
High Value vs. High Volume
Why Assured Delivery Requires a Transactional Email Platform

OVERVIEW

Oftentimes, companies evaluating email platforms, 
or email service providers (ESP),  define their needs 
in terms of capabilities associated with one-to-
many communications. Decisions like these often 
are driven by a “batch and blast” approach to cus-
tomer communications. Not surprisingly, the job 
of transactional email deployment (such as billing 
statements, customer correspondence, explanation 
of benefits, etc.) is an afterthought—or perhaps 
not given any consideration in the selection 
process. It does stand to reason that a marketing 
email stream deemed to drive direct, and measur-
able, revenue should be the primary consideration 
when choosing an email solution. However, ignor-
ing the transactional capabilities (or lack thereof) of 
an email platform is a serious mistake.

Marketing (or “commercial”) and transactional 
emails each have unique requirements leading to 
very different sending reputations, technical and 
operational needs, and customer outcomes. On 
the one hand, commercial emails are subject to 
stricter spam requirements; on the other, trans-
actional emails garner significantly higher open 
rates, up to 50-60% higher than commercial open 
rates!1 The high likelihood that a transactional 
message will be opened and engaged with should 
prompt companies to perform their due diligence 
on their chosen email solutions. Ignoring the 
transactional capabilities of a platform could be 
detrimental to the brand. 

HIGH-VOLUME BATCH & BLAST MESSAGING

Marketers charged with the creation, delivery 
and monetization of email often think of email in 
terms of campaigns—batches of emails sent on 
a regular or semi-regular cadence to predefined 
segments of users with similar demographic 
characteristics. ESPs have developed complex UIs 
that help marketers create communications with a 
modicum of personalization, choose a segment, 
and send an email. There are recurrence options 
if the email is to go out say every Tuesday and 
Thursday making it a “lights out campaign” that 
you can set and forget. 

Communications constructed in this manner are 
generally high volume but yield low engagement 
because they are minimally personalized and thus 
less contextually relevant. Emails with minimal 
personalization are not likely to grab the recipi-
ent, they are a steady stream of “inbox presence” 
meant to keep the brand in the back of the recipi-
ent’s mind, but lack the data-driven elements that 
have become hallmarks of sophisticated email 
marketing in today’s world. 

Once the emails are deployed, marketers start 
the clock. If they’re using an ESP, then they essen-
tially sit and wait until they can begin to measure 
performance—perhaps a spike in web traffic 
and conversions through their website analytics. 
While ESPs are built to optimize the outbound, 
they often struggle when it comes to measuring 

1 Based on research from IBM: http://www.silverpop.com/marketing-resources/white-papers/all/2014/email-metrics-benchmark-study-2014/ .
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effectiveness and providing timely results. Too 
often the efficacy data from an ESP is delayed by 
a day, sometimes two. By not having real-time 
analytics to help illuminate what bounced, how 
many complaints were generated, which links were 
clicked etc., a marketer is flying quite blind in the 
ensuing hours and days after launching their cam-
paign. When you send an important, time-sensitive 
customer notice, you cannot afford to wait for a 
batched report from an ESP to tell you it was sent 
to the wrong address or a full mailbox because it 
may be too late for a secondary notification via 
another channel at that point.

As efficient as one-to-many communications 
may appear, they are actually fairly ineffective for 
breeding high levels of engagement. Marketing 
managers need to think more strategically about 
the long tail of email communications and how 
they can drive desired outcomes. More email 
isn’t the answer. Deeper discounts don’t always 
work. But what does work? Increased personaliza-
tion and triggered marketing communications 
that leverage web behavioral data, past purchase 
history, previous opens and clicks, and mobile 
browsing and app data can greatly improve con-
versions and revenue. 

TRIGGERING HIGH-VALUE MESSAGES

In contrast to batch and blast marketing messages, 
transactional emails are highly valued by both the 
sender and the recipient. The value of these emails 
reside in their ability to drive greater engagement 
with the brand, substantiate a customer service 
need and deliver higher open and click through 
rates. By their very definition, transactional emails 
are triggered messages; these emails are sent in 
response to unique user behaviors and transac-
tions on a digital property. Transactional messages 
require integration with systems that generate 
statements, purchase confirmation, welcome 
messages, explanation of benefits—all of which 

are time sensitive, and may potentially include 
Personal Identifying Information (PII) or Protected 
Health Information (PHI).

If a user took an action that resulted in a trans-
actional email, then by the very definition, they 
want to receive that email—these emails are 
closing the loop on a behavior or transaction 
that was user-driven. If an email isn’t generated 
and delivered quickly enough, the customer may 
abandon the site, or call customer service; this 
burns support dollars and degrades the overall 
customer experience. When customers have a 
poor experience they cease to be brand advo-
cates and become a brand’s detractors. All of this 
could’ve been avoided with an optimized transac-
tional email system. 

Smart companies are beginning to realize the real 
potential value of these transactional communica-
tions and divesting themselves of old, outdated 
means of sending them. ESP models were built for 
volume, not precision—and even then, they don’t 
always scale as well as you may think. Transactional 
messages require real-time, not scheduled, 
message generation and delivery. The ludicracy 
of shoehorning transactional messages into a 
batch system becomes clear when considering 
a common use case: imagine if statements were 
jumbled in with newsletters, delivery assurance 
would be difficult given the lack of separation, it’d 
be like looking for a needle in a haystack. Email 
priority by class, type and recipient audience is 

What matters to your 
business? High volume —  
or high value? 
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critical to understanding delivery and efficacy. 
And in an all-too-familiar situation, transactional 
messages often get stuck behind large batches of 
commercial email slowing them down by hours, or 
even days, because the platform isn’t optimized to 
prioritize outbound traffic by timeliness and impor-
tance. The result is that a purchase or shipping 
confirmation can be delayed leading to uncer-
tainty, double orders, calls into customer service, 
or cancellations and refunds.

SOLVING FOR VALUE & ENGAGEMENT

To ensure the delivery and timeliness of transac-
tional messages delivery platforms need to be 
able to sustain fast throughput, handle spikes 
through dedicated burst rates, prioritize the 
message to ensure that these time-sensitive com-
munications are sent first and not get bogged 
down in queues filled with marketing emails. 
SparkPost was built with the understanding that 
different classes of email need to be treated differ-
ently. High value messages must take priority over 
high volume to ensure the brand’s relevance to the 
recipient. Today’s enterprise is beset with numer-
ous regulatory hurtles they must jump through to 
ensure compliance. Transnational organizations 
have this same problem but compounding it are 
geographical dependencies. Leveraging a delivery 
service that prioritizes high value communications 
ensures ongoing compliance and brand awareness 
while still being able to do the job of one-to-many 
communications. 

Compliance has numerous facets and require-
ments. SparkPost’s ability to integrate through 
robust APIs to different data repositories also 
makes it possible to easily achieve scalable 
archiving and auditability. Having a delivery service 
that can be used to manage the many data require-
ments foisted onto an enterprise is necessary to 
ensure that messages are delivered and there’s an 
internal and external record if and when the time 

comes. A service like SparkPost not only allows a 
system to send an immediate transactional mes-
sage to a user but also provides real-time feedback 
to the system with extremely deep detail.  This 
tight integration allows you to respond in real-time 
with a new engagement that ensures delivery to 
the end user. Engagement like this, even if it is 
fully automated, builds a strong relationship with 
customers and increases future engagement—
engagement is a marathon, not a sprint.

Numerous companies are beginning to understand 
that transactional emails are just as important as 
commercial one-to-many communications—some 
are even prioritizing a platform’s transactional 
capabilities over the tried-and-true marketing 
ones. It’s true that many traditional marketers 
who define their need as simply delivering lots of 
email can be well-served by an ESP. However, the 
world we inhabit increasingly is driven by custom-
ers who expect an immediate response from any 
event-driven interaction, such as appointment-
scheduling, billing action, or other triggered 
events. Companies can’t afford to damage cus-
tomer relationships by expecting a marketing 
email provider to deliver real time transactional 
results—the timeliness of communications is at the 
heart of today’s real-time marketing and customer 
service paradigm. 

SparkPost was built with  
the understanding that 
different classes of email 
need to be treated differently.
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