
Improving email deliverability

Email marketing is a brutal game. You can craft the perfect copy, design a stunning template, and still
watch your open rates tank because your messages are rotting in the spam folder. Improving email
deliverability isn't about buying a better tool—it's about earning a reputation with the mailbox
providers that control the gates. ISPs like Gmail, Outlook, and Yahoo run complex algorithms to decide
what lands in the inbox and what gets buried. They are paranoid about spam, and they should be. Your
job is to prove you are not the enemy.

Think of your sending reputation like a credit score. One mistake—a high bounce rate, a spam trap hit,
a sudden volume spike—and your score drops. Recovering it is a slow, painful process. Most people
focus on the wrong things. They obsess over subject lines when their technical foundation is
crumbling. That is a waste of time.

The three pillars mailbox providers actually
care about

Mailbox providers don't read your emails. They scan them for signals. Three signals dominate the
decision: authentication, reputation, and engagement. If you fail on any of these, your deliverability
suffers. It is that simple.

Authentication is your ID card. SPF, DKIM, and DMARC records tell the receiving server, "Yes, this
sender is authorized to send for this domain." Without them, you are a stranger knocking on a door.
Set them up correctly. A misconfigured SPF record that fails a softfail check is worse than having none
at all. Use a tool like Mail-Tester to verify your records are clean.

Reputation is built over time. It is calculated from your bounce rate, spam complaint rate, and the
volume of email you send. A brand new domain sending 50,000 emails on day one is a giant red flag.
Warm up your IP address or sending domain slowly. Start with your most engaged subscribers and
gradually increase volume over a few weeks.

Engagement is the ultimate signal. If people open, click, and reply, ISPs assume your content is
wanted. If they delete without reading or mark as spam, you get penalized. This is why list hygiene is
not optional. Remove subscribers who haven't opened in 90 days. They are dead weight dragging your
reputation down.

List hygiene is not a suggestion, it is a
survival tactic

Here is a hard truth: your email list is probably full of zombies. Old addresses, typo-laden signups, and
people who forgot they subscribed. These addresses hurt you in two ways. First, they generate
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bounces. A bounce rate above 2-3% will get you flagged. Second, they can turn into spam traps.

Spam traps are email addresses that never belonged to a real person. They are planted by ISPs and
anti-spam organizations specifically to catch senders who buy lists or fail to clean their data. Hit a
spam trap, and your deliverability can drop to zero overnight.

Run a re-engagement campaign. Send a "Do you still want to hear from us?" email to subscribers who
haven't opened in six months. If they don't click, remove them. It hurts to lose subscribers, but a
smaller, engaged list outperforms a bloated, dead list every single time.

The content trap: why your "perfect" email is
still getting blocked

People obsess over spammy words like "free" or "guaranteed." That is 1990s thinking. Modern filters
are smarter. They look at the ratio of text to images, the presence of unsubscribe links, and the
consistency of your sending patterns. An email with one giant image and no text is suspicious. An email
sent at 3 AM every Tuesday is suspicious. An email that doesn't include a clear, one-click unsubscribe
link is illegal in many jurisdictions.

Your content matters, but not in the way you think. The real problem is often the lack of a plain-text
version. Many email clients render the HTML version by default, but a missing plain-text alternative
can trigger a spam score increase. Always include both.

Rule of thumb: If your email looks like it could have been written by a bot to sell something
nobody wants, the filter will agree. Write like a human. Use real language. Avoid excessive
capitalization and exclamation marks.

Infrastructure mistakes that kill your sender
score

Your sending infrastructure is the backbone. If it is weak, nothing else matters. Here are the most
common failures I see:

Shared IP addresses on a cheap ESP: You are sharing a reputation with strangers. If one of
them sends spam, your deliverability suffers. Dedicated IPs are better for high-volume senders.
No dedicated sending domain: Using a subdomain like "mail.yourdomain.com" instead of
"yourdomain.com" isolates your email reputation from your main website. If your emails get
flagged, your main domain stays clean.
Missing or broken feedback loops: Yahoo and AOL provide feedback loops that tell you
when someone marks your email as spam. If you ignore this data, you are flying blind. Set up
FBLs and act on the complaints immediately.
Inconsistent sending schedule: Sending 5 emails one week and 50,000 the next is erratic
behavior. ISPs prefer predictable patterns. Establish a consistent cadence and stick to it.



When to kill a campaign vs. when to fix a
technical issue

This is the decision that separates amateurs from professionals. If your open rates drop suddenly, do
not immediately assume a technical problem. Check your list first. Did you import a new segment that
includes old, unengaged subscribers? If yes, that is the problem. Remove them and resend.

If your technical setup is clean and your list is healthy, but deliverability still tanks, the issue is likely
content-based or reputation-based. Check your spam complaint rate in your ESP's analytics. If it is
above 0.1%, you have a content problem. If it is below that, you might have hit a spam trap or a
blocklist. Use a tool like MXToolbox to check if your IP or domain is on any blocklists.

If you are blocklisted, do not panic. Most blocklists have a removal process. Fix the root cause first,
then submit a delisting request. Sending more email while you are blocklisted only makes things
worse.

Real-world scenario: the abandoned cart
recovery that failed

An ecommerce client of mine was sending abandoned cart emails. The first email had a 40% open rate.
The second email dropped to 12%. The third email had a 2% open rate. The client assumed the subject
lines were bad. They were wrong.

The problem was the second email was sent 24 hours after the first. That is too fast for a low-
engagement segment. The ISPs saw a rapid second send to people who hadn't opened the first one,
and they throttled the third send. The fix was simple: increase the delay between emails to 48 hours
for the second and 72 hours for the third. Open rates recovered to 25% on the third email. The
technical setup was fine. The timing was the killer.

Another common mistake is sending the same content to your entire list. Segment your audience by
behavior. Send different emails to frequent buyers, one-time purchasers, and window shoppers. ISPs
reward relevance. Sending a "20% off" offer to someone who just bought yesterday is a fast track to
the spam folder.

Monitoring what matters without drowning in
data

You do not need to track every metric. Focus on the three that directly impact deliverability: bounce
rate, spam complaint rate, and open rate. Set up alerts in your ESP for when bounce rates exceed 2%
or complaint rates exceed 0.1%. If you see a spike, investigate immediately.

Use Google Postmaster Tools if you send to Gmail addresses. It shows you your domain reputation, IP



reputation, and spam rate specifically for Gmail. This is the closest thing to a direct line to Google's
thinking. Check it weekly.

Do not obsess over open rates as a vanity metric. A 20% open rate with a 0.05% complaint rate is
better than a 40% open rate with a 0.3% complaint rate. The latter will get you blocked eventually.
Prioritize engagement quality over quantity.

Quick answers to common deliverability
doubts

Can I use a free email service like Gmail for marketing?
No. Free services have strict sending limits and are not designed for bulk email. You will get blocked
quickly. Use a dedicated email service provider (ESP) like SendGrid, Amazon SES, or Mailgun.

Does email design affect deliverability?
Indirectly. A poorly coded HTML email with broken CSS can trigger spam filters. Keep your design
simple. Use a responsive template. Test your email in multiple clients before sending.

How long does it take to recover from a blocklist?
It depends on the blocklist and the severity of the issue. Minor blocklists can be resolved in 24-48
hours. Major ones like Spamhaus can take weeks. Prevention is far easier than recovery.

Should I use a double opt-in?
Yes. Double opt-in confirms the subscriber's intent and reduces the chance of spam traps and typos. It
lowers your list growth rate, but the quality is dramatically higher. Single opt-in is a short-term gain
with long-term pain.

Stop guessing and start testing

Deliverability is not a set-it-and-forget-it thing. It requires constant attention. Test your emails before
sending to a live list. Use a seed list of test addresses across different providers (Gmail, Outlook,
Yahoo) to see where your email lands. If it goes to spam on one provider, fix it before sending to your
whole list.

Run A/B tests on subject lines, send times, and content formats. Track which variations get the best
engagement. Use that data to refine your next campaign. The mailbox providers are watching. Show
them you deserve the inbox.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

http://www.tcpdf.org

