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Introduction

Stuck with poor email performance and can’t find the way out? 

Before you can solve the puzzle, you need to have a full understanding of the situation. What might 
seem like an easy way to fix the problem may just lead you to a dead end and further away from your 
goal. 

Think of solving this problem like an Escape Room game. At first it looks like you are locked in a room 
with no idea how to get out. But if you look around, there are clues available that will help you escape 
the trap you are in. 

To unlock the path to a high performing email program you need to be able to: 

Use this guide to help you develop a strategy for escaping poor email performance.

Define your objectives and 
potential challenges.

Leverage your team to 
create a strategy.

Take advantage of 
your resources.

Learn from the 
struggles of others.
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Breaking out of bad email is no small task. In order to achieve the best results, you need to define what you are working 
towards. Without clear goals, you can’t begin to build a strategy or identify what roadblocks are in your way. 

When setting out to solve an Escape Room puzzle, your guide will carefully explain what you’re trying to achieve. But 
when it comes to email marketing, you’ll need to figure out those goals for yourself. Following are the three high level 
objectives of a successful email program. 

Your Objectives
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Your Objectives continued

Communicate with and engage 
subscribers 
The first goal of your email marketing 
program is to reach customers and 
build a long term relationship. Email is a 
unique channel that allows marketers to 
communicate with and target customers 
directly, to create a more personal 
experience. This objective is dependent 
on your ability to reach the inbox and 
incite customers to interact with your 
messages.

Build brand awareness
Email is also a great channel for 
developing your unique brand image. 
As you build your subscriber list and 
optimize your content, you begin to 
create loyal customers and brand 
advocates. This loyalty gives you an 
edge over your competition and a solid 
presence in the marketplace which will 
help draw in new subscribers. 

Drive revenue 
Email has the highest potential ROI of 
any marketing channel, with an average 
of 122 percent—more than four times 
higher than the next most effective 
channel. Accessing this return is 
dependent on building and maintaining 
an optimized email program. Marketers 
will need to be able to reach the inbox, 
maintain a strong reputation with 
mailbox providers, and keep subscribers 
engaged.
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Your Challenge (Should You Choose to Accept It)

Every Escape Room challenge requires you to face not just one, but a series of puzzles and riddles. Similarly, there is not just one 
single email challenge for you to overcome as you strive to improve your email program. While you may be familiar with the most 
common  issues (spam placement, complaints, etc.), there are other challenges that can stall or even trap you in the long run.

Lack of data or insight into performance 
It’s hard to free yourself from a challenge when you can’t even 
see the problem. Without the right data, you and your email 
program are flying blind. According to recent research, one 
in four marketers report a lack of visibility into their email 
performance as a significant challenge. 

Overcoming this challenge is pretty straightforward—start 
collecting data. A great place to start is with your email service 
provider. Your ESP collects data on your email performance, and 
typically makes this data available through your dashboard or 
user interface. Make sure you are analyzing the results of each 
campaign and comparing it against your previous campaigns, 
along with industry benchmarks.

Poor email deliverability and performance 
Even with data and insight, inbox placement can still be a 
challenge. There are many moving parts to successful email 
deliverability, and they all must be constantly monitored to 
make sure you’re reaching your intended audience—because 
failure to reach the inbox and engage customers is harmful to 
your three main objectives. 

Overcoming this challenge requires a full understanding 
of the inner workings of your email program to identify the 
source of deliverability issues, as well as the knowledge 
and expertise to correct those issues and improve your 
deliverability and performance. 
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Staffing and resource constraints 
This challenge is one of the hardest to overcome, and it can 
impact every other challenge we’ve discussed in this section. 
With only so much staff, budget, and time, there are limits as to 
what you can do.

While email marketing has the highest ROI of all marketing 
channels, it’s often hard to advocate for more resources when 
it’s seemingly “effective enough.” Everything may seem to be 
working smoothly with your email program, but lack of support 
and resources for email marketing efforts can harm your 
program and ROI in the long run.

Competition for attention
When asked about their biggest email marketing challenges in 
a recent survey, more than half of marketers cited competition 
for the inbox. Consumers today receive a lot of email. When it 
comes to the inbox, you aren’t just competing against others in 
your industry, you are in a battle for attention with every brand 
your subscribers are receiving email from. 

Overcoming this challenge is tough. It requires data, not 
only about your own email performance, but also about the 
performance and tactics of other brands in the inbox. It also 
requires you to get creative and maybe even borrow some ideas 
from those who are seeing success.
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Your Team

Breaking out of bad email may seem like a daunting endeavor, but you are not alone in this. Your team is there to help you 
identify and overcome the challenges ahead. 

Just as you would take stock of the assets you have at your disposal in an Escape Room—and maybe even assign roles to 
each individual—it’s important to understand the unique expertise your own team can offer. Depending on the size of your 
company and email team, you might have multiple people supporting each role, or someone who wears more than one hat.

Strategist 
The strategist is in charge of the overall marketing 
approach. This person is tasked with creating a holistic 
marketing strategy across all marketing channels and is 
responsible for the results of marketing efforts. 

Expertise
• Grow revenue and customer satisfaction 
• Manage customer lifecycle 
• Help you communicate your needs to upper 

management 

Implementer  
The implementer is in charge of creating, organizing, and 
activating all emails. As the hands-on email facilitator, 
they are your leading email expert. 

Expertise
• Create and send email campaigns 

• Understand the ins and outs of email marketing 
• Improve KPIs

Analyst 
Your analyst deals with the data. They track the 
performance of past campaigns, analyze results, and 
predict the results of future sends. As the monitor of 
email data, they will be the first to detect any problems. 

Expertise
• Campaign monitoring
• Predictive analysis 
• Data formatting

Technician
Your technician deals with the email infrastructure. They 
are in charge of email system setup and any new products 
and services you use. 

Expertise
• Infrastructure and implementation 
• ESP, IP, API, SPF, DKIM, DMARC
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Your Tools

In addition to the people on your team, you also have other resources and tools available. Like the clues that are placed throughout an Escape 
Room, these resources will help you decipher any problem your email program is facing and more effectively reach and connect with subscribers. 

Your email service provider
One major resource at your disposal is your email service provider 
(ESP). Your ESP does more than just send emails for you, they 
provide valuable tools and data that can help you boost your email 
performance including: 

• Helping you plan, personalize, and send emails
• Enabling you to map and automate the customer journey
• Providing insight into delivery rate, opens, clicks, 

unsubscribes, and complaints
• Managing your subscriber list

Your deliverability partner
Your other important ally in this email challenge is Return Path. With Return 
Path tools and services, you get access to in depth data, optimization tools, 
and support from email experts. These resources allow you to: 

• Understand your subscriber reach with inbox placement rates 
across hundreds of global mailbox providers, including Gmail, 
Yahoo, Microsoft, and AOL.

• Test your creative and see how your customers will see your 
emails across mobile and web devices.

• Discover how your customers engage with your emails and 
brand, as well as those of your competitors.

• See when, where, and on what devices your customers engage 
with your emails.

• Monitor your sending reputation in real time by measuring 
key metrics that impact mailbox provider filtering decisions, 
including complaints, spam traps, blacklistings, and more.

• Take advantage of actionable insights to improve your email 
marketing program and resolve any deliverability issues that 
may arise. 

• Enjoy reduced filtering at major mailbox providers around the 
world as a Return Path Certified sender.

These tools can help you overcome any email 
challenge and achieve your objectives—but only if 
you take advantage of them.
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You are not the only one fighting to break out of bad email. Every marketer struggles to reach the inbox and have a 
meaningful connection with subscribers. Marketers who are able to quickly spot the clues of potential issues and quickly 
and effectively use their team, knowledge, and tools to respond are email experts. Below is some advice—a “cheat sheet,” if 
you will—from email experts who have overcome their own email challenges and can help you avoid the same pitfalls. 

Expert Clues to Break Out of Bad Email
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Tip: List Hygiene
“A clean subscriber list is key to reaching 
the inbox. Make sure your current list 
is clear of any spam traps, malformed 
addresses, or unknown users, and that 
your long-term unengaged users have 
either been removed or quarantined 
into a separate list. Once this is done, 
take a holistic look at your email capture 
practices to ensure you are identifying 
invalid addresses before they reach your 
subscriber list. Lastly, make sure you have 
a strategy in place to continuously monitor 
and maintain a clean list going forward.” 

Gail R. Buffington
Director of E-Commerce
Soft Surroundings

Tip: Testing 
“Having a defined testing strategy is just as 
important as impactful creative. In order to 
target users with the right message at the 
right time, you need to consistently test your 
campaigns to determine the right elements 
for optimal engagement. Whether you are a 
testing novice or a seasoned professional, 
remember to define what your KPIs will be 
and make your results actionable.”

Mandy Parisi
Sr Manager of Onboarding and Retention
Webroot

Tip: Training 
“Having access to data and optimization 
tools is not enough. Make sure your entire 
email marketing team receives in-depth 
email training so they can correctly identify 
and address inbox placement issues before 
they damage ROI. By teaching your team 
how to leverage available tools, analyze 
data correctly, and the basics of email 
marketing, you enable them to quickly 
respond to problems and build effective 
strategies going forward.”

Karen Stephens 
VP of Customer Success
Revinate

http://returnpath.com
http://returnpath.com
https://blog.returnpath.com/customer-blog-takeover-tackling-list-hygiene-retail/
https://blog.returnpath.com/customer-blog-takeover-youre-testing-wrong/ 
https://blog.returnpath.com/email-experts-build-training-course-help-b2b-company-excel-new-case-study/


11The Great Email Escape returnpath.com

Expert Clues to Break Out of Bad Email (continued)

11The Great Email Escape returnpath.com

Tip: Segmentation 
“The key to subscriber engagement is 
segmentation and a deep and honest analysis 
of who is engaged when and with what type of 
content. Perhaps all that needs to change is 
what you’re offering. 

Being hyper-specific and even more targeted 
can make a huge impact at different times 
in the marketing cycle. Nuance is important, 
no doubt. But always remember the 
fundamentals. Aligning the best audience, 
with the right offer, pitched in just the 
right way, and at the right time is often the 
difference between inbox and spam.”

Doug Henderson
Email Strategy and Deliverability Manager 
Royall & Company

Tip: Use Best in Class Deliverability 
Services 
“Working with Return Path helped us 
identify and prioritize our problems, 
allowing us to deploy a solid action plan 
and to quickly improve our performance. 
We use Return Path’s email intelligence 
solution on a daily basis to gather and 
analyze unique performance indicators 
and data that no one else can provide. 
For my team, it is a true management tool 
for all of our campaigns, and our special 
relationship with the project team at 
Return Path means that every problem we 
encounter is resolved quickly and easily.” 

Deliverability Project Manager
La Redoute
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Visit our website. There’s 
no better place to find out 
about Return Path! Browse 
our resource library, check 
out our customer success 

stories, and learn more about 
our products and services at 

returnpath.com.

Request a demo. See 
Return Path’s data powered 

solutions in action. Visit 
returnpath.com/request-a-

demo to get started.

Browse our blog. Every day, 
we publish new content on 

the topics that matter to 
email marketers and security 

professionals. Bookmark 
blog.returnpath.com, or 
subscribe to have fresh 

content delivered straight 
to your inbox.

Or give us a call. Visit 
returnpath.com to contact 

the office in your region. 
US: 1-866-362-4577

AUS: +61 2 8188 8700 
UK: +44 (0) 207 479 8800

Now that you understand the challenge ahead and the tools you have available, it’s time to take action. Try our new game, 
The Great Email Escape and see if you have what it takes. 

Need more support for your own email efforts? Contact us to see how we can help you break out of bad email. 

Contact us for more ways to help you break out of bad email.
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