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EMAIL INTO REVENUE

The Mobile Puzzle

For email marketers, smartphones present a puzzle. The devices are widely used to read 

email and consumers are increasingly willing to make purchases as a result of email 

marketing messages received on a phone.1

Yet for many marketers, the 1.2 billion smartphones used to read email last year still 

represent an untapped market. So why is it so hard for marketers to connect with 

their mobile audience?

Smartphones offer a fundamentally different user experience than traditional desktop 

and laptop computers. Yet in spite of mobile’s ubiquity, if you take a look at a random 

sampling of email campaigns in your inbox, you will find the DNA of the desktop still 

defining many marketing messages. Even in campaigns from some of the world’s best-

known brands, you’ll see lots of small text, wide message widths, tiny text links that are 

too close together and a host of other features that are fine for a keyboard and mouse 

but are a recipe for failure on a smartphone.

Solving the smartphone puzzle — how to deliver engaging content that looks good 

on a tiny screen — represents a huge opportunity for marketers to increase their email 

marketing results. 

The purpose of this report is to educate marketers about the challenges presented by 

the mobile landscape and to present some practical and effective solutions for increasing 

mobile engagement and email marketing ROI.
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 1 Adobe: 2013 Digital Publishing Report: Retail Apps & Buying Habits

 2 Radicati Group: Email Statistics Report 2013-2017
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Don’t Entrust Your Marketing to a Phone Maker

Device manufacturers and app creators have each taken their own approach translating the 

desktop conventions (large screens, mice and full size keyboards) to their tiny (relatively) 

touch-screen interfaces.  

Apple’s iPhone, for example, scales HTML messages down in size so that they fit within the 

device’s screen. Small text is automatically scaled up for readability.

Apple’s iPhone scales email messages down to preserve the layout and design.  

The result is often too-small-to-read text and a user experience that requires  

pinching and zooming. Android’s native mail app requires horizontal scrolling.
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 3 Blue Hornet: Customer Views of Email Marketing 2013 

While this approach tends to preserves the marketer’s design intent, it doesn’t change the 

fact that the intent is engagement on a desktop. All but the most sharp-eyed users will likely 

have to pinch and zoom to read the message, an extra annoyance for mobile users. 

The native mail app on Android devices doesn’t do any scaling or zooming. Users must scroll 

horizontally and vertically to read email campaigns. For marketers, that solution places a 

hugely outsized importance on the upper left portion of a message. 

At best, those compromises between usability and presentation represent a limitation on your 

marketing. At worst, they can hinder your ability to reach your audience. 

The interface is only the start of the challenge for marketers. Someone checking email on a 

phone is likely in a different mindset and operating with a much shorter attention span than 

someone sitting at a desk on a computer. The fact is, email marketing campaigns that may 

be effective on the desktop may fall flat or fail altogether on a smartphone. Many consumers 

report that they will immediately delete a message that does not render properly on their 

mobile screen. 3

And just to make the puzzle a bit 

more difficult to solve, there really 

isn’t a good way to know ahead 

of time whether someone will 

use a mobile device or a full-size 

computer to read your email. Most 

people are agnostic about desktop vs. 

mobile: they’ll use whatever is handy 

when they want to check email. 

Therefore, your campaigns have to 

be ready to make your pitch on both 

platforms at the same time. 



SUCCESSFUL, EASY MOBILE EMAIL DESIGN   4

Who’s First? 

Step one in designing effective, mobile-friendly email campaigns is to select a 

design philosophy.

Considerations here should start with some analysis of your email subscriber base. What 

devices do your subscribers typically use to open your messages? (Check your email marketing 

metrics to be sure.) 
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In this mobile ready campaign from video 

streaming service Vudu, a desktop-first design 

works well on mobile as well since the message 

is conveyed with images and a large, tap-able 

button call to action.

Most marketers, whether they realize it or 

not, have probably been using a desktop-first 
design approach to email marketing for some 

time now. These campaigns are created to 

be successful on a computer screen, which 

allows more room for wordy articles, text 

links and multiple columns.

This desktop-centric approach can still 

connect with a mobile audience, as long as 

marketers make sure they adapt some styles 

to the mobile world. Text should be larger, 

articles shorter and calls-to-action easier to tap. 

Mobile-first design is an approach that 

concentrates on creating a great experience 

for mobile users. In a basic implementation, 

mobile-first design starts with a single column 

and uses text sparingly. 

The drawback is a greater investment up 

front in planning and design and the need 

to keep things simple.
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In this mobile-first campaign promoting an XBox One 
game, designers concentrated on mobile devices with 
a narrow layout and an image heavy campaign that’s 
easy to tap through on a smartphone. The desktop 
experience is less enticing.

Responsive Design, also called Mobile Aware 

or Mobile Optimized, uses a well-established 

web design technique that employs distinct 

styles depending on screen size.

A special media query within the message’s 

code allows the campaign to automatically 

respond to screen size. When the message 

is opened on a small screen, the mobile 

stylesheet displays according to the device. 

In a simple implementation, responsive 

design could increase text size for mobile. 

But responsive design also allows marketers 

to change the layout of a message and hide 

certain elements. 
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In this campaign from Groupon, the two 
column layout automatically converts to a 
single column for mobile devices. 

This email campaign converts a two-column 
layout into a single column with a button 
style for the main call to action. 



Creating a Mobile Email Experience 

Once you have selected a design philosophy, likely a mobile-first or responsive approach, it’s 

time to pay attention to the specific elements and styles that contribute to a great mobile email 

experience. 

You can break down those considerations into what we’ll call the Reader Experience and the 

User Experience. 

The Reader Experience refers to how effectively your email campaign is able to communicate 

your message and connect with a recipient using a mobile device. This category covers some 

obvious considerations such as ensuring text is large enough to be read easily on a small 

screen. But it also includes other questions such as the marketer’s overall goal for sending the 

campaign in the first place. If you are trying to move your subscribers to read a long article on 

your website, it’s a good bet that you don’t necessarily want to send that message late in the 

evening when your audience may be more likely to be using a mobile phone to review email. 

Here are some key factors to consider when creating a mobile-optimized Reader Experience:
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TEXT:  
Is your font size large enough to be easily 
read on a mobile screen? 16px to 18px 
fonts are a safe bet for mobile devices. Also 
consider adding a little extra space between 
lines of text. Giving the words a little room 
to breathe will make for an easier read on a 
small screen. 

LAYOUT:  
Visually scan your email for any elements you 
can get rid of. Generally, a good guideline is 
to remove any text, images or icons that aren’t 
helping drive your reader to your call to action. 

CALLS TO ACTION:  
Are you sending an email campaign that 
lends itself to a mobile experience? Are you 
trying to get your subscribers to make a 
purchase in a special sale or are you asking 
them to download a PDF? Some message 
types just aren’t going to be as effective 
on a mobile device. If you have a lot of 
mobile readers, you might reconsider your 
campaign goals or you may consider sending 
the message at a time of day when your 
subscribers are more likely to be using a 
desktop computer (during the day when 
they’re at work, for example).



The User Experience refers to elements that determine how your email subscribers will 

interact with your message on a mobile device. While device manufacturers and app designers 

determine the mechanics of how a user interacts with a smartphone, marketers have a lot of 

control over how their customers will interact with a particular email campaign. 
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SCROLLING: 
The old website wisdom that users shouldn’t 
have to scroll vertically just isn’t true anymore. 
Even on websites, content arranged in a 
long vertical page has become an effective 
alternative to pages and pages of information.  
 
Vertical scrolling is an integral part of using 
a mobile device and it’s much easier to scroll 
through content than pinch to zoom just to 
make text readable. 

DESIGN FOR FAT FINGERS: 
Touch screens can be tricky if you are trying 
to tap a single link among a bunch of links 
that are close together. As a marketer, you 
can help your subscribers convert by giving 
their fingers a bigger target. Don’t cluster 
links text together and use button-style links 
whenever possible.  

CONTENT TO GO: 
It’s right there in the term: mobile device. It’s 
a good assumption that users reading your 
message on a mobile device are likely doing 
other things at the same time. Think of all 
the times you look at your smartphone while 
watching TV, walking, talking or travelling.  
 
Someone with such a divided attention span 
isn’t likely going to take the time to dive into 
a long article or a dense email campaign. 
Can you communicate your message simply? 
How about visually? Email marketers don’t 
get paid by the word. They get paid by the 
conversion, so what is the most efficient way 
to communicate your message?  

You’re Never Finished

When creating mobile email campaigns that work, it’s important to test, refine and improve 

your work. Begin with a measurable goal in mind (I want to improve clicks on mobile devices 

by 40 percent, for example). Give your designs a fair chance to work and then develop a 

hypothesis on why they are or are not working. Use your hypothesis to test whether you can 

improve your results with a different design element or mobile-friendly feature.



Contact us to learn more or schedule a demo:  

Toll-free 1.866.358.3688 
salesteam@campaigner.com

www.campaigner.com

About Campaigner
Campaigner is a robust email marketing solution built by marketers to help small, medium and large 

businesses strengthen customer relationships and drive sales. Features include professional email 

campaign creation, industry-leading A/B split testing, advanced list management and segmentation tools, 

targeted email autoresponders and workflows, powerful API and CRM integration, and detailed campaign 

reporting. Campaigner is a brand and registered trademark of the Business Cloud Services Division of 

j2 Global, Inc., the global provider of Internet services. Learn more at www.Campaigner.com. 
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