her business course as being No.1.

 » Write it last. If you write your subject line before your copy, you may find it difficult to check 
off the amazing tips you’re about to read. Don’t struggle with an unformed idea; write your 
copy and use it to launch your creativity.

 » Use a word processor. Subject lines are prime opportunities for making spelling errors. 
When you write the preheader, subject line, and all copy in a single document in a program 
like Word or a Google doc, it will be easier to proofread as a project, check for continuity, 
and run spelling and grammar checks.

 » Test extensively. Every email you send is an opportunity to learn something about your 
audience and what drives them to engage, respond, and become customers. Subject lines 
are one of the easiest elements to test; there’s no reason not to take advantage of that and 
test everything.

http://www.emarketer.com/Article/Testing-1-2-3-Not-Email-Subject-Lines/1011813


1 Focus on the benefit 

12 Subject Line tipS Sure to AttrAct Attention

“ The only thing your customer is thinking is, ‘What’s in 

it for me?’ The only thing your customer cares about 

is, ‘Will this work for me?’ And just because you are 

partial to a particular design or style does not mean 

the market will share your sensibilities.“

 –Sydney Barrows

Source: Entrepreneur

Everyone – including your recipients – wants to know “What’s In It For Me?” (WIIFM). So tell 
them, and do it quickly. Saying, “Get a Free Tire When You Buy 2” is more engaging than 

“Does Your Car Need Tires?” This email from Petco is another example of several best practices in 
use: All caps are used sparingly, it uses numerals, as well as being short and to the point.
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http://www.entrepreneur.com/article/206228
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 Be accurate2

“ Don’t forget that it’s a CAN-SPAM requirement 
that your email subject line accurately reflect 
the content of the email. Don’t be misleading.”  

–David Fowler, Head of Privacy and Digital Compliance,  
Act-On Software

Above all, your subject line should tell your reader what’s actually inside. You can send an email 
that says “SUBJECT LINE GOES HERE” and people may open it out of curiosity. But that’s all 

you’ll get – open rates. Your subject line makes a promise; you have to fulfill that promise to look 
trustworthy. Set an accurate expectation. In the second example, Bed Bath & Beyond follows many 
of the best practices in this section: The message is short and sweet, uses numerals, has a sense 
of urgency, honesty, and humor.
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3 Make it short

Source: The Guardian

“ Tell the reader what they need, 

and want, to know, and no more 

– it sounds simple but far too 

many people don’t follow this rule. 

You want to tell a consumer, or 

prospect, everything they need 

to know, but once you have done 

this, stop. If your goal is an online 

transaction, then get them to 

this point and present them with 

the option to purchase. If you are 

producing information, give them 

all the top line stats they need 

to get your message across, and 

leave anything supplementary for 

those that choose to find it.”

 –Rob Weatherhead

Most statistics verify that short and sweet is better. If your recipients have narrow preview 
panes, they may not see your entire message. Limit your subject line to 50 characters or 

fewer – but even shorter can be just as engaging. If you think preview panes aren’t critical to your 
success, consider this: According to Convince & Convert, 84 percent of people 18 to 34 use an 
email preview pane.

Source: http://sumo.ly/4Cye

http://www.theguardian.com/media-network/media-network-blog/2012/mar/19/attention-span-internet-consumer
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Motivate4

Source: EvanCarmichael.com

“ Are your prospects doing what 

you’d like them to be doing? 

Are they ordering your eBooks, 

opting into your website, or 

clicking on your links? If not, 

you’re missing out on one of the 

top-secret weapons copywriters 

have used for years to get their 

prospects to act accordingly. So, 

what do master copywriters do 

to move prospects to action? 

They ask them to act.”

 –Jessica Swanson

Use strong action words and phrases – like you do with your calls to action inside the email. Or, 
for a more memorable experience, use the same words both inside and out.

http://www.evancarmichael.com/Marketing/5112/50-Powerful-Call-to-Action-Phrases.html
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First things first5
When short isn’t possible, be sure to put the most important words first. Here 

again, if your recipients have narrow preview panes, the most important part of 
the message could be cut off. As wide as this example is, we still haven’t seen the call 
to action in its entirety. Your recipient might be deciding on whether or not to open your 
email, without getting the full story.



Make it count6
People like numerals, numbered lists, and countdowns, but resist being too cutesy or 

casual – unless preteens are your target audience. While “2 Days Left for 50% Off” is 
effective, most email recipients balk at “This Offer is 2Gd2BTru.” Fandango has done a 
good job of using numerals, and front-loading a long subject line with the most-important 
words of the message.
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Capitalize your assets7

Source: UX Movement

“ Many [people] use text in 

all caps to emphasize their 

message. However, what 

they’re actually doing is de-

emphasizing their message 

because text in all caps 

reduces the shape contrast  

for each word.”

 –UX Movement

Use all-caps text sparingly. All caps often triggers spam filters, but also, if everything is all caps, 
how will the recipient know what is most important? You’ll be the little boy who cried wolf. 

Instead, when using all caps, focus on the main benefit or add a little punch to the message in the 
way Walgreens and Blue Buffalo have.

http://uxmovement.com/content/all-caps-hard-for-users-to-read/
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amounT of email CamPaiGn suBjeCT 
lines ThaT markeTers WorldWide 
have sPliT-TesTed, oCT 2014
% of respondents

Disappearing symbols8

  None    
  22%

  A few    
  79%

  All    
  7%

  Most    
  21%

Note: among campaigns sent out in the past month; numbers 
may not add up to 100% due to rounding  

Source: Howling Mad, “The State of Split Testing,” Dec 11, 2014

Using symbols in your subject line can sometimes be a fun way to draw attention to your email, 
but remember not everyone sees what you see – especially when using web-based email 

applications with older browsers or older versions of Outlook. In Wayfair’s subject line, it would 
have been a completely different experience if the symbols had not displayed properly, but Frontier 
Airlines’ message was loud and clear, with or without the symbol. In the example from 4 Readers 
& Writers, the ampersand of their group name is replaced with the HTML equivalent, making it 
confusing enough that the reader might give up.
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Time it right9

Source: Mobile Marketer

“ With promotional emails 

separated out and placed 

under their own tab in the new 

Gmail Inbox, marketers sending 

time-sensitive offers, such as 

flash sales sites, will feel the 

biggest impact. As Android’s 

market share continues to 

grow, marketers looking to 

reach these users may need to 

rethink their messaging strategy 

to ensure that emails are not 

getting overlooked.”

 –Mobile Marketer

Timing isn’t just about the time of day you’ll send your email, it can also be about the day, the 
season, the timeframe, and so much more. Timing can also contribute to personalization – 

you’re telling your recipient, “I know when you’re getting this, so I’m sending a message that will 
be relevant at that time or on that day.” 

Be sure you send expiring offers with plenty of time to redeem. If Big Lots had sent this message 
on March 1, the recipient’s initial reaction would have been annoyance, and that’s never the right 
way start – or continue – a relationship. Likewise, if Petco had sent this email 24 hours after the 
start of the sale, those recipients would have likely been annoyed, as well. 

When scheduling, don’t forget to factor in the delay between send and open. If you’re a B2C 
business whose subscribers are mostly Gmail users, and 45 percent of them open your emails  
10 to 15 days after receipt, this needs to be factored in. 

http://www.mobilemarketer.com/cms/news/email/15797.html
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Personalize10

Source: eMarketer

“ Email has to evolve to stay 

relevant, and responses indicated 

that the channel would be all 

about tailored messaging this 

year. Triggered/transactional 

programs and lifecycle programs 

were the top two on which 

respondents intended to increase 

email spending, cited by 42.2 

and 41.4 percent, respectively. 

That marketers planned to up 

investments in these tactics 

makes sense – they’re targeted 

and personalized, which is key to 

satisfying consumer demands for 

those exact experiences.”

 –eMarketer

Most marketers find personalization will improve open rates, but not always. If you choose 
to personalize, be sure you have rules for missing-field content and extra long entries. 

You could also try using “You” and “Your” instead of specific personalization, in the way 
Pappadeaux does in this example.

http://www.emarketer.com/Article/Ready-Receive-More-Personalized-Emails/1011720
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Be genuine11

email suBjeCT line elemenTs ThaT markeTers WorldWide 
CommonlY TesT usinG sPliT TesTinG, oCT 2014
% of respondents

  Different call-to-action phrases                       79%

  Length of subject line            58%

  Different adjectives      43%

  Including the price/discount        36%

  Price differentials (e.g., $50 vs. 50%)     30%

  Different product features   25%

  Punctuation           10%

Source: Howling Mad, “The State of Split Testing,” Dec 11, 2014

Personalization should make your recipient feel like you – as a business – care about 
them, but don’t overstep this by trying to imply more than that. Using FWD: and RE: 

to convince recipients they know you will only lead to disappointment – theirs, and then 
yours – when they delete your deceitful message. As you can see in this example, it is a 
common practice among spammers, and that’s just one more reason not to do it.
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Ask a question12

“ Effective questions are 

questions that are powerful and 

thought-provoking. Effective 

questions are open-ended and 

not leading questions. They 

are not ‘why’ questions, but 

rather ‘what’ or ‘how’ questions. 

‘Why’ questions are good for 

soliciting information, but can 

make people defensive, so be 

thoughtful in your use of them.”

 –Irene Leonard

One key to a good subject line is getting your recipients to stop and think for a moment. 
Questions are an ideal way to gain that moment’s pause. If you do ask a question, be sure it’s 

one they can answer, or one you answer in your offer.

Source: CoachingForChange.com

http://www.coachingforchange.com/pub10.html
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“ The workplace needs laughter. 

According to research from institutions 

as serious as Wharton, MIT, and London 

Business School, every chuckle or 

guffaw brings with it a host of business 

benefits. Laughter relieves stress 

and boredom, boosts engagement 

and well-being, and spurs not only 

creativity and collaboration but also 

analytic precision and productivity.”

–Alison Beard

Bonus tips

1  Be clever, unusual, or different. It’s not appropriate for every type of business, but when it is 
for yours, get the edge with light humor. This message from Wayfair is a double entendre and 

the perfect lead-in to their offers on bedding. Petco sent a message that was both timely and cute, 
putting it in the unusual category.

Source: Harvard Business Review

https://hbr.org/2014/05/leading-with-humor
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Bonus tips (continued)

2  Use reminders.  If your recipients do something to trigger your email, tell them what it was. 
Did they download an eBook, visit your website, view a demo? Start your subject line or preheader 
– or both – in the way Amazon, Ron Pramschufer, and LinkedIn have done. Your recipients are far 
less likely to delete an email from you once they know who you are. 

It’s also a good idea to remind them of this relationship periodically – you could even make it a 
permanent feature in the emails you send. Add something along the lines of “You are receiving this 
email because …” to your footer area. This is easy personalization with long-lasting benefits.
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Bonus tips (continued)

3  Include recognition. Recognizing your recipient’s interaction and referencing it in the 
subject line is especially important with content downloads, demos, and abandoned carts. Don’t 
send generic messages; set up your form or shopping cart to specifically capture information you 
can use to personalize messages with their names and interactions. Kohl’s has done a great job of 
personalization with both the name and the action. The email content also displayed the items in 
the cart – a bonus maneuver!

4  Make them feel exclusive. Everyone wants to feel special, and it’s easy to make consumers 
believe they are when you use phrases such as Exclusive Offer, Limited Membership, or 

– like this one from Office Depot – Shhhhh, Just For You… Exclusive HP Sale. This email takes 
personalization to a new level, because Office Depot also recognized the recipient as a previous 
purchaser of HP products. With both examples, the experience might have been improved by also 
using the recipient’s name.
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Your resulTs maY varY
These tips are guidelines – ideas – and you are likely 
to find not all of them work for you, or that certain 
combinations don’t work for you. That’s why testing 
is so important. Set up your emails with two or more 
subject line variations and measure results. Use 
these ideas for writing different subject lines ... but 
use your metrics for making long-term decisions. In 
the end, your real-world results will show you what 
your customers expect from you, and how to fulfill 
those expectations. That, in turn, leads to stronger 
relationships – and your business success.

Bonus tips (continued)

5  Get your style points. As you can see in the examples given, some marketers capitalize the 
subject line as you would a title, beginning everything (except minor words, such as the articles a, 
the, and, with, etc.) with capital letters. Others use sentence case, in which only the first word is 
capitalized. It’s a stylistic decision. Whatever you do, you should be consistent about it. It’s part of 
your brand’s signature style, and people will come to recognize it.
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