HTML Guidelines for Email Creatives

When creating HTML files for using in an email, there are a few things that should be done differently from how web pages are created. Most of these involve working with HTML as if it was still 2002, which may look ugly from a development standard, but will create the most compatible code as far as emails go.

1. If you are not coding the HTML from scratch by using a text editor, it is best to use a standard HTML editor such as Adobe Dreamweaver or Microsoft Expression Web. These will generally create very clean code that is very compatible, even when using the graphical editing tools that they offer (emphasis on generally, see point 8). If you are not making the creatives using an HTML program, be very careful of what you use. Adobe Photoshop, InDesign and Microsoft Word are three programs that I see used a lot for making creatives, but all three are not meant for creating HTML at all. Oftentimes these will create problems. If your designers do not know HTML and feel that they need to use a program like these, it is best to use Adobe Fireworks. Fireworks IS intended to be an HTML creation tool that uses the same slicing features found in Photoshop and InDesign. It is very easy to use and creates the most compatible code, as long as under “HTML Setup”, the table output is set to “Nested Table”. When slicing try to avoid at all costs making uneven rows and columns. When rowspans and colspans are placed into an email, there is a high chance of the emails showing up incorrectly, as not all mail clients accept rowspans and colspans. See point 4 for more information.


2. Cascading Stylesheets are one of the greatest tools available in web design. However, CSS does not work well in emails. Some major email clients such as Gmail will actually strip CSS from the email when it hits the inbox, so any hard work you put into the styles for that email will have been for vein. The alternative to this is Inline Stylesheets. These are much more compatible and offer better results across email clients. So for example:

<td style=”width:600px;background-color:#00FFFF”>

Also, to keep text styles, the style definition needs to be placed in each cell containing text, otherwise clients like Outlook will not register the styles (see point 7). 

A handy tool to use to quickly convert CSS to inline style sheets can be found at http://premailer.dialect.ca/, but be sure to check over your code afterwards as the tool can create odd HTML errors.


3. Background images are not a good idea, because Outlook 2007-2010 does not show them. Colors are fine, and I would suggest using them in place of images when possible. Also if you can set up the HTML to have the images as foreground images instead, do that. Keep in mind that you want to have as much text as possible in the creative though, as having a lot of images relative to text can trigger spam filters. 


4. Div tags are a standard these days for website building, but, unfortunately; they don't work in emails too well. Tables are the best alternative to use here, but try not to use colspaces and rowspaces. Instead just put more tables inside of the current table if you need to split up cells. The code looks ugly, I know, but it works. 


5. Margins and borders are not very consistent across email platforms. Where possible, use container tables to create borders by setting the background color of the container to be the desired border color, and giving this container a cellpadding of the desired border width. Margins can be replicated using the same method, or by adding columns or rows where there should be a margin.

6. Avoid floating objects, as several clients ignore the float style altogether. Instead, use align=”” to create the same effect. Note that this does not work all the time, however, but will work fine with images.


7. Setting the font and everything in the body tag certainly does save time, but in emails the body font will not always carry over to the rest of the email. Some email clients will ignore the body font when going into a table, so to make sure that your font appears correctly throughout the email, set each TD tag to the style you would like it to be. Even setting a table to a certain font will not carry over into the individual cells, so make sure that each cell is defined properly. 

8. Adobe Dreamweaver is definitely the standard for HTML editing, and is a very good tool, but even it makes mistakes. One thing in particular I see a lot is that if you insert a link in Dreamweaver using any of the graphical tools, it may convert the & symbol to its html equivalent of &amp;. If this occurs, your link may not work properly anymore, so if you ever insert a link using the & symbol, you should do so in code view, or using a plain text editor. I would highly recommend opening the HTML file in any browser and viewing the source of the page to ensure the links are inserted correctly. If you are using an HTML editor that makes these changes when saving the file, you will need to go back into the HTML using a plain text editor to ensure that the link is correct.


9. All special characters must be hardcoded in the email. For example, © needs to be input as &copy;

10. The only types of languages that will work universally in all email clients are HTML and Inline Style Sheets. All other types of markup or programming languages will not necessarily work and should never be used. This includes Javascript, PHP, XML, ASP and other common web languages. Tags introduced in HTML5 should be avoided as well, as most of these will not work either. Not all HTML tags will work in email either, such as iFrames and Embeds, and the previous points talk more about which HTML and ISS markups should be avoided. 

11. The width of your email should be around 600 pixels wide, but should not exceed 750 pixels wide. Even though monitors are getting wider, most email clients have panes surrounding the email, reducing the viewable area, and you never want anyone to have to horizontally scroll to view an email.

These are the major issues I see with emails that I receive. If you can use these guidelines then your emails will have a much better chance of appearing correctly. There may be other things that I have missed, but these are the biggest ones I have seen. In addition, below are some common strings of code I often place into emails to fix common problems.

.ExternalClass * {line-height: 100%;}
This one actually should be done as CSS, within a style tag in the header of the HTML. What this code does, is it solves an issue for Hotmail in which line height of text appears too large.

<body style="-webkit-text-size-adjust: 100%;">
This body tag should replace the existing one of your document if text is appearing too large when viewed on an iOS device

style="display:block"
If the layout of your creative is handled largely by images in a table, this attribute should be applied to each image tag to prevent breaking. Fireworks inserts this code as CSS automatically when exporting, but clients like Gmail will not accept the CSS, so it needs to be applied to individual image.
