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The Power of Imagery in Email

This design guide will equip you with everything you need to know to fill your emails with powerful, creative,
and impactful imagery — which will better engage and inspire your audience. We've filled this guide with
practical advice and inspiration from real examples you can implement into your emails.

Using images in email helps connect you with your audience on a deeper level, provoking emotion and
adding excitement to your otherwise text-heavy content.

If done well, imagery helps encourage customers to buy your product or offering, and/or keep them
coming back for more. While there are many ways you can add imagery to email, images should be
thought out carefully. You need to create a strategy behind your content, and fit imagery around it to tell
a story and take your reader on a journey.

This guide will take you through the many ways you can use images in your emails, but ultimately it is up
to you which route you go down.

Use this guide to learn how to:

02. Keep your emails simple

04. Use images that represent your brand’s personality

Content - ExportHistory - Templates  Users

TAX' Lapsed Customer - extend trial : Master version

05. Include personalized images and iconography ST 1o o o/ arvorm Tosacirl Enots

/ Lapsed Customer - extend trial / Master version

View another version v

07. Explore image workarounds for dark mode

How does an extra week sound?

08. Create accessible images

09. Find the right balance between file size and image quality
Please don't stop the music

We noticed you haven't used Earworm for two weeks,
so thoughtiyou'd like a few days more to try us out

11. Explore background image support

Extend your free trial

13. Plus, key takeaways!

All examples of emails in this guide have been sourced
by our friends at Really Good Emails or Taxi for Email &
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week

Text o

Social



https://www.sparkpost.com/taxi-for-email/

% MessageBird

1. Keep your emails simple

Imagery doesn't have to be advanced or complicated to make an impact on your audience — sometimes
the simplest image or layout can resonate with your readers the most. For example, a well thought out and
high quality body image in your email will be more impactful than an email full of stock imagery.

Try to bear in mind your designer/developer too! Certain types of images or animations will be a massive
headache for them. A simple set of illustrations that can be used across different emails and help set your
email tone will work better for you than a one-time use background.
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TAKE A DEEP BREATH

- Hello,

Starte 20:00 Sunday 29 October

Seroll Into the depths to discover fllming
facts and seorets...

dreamer

N

Here’s what you'll get...

A Latest snooze

\\ /’
G Bethe first tokr

and dreamiest products

about our latest

O

@ Before doing this @ try starting your emails like this

It's important to get the foundations right:
1. Consistency is key: Every email you send should have the same image style to maintain brand consistency.

2. Find out what your audience likes: What resonates with them? Look into your email analytics to see how
they are navigating through your email and what images they are engaging with.

3. Don’t letimagery be a final thought: Take time to sit down with a designer and mock up icons, simple
illustrations or images for your emails. If you don’t have a designer, look online for free resources to use
images that aren't too “stocky” (more on this below!).
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Once these basics have been achieved, you can move onto more advanced image techniques like animated
images, background images, and different image layouts.

& /We Download the Glassdoor Apn "W @8

Every home is a destination glassdoor

Every career
journey needs
aguide

Evenif you're not ready to apply, you've probably thought about
the next step in your career. There's plenty you can do right now to
prepare for it... and Glassdoor can be your guide.

Build your own

career path |
Check off the boxes to keep
inching towards your goal.

. : . —_ Read More >
Airbnb Luxe is a new selection of pristine, expertly
designed homes with high-end amenities, services,
and dedicated trip designers.
Gain confidence in
Explore Airbnb Luxe
asking for araise
Know how and when to
approach the conversation.
Read More >
@ Airbnb does an amazing job here of showcasing a @ Using photography, it can be hard to explain a process,
property without over complicating the imagery. Who so using illustrations are a good way to help get the
wouldn't want to stay here? A beautiful property, which message across without adding too much text.

stands out more with less copy and more white space.
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2. Use images that represent your brand personality

Images communicate much faster - and often more effectively — than written text ever could. And while
creating a powerful script is important, the same love and time should go into finding or designing the right
images to support the message.

Images are the focal point of an email, so make sure you use images that represent your brand. Stock
imagery won’'t do your emails justice, so when you can, try to source bespoke images or illustrations.

Not all brands have the luxury of sourcing a designer to create bespoke imagery, so don’t worry if this is you!
You're not alone - here are a few things you can try to level up your imagery game on a low (or no) budget:

¢ Go beyond the classic stock image providers. Stocksy.com or Unsplash have a selection of more
unconventional photography that might be a fit, depending on your brand.

« Explore premium lines for stock imagery. Many stock image platforms offer a premium line where,
for a bit of extra money, you might find images that you haven't seen before.

« Combine photography and illustration. There are a lot of great examples of brands that use custom
illustrations to spice up their photos — so why not use that technique to give your stock imagery a
unique touch?
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—
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-

Which is equivalent o plantig £15 tees
A

It's time to finally plan that vacation.

Money is na issue. What appeals?

N

(D A trend at the moment is for brands to use illustrations that aren't particularly gendered, which helps because anyone
can find themselves in the illustration. It's a nice way to be inclusive to everyone and gets a big thumbs up from us!
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3. Personalized images and iconography

Not all teams have the resources to create illustrations, but those who do should certainly take advantage!
lllustrations help provide consistency across different mediums: web, email, app, etc. and help resonate
with your audience.

Personalized images

You can add personalization to images too - to help connect your brand with a customer. For example,
Really Good Emails (RGE) added Taxi's logo into the email below, which is a nice personal touch. It also
catches the reader’s eye - they know it's about them, so they will be more inclined to read on. Plus, they have
a fallback option (as mentioned in the copy “we inserted a picture of you if we have it) so that those who
didn't add a logo in their RGE account still feel included.

The End of Year Thing

The many faces of RGE

Site inmeried rour kv i s S ) oo shis imase via Rty imeges,

. What o yeat #i? A our aenual fiual of summing up The year goes, this oo is.
T b b e o] i (vt o) i g P T g e ] Rt
3l ik e whoet] Lpaed n ach b pous WEE profie sk edy, dedicaied the 74% of emall oreaions who changed jobs or got a grometion in
2024 {aceosding 1o our curmest surmey resuhs] - and slsa v the remaining 26k
This b5 i Tl e of 1he ysar, Ane then _ Emsll dees ard vanishes, ja lke of people decided 10 way in Pear curmest b because ey fove omall zo ruch
thiy'vis DN waming iU med me for years aill arm inssiratios 12 us i

Thanks for &l the good - and slightly 1osbing — memonies that at us off oo
BUTIS 10 ke this Ting Going. W kowe you and yaur small gats for Felpng o
draams e

Icons

Another fun idea is to create a set of icons to use in email (and repurpose them on your website and vice versa).
Icons can help:

« Highlight the benefits of a product/offering Survey Says

. Tell us what you'd like to see in future McDonald's emails.
« Breakdown a journey or process a customer needs to take

« Show off a specific feature in your product . m | alh.
I | B =t

« Structure and organize your email nicely

Exclusive Mmm-ore Brand Crave

« Maintain brand consistency across different mediums Deals Products

]
E

(D If you don't have a designer to create these for you, you can find free
resources (or cheap ones) to take icons from and add your brand colors.

® © o o o o o o o o o o o o



HARRY’S

Your order

has arrived!
Lt e o L bt bl ke res coen)

Here are aome tips for shaving with Harmy's

SURVEY YOUR STUBELE

nthy fram cveryeee clicts,

s find ot witieh way youT grain grows.

|
II L
| |
=
SOFTEN YOUR BEARD
Fulben yuaar fvial haic wilk warm waker,
Use & yuaurter-sived ollop uf shave cream and be

sape to rub it in well to furtber sofien your bair.
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agale smd take & pass lghtly sgaingt the grabn,

COOL OFF
Gently splash cald water an yrur face and pat doy with
2 e flaffy towel, Take @ moment to appreciate the
handscene gy staring back 2t yo.

No budget?

You can still make images look personalized even if
you don’'t have the budget. You can:

« Create a background image module (block/
element).

« Add your image, but make sure you have about
one-third of clear space at the top of the image.

« Add your copy in the space with personalized
language. (For example: Happy Birthday %%first_
name%%! &3 )

? MessageBird

"_,:

Hello,
dreamer

Here's what you'll get...

Latest snooas

.. Earlysccess
Basltimmn roading
g i
Free shipplag
i g
~
l=1
Sleap Tip #1

Smiles Davis's 2020
Year in Review

0 “ 0

Roviews Discussions Readers




4. Image workarounds for dark mode
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It's really important that all images are dark mode compatible so they render across different web clients

correctly. Not all web clients support images in dark mode, so there are a few workarounds you should

consider implementing.

Dark mode uses a reversed color scheme - it essentially switches the light aspects with the dark ones and

vice versa in your email for dark mode users. These colors can be inverted in different ways. Locked assets

might not change at all, but text over image style elements can disappear into a colored background.

Email client Dark mode changes
Apple Mail (Macos) No change*
iPhone / iPad (iOS 13) No change*
Hey.com No change*

Outlook.com

Outlook 2019 (MacOs)

Outlook 2019 (WinOs) Full invert*

Outlook 2019 (Android)

Outlook (i0S)

Gmail app (i0s) Full invert*

Gmail app (Android)

What can you start doing now?

Use PNGs with transparent backgrounds to avoid
white background ‘blocks’ around your images.

If you choose to put text over an image, avoid
using pure white (#ffffff) or pure black (#000000).
These are likely to be swapped to other colors
when dark mode is activated.

Use a filter over images to dull them when dark
mode is active. This stops the contrast between a

dark background and bright image being too harsh.

If you use dark text for headers or dark icons (e.g.
social media icons), put a 2px white text-stroke so

that it shows up clearly against a dark background.

Media query support

J Yes
J Yes

J Yes

X No

X No

X No

X No

=

Build deeper relationships with
your customers with email

Q\') LITMUS LIVE
cveaTmmEne

Have you saved your seat for THE virtual
conference for email marketers?

et Litmus Cortified

x}

~Litmus Pre Tip -
Last call: Add your voice

Cantibue 1o s Stite of Enel

Build deeper relationships with
your customers with email

Have you saved your seat for THE virtual
conference for email marketers?

o

Last call: Add your voice

Go to the dark mode section of our other @ e
design guide for more tips! —
® © o o o o o o o o o o o o
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5. Creating accessible images

It's our duty as email marketers to give all subscribers a great email experience. It's important to ensure your
images are accessible because not everyone reads email in the same way.
Creating accessible email is important because:

BB Readers with permanent, temporary, or situational visual disabilities won't get the full message if the
images aren’t properly explained using alt text.

Image-only emails won't scale for different screen sizes, and your emails will be mostly blank for recipients
who choose not to load images.

E) An animated image with fast-moving frames will not only annoy some of your readers, but it can actually
trigger seizures in people who have photosensitivity, especially when frames have varying light and dark colors.

With this in mind, there are a few things you can start doing (if you haven’t already) to make your emails as
inclusive as possible:

If your image is important to your message, include meaningful alt text. If it's purely decorative and it shouldn’t
be read out loud by screen readers, make the alt text “null” or empty (alt="") so screen readers ignore it.

Stay away from creating emails that are image-only. This limits the risk of emails being blank or ending up
in the spam folder.

Make your GIFs as accessible as possible by enabling smooth transitions between each frame, and make
sure that your frames are animated at a slower rate.

Read our email accessibility cheat sheet for more tips on creating accessible email.

Evarything you want far AT ujul 0% less’

@ If images are turned off/not displaying correctly, the reader won't be able to experience the email the way you need them to,
and all your marketing efforts will be for nothing. Test your emails before sending, and check web client support for things like
background images to avoid mistakes when sending.

® © o o o o o o o o o o o o
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Alt Text: A Lesson in Context

Incomplete Example Incomplete Example

Alt Text:
A Star is Born

Alt Text:
A star is born

Better Example Better Example
(as a decorative image)

Alt Text:

Movie Poster: A
Star is Born

Alt Text:

@ Context is everything! Simply writing “A star is born” without context of what is actually going on in the image is no use
to the reader. Make sure you fully explain the context/message of the image.

6. Finding the right balance between image
size and quality

If a user can’'t see your email because it takes too long for the images to load, all your efforts are for nothing.
Images need to load quickly - and this relies on having compressed images. Generally, images should be
around 500kb, and in one-off cases Imb, but that size will still impact load times. So by rule of thumb, always
aim for 500kb or below.

@i Images should be below 500kb, and the whole email (including images) should never go over 2mb.
Anything above 2mb will mean a sloooow open — and no one wants that.

Use tools like Photoshop to compress images before uploading them to your emails.

PP

Add size limits on your images in your Email Design System so marketers can check image size quickly.
This is actually a massive help and saves a lot of time.

Reduce the number of frames in your GIFs to help reduce the overall file size.

S -5

Use PNGs for illustrations if you want to keep them high quality but reduce size, and use JPGs
for photography.
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National Geographic are a great example of a brand who balance their text and imagery in their emails
perfectly. See a few examples below for more inspiration .

LET THE PLANET INSPIRE YOU.

LET THE PLANET INSPIRE YOU.

Mational Geographic commamorata:
the 50th anniversary of Earth Day this Wadnesday, April 22,
with two world premieres and an entire day devoted
to our best natural history programming on
National Geographic, Nat Geo WILD, and Nat Geo MUNDO.

mqumm-mmmu-
memwmmmﬁwu
1 ‘can to dotoheip. Tuke your plecige.

The Mext Generation
T W5t & i
. 1

D

CHOOSE THE PLANET.
EVERY ACTION MATTERS.

Start today. Share your cholce to reduce single-use plastic.

GOODALL

THE HOPE

ENERATION

s |

HE HOPE

SPEEIAL VIRTIAL

JANE GOODAL

L8

‘We Made It. We Depend on It. We're [T
Drowningin It. n Disney+

75 YEARS AFTER WWII ENDED

Wikt A
st u
What Do Plastics Mean for How We Can Stem the s L T T
Human Health? Tide

Intar v with war
wataran Batty
Webb, 77, from
Bediardshire

Tha Last Voices of
World War Il




7. Background image support
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Background images aren’t supported everywhere (see the table of email client support below). This means

it's important to know which email clients your audience use, then decide if it's worth the effort. If a high

percentage of readers open email on Outlook 365 for example, it's better to stick to images separated from
your copy instead of behind it.

Background images can be subtle yet powerful, but you need to understand the code behind them. This

article covers the basics of background images.

If you do choose to include background images, make sure you:

« Add meaningful alt text so if the image is lost, the context/message isn't.

Email client support for background images:

Provide a good fallback image

Set a mobile version of your image.

Email Client Using inline CSS Using VML
Apple Mail 14 v X
oOffice 365 (Mac) v X
Office 365 (Windows) X v
Outlook 2016 (macOs 10.12.6) v X
Outlook 2013, 2016, 2019 (Windows 10) X v
Windows 10 Mail X X
Gmail App (Android 10) v X
Gmail App (i0S 13.4.1) v X
Outlook (Android 7.0) v X
Outlook (i0s 12.0) v X
Samsung Mail (Android 7.0) v X
iPad 11 Air (Gen4 i0S 14.2) v X
iPhone 12 (i0S 14.2) v X
AOL Mail (Edge) v X
Gmail (Chrome) v X
Office 365 v X
Outlook.com v X
Yahoo! Mail v X
® e o o e ©® o o
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To set up a background image, you need to create a containing table - and set the image attributes and
inline styling on the first <td>. Anything that’s put inside this cell will sit on top of the background image. Your
code will look like this:

1 | <td bgcolor="#000000" background="YourImageURL" width="64@" height="400" style="background:
url('YourImageURL') center / cover no-repeat #000000; background-position: center; background-size:
cover; background-repeat: no-repeat;">

Source: Taxi for Email

To cover email clients that don't support CSS styling, you will need to add HTML attributes for background
color (bgcolor), background, width and height. Width and height attributes will tell the browser or email client
to leave a gap in your content.

Next you can look at the inline CSS. You can wrap this all up in a background tag to add support for webkit
email clients and webmail, as well as the Gmail app.

1 | background: url('https://via.placeholder.com/640x400') center / cover no-repeat #000000;

You can then add the same information again, but in long form to add more control over Yahoo and
AOL app backgrounds.

1 | background-position: center; background-size: cover; background-repeat: no-repeat;

To make the background image work in Outlook, always ensure you are using the same image link in the
src="" field. And convert the pixel size to points. Outlook uses Vector Markup Language (VML), which is a
language that controls shapes, colors, and image layers. So it's important you do the two things listed above.
You can convert your image pixels to points by multiplying your pixel value by 0.75.
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Here's some emails we love which use background images really nicely. Notice how your eyes naturally go
towards the images? And certain copy, which is deliberate - the highlighted copy adds the information you
need and the rest tells a story if you really want to read a bit more.

PUBLIC REC

girlfriend
collective

! #TheComfort
OfHome

GAR
GLO

Essential for
Everyone

Don’t make waste.
Wear it.

Key takeaways

» Don't overcomplicate what you need to do! Start simple, and build your knowledge and
confidence before doing the “big” things.

» Avoid stock imagery where you can — look at other free resources or create your own.
+ Compress your images! Aim for a total email size of 2mb or below.
* Use PNGs for illustrations and JPGs for photography.

» Avoid image-only emails! For accessibility purposes and design best practices, let's steer away
from these pleasel!

» Test your emails. Web client support is ever-changing, so be mindful of this and run your emails
through a render-testing tool.

® © o o o o o o o o o o o o
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Stuck on the rat
wheel of painful

email production?

T Cut your email production time from two weeks to two days with Messagebird. You
: can level up your team, your emails, and your results — all while using your existing ESP.
. How Messagebird helps emails teams like
. L L L3 L
yours resolve recurring production pain points:
iod Simplify collaboration and workflows
within your team (and with other teamst)
)
Make fewer mistakes by
}+ simplifying your QA process
po Scale your emails by
handling dynamic content and
x4 personalization with a few clicks
T

Ready for a lifeline to get out of
your stressful production woes?

We're here to help show you how
Messagebird can help.

GETADEMO >

Lock down elements and editing
controls to maintain brand standards

Export send-ready HTML code with
seamless integrations with most

major ESPs
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