
Understanding what makes subject lines effective or ineffective is essential to a 
vibrant B2B email marketing campaign. 

That’s because the subject line plays a pivotal role in your prospect’s decision: 
whether to open or delete. 

Here are the vital factors you need to consider as you approach the task of crafting 
effective subject lines:

The Anatomy of the Perfect 
Email: The Subject Line
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The goal of every subject line is to entice the recipient to open the email. 

In theory, there are a number of ways to accomplish that goal, ranging from simply stating the 
benefits of your offer to using visual tricks or clever wordplay to make your email stand out from 
the rest. 

As a general rule, subject lines that are clear and straightforward produce better results than 
subject lines that attempt to play on a recipient’s sense of humor. Your busy prospects receive a lot 
of email, and they seldom will take time to decode overly witty or esoteric subject lines. 

That doesn’t eliminate the opportunity for a well-placed pun or emotional hook. But when crafting 
subject lines, it’s a good idea to prioritize clear over clever.

CLEAR OR CLEVER?

BUILD THE PERFECT EMAIL

Choosing each word carefully in your subject line is important for two reasons: 

First, certain words or combinations of words trigger SPAM filters. While not every alleged SPAM 
“trigger” word is off limits (some filters are triggered only when “problem” words reach a critical 
mass), it’s a good idea to research words that often raise red flags and to be careful about using 
them. 

Second, specific words can dramatically improve—or seriously decrease—email open rates. Studies 
have shown that quantifiable, results-driven words like “profit,” “revenue,”  and “money,” increase 
open rates and click-throughs, while vague business jargon like “industry,” “conference,” and 
“webinar” decrease them. 

While reactions to these and other specific buzzwords may evolve over time, it’s important to be 
cognizant of their track record—and to reflect on why they elicit the reactions they do.

CHOOSE YOUR WORDS CAREFULLY
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The length of your subject line matters. 

Shorter subject lines can work well when you use snappy language to get to the point, while longer 
subject lines allow you to more fully and clearly articulate the benefits of opening the email. 

Studies of subject line length have produced varying results. Some have found that that very short 
and very long subject lines outperform those of middling length, while others have found that 
short- to medium-length subject lines perform better. 

Our rule of thumb: make the characters and words you use count—long doesn’t necessarily mean 
bad if every word adds value.

LONG OR SHORT?

Email marketers will go to great lengths to make their emails stand out from the crowd—but there’s 
a fine line between innovative tactic and transparent gimmick. 

Some of the specialized strategies businesses use to get recipients to open their emails include: 

• Personalization. Including the name of, or personal information about, the recipient in the 
subject line is a frequently used and oft-recommended practice, but evidence for its 
impact on open and click-through rates is mixed. 
 
The reason for this may be that personalization is a double-edged sword—it can make 
recipients feel like they’re being addressed directly, but it can also come across as creepy 
or insincere. 

• ALL CAPS. Subject lines in which some of the words are capitalized can stand out, and if 
the capitalization is used carefully, it won’t necessarily make recipients feel like you’re 
yelling at them. 
 
Some SPAM filters are programmed to scan for capitalization, however, so do your 
research and be careful not to go overboard. 

• $ymbols. Just like with words, the inclusion of some symbols (e.g., currency signs) in 
subject lines have been shown to increase open and click-through rates.  
 
Again, smart marketers will learn which symbols have tested well and which haven’t in an 
effort to understand and replicate or avoid the reactions they evoke.

TIPS + TRICKS


