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Why Optimize for Images Off? 
 
Most email clients block images from loading 
by default. This means you need to be 
cognizant of how your email looks with 
images-off. A well-optimized template will help 
communicate your value offering and calls-to-
action, which in turn increases click-throughs 
to your site. 

 
Even though Gmail has recently made the 
move towards automatic image caching 
(images-on by default), it will be a while before 
all the major ISP’s catch on. In the medium 
term, image-off email template architecture 
will still be highly important. 
 
Anatomy of an Optimized Image-Off Email 
 
REI does a fantastic job of optimizing for 
images off. On the next page we’ll take a look 
at the various elements they do well. 

REI Email – Images Turned On 
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A) Text-to-Image Ratio 
You should keep your text-to-image ratio 
(which is the amount of html, textual 
elements in your email vs. the amount of 
images) at a healthy level. A good rule of 
thumb is 7-to-1. This is because image 
heavy emails tend to trip spam filters 
(increasing the chances your email will land 
in the spam folder), take longer to load, and 
cause accessibility problems. Additionally, a 
heavily image-driven email without 
supporting text elements tend to look bad 
with images-off. 
 
This REI email provides a wonderful 
example of a good text-to-image ratio. 
 
B) Alt Text 
Alt text is the text that shows up when 
images are blocked or broken. In the 
context of email marketing, it's important to 
be smart with your alt text usage in order to 
make sure your main value points are visible 
& aesthetically pleasing with images turned 
off. 
 
REI leverages alt text well, by showing the 
copy and links for their main promotions 
(Extra 20% Off Jackets, 1 Day Only) clearly. 
 
Keep in mind not every single image needs 
to contain alt text, but definitely do use it 
where it makes sense, such as your main 
offer or other navigational links. 
 
REI opted to use the default blue underlined 
text, but you have the flexibility to stylize the 
text as you wish. Be aware of contrast 
issues…for example, the Free 2-Day 
Shipping in the header banner is hard to 
read against the dark gray background. 

 

REI Email – Images Turned Off 
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C) Text for Header & Footer Navigation 
Your header and footer navigation links will 
see a substantial amount of clicks. For 
some clients, we've seen 20%+ of total 
clicks on an email come from these links. 
These additional entry points are important, 
as they give another opportunity for your 
subscribers to click through to your site if 
the main promotion contained in the email 
is not relevant to them. 
 
Many retailers make the mistake of coding 
the entire navigation bar as an image, which 
turns up blank with images off. 
Here, REI has the header and footer 
navigation coded as text links. 
 
D) Pre-Header 
A pre-header is the text at the very top of an 
email. Pre-headers provide additional 
context to the subject of an email. In some 
email clients, such as Gmail, a snippet of 
the pre-header text will be displayed 
following the email subject line in your inbox 
before you even open the email. This allows 
you to effectively "extend" your subject line. 
 
Pre-header text can be linked to specific 
landing pages, as REI does here. 
Additionally, the "safety" link of "View with 
Images" gives the subscriber the option to 
view the image email in their browser. 
 
Generally pre-headers are small in size and 
don't exceed 1-2 lines, because you want 
to preserve as much of the critical above-
the-fold real estate as possible for your 
main promotion. 
 
E) Bulletproof Button 
A bulletproof button is a HTML-stylized 
"button" that acts as a link. It is visible on all  
email clients with images turned off, hence 
"bulletproof" (some clients render it 
differently though, such as removing 
rounded corners). 

 

REI Email – Images Turned Off 



	  

Contact	  us:	  service@essenceofemail.com	  
	  

6	  

 
 

 

 

Generally, you'll want to code your main 
calls-to-action as bulletproof buttons, as they 
tend to generate higher click-through rates. 
 
In REI's case, they opted to include 4 
bulletproof buttons in this email: Shop 
Women's, Shop Men's, Shop Monday's Deal, 
and Shop Deals. 
 
Because these buttons are coded in HTML, 
they won't be able to display fancy graphics 
such as a gradient with images turned off. 
You can however, overlay the image on top of 
the button so that with images on, you'll get 
your pretty button. 
 
F) HTML Background Styling 
Using the hex-code color palette, you can 
add some background to your emails, even 
with images off.	   Here, REI matches the color 
used with their image's color, a dark 
magenta. 
 

REI Email – Images Turned Off 
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BustedTees Email – Images Turned On 

BustedTees Email – Images Turned Off 

Mistakes to Avoid	  
	  
Now let's look at an example of a poorly optimized email from BustedTees. The images-on version 
looks fine, but the images-off version does not.	  
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A) Repeating/Non-Existent/Irrelevant/Incorrect Alt Text 
Alt text can be powerful when used correctly to push you promotion with images turned off. However, 
you can't just mindlessly put in alt text for every image. In this example, BustedTees shows a generic, 
repeating alt text for each of their products. This is clearly not optimal. 
 
Another common mistake is to completely omit any alt text, which is troublesome if your email has some 
core images with promotions, as the user won't be able to see anything when images are turned off. 
 
B) Overlapping Alt Text 
Another thing to note is if your alt text is too long, you may get a case of overlapping alt text, as seen in 
the social icon alt text shown here. For social icons, it's advisable to use abbreviations such as FB or TW 
for Facebook & Twitter since the images of the icons tend to be small, and thus run higher risk of 
overlapping alt text. 
 
C) Collapsing Regions 
Due to the nature of the coding, the product tiles of this email collapse with images-off. This is non-ideal, 
as it scrunches all of the alt text together, which results in a large block of hard-to-read text. As you can 
see in the images-on version, each product tile actually contains a much larger image. The table space 
with images-off should reflect these dimensions to add better visual separation. 

BustedTees Email – Images Turned Off 
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Optimize your emails for images-off to 
increase usability, not just to make 
them pretty. 

Summary 
 
1. Use text/HTML whenever possible  
2. Add in header & footer text navigation  
3. Make use of bulletproof buttons   
4. Utilize alt text intelligently   
5. Avoid large images, or at least slice them up and add 

supporting textual elements    
 
Resources 
 
  Bulletproof button generators 
 
1. http://emailbtn.net/  
2. http://emailtransmit.com/bulletproof    
 
Previewing cross-client compatibility 
 
1. http://emailonacid.com/  
2. http://litmus.com/   
 
Extra Credit    
 
Some email marketers have experimented with "mosaics", which 
are pixelized versions of images that show up with images 
turned off. If you want to geek out, you can see two fun 
examples here: http://marketingland.com/optimizing-pre-image-
optimization-11977 
 
 
 
 

“Aesthetics 
without 

purpose is 
useless.” 

-‐	  Essence	  of	  Email	  


