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The Future of Email
In this time of technology chaos, there are more 
opportunities than ever to understand your audiences 
and to deliver relevant, engaging interactions. 
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Be Relevant.
The concept of relevance is well recognized in the realms of 
digital and email marketing. But another concept is rearing its 
head and demanding marketers’ attention – chaos. 
The good news is, chaos is good news.  All this change is bringing new information and insight to bear that’s going 
to allow us, as marketers, to be more relevant and engage with our audiences with more meaning and purpose.  This 
guide explores relevance within three different frameworks:

•	 The	digital	marketing	landscape	as a whole and email as it pertains to it

•	 The	changing	inbox brought about through technological advancements on the Internet Service Provider (ISP), 
consumer, and underlying technology fronts

•	 The	new	best	practices that leading marketers are finding success with in this realm of change and chaos

The Digital Marketing Landscape

It shouldn’t come as a surprise to hear that the digital marketing landscape is in a state of rapid change right now.  
Messaging in general, with the advent of social channels, has bloomed and blossomed over the past several years.  
At last count, Facebook had more than a billion users, and there were four billion views a day on YouTube.  This 
unprecedented time of digital messaging growth and new channel advent makes it very difficult to keep up, and there 
doesn’t seem to be any end in sight.

Trending Up: Email Volumes

In terms of email specifically, volumes are trending up: 

•	 The total number of worldwide email accounts is expected to increase from 3.3 billion accounts in 2012 to 4.3 by 
year-end 2016.  

•	 This represents an average annual growth rate of 6% over the next four years.*

From a business-to-business (B2B) perspective: 

•	 Email volume in the first quarter of 2012 increased 21.4% over the year-earlier period.

•	 Open rates increased 12.6%, reflecting an overall 26.2% rate.

•	 Non-bounce rates remained strong at 96.5%.**

How does this equate to business-to-consumer email levels?  According to Forrester Research, by 2014, individual 
consumers will receive 9,000 emails annually on average.+

Sources :* Radicati Group, Email Statistics Report, 2012 - 2016, **Epsilon, Q1 2012 North  America  Email Trends and Benchmarks    
+ Forrester,  U.S. Email Marketing Forecast, 2009 - 2014 
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These are some pretty interesting statistics in terms of the relevance of email as a channel in and of itself. They also 
counter a strangely loud voice in the digital marketing industry and at the consumer level suggesting that email is 
dying, somehow withering on the vine with all of these other channels taking up new time and activity and attention.  
Just the opposite is true.  

Trending Down: Spam Volumes

All this growth in email volumes suggests that spam volumes are rising, as well.  And in spite of how your friends  
and family may respond when you tell them you’re an email marketer – “Oh, you spam people” – email does not 
equal spam. 

Spam has been a challenge for the email marketing industry, of course, and we’ll get into some of the regulatory 
movements from different  government agencies that have contributed to its decline. But it’s important to note that, 
trend-wise, spam has been decreasing year-over-year for quite some time, from 89% of global email traffic in 2010 to 
68% in 2012.++

 

Increasing Regulatory Legislation

Source: ++Symantec Intelligence Report, Feb. 2012 

The	Demise	of	Rustock

There have been some significant 
movements and changes in the 
realm of spam bots.  One of those 
was in 2011 when the Rustock 
Botnet, which contributed a 
significant amount of spam to the 
global spam numbers, was shut 
down.  This botnet was capable 
of sending 25,000 messages an 

hour from a single infected PC, 
and there were thousands and 
thousands of infected PCs.  

The ability to shut the Rustock 
Botnet down was an effort 
that was made by a handful of 
syndicated organizations including 
Microsoft, the government, 

FireEye, and University of 
Washington, UDUB.  It was a sting 
operation, called Operation b107, 
that went on for a number of 
years, effectively shutting down 
that botnet and decreasing spam 
significantly in 2011.
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In addition to major sting operations like the one that took down the Rustock Botnet, regulatory legislation has played 
a significant role in reducing spam volumes:  

In	the	U.S.,	the	CAN-SPAM	Act was signed into law in 2003, and provided the first set of national standards for 
sending email.

Canada’s	version	of	CAN-SPAM,	the	Canadian	Anti-Spam	Law	(CASL), which is expected to go into effect later 
this year, seeks to deter the most damaging and deceptive forms of spam, such as identity theft, phishing,  and 
spyware, and drive out spammers.

The	European	Web	Act is a sweeping new law under consideration in Europe that would require Internet companies 
like Amazon.com and Facebook to obtain explicit consent from consumers about the use of their personal data, delete 
that data forever at the consumer’s request, and face fines for failing to comply.

The proposed law strikes at the heart of the knottiest questions governing digital life and commerce: who owns 
personal data, what happens to it once it’s posted online, and what the proper balance is between guarding privacy 
and leveraging that data to aim commercial or political advertising at ordinary people.  The groundswell is starting in 
Europe, but is moving into the U.S., with some browsers already beginning to bake in Do Not Track technology.

This becomes increasingly important as we go down the road of talking about behavioral targeting in email and digital 
messaging, because having access to this information is not only critical for the marketer, but it’s critical for the end-
consumer to have a good, relevant, and personalized experience.  

Domain Reputation and Internet Protocol

Another set of fears, uncertainties, and doubts that are thrown across the email realm is that of the impending IPv6.  
IP is Internet Protocol, the underlying technology that makes it possible to connect devices to the Web.  It’s how we 
define domains, and how packets of information are delivered over the Internet, including email.  

We currently sit on IP version four, or IPv4, and the buzz is that we’ve run out of IP addresses in the IPv4 protocol 
and the sky is falling.  While true at the top line level – there are no more IPv4 addresses to be handed out – at the 
lower levels, there have been IP addresses of this protocol pooled up and are still quite available.  Also, IP addresses 
are always becoming newly available when they stop being used by somebody else.  So it’s really not at the level of 
calamity that’s being suggested by some.

At the same time, it’s important to note that as we move forward, the new protocol IPv6 is going to take over, and 
there are some distinct differences.  It’s going to start managing reputation at a domain level, rather than at a single 
IP level, which has significant ramifications for marketers and how they create content and deliver it.

A Time of Chaos

D.J. Patil, data scientist in residence at Graylock Partners, a Silicon Valley venture capital firm, recently made a 
presentation about big data and time of chaos that has much relevance to digital marketing today.  

He came to the presentation with a big metal contraption called a double pendulum, and he went through a dramatic 
act of clamping it onto a table, pulling the arm way up to his shoulder and dropping it. What happens when you 
drop a double pendulum is that its motion is fully chaotic and fully random.  There’s no formula that can predict the 
movement of the end of that pendulum. 

The message is that we are in a time of rapid change that’s characterized by chaos. As Patil puts it, “There are some 
times when you predict weather well for the next 15 days.  Other times, you can only really forecast a couple of days.  
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Sometimes you can’t predict the next few hours.  The business climate, it turns out, is a lot like the weather.  And 
we’ve entered our next two-hours era.” 

A fairly good example from this time of chaos is Pinterest. Just over two years ago none of us knew what Pinterest 
was, because Pinterest didn’t exist.  Today, it’s the third most popular social network in the U.S. in terms of traffic.  
Pinterest drives more traffic and conversions than Facebook does at this point in time, and is projected to account for 
40% of all social media-driven purchases in the second quarter of 2012.* Therefore, it’s important for marketers to 

understand whether your audiences want to be on or are already on Pinterest.

Mental models are changing, as well, and it’s critical to think about context.  As digital marketers, we used to 
understand, clearly, the environment of our audiences and how we would deliver messaging or content to them.  It 
was a comfortable environment.  We had our coffee.  We had our big screens.  We had our comfy chairs, and we had 
all the quiet and solitude in the world of our home offices or living rooms.  All that is changing, however.

The Mobile Revolution

The move to mobile devices has made a significant impact.  Now, we have to understand that our audiences can be 
in any number of places when they receive messages, and are likely not spending concerted time in the evenings 
or during the day in front of a desk.  They’re looking at small screens, using only a single finger or thumb to input 
information or engage with calls-to-action. They’re influenced by a multitude of sensors that are bringing data in from 
the outside.

It all plays a role in the concept of “distraction.”  

Recent studies have indicated that there’s an inverse proportional relationship between your attention span and the 
type of media you’re watching.  So for example, if you’re in a movie theater, it would have to be a pretty bad movie 
for you to get up and walk away from it.   However, if you’re sitting at a train station using a mobile device, and 
you’re reading an email from that brand marketer that you signed up for just the other day because you were really 
interested, and a bird chirps behind you, there goes your attention span.  You shut down the email and don’t think 
twice about it.  

*Source: mashable.com, April 2012
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So we have to consider the context and the mental models of our audiences as we’re marketing to them in this new 
world of chaos. What’s come to be called the device revolution really is a revolution – with a whole slew of new 
technologies, consumer trends, industry movements and, as a result, marketing activities that are associated with it.

The engagement on mobile devices is significant, and it’s not something that’s going away.  It’s not a fad.  We’re going 
to see more devices of more types, and it’s likely that we’re all going to own more than one. Our attention spans are 
going to continue to be fragmented across them.  

And certainly, the capabilities of these devices and the data that will be generated on them will change significantly 
over the next coming years as we interact with brands and information in contextually different ways.  

Marketing “In the Moment”

The concept of marketing “in the moment” recognizes that people have access to information much more readily and 
in real time. They have the ability to share that information directly with people they know in their social graph or 
with people they don’t yet know in the social interest graph.  

So how do we take advantage of this marketing “in the moment?”  Marketers today must be relevant and contextual, 
and the mobile platform represents the most powerful mechanism yet for delivering contextually-relevant 
communications. That’s because the experience is not only defined by the message itself, but also the context in 
which it is presented. Marketers who leverage mobile marketing at its best will provide unique experiences for 
consumers, regardless of time or space constraints, in ways that are unique and differentiated, relevant, and  
intensely personal.

It’s important to note that mobile engagement is not being stolen from other traditional areas of engagement – it’s 
a new online activity. We’re able to engage through these devices in time that was inaccessible before, and in many 
different ways. 

Where Does Email Fit In with Mobile?

During a typical day…
•	 84%	of	mobile	users	check	email	at	home 
•	 80%	check	email	at	miscellaneous	times 
•	 74%	check	email	while	waiting	in	lines 
•	 64%	check	email	at	work*

The number of emails opened on a mobile device 
increased	132%	over	the	last	year,	and	more	email	

is now read on mobile than on desktop PCs or via  
Web mail: 
•	 36%	mobile 
•	 33%	desktop	client 
•	 31%	Web	mail**

And yet, in spite of all the evidence of burgeoning 
mobile use, 48% of marketers don’t know what 
percentage of their emails is read via mobile devices.+

Sources: *Nokia, 2012  **Litmus, 2011 - 2012   +eConsultancy,  2012

Source: Pew Internet Report, Jan. 2012 Source: eMarketer, U.S. Digital Usage Report, 2012
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Consume, Create, Share

The rise and popularity of social media has shown that people not only like to consume content across platforms 
and channels, they also like to create it and share it. In his book, Cognitive Surplus, Internet guru Clay Shirky builds on 
the premise that, as digital technologies have evolved, so have the consumers that utilize them. He expresses it this 
way: for the first time since the invention of television, people are watching less of it. While TV encouraged people to 
squander their time, today’s technologies encourage human potential and create positive societal change. 

For marketers, the key is to use the concept of “consume, create, share” to harness partnerships with customers by 
interacting with them digitally in meaningful ways – through shared ideas, influences, and innovations.

Implications for Email Marketing: Integrated Messaging

The implications of all of this are clear for digital marketers:

First, people are flocking to new technologies, and the more they become comfortable with them, the more they want 
to use every available platform and expect the experience to be consistent. Marketers who will get the most out of 
this new reality are those who understand the context of these platforms for delivering the best possible experience.

When you think about email as a messaging platform, you also have to consider everything else. Social is a messaging 
platform.  Posts are messages.  SMS is a messaging platform.  Texts are messages.  Push notifications through a 
mobile app on an Android phone or on an iList device are messages.  Having a disparate set of activities and content 
for one channel versus the next just doesn’t work anymore.  Consumers expect to have relationships with the brands 
they like – and expect brands to engage with them across all channels, with information that’s right for them, 
delivered at the right time, in the right context.

The Relevance of Big Data

This relevance, so critical in today’s digital marketing landscape, can be harnessed through big data.  Big data may be 
an increasingly overused expression, but its importance is greater than ever.  

Big data refers to an amount of data that traditional database technologies are unable to manage, manipulate, 
or store.  This data explosion is definitely something marketers need to contend with. It’s also a real opportunity, 
because data-driven, targeted campaigns deliver far greater performance than simple batch-and-blast, spray-and-pray 
broadcast emails:  

•	 30% more opens

•	 30 - 50% higher click-through rates

•	 3X more conversions*

*Source: MarketingSherpa, 2011
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The Changing Inbox

Change is also exploding in the technology of the inbox.  We’re calling out just a few examples from a myriad of 
new tools and technologies, policies and processes. Some may take off. They may become standard in a year. Some 
may not, but all of them are interesting for marketers to consider. Why? Because they are being made available to 
consumers and are changing their perceptions and expectations at a rate faster than ever. 

Priority	Inbox	or	VIP	Inbox:	 Gmail has the Priority Inbox, which gives some messages VIP treatment over others.  
This idea of filtering happening at the inbox is significant, whether by the ISP through the algorithms that they have 
or through rules that the actual user puts in place.  If you’re not relevant in your marketing, if you’re not delivering 
the right message at the right time, you simply won’t get to the inbox.

Toutapp:  This tool provides a report of your email inbox usage and gives you all sorts of actionable information 
– and can be a double-edged sword for marketers.  For example, if you’ve been deluged with email from a certain 
brand, Toutapp might offer up a ready-to-send tweet saying, “I had to deal with 14,151 emails from Brand X in 2011.”  If 
you’re Brand X, that’s a tweet you don’t want to be responding to, and certainly not the kind of message you want to 
get out.

Asana	and Zigmail are among countless examples of tools that simplify the inbox, enabling things like task 
management and categorization of messages in different ways.

Customer Success: Data-Driven, Integrated Messaging Leads to 5X Social Growth and 3X List Growth

As a premier appliance manufacturer and retailer, 
Lyris customer Dacor sells to three primary 
audiences: retailers, kitchen design professionals, 
and home chefs with discerning tastes. Having 
three vastly different customer groups, Dacor 
knew it needed a targeted email approach and the 
capabilities to design campaigns that would reach 
the right audience with the right messages.

By using analytics data to better segment its email 
database and developing relevant social contests and 
campaigns and promoting them across channels, 
Dacor was able to achieve deliverability rates as high 
as	99.9%,	expand	its	list	by	three	times,	and	gain	five	
times more social followers.
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Yesware	is an example of how email is being combined with CRM functionality, basically creating a customer 
relationship and management platform on top of an email system. This is highly relevant for salespeople.When you 
think about it, your email inbox is the first social network and there’s a lot of rich information that can be derived.It’s 
where we spend a lot of our time.  It’s where people know us.  It’s where we’re managing our communications. 
So adding use functionality on top of or alongside the email inbox to deliver solutions makes a lot of sense.

Outbox	Mail is a service that allows you to have all your physical mail scanned, digitized, and presented to you in an 
online fashion. People say email might be dying; Outbox Mail shows its potential for taking over the postal service.

The Social Inbox  

We tend to assume that an email address equals one person, and by sending a message, you’re sending to 
an individual. The advent of a social inbox, where collaboration for multiple parties happens within an inbox 
environment, shatters that assumption. Now marketers need to understand the nuances of delivering messages to 
social inboxes: what are the differences in the type of content, the calls-to-action? How do we personalize messages 
that might be read by multiple people?

There are a couple of major players in this arena: Engag.io	is a Gmail-like productivity tool that provides visibility 
about the people behind social conversations, acting as a kind of inbox for online conversations in social networks. 
Grexit is a shared email service that allows users to easily share email, retain knowledge in one place, and have a 
shared inbox.

Capabilities Underlying Email Technology

There are other capabilities underlying email technology that are also important and of note, including the concept of 
live content in email, device detection, and engagement metrics like we’ve never seen before.

Live	Content	in	Email	 Movable Ink calls its technology Live Content.  It’s somewhat of a misnomer because the 
content really isn’t live in a real-time sense – what happens with Movable Ink is that whenever you open a message 
and download the image, it downloads the image right now.  

Responsive	Design  This is a means to both design and code an HTML email such that it renders most effectively on 
multiple devices. The variables that can change include the overall layout of your content, the text size, whether or 
not images are displayed, and specific images.

Video	in	the	Inbox  Internet video traffic is projected to be 54% of all consumer Internet traffic in 2016. In addition:

•	 Video in email drives 21% higher conversion rates and 24% higher open rates on average

•	 28% of smartphone owners watch videos on their phones in an average month*

BombBomb has a technology that’s quickly growing in popularity that enables you to add video to email. However, 
when we talk about video in email, it doesn’t have to simply be live play-in-place in an email client.  Just the usage of 
the word “video” in a subject line and a key frame image with a triangle pointing forward is enough to drive open and 
conversion rates. 

* Source: 2012 Digital Marketer  Benchmark and Trend Report
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Advanced	Engagement	Metrics	 For the longest time, all marketers had access to from an email metrics perspective 
were the usual suspects: opens, clicks, bounces, unsubscribes, and spam complaints.Now there’s access through new 
technologies to a wealth of advanced email engagement metrics.  

A company called Litmus provides a technology that delivers unheard of engagement metrics. For example, you can 
identify who’s scrolling below the fold in an email, who simply scanned an email and who fully read one. You can 
identify those users and subscribers who forwarded an email.  

The benefit of such technology goes to the heart of digital marketing that we keep circling back to: understanding 
how people are engaging allows you to be more relevant in your communications.

The New Best Practices

The message in all of this technology talk is that, in this time of change there is opportunity. We can take full 
advantage of change to learn more about our subscribers and then, effectively, be more in service to them as we 
market to them. The age of Marketer as King, where you can stand on the top of the mountain with a bullhorn and 
yell your message unilaterally across one channel at a time to drive revenue conversion – that age is over.  Now, more 
than 70% or so of the buyer journey is performed solo.  So the challenges for marketers are to not only understand 
your audience but to help manage your brand presence during those solo journeys.  

Here are some best practices that are formulating in this new age that can help:

Programmatic	Re-engagement Understanding how engaged your audience is from a list perspective is critical. Re-
engaging your list can be accomplished through re-activation campaigns that target those who rarely or never open 
your emails, or through re-permissioning campaigns that target those who haven’t engaged with you for a long period 
of time.  It’s about actively managing your lists, not simply getting subscribers to sign up and then forgetting about 
them.  

Social	Sign-on We’re all moving to social channels, and more than ever are authenticating our identities via these 
social channels. Nowadays, with open authentication you can simply click on the sign-in with Twitter or sign-in with 
Facebook.  All of your personally identifiable information that has already been shared can be automatically applied in 
order to download a white paper or sign up for a Webinar. Understanding how we might be able to take advantage of 
subscribers willing to authenticate and share information through their social identities is great best 
practice informing.

Email	Acquisition Still in beta testing, Google is actually driving toward email acquisition capabilities from a search 
engine results page. For example, when searching for “daily deals” and an interesting  ad pops up, you’re now able 
to subscribe to that brand’s email program without ever leaving the search page.  The best practice here is not simply 
Google’s search return results email acquisition – it’s considering how you acquire email addresses across the board. 

Content	Marketing	 With all the talk about big data and relevance, and using all the information we have to create 
relevant communications with our subscribers, comes a renewed focus on content as a strategy for marketing 
success. Managing your content and tying it back to the solo buyer journey  means you have to understand your 
audience at levels that you’ve never thought of before to create compelling content that’s personalized, that’s 
device-appropriate, that’s contextual, relevant, and timely.  Content is quickly becoming the lifeblood of an effective 
messaging platform.
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Conclusion

The future of email comes back around to where we started: be relevant. Big data is the catalyst that drives relevance, 
and big data is everywhere.  It’s coming from everywhere and increasingly we, as marketers, have full access to it.  
At times it can feel like a flood of information, and there are questions about how to wrap our hands around it. The 
reality is that big data forms a profile of each of us as a subscriber and as a customer, and that profile is dynamic and 
changes all the time.  

Whether it’s  @replies or retweets to a Twitter stream, things bought online, comments made on a blog roll, or 
support calls made and stored in some silo within an enterprise, there’s a wealth of information that is being 
accumulated about us at unprecedented rates. For marketers in this time of change, this presents more opportunities 
than ever to understand our audiences, and to deliver relevant, engaging interactions for them. Those marketers who 
are able to do that will find greater success than those who don’t.

Transactions
Purchase History | Returns | Credit

Preferences
Subscriptions | Recommendations

| Language | Personalization

Social Behavior
Likes | Followers | Friends 

| Updates

Web Behaviors
Hit | Page View | Click Path 

| Session Duration

Email Behavior
Open rates | Click through 

| Bounce | Spam complaints

Demographics
Age | Sex | Location | Profession

CRM | Finance | ERP

Enterprise DataSMS | Geolocation | Badges

| Gamification

Mobile Activity

Dynamic Customer Profile
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