
AIL
EMTRENDS & BEST PRACTICES

Email Marketing Trends & Best Practices
for Data-Centric Organizations

2016 



Table of Contents
Executive Summary         3
Key Findings          4
Methodology & Participant Profile       5-6

Use of Technology
 What percentage of overall revenue is attributed to various channels?  8
 What email technology is popular now?      9
 How well is current email technology performing?     10
 What is the email technology of the future?      11
 What is the relationship between marketing and I.T.?    12
 Key to Success - Increase I.T. Involvement      12
 What are the top email performance challenges?     13 

Use of Customer Data
 What is the most valuable data for ROI?      15
 How are marketers using data to increase ROI?        16
 Key to Success - Centralize Customer Data and Access It Directly   16

Data Management
 How accessible is customer data to marketers?     18
 What are the top data utilization challenges?     19
 What are the top elements of email marketing success?    20
 Key to Success - Mapping Out Real-Time Data Needs     21

Summary          22
About MessageGears & The Relevancy Group     23

2



Executive Summary
Is email marketing still relevant?
With the rise of social media, companies have to ask the question, “Is email marketing still relevant?” 
Considering email’s long history of more than 40 years of existence (an eternity in the digital age of 
communication), this is a valid question to ask. To find out, The Relevancy Group and MessageGears 
conducted a survey of more than 300 marketers of mid-market and enterprise companies to 
understand how top global brands are using email marketing. What we discovered is that email marketing 
is still very much alive. When asked what percentage of overall revenue is attributed to various channels, 
email had the highest revenue at over 20%, beating out the dollar return on mobile, display, and social. 

Even though marketing through mobile devices and social channels has grown in popularity, evidence 
suggests that consumers still prefer email to the other channels. Email has remained the communication 
channel king for decades and is still growing. The email marketing industry was $1.5 billion in the year 
2010 and is expected grow to $6.5 billion by 2018.* Anyone who has tried to declare over the years that 
email is dead has been proven wrong time and time again. In fact, as the technology powering marketing 
communications continues to evolve and get better and more sophisticated, marketers are increasingly 
relying on email as a critical marketing tool. 

What’s ahead?
Marketers are facing new challenges as send volumes routinely rise into the millions each month and the 
demand for real-time communication increases. While real-time marketing is most closely associated with 
brands sending timely messages to a mass audience, the next frontier of real-time marketing is sending 
personalized messages to individuals, but more personalization usually means more delays. The key to all 
real-time marketing is speed, but the very infrastructure of email marketing is based on a series of time 
consuming tasks, such as list creation, data syncing, and batch delays. Each activity introduces another 
delay, all of which can quickly turn a real-time marketing opportunity into a missed opportunity. However, 
most delays arise from how data is managed and stored and many delays are not necessary. This report 
examines what technology marketers are using to keep up with demand, as well as the best practices that 
top companies deploy to generate maximum revenue through increased personalization and real-time 
marketing. 

*Transparency Market Research, Email Marketing Industry - Global Size, Share, Trends, Analysis And Forecasts 2012-2018
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Key Findings
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Marketers are not able to leverage all of their customer data.
Thirty percent of respondents said their biggest email marketing challenge is that they are not able to leverage all of 
their marketing data. Legacy software-as-a-service (SaaS) solutions are partially to blame, as they require data to be 
selected, replicated, and synced to be stored in the cloud, which limits the amount of data available for marketing. 
Also, organizations are still working to centralize customer data on their end, which means that data currently lives in 
different areas throughout the organization, making it nearly impossibly to access for email marketing.

Customer data is typically scattered throughout an organization.
Only 9% of marketers are able to access all of their customer data from a central data warehouse. Being able to meet 
consumers’ expectations and provide a consistent experience across all channels, including email, requires seamless 
access to updated, fresh customer information. Most of our participants answered that they have none or only some of 
their data in a centralized location, which means that there are pieces of customer data scattered throughout different 
areas of the organization rather than in one place. 

There is a disconnect between marketing and I.T.
Only 65% of total respondents would describe their relationship with their information technology (I.T.) department as 
at least “above average.” As many as 37% of enterprise companies describe their relationship with I.T. as either “below 
average” or “poor.” Thirteen percent of respondents said they didn’t know how many data sources they are currently 
using and integrating to their email service providers, highlighting a disconnect where marketers don’t necessarily 
understand where their data resides.

Integrating data sources to email vendors proves challenging.
When asked how difficult it was to integrate the data sources to their email service providers, over half of the 
respondents described integration as “somewhat difficult,” with another 24% saying it was “very difficult.” Ninety 
percent of mid-market companies surveyed describe integration as one of those two, compared to just 73% of 
enterprise organizations. 



Methodology & 
Participant Profile
In the Fall of 2015, The Relevancy Group conducted a survey commissioned by MessageGears of 301 marketers from 
the United States. The majority of marketers in this survey represent enterprise organizations, defined as companies 
that market across the U.S. and/or internationally and have more than 1,000 employees. Half of respondents work for 
companies in the financial services, retail/eCommerce, or travel/hospitality industries. Due to rounding, not all 
percentage totals in this report equal 100%. 
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Since the survey participants represent large companies, it makes sense that monthly email volume is pretty high. 
Most of the participants in the survey send between 10 and 50 million email marketing messages every month, but 
a good percentage send even more than that, including almost 5% sending over 100 million. 

At these high volumes, email marketing cannot operate effectively by blasting the same message to every recipient. 
The need for personalization and segmentation is important when you’re working with this volume of email.

Methodology & 
Participant Profile (cont.)
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USE OF TECHNOLOGY



What percentage of overall revenue
is attributed to various channels?
When asked what percentage of overall revenue is attributed to email, mobile, display, and social, email had the 
highest revenue with 20.1%. Notice there’s also a decent portion of responses that said email accounted for over 
40% of their revenue. While marketing through mobile devices and social channels has certainly grown in 
popularity in recent years, evidence suggests that consumers still prefer email to those other channels that are still 
emerging. In a recent MarketingSherpa survey, 75% of tech-savvy social media addicts stated that email was their 
channel of choice when it came to receiving marketing messages. The takeaway is that email has been, and still is, 
a significant contributor to overall revenue for most companies.
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What email technology is 
popular now?
Twenty percent of organizations surveyed utilize more than one solution for email marketing. Participants were 
asked what type(s) of technology they used in their organizations today:

Software-as-a-Service (SaaS) or Hosted ESP - As defined by EmailVendorSelection.com, SaaS is software that is 
licensed and hosted by a vendor and is made available to customers on a subscription basis. These applications are 
hosted in a cloud and are accessed via web interface.

Commercial On-Premises ESP - Software is installed directly on-premises on a local service inside the customer’s 
own network or a server of the customer’s choosing.

Custom Home-Grown Solution - An email solution developed and maintained internally by I.T. resources.

Hybrid Solution - Different organizations define hybrid differently. It could be a combination of the above (such as a 
custom home-grown solution mixed with some SaaS elements) or a solution such as MessageGears, which combines 
both on-premises and cloud components into one package.

Over 80% of respondents from the automotive industry utilize a SaaS solution. At least half of media, real estate, 
retail, and travel industries also utilize SaaS. Industries that most utilize on-premises software include manufacturing, 
government, telecomm, pharmaceuticals, and technology. Entertainment, consumer products, real estate, 
technology, and financial services most utilize custom home-grown solutions for email marketing. Of the 
respondents that send over 100 million messages per month, 57% utilize a SaaS solution.
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How well is current email technology
performing?
When asked how satisfied companies were with various aspects of their email marketing program, most 
respondents were fairly satisfied with their email marketing vendor technology but less satisfied with the ease of data 
utilization.

This marks the beginning of a theme throughout the responses where marketers are generally less satisfied with 
the ability to utilize marketing data. Five percent of respondents said they were “very dissatisfied” with the ease of 
data integration, and another 15% were “somewhat dissatisfied.”

Mid-market companies were less satisfied overall than enterprise, which may signal that they may be using tools 
that they need to graduate from or upgrade. Email marketing revenue got the lowest average score for mid-markets 
(3.3), while technology’s ability to scale was the worst average for enterprises (3.3).
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What is the email technology of the 
future?
For high-volume, data-centric marketers that are managing large amounts of rapidly changing data, it may make 
sense to use a hybrid email marketing model that allows sensitive customer data to be stored in-house behind a 
company firewall, while still making use of cloud applications to handle resource-heavy tasks, such as message 
rendering and delivery. Below are three reasons you may want to use a hybrid email marketing model to manage 
your sensitive customer data.

1.  Increased Collaboration
     Marketers often face a common challenge of transitioning from disconnected customer interactions to a unified 
     view of customer engagement. Years of fragmented marketing have resulted in companies having data silos that 
     represent an incomplete view of customers. The high adoption of cloud software as a service (SaaS) platforms, 
     whether for e-commerce, email, content management, or analytics has set businesses up to store and manage 
     data in multiple locations. With every new platform, a new database must be created that updates independently 
     and allows little flexibility in the way data is structured. Overcoming these challenges means a shift not just in the 
     way different departments coordinate, but also in the way they collect and store data.

2.  Increased Security
     By replicating, syncing, and storing data outside of your own database, you’re increasing the risk that your 
     customer data will be compromised. That said, just because you don’t store sensitive customer data in the cloud 
     doesn’t mean that you can’t use cloud applications for other functions. Allow cloud services to do the heavy lifting 
     of tasks that don’t require data to be stored long-term, such as email deliverability and tracking. By being selective 
     with how you use cloud services, you benefit from maintaining the core functionality of the cloud without replicating 
     your data and sending it to multiple vendors.

3.  Access to Up-to-Date Data
     One of the biggest challenges in using big data for marketing is getting updated data to an email service 
     provider and keeping it in sync and fresh. As soon as data is replicated and sent to the cloud, it is out of date. It 
     takes time for data updates to sync between databases. In most scenarios, it takes hours for an email service 
     provider to make updates. In worst-case scenarios, it can take days — an eternity in today’s fast-paced customer 
     lifecycle. No matter how quickly an email service provider sends information back and forth (through File Transfer
     Protocol (FTP) or Application Programming Interfaces (APIs)), it can never match the accuracy of using fresh data 
     directly from your company’s internal systems.

     By accessing data directly from the source, you no longer have to replicate data and send it to the cloud. Instead, 
     you can create personalized, relevant, and immediate messaging using the freshest data available from all 
     consumer touch points. The outcome is true real-time access (not “near” real-time) to any and all customer data. 
     And the best part is, you can say goodbye to painful and complex Extract, Transform, Load (ETL) data integration, 
     duplication, and synchronization processes required for transferring your sensitive customer data from your 
     database to a third-party email service provider.

This new hybrid email marketing model, which allows for core functionality to be maintained in the cloud while 
accessing data from a centralized location, will play a crucial role in meeting the challenges ahead. With hybrid email 
marketing, marketers can have the best of both worlds by combining the security of in-house, on-premises tech-
nology and pairing it with the convenience of cloud computing to help brands communicate with customers in a 
more meaningful way throughout the customer lifecycle journey.
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What is the relationship between
marketing and I.T.?
Only 65% of respondents would describe their relationship 
with their information technology ( I.T.) department as at 
least “above average.” Thirty-seven percent of enterprise 
companies describe their relationship with I.T. as either 
“below average” or “poor.”

Key to Success - Increase I.T. Involvement

Let’s make one thing clear: no matter what vendors you choose and what type of technology you work with, I.T. is 
going to be (and has to be) involved. You’ll need them for the initial integration, for any maintenance or new data 
that needs to be exposed, troubleshooting, setting up automations, etc. In some cases, depending on the solutions 
being utilized, especially for triggered messages, I.T. owns the templates and sending mechanisms themselves. 
They also need to be aware of traffic and capacity.

Remember that I.T. is generally the “gatekeeper” of data, trying to limit threats and keep an eye on data security. 
The more vendors that need data sent to them and kept in sync, the more frustrated I.T. can be. They’re trying to 
manage dozens or more solutions and keep all of that data in sync and fresh. When you create additional silos, 
you’re putting I.T. at odds with the marketing team, especially because I.T. doesn’t have control over the solutions.

Marketers also want to play around and test different scenarios, particularly in email marketing, and a lot of this is 
either done on the fly or with very short notice because of how easy tools make it to test. This causes friction 
between the teams when marketing rushes to I.T. for help or access.

So how can we work to create some peace and harmony between the teams? Not to sound like a therapist, but 
talking to them is a great start! Have your teams work together to understand each other’s goals and needs, and to 
set expectations. You can set up some common rules and procedures for getting things accomplished, and it’ll be 
important to stick to them. Making them aware of your plans for the upcoming year reduces surprises and can 
help I.T. anticipate needs and even find ways to make things easier. Ask for I.T.’s help in giving you a complete view 
of the customer.

Another way to break through this roadblock is to involve I.T. in the vendor selection process, especially when the 
solution needs access to customer data (like email marketing). In many cases, marketing selects a vendor and tells 
I.T. after the fact, but involving I.T. in the selection gets them thinking through the integration prior to 
implementation, and they can bring up valid points for maintenance and scalability that you may not have thought 
of. Get I.T.’s input and advice and they’ll appreciate you for it!

And you want them to appreciate you, because let’s face it, you will not be successful without working 
harmoniously with I.T.!

12



What are the top email performance
challenges?
We asked marketers what the greatest challenges are when building and executing email marketing campaigns. 
Thirty percent of respondents said their biggest challenge was that they were not able to leverage all of their 
marketing data, which was by far the greatest struggle. Enterprise companies also struggle with feeling that I.T. is too 
involved, and they don’t like replicating their data. Mid-markets feel that the entire process between the vendor and 
their team takes too long and their vendor requires too much custom work (and charges for it).
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USE OF CUSTOMER DATA



What is the most valuable data for ROI?
While we have established that marketing data is disparate, we sought to understand which elements are driving 
return on investment (ROI). It appears the items that are easiest to grasp, such as demographic and satisfaction data,
are valued over potentially more important and difficult data to access such as spending and behavioral data. Open
rates, purchase recency, and acquisition source were all rated least valuable and are not shown below.
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How are marketers using data to 
increase ROI?
Now that we know what customer data our participants think is most valuable from an ROI standpoint, we were 
interested in understanding how many already utilize that information in their email programs. Almost half of 
respondents currently utilize behavior, location, and context data in their email programs, while there remains a 
strong desire for using context, attitude, and real-time data among marketers.

Key to Success - Centralize Customer Data and Access It Directly

Access to customer data (demographics, satisfaction, lifetime value, etc.) is the most important element of success 
for email marketers. Being able to meet consumers’ expectations and provide a consistent experience across all 
channels, including email, requires seamless access to updated, fresh customer information. Most of our participants 
answered that they have none or only some of their data in a centralized location, which means that there are pieces 
of data scattered throughout different areas of the organization rather than in one place. 

A key to breaking through this particular roadblock includes a plan to consolidate and centralize data internally. 
This limits the amount of integrations needed and keeps everything in one place for all teams and vendors to 
securely access the data. Your organization’s goal should be to securely give everyone a unified, global view of each 
customer, which can in turn help you provide a seamless, consistent experience no matter where customers are 
interacting with you, be it email, mobile, in-store, social media, web, etc. This will help break down the silos and give 
your entire team access to more information about your customers. From the data, it appears that enterprise 
organizations are moving towards this goal much faster than mid-market companies.

Also, look at your existing technology and see if there are ways that you can utilize it to access your data directly. If 
that’s not possible with your current group of vendors and solutions, put a plan together to find technology that 
makes it possible. One of the major limitations of many vendors is that they require you to send pieces of customer 
data to be stored in their systems. That not only gets in the way of providing a global view, but it doesn’t give you the 
complete picture, either, because you can’t send all of your data to a vendor – that would be too large of an 
undertaking. Instead of sending bits and pieces of customer information to various solutions for use, find technology 
that acts as spokes to the central database hub.

And finally, don’t outsource things that don’t need to be outsourced. The beauty of many vendor solutions is that
marketing is given a lot of control, but be careful that control doesn’t require outsourcing data. That data is yours, 
not theirs. Carefully select vendors that don’t want to control your data but instead provide you with full access to 
it for utilization.
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DATA MANAGEMENT



How accessible is customer data to 
marketers?
What customer data companies are able to utilize in email marketing depends a great deal on where their data 
resides and how it is accessed by their email technology. Many email service providers require that customer data 
be extracted, loaded, and transferred into their systems for storage, and that can limit what data is able to be utilized, 
especially for certain data-centric industries.

When asked how much customer data lives in a central 
data warehouse, 95% of respondents said that at least 
some of their data is located in a centralized database, 
but only 34% say most of it is, and just 9% have 
everything in one location. 

This creates silos where pieces of information relating to 
customers live in different areas of an organization. In 
order for companies to have a unified view of their 
customers, and for marketers to utilize everything they know 
about them effectively, slowly eliminating these data silos 
and housing everything in a centralized location should be 
a goal for businesses in the coming year. 

According to the survey results, enterprise organizations are 
moving towards this goal faster as nearly half of those 
respondents said they have most or all of their data 
centralized.
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What are the top data utilization
challenges?
We asked marketers what prevents them from utilizing all of the data that their company collects for marketing. Thirty 
percent of respondents said their biggest challenge was that there weren’t enough I.T. resources, causing integration 
issues with various solutions. Twenty-five percent of marketers said that coordination between different marketing
channel managers isn’t up to par, meaning that not only are data silos an issue, but internal teams are not effectively
communicating with each other, making things even worse.
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What are the top elements of 
email marketing success?
We asked marketers what the top three elements are that are most important to having a successful email marketing 
program. Enterprise companies place a larger emphasis on accessing customer data, technical/integration services, and 
automation workflows. There was less emphasis placed on strategic and educational services, testing tools, and content 
management tools. 

The takeaway here is that marketers feel that in order to be successful, they need to be able to access customer data in 
a secure way and then be able to understand how their recipients and customers are responding and behaving. Having 
a complete view of the customer allows marketers to create programs that address their needs in real-time.
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Key to Success - Mapping Out Real-Time Data Needs

For all of the rhetoric about “real-time marketing,” many businesses and marketers don’t actually have real-time 
access to their customer data. Think about the data you send and store with various vendors. Every time a data sync 
finishes, the information the vendor has starts becoming stale and out-of-date until the next sync. Depending on the 
vendor and how much data you’re sending back and forth, this process can take minutes, hours, or even longer, 
which really takes the “real-time” out of “real time access.”

We know that accessing more data is the #1 priority, so if it’s already taking too long to get what you need, it’s only 
going to get worse, and companies that are planning on utilizing real-time data in 2016 are going to need to think 
about consolidating and centralizing their data. Most people have been on the receiving end of an obvious 
disconnect where it was clear that a system wasn’t accessing the most up-to-date information, whether it’s 
receiving emails promoting products that were bought last week, or reminders to sign up for events that have 
already been RSVP’d. Think about how a customer feels when you send them an email with a big 20% coupon code
an hour after they just placed a big order with you. Fresh data is important in creating that consistent omnichannel 
experience. Many solutions allow companies to offload the “heavy lifting” onto the provider, but in a lot of cases 
that eliminates the benefit of having direct, real-time access to internal data.

Different pieces of technology need to be kept in sync, which creates lag, and that gets worse with every new vendor 
that is brought on board. Perhaps enterprise marketers should think of their email program like they think about 
their website. Websites for large, data-centric organizations generally have access to the latest and greatest 
information (and typically live in-house) because they need to: customers are logging in to see recent orders, 
shipping notifications, points balances, inventory, flight statuses, prices, etc. Marketers want their websites to have 
all of that information in real-time, so they don’t outsource it. What if they approached email in the same way? No 
matter how quickly an ESP sends information back and forth through FTP or APIs, it can never match the accuracy 
of using fresh data from a company’s internal systems.

Think about your real-time needs and what information you’re going to need to utilize to make these programs 
effective. Automated campaigns such as confirmation emails, shipping notifications, flight statuses, event reminders, 
and nurture/onboarding programs need certain information immediately in order to be effective. Triggered emails 
like abandoned cart or product view promotions need to be plugged into the global view of the customer – no one 
likes getting an abandoned cart email after they’ve already returned to the site and completed their order (or called 
the call center). You also may be setting up triggered messages, such as emails being sent based on opens, clicks, or 
replies, all of which need real-time access to that information.

There are surely more examples, but the point here is that any program you set up that is meant to move and act in 
real-time needs to have access to customer data behind the scenes in real-time in order to work. The first step in 
eliminating this roadblock is to map out what your needs are from a real-time marketing standpoint, and then make 
sure all of the processes and vendors are properly aligned. Multiple vendors and technology solutions working 
together need to be carefully orchestrated to avoid an inconsistent and clunky experience for prospects and 
customers. Put yourself in your customer’s shoes when setting the programs up – what is this going to look like from 
the user’s perspective?

And finally, again, look for technology that accesses a centralized database directly (and, remember, involve I.T. in 
the decision making process). Whether it’s working with and/or combining some existing technology or shopping for 
something new, the goal should be to consolidate instead of continuing to outsource. You need one database of 
record, not multiple ones scattered all around.
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Organizations should work to centralize customer data.
Consolidating and centralizing data internally limits the amount of integrations needed and keeps customer 
data in one place for all teams and vendors to access. An organization’s goal should be to give all teams a 
secure, unified, global view of each customer as it helps them provide a seamless, consistent experience no 
matter where their customers are interacting with them. Centralizing data helps break down silos and gives 
marketers access to more information about their customers.

Marketers should work with I.T. and involve them in vendor evaluations
Whenever a third party solution requires access to customer data (like email marketing solutions), marketers 
should work to involve I.T. in the selection process instead of selecting a vendor and informing I.T. after the 
fact. This helps marketers understand potential challenges with integration and can make implementation 
easier because I.T. is able to weigh in on what will work best for the organization. I.T will be needed for 
assistance no matter what type of technology is used, from the initial integration to ongoing maintenance. 
They are generally the “gatekeeper” of customer data, focusing on limiting threats by keeping an eye on data 
security. This can put them at odds with marketing teams. Marketing and I.T. teams should work together to 
set expectations, and understand each department’s goals and needs. 

Finding technology that accesses data directly is key for personalization.
One of the major limitations of some email technology, particularly with a SaaS model, is that they require
their clients to send pieces of customer data to be stored in their systems. This not only gets in the way of 
giving marketers a global view of their customers, but forces marketers to work with incomplete and 
out-of-date information. Instead of sending bits and pieces of customer data to various vendors for use, brands 
should find technology that accesses a centralized database directly.

Email marketers should map out real-time needs and find solutions to support them.
Marketers should map out what their needs are from a real-time marketing standpoint and make sure all of the 
processes and vendors are properly aligned. Multiple vendors and technology solutions working together need 
to be carefully managed and orchestrated to avoid an inconsistent and clunky experience for prospects and 
customers. Marketers should put themselves in their customer’s shoes when creating these programs, 
understanding what messaging will look like from the user’s perspective.
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provoking market research with unrivaled advisory services to 
help buyers and sellers alike to compete more effectively within 
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About MessageGears

MessageGears is the first and only email marketing service to 
combine the power and security of on-premises software with 
the efficiency and scalability of cloud delivery. MessageGears’ 
unique hybrid architecture provides an extraordinary combination 
of data integration, data security, and cost-savings for Fortune 500 
companies and data-savvy marketers around the world. 
MessageGears is a recipient of a Silver Stevie® Award in the Most 
Innovative Company of the Year (Up to 100 Employees). In 
addition, MessageGears was named a Top 20 Most Promising 
Digital Marketing Solution Provider of 2015 by CIOReview. 
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MessageGears' email marketing solution gives enterprise marketers the ability to 
communicate more effectively and efficiently with their customers. By connecting directly 

to internal data in real-time, global brands can send relevant, personalized communications 
without needing to copy and replicate data to the cloud.

There is no off-site data replication required. MessageGears' software integrates 
directly into an enterprise's internal databases. This keeps sensitive customer 
data where it belongs: on-premises and under the marketer's control.

Leading global brands utilize MessageGears’ email solution

Integrated

Powerful

Secure

On-premises software allows enterprise marketers to fully leverage all of the 
internal customer data necessary to launch and analyze email campaigns using 
a full set of live data.

Send tens of millions of emails per hour with the power of true one-to-one 
messaging. Segment mailing lists with existing customer data and use it to 
customize the message for every recipient.

MESSAGEGEARS.COM


