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The Power of Email Competitive Intelligence
Email professionals like you need robust competitive intelligence no less than 
anyone who manages any other area of the business. 
Imagine if you had comprehensive visibility into the commercial emails your top competitors and favorite 
peers are sending – including their subject lines, creative, audience/send sizes, inbox and read rate 
performance, and even list overlap intel.

This information is actionable across a wide range of applications – like audience acquisition, message 
targeting and personalization, send times, contact frequency, journey planning, and audience profiling. 
Successfully applied, competitive data can lead to strong lifts in email revenue from improvements to 
inboxing, open, click and conversion rates, and order value.

SparkPost helps some of the most sophisticated enterprise senders in the world to successfully leverage 
competitive intelligence in their email programs. Enjoy this guide to learn about the importance of 
competitive intel in email and how you can best use it to gain an advantage for your brand, too.

Happy sending!

Be part of our email community!
Receive updates and information about all things email 
from SparkPost, so you can stay on top of what's new – like 
the latest industry insights, articles, on-demand content, 
and sometimes an email pun or two.

We’re dedicated to helping you reliably reach the inbox 
with powerful solutions to plan, execute, and optimize  
your email programs.

A static navigation bar allows you to skip through pages of the PDF

SUBSCRIBE TO OUR NEWSLETTER
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Why use competitive intelligence in your email program?
From the very beginning of competitive commerce, organizations of every type have needed and sought 
out information about their competitors: Who are they? What do they sell, and to whom? How do they price 
and advertise? How do they manage service and logistics? Decades before any kind of digital marketing, 
competitors were buying and deconstructing one another’s products, collecting and analyzing their print 
and broadcast advertising, subscribing to their direct mail, shopping their stores, and polling their customers. 
If understanding your customers is a central tenet of marketing management, so is understanding your 
competitors. Within legal and ethical boundaries, this is a wholly legitimate endeavor – and vital to 
competitive success.

The whole point of the process is to identify competitive successes,  
gaps, opportunities, and the upside potential of possible remedies  
and other actions.
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How is competitive intelligence usually managed?
Marketing email is fertile ground for demonstrating the need for competitive intelligence – and providing the 
means for its delivery. As this channel has grown, senders have used various competitive intelligence tactics. 
The most common among these is simply signing-up for competitors’ emails. This method is quick, cheap, and 
easy. It shows the emails being sent to those who signed-up, but it’s by no means a complete representation 
of all the email that the sender is deploying. For the mailings that a subscriber receives, there is visibility into 
the mailer’s subject lines, creative, and offers – but there’s no such insight into other mailings, or into the 
audience size or performance of any mailings.

Industry average benchmark reporting also offers insight. Published by some service providers and industry 
research organizations, these reports show email performance by vertical, sometimes also by email type. They 
offer guidance as to activity and performance trends and standards, usually at quarterly or semi-annual intervals. 
However, they offer no visibility into what content and other tactics actually drove the performance they report.

Email marketers may seek other guidance from marketing analysts and research services, but these are often 
ad hoc projects, offering only superficial insight into tactics and their impact within a limited time window.
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So what’s missing from this picture?

• A platform with queryable, statistically valid, real-time data… 

• Describing campaign-level mailing activity across a comprehensive representation of commercial emailers…

• And also showing exactly what’s being mailed, including subject lines, creative, and detailed body content.

• This is the only approach that can reliably identify email audience and message optimization opportunities. 
What insights should you expect to glean from a robust competitive intelligence strategy, though, and how 
can you take action on what you learn? Let’s explore that in more detail.

Check out the trends, behaviors, and benchmarks driving email forward.
For the annual SparkPost email report, we sift through mountains of data from the largest data 
network of any email solutions provider, not just in terms of overall data points, but in the depth 
and diversity of the sources we pull from. We also survey 2,000+ marketers and email practitioners 
globally to gain insight from the people who own email at their respective organizations.

Check out Email in 2022 to learn:
• Trends & topics top of mind for email 

professionals in 2022
• How email marketing professionals have 

adjusted two years into the pandemic

Curl up, dive in, and geek out with us over how email 
marketing has evolved, and enjoy our recommendations 
on fortifying your email strategy moving forward.

• What digital marketing strategies industry 
leaders are leaning on to accelerate growth 
and connect with key audiences

• Email benchmark metrics and how they’ve 
shifted over the last year

GET THE REPORT

1  |  49

EMAIL IN 2022The trends, behaviors, & benchmarks 

driving email forward
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8 Key Insights from Email Competitive  
Intelligence & Why They’re Essential

1. How large are your competitors’ overall email audiences?
Why does this matter? 
• This reveals their number of potential customer impressions.

• It can also expose underperformance in relation to your competitors of comparable size and market 
footprint.

How can you take action on it?
• Perform a subscriber acquisition and list health audit.

• Focus on audience retention and development opportunities.

2. How many campaigns does each competitor mail, what kind, and when?
Why does this matter?
• Intel like this feeds critical knowledge about the extent, nature, and timing of competitive email 

programming.

• It also provides visibility into strategic customer journeys.

• Lastly, it identifies program gaps and opportunities for you.

How can you take action on it?
• Leverage these insights in your own event and campaign planning. 

• This should also inform your send-time testing and optimization strategies.

3. How large are their audiences for each campaign?
Why does this matter?
• This feeds critical knowledge on their campaign reach and segmentation. 

• It also supports targeting estimates (see below).

How can you take action on it?
• Again, this should inform your own event and campaign planning. Are you segmenting your audience 

enough? Are you running enough campaigns per segment? Too many?
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4. How targeted are their email campaigns?
Why does this matter?
• It suggests the degree of sophistication in their audience selection.

• It’s especially meaningful in relation to relatively large numbers of deployed campaigns, versus 
relatively small send volumes.

How can you take action on it?
• This supports enhanced sophistication in your segmentation, targeting, and personalization. 

Leveraging competitive intelligence that proves their email campaigns are more sophisticated 
than yours can not only provide inspiration – it may also create a compelling argument for more 
resources for your email team.

5. How frequently do their email campaigns touch each of their subscribers? 
Why does this matter?
• This reflects competitive contact strategies.

• Too large a number creates retention risk, but too small a number suggests opportunities to 
enhance contact.

How can you take action on it?
• Contact frequency testing and optimization. Segment your database and try different send times 

and frequencies for each group. E.g. Do you get more engagement with emails 1x day or 3x week?

6. Are any of your competitors’ deliverability and engagement rates better  
than yours?
Why does this matter?
• Inboxing is strongly driven by message relevance and improved subscriber engagement.

• It also helps document the business/financial upside to inbox, audience, and message optimization.

How can you take action on it?
• This intel can lead to important diagnostic/best practices audits on your own campaigns. 

• It also helps with program and audience planning to ensure you’re engaging the right folks with the 
right message. 

02 03 04 05 06 07 08 09 10 1101



SPARKPOST®

7. How are their subject lines structured?
Why does this matter?
• Subject lines can affect deliverability, and they’re the most critical tactic in driving opens  

(even if opens can’t always be accurately measured). 

• It also reveals details of subject line deployment and practice (E.g. wording, length, symbol use) in 
relation to inbox performance and engagement.

How can you take action on it?
• Test your own subject lines and offers based on these competitive insights. Don’t forget strategic 

preheader text, too! 

8. What other senders’ audiences overlap with yours?
Why does this matter?
• This reveals which other emailers are competing with you for attention in your subscribers’ inboxes – 

and for product sales. The best of them will get better engagement.

• It also provides a profile of your email subscribers interests.

How can you take action on it?
• Calibrate your mailings to match (or beat!) the quality and sophistication of competitive mailers.

• Leverage overlaps for new audience acquisition and engagement, as well as possible strategic 
partnerships. Does a peer share a sizable audience overlap with you? We love a good comarketing 
campaign!

These are powerful ways you can put competitive intelligence to work for you. 
Insights and actions supported by robust competitive intelligence have direct 
financial impact, including demonstrable lifts in:
• Inbox rates

• Open, click, and conversion rates

• Average order value

These are only a few of the factors that can be improved with competitive email intelligence. In fact, 
based on research we’ve seen, companies that have and use robust email competitive intelligence 
can improve email revenue by 2x or even 3x. Think about the possible impact of those multiples if you 
monetize your email and don’t use competitive intelligence.
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Ok, so you’re convinced you need competitive 
intelligence as part of your email program.  
What should you look for in a solution?

• Data: What data points are available, and how are they 
sourced? Data should be representative of the geography, 
ISPs, demographics, industries, and mailers of the email 
activity being analyzed. Data should include two to three 
years of history to allow for trending.

• Ease of Use: The platform should have a clear, intuitive 
user interface that is easy to learn and quick to respond. 
“Time is money,” and ease of use has a major impact on 
your time.

• Automation: The platform should be able to save 
various queries, operations, and outputs for future or 
repetitive use. It should also permit easy programming to 
trigger alerts conditioned on specified observed activity or 
performance metrics.

• Reporting: The platform should include standard 
reporting of basic email KPIs and comparisons, and it 
should also allow data exports for custom report creation.

• Email Expertise: The platform should be supported 
by a service component staffed by email experts 
with experience in planning and deploying email, and 
measuring and evaluating its performance. These experts 
can help clients apply their business questions and use 
cases to actual data mining on the platform. They can 
also be strategic advisors. It’s one thing to recognize how 
competitors are using email, but another to understand 
what to do about it. 
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Wish you had all this 
juicy data on your 
competitors’ emails?

SparkPost’s Competitive Tracker platform offers the most sophisticated email competitive 
intelligence on the market today. 

Competitive Tracker sources data from SparkPost’s proprietary permissioned panel – 
over one million consumers – who permit us to track their commercial emails and their 
engagement with what they receive. We see millions of emails sent by tens of thousands of 
brands through 42 global ISPs, capturing over 90% of all commercial email. 

Unique in the industry, this gives 
you detailed visibility into these 
emails; i.e., their subject lines, 
creative, inboxing, and read 
rate performance. The platform 
also projects individual mailing 
send sizes and overall brand 
audience footprints, and from 
those metrics, derives campaign 
targeting metrics and overall 
subscriber contact and read 
frequencies by brand. 

Supporting Competitive Tracker is a team of seasoned email 
experts who work with clients to leverage platform data for 
optimizing email deliverability and subscriber engagement. 
Ready to take a test drive? Contact us today!

GET A DEMO

This platform is wonderful. I love the Competitive Tracker 
tool, and being able to monitor ISPs individually. This tool 
enabled us to detect our pain points with our email sends, 
so we could make changes for improvement. It gives 
you visual insight into competitors, DNS records, email 
performance, subject line analysis, and more.
- Advance America

https://www.sparkpost.com/schedule-demo/
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About the Author
This guide was largely written by John Landsman, Manager of Research and 
Analytics here at SparkPost. 

John has more than 35 years of experience in all aspects of CRM development, 
deployment, and application, including 18 years in the email space. 

He came to SparkPost through our 2019 acquisition of eDataSource, having 
joined the latter in 2015. Previously, John spent 10 years with the email unit of 
eBay Enterprise Marketing Solutions (now Zeta Global). Prior to that, John spent 
10 years with Harte-Hanks, finishing as Vice President of Strategy and Analysis.

Check out more insights from John 

Fun fact: Competitive Tracker data was used in all of these articles!

Top Holiday Email 
Campaign Trends 

for Retailers
Amazon Prime Day 

Event Recap

Black Friday & 
Cyber Monday 
Emails in 2021

John’s background also includes 12 years in various corporate staff positions at Macy’s. Named Director 
of Advertising Analysis in 1985, he initiated and led the project that created their first integrated customer 
database marketing system. After he left in 1988, John owned and operated a retail marketing database and 
analytics consultancy, supporting major retail brands nationwide.

Between 2005 and 2014, John was also a marketing faculty member at Bentley University in Waltham, MA, 
having previously held teaching appointments at Boston University, Miami University, Xavier University, and 
Colby College.  

SparkPost is so proud to have expert email geeks like John on the team! 
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https://www.sparkpost.com/resources/infographics/top-holiday-email-campaign-trends-for-retailers/
https://www.sparkpost.com/blog/2021-amazon-prime-day-event-recap/
https://www.sparkpost.com/blog/black-friday-cyber-monday-emails-in-2021/


SPARKPOST®

02 03 04 05 06 07 08 09 10 1101

About SparkPost, a MessageBird Company
SparkPost is the industry's most trusted email optimization platform. 
SparkPost helps senders reliably reach the inbox with powerful solutions to 
plan, execute, and optimize email. The platform is powered by the industry's 
largest data network, a team of email experts to help brands elevate every 
aspect of their email program, and a security and compliance posture to 
support even the most regulated industries.

SparkPost is the world's largest sender, delivering nearly 40% of all 
commercial email – over 6 trillion sends annually – and also boasts 
the world's largest data footprint to help enterprise-level brands make 
data-driven decisions to improve email performance. The world's most 
sophisticated senders, including The New York Times, Zillow, Adobe, and 
Booking.com trust SparkPost to elevate their email.

Learn more at www.SparkPost.com or connect via Twitter, LinkedIn,  
or the SparkPost blog. SparkPost is a MessageBird company.


