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Transactional emails are some of the most important messages in your  

company’s email-marketing program. Done right, they can deliver a big payoff. 

A well-designed transactional email program can help you create deeper rela-

tionships with your customers, moving them from one-time buyers to long-term, 

loyal customers.

Done wrong, transactional emails can erode customer trust and confidence in 

dealing with your company, increase turnover and generally undo all of the hard 

work you put into building your brand. Sounds pretty ominous, right? Don’t let 

that fear factor stop you from stepping up your transactional strategy.

This guide will walk you through the background and basic elements of a trans-

actional email program. You’ll see how transactional emails can help you raise 

revenue, engagement and loyalty and reduce costs associated with acquisition, 

retention, support and turnover.

IT’S TIME TO GIVE TRANSACTIONAL EMAILS A LITTLE LOVE

You probably spend hours working on your email-marketing strategy. But, if  

you knew how significant transactional emails are in a high-performing email 

program, you’d pay them more attention.

Transactional emails differ from other kinds of emails you send regularly because 

they respond to an interaction or close the loop on a transaction. They’re 

workhorse messages, and many companies treat them that way. They confirm 

customer orders or email subscriptions and notify buyers when their orders have 

shipped or respond to support requests.  

While you labor over your next campaign email, these messages go out auto-

matically in the background, sending password-request instructions or assuring 

customers that their payments were credited to their accounts.  

Many transactional emails don’t even look like their promotional or triggered 

cousins. These “just the facts, ma’am” messages, formatted in plain text or  

basic HTML, have no branding or calls to engage further with your company, 

and are likely not even consistent with the company’s outward facing brand. 

That’s a lost opportunity.

TRANSACTIONAL EMAILS ASSURE CUSTOMERS THAT ALL IS WELL

Transacting business online takes a big leap of faith, even though it’s as  

commonplace as walking into your neighborhood supermarket. Transactional 

emails assure your customers about what they just did or remind them about 

what they need to do. They help build trust in your organization, solve problems 

and dispel doubts that could tarnish your brand and prevent your one-time 

buyer from becoming a loyal customer.

Transactional emails that resemble your tried-and-tested email templates, with 

brand logos and colors, contact information, familiar navigation and images and 

descriptions of purchased or downloaded products, boost trust even more.

PEOPLE LOVE THEM, TOO

What catches your eye when you survey your own inbox? 

After personal messages, you’re probably going to dive into the emails that alert 

you to a flight status or a LinkedIn contact request. (Maybe even before, if your 

mom likes to share chain letters and dog videos, right?)

Transactional emails stand out because they refer to your customers’ interactions 

on your website, in a brick-and-mortar location, on your mobile app or with your 

support/call center.  

Transactional Emails Are Engagement Workhorses —  
But They Have Rules



2

• Research shows 75% of customers open and read transactional emails 

“frequently” or “very often,” compared with 45% for other permission com-

mercial email (MarketingProfs). 

• Transactional emails sent by top-performing companies get opened almost 

four times each (Silverpop, 2014). 

That’s why transactional emails are different from other kinds of messages you 

send. They’re in a class by themselves.

WAIT! WHAT?

This is where things get tricky, 

because some emails are  

single-purpose, while others  

are crossover messages. You  

have to know the difference.  

If you don’t you could run  

afoul of applicable email laws.

This diagram shows you the  

three categories of email  

messages that are part of  

a high-performance  

email program: 

• Promotional: Also called commercial email. These messages intend to 

persuade customers to buy or otherwise engage with you. They either have 

a specific call to action or use more subtle branding techniques to keep your 

company top of mind until your customers are ready to act.

• Transactional: The transactional message responds automatically to an inter-

action or closes the loop on a transaction. 

• Triggered: These messages launch automatically whenever they meet a  

set of conditions: date (birthday, anniversary, purchase date), demographic  

data (age, gender, location, income), purchase history, preference data or 

other criteria.

A transactional message is always a triggered message. But, not every triggered 

message is transactional. Some commercial messages also build on or are trig-

gered by transactions, but they aren’t transactional.

Here’s a quick litmus test: Would the email make somebody want to unsubscribe 

or click the spam button? If so, then it’s probably commercial. (Hat tip to Justine 

Jordan of Litmus Software. https://litmus.com/)

All transactional messages are triggered, but  
not all triggered messages are transactional

Experian Transactional Email Report 2010
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THINK YOU CAN TELL THE DIFFERENCE? 

Try the quiz at the end of this guide. But, be sure to read this section before  

you do. 

If you’re not sure, pay close attention to the U.S. Federal Trade Commission’s 

distinctions. Given that the FTC enforces CAN-SPAM, the law that regulates 

commercial email in the United States, its word is final.

FTC in a nutshell: The “primary purpose” of the message determines the kind 

of message, as well as whether and how it must comply with CAN-SPAM. 

To determine the primary purpose, remember that an email can contain three 

different types of information:

• Commercial content: Advertises or promotes a commercial product or  

service, including content on a commercial website

• Transactional or relationship content: Facilitates an agreed-upon transaction 

or updates a customer about an ongoing transaction 

• Other content: Neither commercial nor transactional or relationship

What’s the big deal? You need to know these distinctions because email laws in 

many countries treat transactional and promotional email differently. 

“Promotional” or “Commercial” email must comply with CAN-SPAM1, and all 

other applicable laws such as CASL (The Canadian Anti-Spam Law)2:

• Accurate subject line and header content

• Unsubscribe instructions and working link

• Company postal address

“Transactional/relationship” content must not have false or misleading routing 

information but is otherwise exempt from most CAN-SPAM provisions.

EVERY TRANSACTIONAL EMAIL IS A BRAND OPPORTUNITY

With so much riding on your transactional emails, do all you can to encourage 

your customers to engage.

Instill trust in the inbox with a friendly “from” name (never “noreply@”) 

and informative subject line.

Format in HTML, including logo, brand colors and images, as well as  

helpful content with a customer-friendly tone. It’s an automated message, 

but it shouldn’t sound as if a robot wrote it.

Include a short section of carefully chosen promotional content, prefera-

bly something relevant to the transaction. 

CAN-SPAM allows some promotional content as long as the transaction 

remains prominent. Use the 80-20 rule: 80% of the content relates to the 

transaction, 20% can be promotional in nature like a cross-sell or up-sell.

Add an invitation to engage further: Sign up for email; join your cus-

tomer loyalty program; connect on social media; or visit your website.

Make it mobile-friendly, easy to view and act on regardless of screen  

size or location.

1  https://www.ftc.gov/tips-advice/business-center/guidance/can-spam-act-compliance-guide-business

2  http://fightspam.gc.ca/eic/site/030.nsf/eng/home
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Which email comes close to promotional overkill? 

1

2

Answers on Page 10.
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Get the balance right

TRANSACTIONAL EMAILS ARE AN EFFECTIVE ACQUISITION TOOL 

Transactional emails have one marketing flaw: Your contact with your customer 

ends when the transaction cycle ends (assuming you don’t require a customer to 

open an account and sign up with an email address, e.g. no pre-checked boxes 

or assumed opt-in). All that lovely potential for building your brand, loyalty, 

cross-promotion and revenue is lost.

Sure, you could just drop your new customers into your email stream and wait 

for them to opt out. But opt-in subscribers are more loyal and valuable. Opt-out 

email marketing, while legal under CAN-SPAM, exposes you to unnecessary 

risk. If you do nothing else with your transactional email, use it to persuade your 

customers to become subscribers. 

Once you have them in your email fold, you can widen the scope of your 

communications to include more promotional content, beginning with those 

that relate to the transaction and moving out to cross-promotion, upselling and 

deeper participation. 

10 TRANSACTIONAL EMAILS TO CREATE ASAP

We sprinkled all kinds of examples through this guide, but the 10 below  

represent a quick-start list:

1.  Order/opt-in/registration confirmation

2.  Shipping alert

3.  Payment-due alert

4.  Payment-acceptance notification

5.  Welcome message to new subscribers/customers/members

6.  Event reminder

7.  Customer/member status change

8.  Membership renewals

9.  Product or status updates/upgrades

10.  Warranty alerts

Your company might already send some of these because email and ecommerce 

programs often build default versions into their service. Don’t accept the status 

quo, though. 

If your department doesn’t own transactional messaging, work with the one that 

does (IT, ecommerce, web) to turn a basic message into a branded machine that 

builds awareness, authority and loyalty.
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OTHER TRANSACTIONAL EMAILS INCLUDE:

1.  An offer to view your current membership ranking

2.  A real-estate listing that matches your preference data

3.  Invitation to try a product demo based on your customer review

4.  New membership benefit for a premium shopping service

5.  Notifications from an online workspace-collaboration service (think  
 Slack or Asana)

6.  Weekly activity report for a social-media tracking service

7.  Invitation to review/rate recent purchases 

Is it transactional or promotional?3

Answers on Page 10.
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Is it transactional or promotional? Is it transactional or promotional? Is it transactional or promotional?4 5 6

Answers on Page 10.
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Is it transactional or promotional? Is it transactional or promotional? Is it transactional or promotional?7 8 9

Answers on Page 10.
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Answer key: 1, 2, 3, and 7 are promotional emails. Although they have some relationship to a purchase, registration or website activity, 

the scope goes beyond that transaction or ties in a promotion that would generate another transaction.

ABOUT SPARKPOST

SparkPost is the cloud solution from the world’s number one email infrastructure provider, whose customers—including  

Facebook, LinkedIn, Twitter, Groupon, Salesforce, Marketo, Pinterest, Zillow and Comcast—send over 3 trillion messages a year,  

over 25% of the world’s legitimate email. Our service outperforms every other cloud or on-premises alternative, and these  

companies choose us to provide the deliverability, speed and insight they need to drive customer engagement for their business.

Start Growing Your Customer Engagement Today!  
Follow us on Twitter @sparkpost or visit us online at sparkpost.com




