
Email deliverability is one of those topics that sounds like a technical specialty until you watch a revenue week get
wrecked by something as mundane as a bad sending reputation. The inbox is not guaranteed. It’s earned, day by
day, across networks, inbox providers, and user behavior. When deliverability is healthy, you spend your time
writing better messages. When it isn’t, you spend your time trying to reverse-engineer why the message never
arrived.

This guide focuses on the practical side: what to check, what to change, and what to avoid. I’ll lean on patterns I’ve
seen in real campaigns, where the “fix” wasn’t a single setting, it was a chain of improvements that reduced spam
signals and improved engagement signals over time.

What deliverability actually depends on
Deliverability is usually discussed as “will it land in the inbox?” In reality, providers make multiple decisions along
the way. Before your message ever shows up in a mailbox, it can be filtered at the connection level, rejected by
reputation rules, classified by content and metadata, or placed into spam or a promotional tab based on user-
specific and account-specific signals.

A useful mental model is that inbox providers look at three categories:

1) Sender reputation

This comes from domain and IP history, complaint rates, bounce rates, and how recipients and networks treat your
mail. If you inherited a domain with a poor past, you can feel like you’re pushing on a locked door. If your list
quality is inconsistent, your reputation will wobble with every campaign.

2) Message authentication and legitimacy

Protocols like SPF, DKIM, and DMARC help receivers determine whether the message is likely authorized and
untampered. Authentication doesn’t guarantee inbox placement, but it removes a major path to rejection.

3) User and mailbox engagement

Open rates and click rates are not the only signals, and they are not tracked perfectly. But providers do use
patterns like long-term engagement, complaint behavior, and whether recipients mark you as spam.

In most “deliverability problems,” the story includes a reputation dip and a list hygiene issue at the same time. Fix
one, but ignore the other, and the improvement is smaller and shorter-lived.

Start with diagnostics, not guesses
When a campaign suddenly performs worse, it’s tempting to change subject lines or swap templates. Those can
help engagement, but they won’t fix an authentication failure or a sudden bounce spike. The first step is to confirm
what kind of deliverability issue you’re dealing with.

Look at these sources of truth:

Your email platform’s delivery reports (delivered, bounced, deferred)

Your bounce details (hard vs soft, common error codes)

Your complaint reporting (including mailbox provider feedback loops if you have them)

Your authentication checks (SPF pass, DKIM signed, DMARC alignment)



Your domain and subdomain sending patterns (Are you mixing mailboxes and subdomains unpredictably?)

If you’re seeing a high rate of bounces or complaints, treat that as the primary cause. If bounces and complaints
are stable, but placement is still failing, focus on reputation and authentication alignment, then move toward
content and engagement.

A quick anecdote: I once worked with a team that changed nothing about content, but they had quietly switched
the marketing trends 2026 sending identity. They started sending from a different subdomain that had looser
DMARC settings. Messages didn’t outright fail authentication every time, but the alignment signals were
inconsistent. Over a couple of weeks, inbox providers started treating the traffic as less trustworthy, and their
“engagement” dropped because people never consistently saw the emails. The fix was boring but effective: align
domains, stabilize sending identity, and ensure DMARC enforcement matched what they were actually sending.

Stabilize your identity: domain, subdomain, and sending method
One of the easiest ways to accidentally reduce deliverability is to change your sending identity too often. Providers
build expectations around the From domain, Return-Path (envelope from), DKIM signatures, and how consistent
the pattern is over time.

Here’s what to keep stable:

The From domain (the visible one the recipient sees)

The Return-Path domain (envelope sender used in SPF)

The DKIM domain (d= value)

Your sending reputation, including whether you use shared infrastructure or a dedicated IP

If you must send from multiple brands or business units, consider separate subdomains and separate
authentication strategies for each. The goal is not complexity, it’s clarity and consistency.

If you’re sending from a marketing platform, it may use a shared pool behind the scenes. Your job is to ensure
your domain authentication is correct and that you’re not mixing multiple From domains on the same list without
a reason.

Also watch your sending method: switching between transactional and marketing streams can cause overlap in
timing and content patterns. Transactional email often carries different engagement expectations. If you send
marketing messages immediately after transactional ones from the same identity, recipients might perceive it as
spammy even if the content isn’t outrageous.

Authentication: SPF, DKIM, and DMARC alignment that actually
matches reality
Most teams set up SPF and DKIM, then assume that’s the job done. The problem is that deliverability hinges on
alignment, not just “records exist.” If the header From domain doesn’t align with what your authentication claims,
receivers can treat your mail as suspicious.

SPF tells the receiver which sending hosts are allowed for the envelope domain.

DKIM signs the message with a domain identity in the signature.

DMARC tells receivers what to do when alignment fails and gives them a policy to follow.

The practical issue: you need to ensure that your SPF record authorizes the sending platform you’re using, and
that DKIM signing uses a domain that aligns with the visible From domain. DMARC then ties the policy together.
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If you’re not sure where to start, do a validation check for a real message from your production system, not a test
template. Many “it passes” situations fail because a staging server or different sending pipeline is being tested
rather than the actual path that customers receive.

Here’s a short triage list I use when an organization is seeing deliverability drift and can’t immediately pinpoint
why.

Verify SPF passes for a real production send, and confirm it includes your sending platform’s IP ranges or
sending service identifiers.

Confirm DKIM is present on the message and that the signing domain aligns with the From domain.

Check DMARC policy and alignment mode (relaxed vs strict) against your actual message behavior.

Review whether you ever send with multiple From domains for the same list without clear separation.

Inspect bounce logs to ensure failures are not dominated by one misconfigured identity.

If any of those items are wrong, content improvements will be patchy at best.

List hygiene: the fastest lever with the most risk reduction
Reputation is a long-term asset, but it’s also easy to damage. Most deliverability incidents I’ve seen trace back to
list hygiene problems: outdated addresses, unengaged subscribers, or acquired lists with weak consent.

There are a few hygiene practices that consistently help:

1) Remove or suppress bad addresses quickly

Hard bounces should be suppressed immediately. Soft bounces need interpretation, because they can reflect
transient mailbox issues. But if a soft bounce repeats over time with the same recipient, it becomes a hard bounce
in disguise.

2) Maintain a suppression strategy

If you’ve had users who unsubscribed or complained, suppress them across future campaigns. Re-contacting
unsubscribes is a common way to generate complaints and trigger spam filters.

3) Re-engagement campaigns with guardrails

Instead of keeping an entire list forever, many teams run periodic re-permission or re-engagement flows. The key
is to target only those who haven’t engaged for a long time and to have a clear “if they don’t respond, reduce the
sending frequency or remove them.” This isn’t about gaming opens. It’s about removing the recipients who never
interact, because non-engagement over time becomes a reputational signal.

4) Be careful with purchased or imported lists

If consent is uncertain, expect deliverability problems. Even if some recipients technically receive the email,
engagement patterns will be worse and complaint rates may climb. The result is often a reputation hit that you
feel for weeks or months.

A practical trade-off: aggressive list cleaning can reduce your reach, but it often improves your inbox placement
enough that your total number of effective conversions stays stable or improves. If you’re sending high volume, a
cleaner list typically gives you better performance per recipient.

Email content: reduce spam signals, but don’t chase paranoia



Content is rarely the sole cause of deliverability failures. Still, it matters, especially when reputation and
authentication are stable.

Spam filters evaluate many signals, including:

Links and link destinations

URL patterns (especially excessive redirects)

Image-heavy templates with little text

Suspicious formatting or repeated characters

Certain phrases or “spammy” constructs

Overly aggressive personalization that doesn’t match the recipient

In practice, the biggest content issue I see is not “bad wording,” it’s mismatch. Messages sometimes look nothing
like what recipients expected. For example, a welcome series promised “product updates” but suddenly becomes a
series of sales pitches. Recipients either ignore or mark it as spam. That user behavior is more damaging than a
slightly imperfect subject line.

Here’s a pattern that works well for many teams: treat deliverability as part of message quality. If you wouldn’t
send the same message from the sales rep perspective to a real person who just asked a question, don’t send it by
email either.

Also, avoid template drift. If your emails change drastically between campaigns, spam filters can become more
cautious. You don’t need rigid sameness, but you do want predictable structure: clear subject, meaningful first
paragraph, transparent branding, visible unsubscribe, and links that behave normally.

Engagement strategy: frequency, cadence, and the slow art of not
annoying people
If your emails land in the inbox but start to drift into spam over time, user engagement is usually the explanation.
Engagement is shaped by frequency and relevance.

A few rules of thumb I’ve seen hold up:

If you have a broad list and you can’t segment well yet, reduce frequency. Better fewer good emails than
many mediocre ones.

If you have a highly targeted segment, you can often send more, because relevance is higher.

For new subscribers, lean into the promise you made at opt-in. Welcome flows should be immediate,
informative, and restrained.

Cadence matters. I’ve watched teams increase send frequency after a campaign “did well,” without realizing that
they were mostly measuring opens from a subset of engaged people. The unengaged majority got less valuable,
and complaint signals later caught up with them.

A practical approach: treat your list like a group of people with different motivations. Some want updates weekly,
some only want product launches, some want onboarding help and then they disappear. Your segmentation can
be simple at first, but the direction should be toward sending what each group expects.

Infrastructure choices: sending platforms, warmup, and volume ramps



Where you send from matters, but not in a simplistic “better provider equals better inbox” way. Inbox providers
care about reputation of your sending identity, not just the tool you use.

If you’re launching a new sending domain, migrating to a new platform, or using a new dedicated IP, you typically
need a ramp-up (warmup). The idea is to build sending reputation gradually and avoid sudden spikes that look
abnormal.

Volume ramps should consider:

List size and quality

Historical engagement

Complaint and bounce thresholds

How quickly you can monitor and pause

A common mistake is to go from zero to full volume because “everything is set up.” You might have
authentication correct, but reputation is still unknown. Warm up with smaller batches to engaged subscribers first
if your data supports it.

If you use a shared sending infrastructure, you still need to be careful with list quality and consistency. Shared
pools can help you start faster, but they don’t eliminate deliverability risk when you send to unengaged or invalid
addresses.

Troubleshooting scenarios you’ll actually meet
Deliverability isn’t one problem. It shows up in patterns. Here are a few scenarios and how teams usually fix them.

“Messages deliver but performance collapses”

This is often a content relevance or engagement problem. It can also be that placement changed, for example,
moving from inbox to promotional tab, which some metrics treat as “delivered” but the engagement drops.

Fixes typically involve segmentation, cadence adjustments, and clearer value in the first part of the message.

“Bounces spike right after a change”

This is usually list hygiene or configuration. A common culprit is a change in Return-Path, a change in the sending
domain, or a wrong route that triggers SPF failures. Sometimes it’s a specific list import process that allowed typos.

Focus first on the bounce type and the receiving error codes. Don’t guess.

“Complaints climb”

Complaints are one of the fastest ways to damage reputation. Complaints can rise when you contact people who
didn’t expect your message type, when you increase frequency beyond what the list tolerates, or when
unsubscribe handling is broken.

Fixes are often operational: ensure unsubscribe links are functional, respect suppression lists everywhere, and
adjust frequency and segmentation quickly.

“Authentication tools say you’re fine, but mail still gets filtered”

This can happen when alignment is inconsistent across messages, such as when different templates or sending
paths sign differently. It can also happen if you have multiple subdomains or From domains and only some have



correct records.

Test using the exact production pipeline, and compare multiple real sends over time.

A small operational discipline that pays off for months
Deliverability improves when your process is steady. Teams that do well treat deliverability like a quality metric, not
an emergency.

A simple routine can work:

Review bounce and complaint rates after major campaigns.

Track deliverability outcomes by audience segment, not just overall.

Keep a change log of what you changed: template, links, sending identity, and cadence.

If you have a question about deliverability, take measurements from real sends, not from assumptions.

You don’t need a massive data program. You do need consistent observations, because deliverability issues are
often slow to resolve and fast to worsen.

What “good” looks like, and why metrics can mislead
It’s tempting to demand exact targets like “X percent inbox placement.” The difficulty is that placement reporting
varies, and it depends on the provider, the recipient, and the user’s mailbox rules. Even open rates can be
misleading due to tracking behavior and client settings.

A better approach is to watch directional change in a few key areas:

Bounce rate trends (especially after changes)

Complaint rate trends

Authentication pass rate on production messages

Engagement trends by segment (and by expected behavior)

Re-engagement results, like how many previously inactive users become active again

If deliverability is improving, you usually see fewer hard bounces, stable or improving complaint levels, and
engagement that recovers because more recipients are actually seeing the email.

Common mistakes that keep deliverability stuck
Here are a few habits I’ve repeatedly seen block progress:

Changing From domains or signing domains without updating authentication and expectations

Importing new lists without verifying consent quality

Running re-engagement campaigns without a suppression plan for non-responders

Increasing frequency to chase short-term opens, then burning reputation

Ignoring unsubscribe and suppression logic in edge workflows

Testing authentication on a staging system that doesn’t match production

Deliverability improvements are rarely glamorous. They are mostly about consistency, consent, and respectful
messaging.



Two practical next steps you can do this week
If you want immediate traction, focus on two areas that usually move the needle quickly while reducing risk.

First, audit your authentication on a real production message. Confirm SPF pass, DKIM signature presence, and
DMARC alignment that matches your visible From domain. If you find inconsistencies, fix them before you change
creative.

Second, review your list hygiene and suppression logic. Identify whether hard bounces are being suppressed
properly, whether unsubscribes are respected everywhere, and whether inactive users are still receiving full-volume
campaigns.

If you’re short on time, do those before redesigning templates or rewriting copy. Better deliverability makes every
future improvement more effective.

When you need to escalate
Sometimes deliverability problems are outside your immediate control. If you’ve corrected authentication, cleaned
lists, reduced frequency, and still see persistent filtering or unusual bounce patterns, it’s worth checking whether
the problem is happening for a specific segment or receiving domain.

If you’re using a dedicated IP or enterprise arrangements, you may need to request information from your
sending provider about reputation signals and any block listings. If you’re dealing with a high-profile consumer
provider, the inbox provider support channels can sometimes help, but only if you have enough evidence:
timestamps, message identifiers, and authentication results.

Escalation is most effective when you can show what you changed and how the data responded, rather than
asking vague questions like “why is it going to spam.”

Email deliverability is a system, not a single setting. When you treat it like one, you stop chasing random fixes and
start building a reliable pipeline. Stabilize your identity, get authentication aligned, clean your lists, and send
messages that recipients actually want. Over time, inbox providers learn that your mail is consistent, legitimate,
and useful, and your campaigns stop fighting the spam filters before they even start.


