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By: Isla McKetta  

March 2, 2016 14 min read  

Sneaking a Peek at My Inbox: What Types of Email Subject Lines Should You Be Using? 

Like most of you, I get a lot of email. Here's a look at all the marketing emails I received in my personal 
email in one 24-hour period:  
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That's not even counting the transactional shipping confirmations and informational blog post 
notifications. Or all the work-related newsletters I have sent to my address at Moz.  

I do not open most of this email. In fact, preparing for this blog post, I've had a really fun time shunting it 
off into a folder called "content examples." But receiving so much email is an excellent opportunity to 
think about what motivates me to open and email, what doesn't, and what really annoys me. It's also 
given me the chance to think about the various types of email subject lines and how we could all be 
using them better.  

So how do you, as a savvy email marketer, stand out in your customer's amazingly crowded inbox? I'm 
here to help you do just that. First we'll briefly cover the different types of email. Then we'll talk subject 
lines and take a close look at how two very different companies — Carter's/OshKosh B'Gosh and Moz — 
compose subject lines and what you can learn from both.  

Types of email 

Before we get into subject lines, it's important to do a brief overview of the different types of emails, 
because different types of email require different things from a subject line.  

Informational 

Informational emails are educational. This doesn't mean that they have a lesson plan attached, but it 
does mean that they're geared to tell a reader something they didn't already know. Change the logo on 
your mobile app? Send an informational email. Publish a new blog post? Send an informational email. 
Updating a user on how many airline miles they have or that a new report is ready? You get the idea.  

These emails are (ostensibly) all about what the recipient needs and they (often) fall near the top of the 
marketing funnel. Here are some examples of informational emails I've received recently:  

The newsletter 

 

This particular newsletter tells me all the things I need to know about what's happening in the publishing 
industry. They have the unsexiest subject lines ever, but their content is valuable enough that I open the 
email anyway.  

Another favorite newsletter is the Moz Top 10. More on that later.  

The blog post 

 

Yay! A new blog post! There are other ways to receive updates about new blog posts, but some of us are 
old fashioned and we are talking email here.  

The informational update 
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What has the Park Service been up to in this, their centennial year? I'm so glad you asked. There's an 
email for that.  

The report 

 

I signed up to get the latest nonprofit jobs in Seattle emailed to me sometime around the time I 
graduated college. In 2001. Dear Idealist keeps on sending me that report. Every day. That's a lot of 
emails, but they must be doing a good job because I haven't unsubscribed yet.  

Informational emails are strictly for the reader's benefit and as such, you can often get away with less 
enticing subject lines and still preserve your open rate. Although it might also be tempting to loop news 
about your latest sale or promotion into the "Informational" category, those emails are actually asking 
the reader to do something, so they fall under the next category...  

Sale or offer 

If your personal inbox looks anything like mine, sale or offer emails are what most marketers are good at. 
It's also where we marketers look for our conversions, so it's really, really important for us that people 
open sales emails. Here's a sample of the sales emails in my inbox:  

 

Did you spot the red herring? That email from Amazon, while containing an offer, is also a triggered 
email. Amazon is really good at triggered emails. More on that below.  

Transactional or triggered 

According to MailChimp, transactional email is "email sent to an individual based on some action." That 
could be anything from a new customer welcome email to a drip campaign a reader signs up for.  

In the case of Amazon, I was looking at that steam cleaner and added it to my cart as I consider it. 
Actually, I added it to my cart to see if they'd add it to my daily deals (because they are just that good at 
tracking). No luck yet, but I'm patient.  

Here are some other triggered emails from my inbox: 

The order confirmation 
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The pending invite 

 

The drip campaign 

 

Most transactional and triggered emails are also emails that your reader is looking out for, so we're not 
going to worry as much about their subject lines. As long as you're being clear, you're probably fine.  

Types of email subject lines 

Now that you have a really good handle on the types of email you can send, it's time to think of the style 
of selling that particular email. Keep in mind that although we marketers like things to align in 
predictable categories, some of the best email subject lines often fall into more than one of the following 
categories (ooh! cross-genre subject lines!).  

Direct 

Make no bones about it, we have a deal for you. That deal is...  

 

The direct, straightforward, unadorned subject line works for a company like Wolferman's which prides 
itself on quality baked goods. If the information or deal is interesting enough, it appeals to a wide 
range of people and will never offend anyone.  

Playful 

Make someone laugh and they'll remember you. Or at least they won't delete your email outright. The 
only thing that would have made me like this email from Shutterfly more is if there was a big ol' kiss 
emoji after "Mr. President."  

 

I'm also really a fan of this subject line from the Bernie Sanders campaign:  

 

Notice that both of the playful subject lines here use pop culture references? That's not a necessity (and 
can be dangerous if you're too oblique), but these references can be a great way to tap into a reader's 
memory and call upon all the images that your referent conjures.  

Curiosity-inducing  
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I've ranted before about how people misuse the curiosity gap in their titles. But don't underestimate the 
power of curiosity to get people to open emails. If you pique just the right amount, you're in. This 
subject line is specific enough and yet open enough to make me want to click:  

 

This one is not:  

 

Personalized 

Personalizing an email doesn't just have to mean using someone's name. Kissmetrics nails it when they 
say you can use location, time, personas, and more to make your reader feel like the email is just for 
them. Travelocity is famous for pulling together fabulous emails based on what you're browsing and 
what trips you've purchased. I'd show you one, but they sent me this email:  

 

And I think I over-opted-out. As discussed above, Amazon is another personalization rock star. They'll 
send you triggered emails tailored to items you've browsed, items you've bought, items related to items 
you've bought — and it's all right there in the subject line. However, personalization can go wrong if 
you're acting on bad information.  

 

No, I did not give Classmates my correct name when I registered over a decade ago. As a result, their 
personalization doesn't pull hard at my subconscious. Instead, it gives me a good giggle.  

Scarcity 

Humans are hardwired to respond to scarce resources. Whether that means "There are only a few tickets 
left!" or "This offer expires in four hours!", letting your email recipients know that something is limited 
can be a good way to get them to take action.  

 

Call to action 

Most frequently used by political parties (or so it seems right now), the call to action (CTA) subject line 
literally calls the recipient to take an action.  

 

The "RE:" here is extraneous and annoying, but the CTA here works. I get a lot of similar emails that tell 
me to contact my senator or sign a petition.  
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The CTA-type subject line also works for marketers.  

 

This email from Rejuvenation is a reminder, a call to action, and (if you read down the line far enough) an 
offer as well. You could invite your subscribers to "Come into the store for a special discount" or the 
classic "Tell us how we're doing." Both are calls to action.  

A note on formatting subject lines 

Whatever type of subject line you're using, there are various things you can do within the text to make it 
stand out. You can use all caps:  

 

Or add in some symbols:  

 

Different audiences respond to different things, but to my mind both of these come off as gimmicky. I 
notice them but they almost never compel me to open that email. And when my local art museum 
started using them I died a little inside.  

You can make your subject line extra long:  

 

Or extra short:  

 

Just remember that if your customer is reading your email on mobile (which 65% of people do), they 
can likely only see the first 50 characters of whatever you write. So I hope L.L. Bean wasn't telling me 
there were 70 free shirts available, because I'll never know.  

How Carter's/OshKosh B'Gosh uses email and email subject lines 

As a new mom who does most of my shopping online, I get a lot of email from Carter's/OshKosh B'Gosh.  
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Sometimes I get several per day.  

 

Which makes Carter's/OshKosh B'Gosh an easy case study for us to put all our email subject line 
knowledge to use.  

Carter's mostly uses the sale/offer type of email (except when I order something), so we'll focus on those 
types of emails (plus, then I don't have to show you how many times I've ordered from this company in 
the same time span). I received 25 emails from Carter's or OshKosh in one 10-day stretch:  
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How I respond  

First of all, that's a lot of email. Granted, they are writing to an audience (me!) who isn't getting a lot of 
sleep, and, as a result, has no short-term memory. But it is a little smothering, and I sometimes run a 
little animated clip through my brain of the Carter's email team doing battle with the OshKosh team over 
who can send the most email the fastest. It isn't pretty and invariably I lose.  

We can chat about whether this volume of emails is effective; I did, after all, admit (just a few 
paragraphs ago) to a large number of purchases. But that's more because I'm caught up in their rewards 
cycle and because at the end of a day full of marketing and mothering, online shopping is all I have the 
energy for. I might have a problem ;).  

Really, though, I'd say this is too much email and I have since "managed my email preferences." 

What they could do better 

Mix it up  

Of those 25 emails, 16 used the direct approach. That's a lot for a retailer, especially one sending this 
much email. Here's a look at what other tactics they used:  
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Carter's and OshKosh clearly have a handle on how to motivate people with deals and by time-limiting 
those deals. But I'd love to see them try to do more with playful subject lines. To be fair, after creating 
the above graphic, I received the following email:  

 

It's a step in the right direction?  

Remember that it's important to keep your customers engaged. Using a wider variety of subject line 
types and testing new territory can be a great way to do that.  

Personalize  

All-caps aside, this subject line would have been terrific:  

 

If I had a girl. Carter's has enough information about my browsing and purchase history by now to know 
that I have a son. They might be confused about his age because I've been stockpiling outfits for when he 
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grows, but he is a boy. And no matter how gender neutral I try to be, I'm probably not going to outfit my 
son in dresses anytime soon.  

The lesson: We're digital marketers. We have A LOT of data on our customers. If you aren't already 
using that data to customize your email marketing, impress your boss by asking how to start. 

Don't cry wolf 

OMG I'm so sad I missed the 50% off sale this weekend. Wait, today everythings's 60% off?  

 

Promotions are awesome. They get your customers' attention. The move old inventory. They increase 
your bottom line. And time-limited promotions are a very good way to tie into that fear of missing out 
that makes scarcity subject lines so effective.  

But when I've been a customer for less than half a year and I already know the sale gets better and 
better and better the longer I wait, you've lost all the power that scarcity offers. Instead, I feel duped if I 
bought at the higher price and fail to be motivated by email subject lines that mostly tout the latest deal.  

Be strategic about the strings you're pulling with your subject lines. They're a lot more effective that 
way. 

Am I being unfair to Carter's and OshKosh? Maybe. I'm sure that they have thoroughly tested their 
subject lines and related open and clickthrough rates. And let's face it, creating emails at that volume 
while trying to maintain freshness is hard. Either way, there are some good lessons to be learned here 
(or in your reactions to your own inbox). 

How we use subject lines for the Moz Top 10 

Now let's take a look at how well I'm doing in writing subject lines for the Moz Top 10.  

The Moz Top 10 is a newsletter, so we're obviously going to take a slightly different tack than your 
average retailer (at least at the sales level — don't underestimate the power of a strong newsletter for 
your top-of-funnel content marketing), but there is still some insight to be gained from what works and 
what doesn't. To understand the difference, I analyzed a year's worth of editions.  

If you're counting, we split test five different subject lines (each going to an initial run of about 15,000 
readers) for each bi-weekly edition. That's about 130 different subject lines. I've split out some of the 
most instructive weeks below.  

Note: This is not a controlled experiment. Things other than tone change from subject line to subject line 
in a given week, and if you try to compare open rates from one week to another, you'll be lost (bonus 
points if you can pick out the edition where everyone was on vacation).  

March 24, 2015: Curiosity and personalization work 
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This chart is representative of the most common trend across Moz Top 10 subject lines: piquing a 
reader's curiosity and personalizing the subject line by using the word "you" are winning tactics with this 
audience.  

Subject Line  Direct Playful Curious Personal Scarcity CTA 
Open 
Rate  

How Much Traffic Will You Lose Starting April 21? - 
Moz Top 10    ✓  ✓    18.57  

Predicting April 21 Traffic Losses and Debunking 
SEO Myths - Moz Top 10  

✓       17.69  

Mobile SEO-Pocalypse, SEO Myths, and the Good 
Side of Google's Answer Boxes - Moz Top 10   ✓      17.44  

Exposing SEO Myths and Measuring the User 
Journey with Content Groupings - Moz Top 10  

✓       16.44  

Google's Mobile Deadline Looms: How Will it 
Affect Your Traffic? - Moz Top 10    ✓  ✓    18.14  

What I could do better: I'd love to personalize the email further, but we just don't have that kind of 
data on this list. And I'm going to want to remember to avoid subject lines that sound formulaic.  

February 10, 2015: Just the facts  

It's not surprising that a direct headline works well for a newsletter like the Moz Top 10. In this case, the 
top two subject lines were directly worded. What is surprising, though, is that personalizing the subject 
line a little (adding "you") actually caused the open rate to drop. This is something that bears more 
testing.  

Subject Line  Direct Playful Curious Personal Scarcity CTA 
Open 
Rate  

Twitter Takes Over the SERPs Plus Good Ways to 
Break Bad News to Your Clients - Moz Top 10   ✓   ✓    20  

Twitter Cuts a Deal with Google and 5 Steps to a 
Universal SEO Strategy Audit - Moz Top 10  

✓       22.13  

Keep Clients Happy, Learn Omniture, and Audit 
Your SEO Strategy - Moz Top 10       ✓  19.95  
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Subject Line  Direct Playful Curious Personal Scarcity CTA 
Open 
Rate  

SEO Strategy Audit Plus Tips for Content Creation 
and Keyword Research - Moz Top 10  

✓       21.12  

The Consultant's Dream Moz Top 10: Breaking Bad 
News (Well), Learning Omniture, and Saving Time    ✓     20.24  

Lesson learned: Assumptions are not always right. Test, test, test.  

August 19, 2014: Scarcity for the loss  

This newsletter will expire in 10 minutes. Seriously, we don't use scarcity much in Moz Top 10 subject 
lines. The chart below illustrates why. If you think we should, I'd love it if you shared your ideas in the 
comments on how to effectively do that.  

Subject Line  Direct Playful Curious Personal Scarcity CTA 
Open 
Rate  

Google Favors Secure Sites Plus Why You Should 
Use Twitter Analytics - Moz Top 10  

✓    ✓    15.85  

Link Echoes, HTTPS as Ranking Signal, and What 
New SEOs Need to Know - Moz Top 10  

✓   ✓     15.68  

The Latest Tool Tips for SEOs: Smart Dashboards, 
Twitter Analytics, and Excel for Link Builders  

✓     ✓   14.99  

Increase Your Email and Twitter Engagement Plus 
Improve Your Rankings Using HTTPS     ✓   ✓  15.56  

What are Link Echoes and Why Should You Be 
Using HTTPS? - Moz Top 10    ✓  ✓    16.84  

Fewer than 15% of people opened the "scarcity" edition. That's a poor open rate even for a week when 
everyone was clearly out of the office.  

The takeaway: Write for your audience. In this case, I think marketers are so used to hearing "the 
latest" that it's lost its power. 

July 8, 2014: Sometimes clickbait wins  

Did I hate myself a little for writing the winning subject line here? You bet. Did it cause a little 
controversy around the office? Absolutely. Did it work? Unfortunately, yes.  
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Subject Line  Direct Playful Curious Personal Scarcity CTA 
Open 
Rate  

Does Google Read Text in Images? And the End of 
Author Photos - Moz Top 10    ✓     18.88  

Google Sells Domains and Canada Gets Tough on 
Spam - Moz Top 10  

✓       20.09  

Are You Using Robots.txt the Right Way? Plus How 
to Fix a Google Penalty - Moz Top 10    ✓  ✓    15.82  

How-to Insights for Local SEO, Google Penalties, 
and Email Alerts for SEO - Moz Top 10  

✓       18.85  

Google Says Bye-Bye to Author Photos and Puts 
Domains up for Sale - Moz Top 10   ✓      22.76  

My trick when writing clickbaity titles is to be honest while you're being playful. This was the week 
Google ditched author photos and started selling domains, so the subject line is strictly correct. It can 
also be misconstrued and I counted on our readers here to take this as playful rather than misleading. 
Their clicks said they wanted to read and our unsubscribes didn't jump, so I think I skated through on this 
one.  

What we could do better 

There's a lot to learn when writing subject lines. Based on the above data, I'm going to keep trying a few 
tactics at once. I'll definitely try to keep up the playful tone and personalize when appropriate. I may 
never use a scarcity-based subject line again, and will always strive to pique the readers' curiosity and 
interest without being misleading. In the long run, isn't that what it's all about?  

Want to see how well I learn from this deep dive into email subject lines?  

Sign up for the Moz Top 10.  

The author's views are entirely their own (excluding the unlikely event of hypnosis) and may not always 
reflect the views of Moz. 
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Written by  

Isla McKetta  

Isla uses her MFA in creative writing to organize words into forms that resonate with an audience and 
incite action. She co-authored Clear Out the Static in Your Attic: A Writer's Guide for Turning Artifacts 
into Art. Connect with her on Twitter. 

 


