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Introduction 

Leonardo Da Vinci, one of the father’s of The 
Renaissance, understood that innovation is born out 
of a complete understanding of proven principles 
and practices and, through their application, was able 
to create deceptively complex pieces renowned for 
captivating beauty and simplicity.  

This same approach can be applied to coding email.

Email is thought by many designers to be an outdated art 
form, filled with frustrations that far outweigh the returns. 
Many mail clients are not compatible with modern web 
design techniques and, even more aggravating, they 
each treat your code differently, resulting in distorted or 
broken images, tables, and layouts. 

But in an increasingly mobile world, adapting your email 
code to be responsive and render beautifully in any 
environment may no longer be a matter of preference, 
but rather of survival.
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According to Experian Marketing Services’ (EMS) 
Quarterly Email Benchmark Study Q2 2013, 50% of 
unique email opens are mobile, a number which is only 
expected to grow. But along with this growth, comes a 
sobering statistic from MailChimp, stating that 69% of 
mobile users will delete emails without reading if they 
are not optimized for their smartphone. Another 18% 
said they would go so far as to actually unsubscribe. 

But by sticking to a few key fundamental design 
practices, you can create beautiful and compatible 
emails that will delight and captivate your audience.

The secret is to simplify your code with proven, old 
school techniques, and to understand the limitations of 
the inbox environment.

This book will make you an expert on these techniques, 
providing you with a strict framework in which to 
experiment and innovate your designs, pushing the 
medium to it’s limits and helping to usher one of 
the oldest digital marketing tools into it’s very own 
“Responsive Renaissance”.

 

Percentage of Email Opens as of September 2013

Source: Litmus, 2013 - http://bit.ly/17NevJ5

http://bit.ly/17NevJ5
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With this explosion 
in mobile email 
readership, marketers 
around the world are 
scrambling, and asking 
their designers and 
coders to come up 
with a magic solution 
to ensure a great 
email experience, 
regardless of device. 
The question for email 
marketers rapidly 
shifted from “Are a 
lot of our subscribers 
reading our emails on 
mobile devices?” to 
“How are we going to 
address mobile email 
readership through 
changes in content, 
timing and design?”

Loren McDonald
Silverpop VP/ Evangelist
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Getting Started:  
Setting the Canvas
Pre-design Settings
Before getting into the actual structure of the email, 
you’ll need to declare some information in the head 
section. Below is a head section that’s become 
somewhat of an industry standard. Reuse this in your 
templates for maximum compatibility:

<!DOCTYPE html PUBLIC “-//W3C//
DTD XHTML 1.0 Transitional//EN” 
“http://w3.org/TR/xhtml1/DTD/xhtml1-
transitional.dtd”> 
<html xmlns=”http://www.w3.org/1999.
xhtml”> 
<head> 
<meta http-equiv=”Content-Type” 
content=”text/html; charset=utf-8”> 
<meta name=”viewport” 
content=”width=device-width, initial-
scale=1.0” /> 
</head>

Meta tags
The first tag declares content type and character set. 
This ensures that your text and special characters are 
rendered properly. Make sure the character encoding 
used in your copy is compatible with this character set  
or you will wind up with funky characters in some clients. 
When moving your code between an html editor and 
your ESP (and especially vice-versa), make sure to first 
paste it into a plain text document, copy it again, then 
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paste it into its destination. This will safeguard against 
picking up encoding outside of the character set you’ll 
be using.

The second tag assigns the viewport to the opener’s 
screen or window size and assures that the email sizes 
according to this value.

These assignments produce optimal viewing on a 
smaller screen, and are necessary to making your 
content responsive. (more on this later)

Preheaders
One of the simplest, yet most effective components 
of crafting email is the preheader.  The preheader is 
a snippet of text (usually 70 or fewer characters) that 
accompanies a subject line in a recipient’s inbox. Think 
of your subject line and preheader as a title and subtitle. 
An effective subject line is your hook to draw the 
recipient’s attention, while a preheader further describes 
your content and drives home the “Call to Open”.

The easiest way to insert a preheader is to place text 
at the beginning of your body section.  The preview 
pane will pick up whatever text or links are nearest the 
opening of the section so make sure the preheader is 
right at the top.  Otherwise your preview pane will pick 
up alt text from your header image or address to your 
links - these can create a poor reader experience.

<body> 
<span>Check out this email! </span> 
</body>

Depending on message or style of your preheader, you 
can hide or display it in the email itself.
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In some cases, designers will make this text in-line 
with a link to their online version.  This method is 
straightforward, as the preheader and additional text will 
be formatted the same way.

If you’d like to hide the preheader within the email, you 
can apply the display:none attribute to it.  Defining a 
text size of 1px and matching the font to the background 
color will further guarantee it remains hidden:

<style> 
     span[class=“preheader”] { 
               display: none 
!important; 
 } 
</style> 
<body> 
<span class=“preheader”>Check out this 
email! </span> 

</body> 

Layout
The most effective email marketing messages are simple 
and easy to digest. Your design should follow suit. A 
single column design is the cleanest approach to email, 
reducing clutter and producing the fluidity to adapt your 
design to different screens.

There is widespread debate over whether to design 
for mobile or desktop experience first, but the best 
approach is to start with whichever is most relevant 
to your subscribers. An iOS app maker might want to 
design specifically for the iPhone, while a b2b brand 
might emphasize a desktop experience for subscribers 
opening on office computers. Always research your 
audience and their open patterns before determining 
your approach.
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Brands turn to responsive 
design techniques to create 
better experiences for their 
subscribers, and in many 
cases, increase their click 
and engagement rates.

Justine Jordan
Litmus Marketing  
Director
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A single column layout with a maximum width of 600-
650 pixels will render well on all devices and lends 
nicely to responsive design elements like font-size and 
table width. This is the cleanest and most reliable way to 
design for all devices at once.

Tables
The most fundamental aspect of designing email is an 
emphasis on nested tables. This technique may seem 
ancient to web designers, but is a stalwart necessity in 
email. 

Container Table and Background
Set up a container table with 100% width and place a 
cell within it, also with 100% width. Setting a bgcolor 
here will set a background color for your email. Choose 
a color that nicely contrasts with the background color of 
your content.

<table align=”center” border=”0” 
cellpadding=”0” cellspacing=”0” 
width=”100%” style=”border-collapse: 
collapse;”> 

     <td align=”center” 
bgcolor=”#aaaaaa” border=”0”>

         Place your content in here 
     </td> 

</table>

Within this cell will be your first nested table and your 
main content section. Use this to set the width of your 
content. Mobile optimized emails should be 320-
350 pixels wide, while desktop emails should be no 
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larger than 650 pixels wide. If you are using a single 
format for both mobile and desktop openers, 600 
pixels is standard; it looks good on a desktop and will 
fit the shape of a smartphone. Most smartphones will 
automatically zoom to fit the content to your screen.

Your content container tables should have pixel-based 
widths, while all nested tables should be percentage 
based. This will allow them to stretch and shrink along 
with the container tables and will work well with 
responsive designs.

<table align=”center” border=”0” 
cellpadding=”0” cellspacing=”0” 
width=”100%” style=”border-collapse: 
collapse;”>  
     <td align=”center” 
bgcolor=”#aaaaaa” border=”0”> 
          <table align=”center” 
border=”0” cellpadding=”0” 
cellspacing=”0” width=”600” 
style=”border-collapse: collapse;”>  
          <!-- This is your main 
content table --> 
          </table> 
     </td> 
</table>

Spacing
On all tables and cells, make sure to define dimensions 
by either relative (percentage) or absolute (pixel) values. 
Don’t expect clients to automatically render them 
properly otherwise. When using absolute values do 
not include “px”, as this will cause rendering issues in 
Outlook. A width of 600 pixels should be inputted: 
 



16Getting Started: Setting the Canvas

width=”600”

and not:

width=”600px”

If you have empty space in your design, you can handle 
it with either padding or empty cells. Using empty cells 
is somewhat of a divisive issue with email designers, but 
is reliable, and definitely preferable to spacer images. 

When using empty cells, make sure to define the 
dimensions inline in the cell:

<td align=”left” width=”250” 
height=”300”>                
     Left Column Content goes here... 
</td> 
<td width=”100” height=”300”> 
</td> 
<td align=”right” width=”250” 
height=”300”>                
     Right Column Content goes here... 
</td>

Padding is especially reliable for defining uniform 
spacing across different sections of content. Rather 
than dictating padding-left, padding-right, etc, you can 
simply list out padding in one declaration in the order: 
Top, Right, Bottom Left. 

This example has 30 pixels of vertical and 20 pixels of 
horizontal padding:

<td style=”padding: 30px 20px 30px 
20px;”>

It’s important to note that you’ll always drop the “px” 
in html attributes, but will need to include it in styling 
attributes like font-size or padding.
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Table Attributes
Use attributes within either the <table> and <td> tags 
to modify the appearance of your sections. It is best 
practice to assign style attributes like cellpadding and 
cellspacing inline in your tables, even if those values 
are 0, to ensure the table displays as intended in older 
clients. Otherwise, they may take on random values.

You should also assign border=”0” to all of your cells and 
tables that do not have actual borders. Borders enable 
you to create visual guidelines and ease debugging if 
you run into errors. Doing a mass replace of border=”0” 
with border=”1” lets you do this very quickly. Once you’re 
satisfied with your layout, you can switch the values  
back to 0.

<table align=”center” border=”0” 
cellpadding=”0” cellspacing=”0” 
width=”100%” style=”border-collapse: 
collapse;”>  
     <td align=”center” 
bgcolor=”#aaaaaa” border=”0”> 
          <table align=”center” 
border=”0” cellpadding=”0” 
cellspacing=”0” width=”600” 
style=”border-collapse: collapse;”>  
               <td align=”center” 
bgcolor=”#ffffff” border=”0” 
width=”100%”> 
      This is your main content table 
               </td> 
          </table> 
     </td> 

</table>
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The foundation of 
responsive email 
design is built 
upon CSS3  
media queries, 
which can be 
confusing and 
complicated to 
learn. And like 
everything else in 
email, they don’t 
work quite the 
same way in 
our inboxes as 
they do on the 
websites we view  
in browsers.

Justine Jordan
Litmus Marketing  
Director
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Styling: The Profile of Style 

CSS (Cascading Style Sheet) support in email is lacking, 
most notably in Gmail and Gmail apps. For this reason, 
all styling should be contained in-line, rather than in the 
<head> section of your email.

If you really want to style your design with the 
convenience of CSS, use Premailer. It is an easy solution 
to in-line all of your CSS, but be forewarned: it exposes 
your code to the risks of automated modification. 

It will always be safer to manually style each element 
individually. If you apply your styles before filling in 
content, it won’t be so time-consuming to copy and 
paste repeated styles.

<td style=”font-family=Helvetica,sans-
serif; font-size=20px; text-align=left; 
color=#aaaaaa;”>                
     Left Column Content goes here... 

</td>

The following styles are compatible with most clients, 
but are by no means the be-all, end-all. Feel free to get  
a little nuts and experiment with others:

padding 
font-family 
font-size 
font-weight 
text-align 
text-decoration 
color

For a full list of CSS elements and client compatibility 
that’ll make your head spin, take a look at Campaign 
Monitor’s comprehensive Guide to CSS in Email.
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Text:  
The Substance of the Form
Out of the box, you’ll be limited to the handful of fonts 
that are compatible with all browsers, but you can always 
call on other languages that are either already installed 
on openers’ machines or imported from the web to 
diversify your palate. 

For free, pre-hosted fonts, Google Fonts is the most 
reliable option. 

By all means, go crazy with your fonts, but remember: 
When applying a non-standard font, it’s important to 
always use a universal font as a fallback.

font-family=Gotham,sans-serif;

There are two ways to access additional fonts and bring 
them into your openers’ inboxes:

@font-face works well with Apple products: Apple Mail 
and iOS Mail, but not elsewhere. 

@import has better compatibility, including the Apple 
clients, many smartphones and almost all web-clients. 
You can place this code in your <style> section:

<style> 
     @import url(http://font.com/
NewFont); 

</style>
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Once the font is called in your <head> you can use it in 
your in-line styling:

font-family=NewFont,sans-serif;

While web-fonts lack compatibility in a wide range of 
clients, you can easily revert back to safe fonts if an 
issue arises. With this failsafe in place, you can use any 
web-font you desire to make your font as beautiful as 
possible. You should make sure, however, that your 
primary and fallback fonts are as close as possible in 
height and weight, so that the fallback won’t alter  
your design.



Introduction 24



25Images: The “What” That’s Worth 1000 Words

Images: The “What” That’s 
Worth 1000 Words.
Images can be very tricky in email, especially if you’re 
coming from a web background. Fortunately, as long as 
you hold to some general rules, you’ll have no trouble 
getting your images to render properly in even the most 
devious mail clients. 

Uses
Avoid using spacer images for layout. Not only are they 
painful to code and modify, but they can affect your 
deliverability, as well. Less than reputable mailers have 
long tried to hide unwelcome text in images, so filters 
are cautious of emails loaded with them. Not to mention, 
space images are useless when your openers have not 
enabled images, and most email clients disable images 
by default.

Instead use fixed width <td> cells and spacing to dictate 
how your empty space should be laid out.

Formats
Use images in .GIF or .JPG format. Steer clear of .PNG 
files, as these will not display as consistently. Limit the 
size of your images to ensure your openers see the 
complete message quickly and without using a ton of 
bandwidth.

RIOT is a great tool for resizing and optimizing your 
images for the web.
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Ensuring the user 
experience is optimized 
regardless of platform and 
device is not a new concept 
on the web. But creating 
responsive designed emails 
is something that is just 
starting to pick up steam.

DJ Waldow
Marketo Digital  
Marketing Evangelist



27Images: The “What” That’s Worth 1000 Words

GIFs
Animated GIF’s will work in most modern inboxes and 
can make your email design striking. However, several 
clients, the main culprit being PC versions of Outlook, 
do not support animation and will instead freeze on the 
first frame of the gif. As long as you design your gif with 
both the whole animation and the first frame in mind, 
animation is totally safe in email. 

Modifying the IMG tag
Make sure to include both heights and widths on all your 
images to ensure they render in the intended size. In 
most cases, width will suffice, but using both dimensions 
will ensure images display properly. Don’t assume mail 
clients will respect your image sizes otherwise:

<img src=”image.jpg” width=”300” 
height=”250” /> 

Unless you are intentionally using a border on an image, 
assign all image borders to 0. Otherwise, Outlook 2007 
and 2010 and older versions of Lotus Notes will give your 
images an ugly blue border. Yuck.

<img src=”image.jpg” border=”0” />

You should avoid using any floats or margins on your 
images. Instead use align and valign to place your 
images:

<img src=”image.jpg” align=”center 
valign=”middle”/>
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Some clients, mainly Gmail and Outlook web clients, 
will randomly add spacing to your images. This will 
be painfully obvious when using spliced images, but 
should be prevented in any case. Add the display:block 
property to your images to prevent unintended spacing:

<img src=”image.jpg” 

style=”display:block;” />

Alt Text
Since many of your openers will not have images 
enabled or be opening offline, it’s necessary to provide 
a fallback to your image. Always use alt text to make sure 
openers receive your entire message in any scenario:

<img src=”image.jpg” alt=”Exciting 
Text!” />

You can take this a step further to make sure your alt text 
is formatted in the same way as the rest of your email. 
Rather than using the generic alt text appearance, you 
can apply the following styles:

font-family

font-size

font-weight

font-style

color

<img src=”image.jpg” width=”400” 
height=”300” border=”0” alt=”This is 
your alt text” style=”display:block; 
background-color: #0089c7; color: 
#fba025; font-family: Helvetica; font- 
size: 40px; font-style: italic;” />
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Font-align and vertical align have poor support, but can 
be applied as well.

Background Images
Avoid using background images. They are incompatible 
with most desktop clients and require a large image to 
be downloaded instantly for the user experience to be 
smooth. In addition, they’ll be useless when images are 
not enabled.

If you do decide to use a background image, make sure 
to include a background color, similar to our use of alt 
text and styling.
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Responsive Design:  
Adapt or Die
As mentioned earlier, mobile is exploding, with 50% of 
unique email opens on mobile, a number which is only 
expected to grow in 2014. Furthermore, advancing the 
case for good design, MailChimp, found that 69% of 
mobile users will delete emails without reading if they 
are not optimized for their smartphone. Another 18% 
said they would go so far as to unsubscribe. 

The opportunity for email in mobile is immense, but 
email marketers need to design for smaller screens 
without abandoning desktop users to poorly rendered 
emails. In short, they must design emails for not just 
desktop or mobile or tablet, but screens of any size. 

Responsive Design techniques have been the norm on 
the web and allow pages to scale, re-arrange, or swap 
layouts entirely, based on the user’s window size or 
device. Now, email designers are racing to solve for  
so-called Responsive Design in email. These techniques 
can produce some beautiful emails and should be 
implemented where possible, but have a few major 
shortcomings.

Media Query Support
Responsive Design relies on media queries in the <style> 
section of your email. The most common method is to 
base your design on a desktop format and then use the 
@media query to serve different layouts or styles when 
a smaller screen size is detected. The biggest constraint 
with Responsive Design is that media queries are only 
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supported by newer mobile operating systems. Gmail is 
the biggest offender - Google does not support media 
queries in any of their apps or the Gmail web client.

Supported
• Android 2.2 (native client)+
• Blackberry OS 6+
• Kindle Fire
• Windows Phone 7.5
• iOS (all versions)

Not supported
• Android 2.1 (and previous)
• Gmail (all apps)
• Gmail (web)
• Microsoft Exchange (Android)
• Microsoft Surface
• Yahoo Mail (Android web)
• Yahoo Mail (Android web)
• Windows Phone 7
• Windows Phone 8

Width based rules
Media queries will look for the width of your device or 
window. Device width depends on the orientation of the 
device, not just it’s maximum value, so a smartphone will 
thus have a greater device width when held in landscape 
mode than in portrait. On a desktop, device width will 
change when you resize the window you’re viewing 
the email on.
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The example below uses a max width of 320 pixels, 
applying styling to any device equal to or less than  
320 pixels. This includes iPhones and many  
smartphones (in portrait view).

<style> 
     @media only screen (max-width 
320px) 
{ 
  */ Styling for smartphone */ 
     } 
</style>

Min-width is used for the opposite purpose, setting a 
minimum screen size. This example applies styling to 
desktop or tablets greater than 680 pixels wide:

@media only screen (min-width 680px) {}

Unless you only have a single rule, you should always 
combine both min-width and max-width in your rules. 
This ensure that none of your rules overlap one another 
- in which case the one declared last in the code would 
be ignored.

@media only screen (max-width: 320px) 
{} 
@media only screen (min-width: 321px) 
and (max-width: 649px) {}

Adding styling to elements
By utilizing pixel-based widths on your container tables 
and percentage-based widths on the nested tables 
within them, you’ll be able to make your entire template 
adapt fluidly with just a few steps.
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Email is only 
getting more 
important and 
your email 
program should 
be adapting to this 
new reality that 
lies in the future 
of this new inbox. 
In due time, half 
or more of most 
email databases 
will be reading 
your emails on a 
smartphone.  
 
The time is now to 
get mobilized.

Simms Jenkins
BrightWave  
Marketing CEO
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The easiest way to make your template responsive is to 
change the values in your styling based on device width. 
Making the width of content tables, the values of font 
size, and padding responsive to device will make your 
content responsive, as well. 

In this example, the main content table’s width and 
padding are resized based on device width. All tables 
nested within this one will respond fluidly as long as they 
have percentage-based widths. Additionally, the font 
size changes to make it more legible on a smaller screen. 
Make sure to declare !important on your values to ensure 
they are not ignored or overridden by the default values 
in your body section.

<style> 
      @media only screen (max-width 
320px 
{ 
          img[class=”desktop _ image”], 
td[class=”cell” { 
               width: 320px 
!important;  
               padding: 20px 
!important; 
     } 
          p[class=”text”] { 
               font-size: 40px 
!important; 
     } 
 
     } 
</style>
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When using CSS to resize the elements of your design, 
you can code the body of the email as a fallback. When 
device width matches the parameters called out in the 
media query, the layout will be modified. In cases where 
media queries are not supported, the fallback layout will 
display automatically.

In addition to resizing elements, you can also use 
media queries to swap out entire sections. By using 
display:block and display:none you can display or hide 
content. This is most useful for re-sizing images based on 
device.

@media only screen (max-width 320px){ 
img[class=”desktop _ image”] { 
display: none;      
     }      

When using this method, keep in mind that clients will 
download all the content in the image, regardless of 
whether it is shown or hidden. This means that your 
emails may load slower and require more bandwidth, as 
they’ll be downloading two (or more) times the amount 
of content necessary.

It’s possible to use this method to show and hide entire 
templates or sections, but due to inconsistent support, 
it’s best to use a single, fluid template.
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Testing:  
Render, Test, Repeat
Due to the wide range of rendering issues in different 
clients, you should test your design as often as possible 
during the create. Build out a skeleton layout and 
continually test it as you add more components, styling, 
and images. Test your html in chunks and make sure 
each element is compatible across clients before moving 
to the next piece. This will save you a good deal of 
frustration down the line.

To make sure your design is universally compatible you 
should test them on as many devices and web clients as 
you can. Set up multiple email addresses and round up 
all the devices you have access to. 

Litmus and Email on Acid are two tremendous 
services that allow you to send a single email and view 
simulated renderings in most email clients. These apps 
are immensely useful and a must-have for any email 
marketer. That said you should still use live tests in as 
many environments as possible. Viewing, scrolling (or 
swiping), and clicking in the actual client or device will 
give you a better idea of your opener’s experience. 

You’ll also need to send live tests in order to QA all of 
your links. This tedious last step is a must to make sure 
you don’t send out a broken message. 
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Resources:  
Knowledge is Power
Here are some great references for continuing your 
education and staying up-to-date on trends and 
techniques:

Tools
Litmus and Email on Acid - Two testing platforms that 
allow you to see your email render in many clients at 
once. Similar services with extensive resources and 
informative blogs.

Premailer - This service will in-line all of your css for you 
before mailing.

RIOT (Radical Image Optimization Tool) - A free tool for 
optimizing images for the web and email

Blogs
Litmus
Email on Acid
Campaign Monitor
Mailchimp

Exact Target
Style Campaign

Email Standards Project

At LiveIntent, we take email very seriously. What we prescribe in 
this eBook stems from years of experience, research and testing. 
To see everything you’ve just read in action, subscribe to our 
newsletter by visiting www.LiveIntent.com, and while you’re 
there check out our blog and educational whitepapers. 

https://litmus.com/
http://www.emailonacid.com/
http://premailer.dialect.ca/
http://luci.criosweb.ro/riot/
https://litmus.com/blog/
http://www.emailonacid.com/blog
http://www.campaignmonitor.com/blog
https://blog.mailchimp.com/
https://www.exacttarget.com/blog/
http://stylecampaign.com/blog/
http://www.email-standards.org/
http://www.liveintent.com/
http://www.liveintent.com/
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We hope you found this useful! 
Feel free to reach out to us with 
any questions at: 
marketing@liveintent.com

mailto:graham%40liveintent.com?subject=
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