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Transactional emails are among the most powerful messages you can send. They 

take the uncertainty out of doing business online and build customer trust and 

loyalty. At the same time, they are also one of your best branding devices. But 

far too many companies let this opportunity slip away because they don’t do 

enough to capitalize on the value customers place on transactional emails. 

A good transactional email boosts your customer’s trust and confidence when 

you include brand logos and colors, easy navigation, product images and  

content that describes the transaction in specific detail. It becomes a gateway  

to deeper engagement when you add valuable supporting information, such  

as links or phone numbers for customer care, invitations to join your loyalty  

program or user forums, even a limited amount of relevant up-selling or 

cross-selling suggestions. 

With so much riding on your transactional emails, it’s important to execute  

them well, not just for your customers’ benefit, but also to achieve your  

company’s goals.

The following 10 best practices for transactional email will help create stronger 

customer relationships and build your brand at the same time.

MAKE SURE THE MARKETING DEPARTMENT OWNS  
TRANSACTIONAL STRATEGY, DESIGN AND CONTENT

Take a look at the two emails pictured. Which one is the transactional email? 

Trick question: They’re both transactional emails! The basic text version on the 

left probably looks more familiar because it has been the prevailing style since 

the transactional email was invented and regarded as a necessity rather than  

an opportunity.
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It’s not because email designers have no imagination. The difference between 

these “just the facts” transactional emails and the gorgeous HTML commercial 

messages that flow from your marketing department stems from more  

practical issues:

Source: Many transactional messages originate and transmit from different 

places in your company. An email-subscription confirmation goes out from your 

email platform, which might be under your command. 

On the other hand, your ecommerce system might be responsible for gener-

ating purchase confirmations, shipping notices and other related emails, and it 

either isn’t — or can’t be — programmed to generate HTML-format emails. That 

decision might be out of your hands. This discrepancy creates a potential brand-

ing problem in the recipient’s mind. 

Filter fears: Many companies limit transactional emails to text or simple HTML 

for fear that spam filters will trap messages with more complex design and 

coding. Although that might have been a legitimate concern years ago, modern 

spam filters and blacklists are more interested in your sender reputation — how 

you handle unsubscribes and undeliverable emails, your list hygiene and permis-

sion practices, whether you share IP addresses with suspected spammers, etc. 

Bringing transactional design and content under Marketing’s authority can 

require some political dexterity, especially if Marketing, IT, your web designers 

and other stakeholders in the transactional process don’t have a history of coop-

erating. You’ll bolster your case if you can show other departments how you are 

willing to cooperate. Offer examples of what works in your own email messages, 

and ask for just a limited-time test of enhanced transactional messages.  

As a best practice you should always separate your transactional 
messages from your promotional mail stream by assigning them 
different dedicated IPs. This way, the reputation of one set of 
messages won’t affect the other. This is important given the  
different kind of content each will handle and transmit.

If you do all this but still get turned down, don’t give up. See No. 10 at the end 

of this list.

DEVELOP A CONTENT STRATEGY FOR EACH KIND  
OF TRANSACTIONAL EMAIL

Think about the results you want to achieve with each category of transactional 

message. That will guide your design and content additions. Below are three 

strategy suggestions for confirmation emails:

• Newsletter opt-in: Encourage new subscribers to become buyers faster with 

a special “thank you” offer. 

• Purchase: Add a small amount of up-sell and cross-sell suggestions. 

• New account creation: Reduce new-user frustration and abandonment 

by listing benefits or explaining what to do next.   
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BEST PRACTICE TIP:
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CREATE AN HTML VERSION THAT RESEMBLES YOUR  
PROMOTIONAL EMAIL TEMPLATES, USING YOUR COMPANY  
OR BRAND LOGOS

Your content strategy can help you decide whether you need just a default  

template or a unique design for each message category. No matter which format 

you chose, the design must support and enhance your brand.

• Don’t use embedded images that show up as attachments in the email. 

Instead, use images that are hosted on a remote server, similar to how you 

code and send your promotional emails.

• Be sure your email designers and coding staff are up to date on the latest and 

best practices. Email is not simply one giant image, a print ad pasted into an 

email form or a one-page website. 

• Make sure your messages are mobile friendly and responsive. See #5 for more 

on this.

Although email shares many coding styles with web design, it also has its  

own standards.

BRANDING, TRUST AND CONFIDENCE BEGIN IN THE INBOX

Getting seen, opened and read are essential for your transactional message. 

Sounds obvious, but consider the chaos of a typical inbox (maybe like yours?). 

Use the two tools below to brand your message, make it stand out in the inbox 

and give it the kind of authority and trustworthiness your recipient needs to 

open it with confidence:

A friendly “from” address: Email has few absolutes. This is one of them: Never, 

ever use an email address with some variation of “do-not-reply@” in it. It’s a 

brick wall between you and your email recipient. Program your email software 

not to show bare email addresses. It makes your email look spammy.

Instead, use the company or brand name that your customers would expect, 

especially if you work for a company with multiple brands. Your customer who 

just reserved a room at a Holiday Inn might not recognize an email that comes 

from IHG. Also, putting the brand in the “from” line frees up characters for a 

better subject line.

A transparent subject line: This is no time to pique your customer’s curiosity with 

a coy subject line, or even a nonspecific one such as “About your recent order.” 
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SOME WAYS THAT EMAIL AND  
THE WEB ARE THE SAME

EMAIL

HTML

CSS

Images

Text

Design

Links

Hierarchy

WEB

HTML

CSS

Images

Text

Design

Links

Hierarchy

SOME WAYS THAT EMAIL AND  
THE WEB ARE DIFFERENT

EMAIL

<table>

<td>

<td>

px

style=”font-face”

bgcolor

padding

WEB

<div>

<h1>

<p>

em

<style>

background-color

margin

BEST PRACTICE TIP: 

The rule of thumb is that your transactional messages shouldn’t  
contain more than 20% commercial content. This is not a hard 
and fast rule; there’s no specific guidance in the law (CAN-SPAM) 
other than stating that the message’s intention should be  
transactional in nature. If your ratio is 75/25, and that works,  
then continue with that paradigm. 
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Sounds like there’s something wrong! Better:

• Email confirmation: “Thanks for signing up: A special offer is on its way.”

• Cash-back announcement: “You just got paid!”

• Shipping notice: “Your Order 35911 At Junonia, Ltd. Has Been Shipped.”

Preheader copy: The preheader (sometimes called a “snippet”) is usually the 

first line of copy that appears in the inbox or in your message. Don’t waste that 

space with boilerplate like “If this message isn’t rendering properly.” Replace it 

with a line that addresses the message content.

MAKE THE EMAIL EASY TO READ AND ACT ON NO MATTER 
WHICH DEVICE YOUR CUSTOMER USES TO READ IT

Your customer buys something using your mobile app on her smartphone. Then, 

the confirmation email shows up, and she can’t even read it, much less act on it, 

on her phone’s small screen. That’s a lost opportunity.

Now that mobile devices account for more than 50% of email opens, your 

transactional email must be “mobile-functional, “ not just “mobile-friendly.” 

Responsive email design, which optimizes the email’s elements according to 

screen size, is one way to make sure your mobile readers can see and click on 

your emails as easily as your desktop viewers.

But, if a full redesign is not in the cards now, you can make simpler changes in 

your email templates that can also help your big-screen viewers as well:

• Move from two-or three-column layout to single narrow and elastic column

• Increase headline and body-copy font sizes

• Increase image size

• Replace text links with buttons to avoid “fat-finger” mistakes

• Add white space around images and between copy blocks

• Simplify the content hierarchy to reduce side scrolling

SPELL OUT THE TRANSACTION IN DETAIL

Your specific list of information to include will vary with the transaction, but every 

transaction should include the following basic data: 

• Day and date of the transaction 

• Exactly what your customer did (bought something; paid a bill; downloaded 

software; scheduled an appointment; canceled an account, etc.)

• Amount paid

• Payment source

• Next steps (shipping information, coupon redemption, etc.)

Since transactional emails are triggered in response to user 
behaviors, actions/interactions, it’s important to keep them as 
specific and simple as possible. Ask yourself, if you received this 
email, would you know exactly which transaction it closes the 
loop on?
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BEST PRACTICE TIP:
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ADD CAREFULLY CHOSEN COMPLEMENTARY INFORMATION

Take advantage of your customer’s high interest in your company and your email 

by adding strategic modules of information to your message. What you add will 

depend on your content strategy for each kind of transactional category.

Consider these possibilities: up-selling/cross-selling suggestions, invitations to 

join your loyalty program or user groups, directions or a map, suggested uses 

and other material that will improve the customer experience.

Remember though, that email regulations often limit promotional material in 

transactional materials. Use the 80-20 rule: 80% supports the transaction; 20% 

supplements it.

LOOK FOR OPPORTUNITIES TO CREATE A SERIES OF  
EMAILS INSTEAD OF A SINGLE MESSAGE

Many transactions have more than one facet or stage. You can stay longer in 

your customer’s inbox, and thus on the radar, by looking for opportunities to 

send more transaction-related messages.

Look at the image below, which shows a three-part series related to creation 

of an investment account. Common design and graphics create a coordinated 

appearance, which further enhances the kind of trust and authority this kind of 

transaction requires.  
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TEST CONTINUALLY TO MEASURE CUSTOMER INTEREST AND 
MONITOR DELIVERABILITY

Before you launch your new and improved transactional emails, you must test 

them carefully to watch for deliverability issues, not just to avoid spam blocks 

but also to make sure they go into the inbox and not spam folders. 

Also, test “from” and subject lines to see which ones drive the greatest open 

and click rates, as well as different copy formats within the email.

Finally, once you hit on a winning format, keep an eye on your analytics and 

freshen up the format to reflect changes in your branding, other email templates 

and the like.

ADD VALUE TO PLAIN-TEXT EMAILS

But, what if you lost the battle to turn your transactional messages into HTML 

powerhouses? You can still drive action and value with a basic message bearing, 

say, a simple logo and two or three paragraphs of content — or even an all-text 

format — if you make the information easy to read and act on.

Here, white space is your friend again. Use it instead of little typographical 

doodads to section your copy into different parts and to break up gray chunks 

of copy. Increase white space between paragraphs; use shorter paragraphs; 

and increase space between links to avoid misclicking links. Also, ask for a more 

readable font in a larger size. 
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