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Subject Line Mastery 
 

Every email you send out needs a subject line.  

This is what people see when the email arrives in their inbox.  

And whether they can be bothered to open your email will depend on 
whether the subject line intrigues them enough.  

Like you they are receiving dozens or even hundreds of emails a day.  

You need to make sure that yours is opened and not deleted. 

The aim is to enter the recipients ‘circle of trust’ so that you are given the 
same priority as their family and friends in their inbox.  

For instance, when I scan through the new and unread emails in my inbox, 
it’s the ‘From/Sender’ part that I’m most interested in.  

It’s right there next to the subject line, and just as important.  

You no doubt do the same thing.  

You’ll be irresistibly drawn to open the email from a close friend before the 
one from your energy supplier.  

Whether consciously or subconsciously, you divide emails into three lots:  

• Those that absolutely need to be opened and read first.  

• Those that will be trashed immediately (spam).  

• Those that will be saved to read later. 
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You need to be in that first lot if you want to maximise your open rates.  

But to do that, you need to enter the circle of trust.  

This is where the subject line is important.  

Because it’s the primary way to attract your reader’s attention and convince 
them you’re not trying to sell to them, and what you have to say will be 
interesting, useful or urgent.  

And over time they will begin to give your emails the same level of 
importance.  

Think about your own email reading habits...  

I’m guessing there will be at least one or two senders that you always open 
emails from.  

It might be an expert you respect, a band or author you love, a review 
service that you can’t wait to check out, an opinion-maker who always says 
something insightful that helps you achieve your goals, or a newsletter about 
a topic you’re a huge fan of – perhaps a sport, hobby or team.  

It all begins with the subject line.  

If you make them consistently strong, you have a chance to enter that circle 
and become an essential part of your prospect’s inbox reading.  

Your messages will be something they want to pounce on and open 
excitedly right away.  

Here are some examples of subject lines... 
 

‘Revealed, the fatty food that helps you lose 
weight’ 

‘UK’s wealthiest publisher reveals his ultimate 
secret’  

‘What this Indian man ate to stay alive for 
202 years’ 

‘How to Get a Million Followers In 25 Hours And 
17 Minutes’  
 
‘What NEVER to eat on an airplane’ 
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‘Why that pile of junk could be worth £300’ 

 
Think of the subject line as the hook with which you aim to catch as 
many eyes as you can.  

The more eyes, the higher the number of readers will look at the email. 

This is important, because people who read your emails more often 
are more likely to buy products through you. 

Or in some cases, maybe you are only trying to flag one reader 
down, so focus on the ideal person you have in mind. 

It’s the same as direct mail.  

Think of your reader as standing over the bin with a pile of post.  

You’ve got to make sure yours doesn’t end up with the ‘other junk’. 

Remember that your subject line should not usually be an offer.  

This will denote that it’s a sales email, when it’s not.  

You’re training your readers not to expect marketing material, so 
resist the temptation to turn subject lines into hard sell offers.  

You CAN do this from time to time, of course, but we’ll get onto this 
later. 

 

How to Create one 
The easiest way to create a successful subject line, is to pick the 
most useful, unusual or interesting item in your email.  

Turn that into your subject line.  

If you think it’s the most interesting thing, then your reader is likely to 
feel the same. 

Subject lines are limited to what most people can view in their inbox.  

Try to keep them short.  

But don’t worry if some readers get truncated versions where the 
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headline suddenly stops in mid…flow.  

This can make subject lines even more intriguing. 

Use these rules to create your subject line: 

• Specific: try and use numbers, figures, actual names. Instead of ‘How 
to Save Money’, try ‘7 easy ways to save £14-£787 per month’. 

• Unique: say something that will surprise them, something original. 
Announce some news. Put some personality into it. “Why my wife 
hates this idea”. 

• Intriguing: go for a mysterious angle that makes opening the email 
irresistible. Instead of ‘The latest news” say “This latest revelation is 
truly shocking”. Or ask a question “Are you making this number one 
mistake with your email marketing?”. 

• Useful: sometimes you just want to make the benefits clear, so instead 
of “Ideas for a safe summer”, try “Discover the food that beats 
sunburn” 

 

Try different subject line styles with every email 
The key is to vary your approach. 

If you use the same type of URGENT, YOU MUST READ NOW! subject line 
all the time, it will lose its impact.  

Your readers will become immune.  

Remember we don’t want to train our readers to expect the same kind of 
message. 

TIP: alternate between pushy subject lines and intriguing subject lines... and 
benefit-led subject lines... short lines and long lines. 

If you are emailing your list regularly, try different styles of subject lines with 
every email.  

Spam check. Most email broadcasting systems include a facility to help 
make sure your email doesn’t fall foul of people’s spam filters.  

For instance, words like ‘rich’, ‘free’, ‘sex’, ‘guaranteed’ often put you in the 
junk folder.  
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Spam filters develop all the time, so some words come back into vogue, 
while others suddenly cause problems.  

If you use MailChimp to broadcast, you can enter your subject line and it will 
give you its verdict.  

 
 

How to Increase Your Open Rates 
According to research by Chadwick Martin Bailey, 64% of people say they 
open an email because of the subject line.  

It’s like the copy on the outside of an envelope that suggests what might be 
inside.  

Whether someone can be bothered to open your email will depend on 
whether the subject line intrigues them enough.  

As they scan through their new and unread emails your prospect will weigh 
up: ‘What’s in it for me?’  

Based on your subject line they will decide whether it is worth their attention 
or not.  

This happens at a subconscious level, and in fractions of a second.  

Bear in mind that you are competing with potentially hundreds of other 
emails – newsletters, work updates, emails from friends, advertising – that 
are hitting their inbox at the same time.  

You’re also struggling to stand out amongst all the other messages that 
bombard people when they sit at their computer or look at their smart phone: 
texts, Facebook updates, Tweets, reminders, missed calls, pop-up adverts 
and banners.  

According to Jay Walker-Smith of Yankelovich Consumer Research, the 
number of advertising messages we see each day could be as high as 
5,000.  

As we only have limited time, we must decide which messages to read and 
which to ignore.  

The subject line is your opportunity to grab attention and hook your reader 
in.  
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However, before you begin to test and improve your subject lines, you need 
to have the right level of expectation.  

This means looking at, and understanding, the metrics.  

 

What’s a good email open rate?  
When it comes to open rate statistics, it’s hard to really give a definitive 
benchmark that works across all industries, markets and fields of interest.  

But in my experience, I’d say anything over 20% and you have a healthy list 
that’s responding well. However, depending on the age and size of an email 
list, the open rates can vary significantly.  

• A small new, red-hot list of prospects who have signed up will 
mean higher open rates. 

• Older, larger lists get lower open rates.  

For instance, a six-month-old email service with 500 email subscribers could 
easily have a 50% open rate.  

And if the email is part of a paid-for service (such as a membership site or 
alert service), then that open rate could go as high as 80% or even 90%).  

However, after two years that list might double or treble in size, with open 
rates much more like the average.  

Don’t be disappointed if you’ve found your larger, older list has dropped in 
open rates since you began.  

If your open rates stay below 10% then you need to figure out what’s wrong. 

 

Pro Tips to Improve Your Subject lines  

Use classic trigger words: Here are some classic trigger words and 
phrases you might want to try. They might sound ‘old hat’ but they’ve proven 
persistently effective over many years:  

• Introducing 

•  New 
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• At last 

• How to  

• Who else wants to  

• Discover 

• Revealed 

• Secrets  

• Breakthrough 

• Amazing 

• Urgent  

No puns or clever word play – these make the reader work hard to 
understand the joke at a glance.  

Broadcasting provider MailChimp conducted an email subject line study and 
found that short, descriptive subject lines fare best in general.  

• Keep it personal – speak directly to the prospect.  

• Use ‘You/Your’ wording to speak directly and comfortably with 
readers.  

• Read the subject line out loud – does it sound natural?  

Wherever possible you want the reader to feel that you are a friend or 
colleague rather than a salesperson or faceless business.  

Need inspiration? Adapt other people’s subject lines  

There’s no need to reinvent the wheel.  

You should also take subject lines that have made you open an email and 
use those as a model to work from.  

Simply tweak and adapt to fit your business.  

To help you, here’s a range of my own subject lines, with how they 
performed.  

Beneath each I’ll suggest why the subject line worked well, or why it might 
have worked less well.  
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However, please note that even with my 17 years of experience writing 
subject lines professionally for marketing and editorial emails, it can often be 
surprising which subject lines succeed and which fail.  

Some just have a magic that you can’t predict.  

High Open Rate (%):  

Beware of these bloodsucking tipsters (28%)  

This one - for a betting review service - taps directly into what the reader 
most fears – being ripped off.  

This is highly useful, while the word ‘bloodsucking’ gives it a bit of emotion 
and personality.  

How to spot a fake Betfair profit (26%)  

Again, this taps into a fear of being ripped off, but it’s also useful and there’s 
clearly a technique or skill to be gained by reading the email.  

How to use these sequences to boost your betting bank 
(25%) 

This one connects with a desire to make money – and specifically for people 
who bet – but it is also intriguing, as it mentions ‘sequences’ but doesn’t say 
more about them, enticing the reader to find out more.  

Can you trust Mr. Dalton’s ‘proofing’? (25%)  

Questions can work well.  

This leaves it open as to whether Mr. Dalton is, or isn’t to be trusted.  

It’s worth opening the email to find out.  

A sad loss (26%)  

The subject line hints at tragedy. 

And like it or not, people are intrigued by these things, even if it’s not related 
to them.  

In the same way as cars slow down on a motorway when there’s an accident 
on the other side of the road, this is a kind of email ‘rubbernecking’.  

He only works 4hrs a week, but earns... (24%)  
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But earns what? The trailing-off, interrupted subject line urges the reader to 
find out.  

Just released! Download your free copy of Unleash 
Your Niche here (23%) 

This works because it’s something new, freshly released, and it’s free.  

A gift or bonus is always a good way to get your email read.  

Why Jeremy Kyle made me vomit (23%)  

The famous TV name grabs attention.  

Secondly, there’s an implied story here that could be funny or shocking.  

Could you make £2,500 from Paul Ross’s ‘cherubic ’face? 
(22%) 

This one does the above, but then adds in the intrigue of a specific financial 
gain, with the weirdness of the word ‘cherubic’ in inverted commas.  

How to make £15-£150 a week from a bit of tarmac 
(21%) 

This has a specific financial gain, which helps, but I think the high open rate 
was because of the phrase ‘a bit of tarmac’ which sounds odd and 
unexpected.  

Low Open Rate:  

How to profit from Wimbledon (14%)  

Perhaps this one was just too ordinary.  

For a betting service, it’s obvious what the email is about: advice on tennis 
betting.  

Perhaps people thought it was useful, but one to save for later.  

I used to be a BRILLIANT dancer... (13%)  

Lacks any benefit for the reader.  

Your invitation to a Free Live Forex Seminar (12%)  

This offers something for free, which can work well, but maybe too many 
people had seen similar offers, or thought it sounded like hard work.  
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Are you in a doomed marriage or perfect partnership? 
(12%) 

Perhaps this would have been stronger with ‘3 sure- fire signs that your 
marriage is doomed’ or something with more intrigue.  

How to build a £1.63 million property portfolio with 
a £25,016 annual passive income (12%)  

You’d think this would do well, as it has very specific figures and a big 
financial promise. But perhaps it was too complex or sounded too out of 
readers’ leagues.  

How to profit from the power of ‘invite only ’(12%)  

Perhaps this explains too much in the subject line about what the email is 
about.  

How to profit from the news without phone hacking 
(12%) 
 

Very topical at the time, but perhaps people didn’t feel they really could profit 
from that news.  

How to automate your ‘business life ’online (12%)  

I wonder if this simply wasn’t something that interested readers and lacked 
urgency.  

Some good news to kick off today (11%)  

A bit vague. Maybe ‘bad news’ would have done better?  

Crowdfunding, Forex and Oysters (11%)  

There’s no benefit here, and possibly not enough intrigue or allure. 
Sometimes it’s okay not to say anything, but this isn’t funny or weird enough.  

 

Subject line Swipe File 
 

Here are 90 Subject Line Templates to Adapt, Tweak and Steal 
 

• Do you suffer from this frustrating problem? 
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• Do this one thing to leap up the Google rankings 
• An idiot-proof way to make a website in 30 minutes 
• What never to eat on a Monday 
• An urgent warning about this so called expert  
• Wow, amazing new results revealed 
• How to retire early without a pension plan 
• The interview answer that employers love to hear 
• How to win the friendship of anyone you meet 
• What Amazon sellers won’t tell you about this pitfall 
• The fastest way to find a bestselling product 
• How to slash your energy bill in half 
• Get the inside scoop on this controversial online guru 
• Why your email marketing is rubbish 
• 7 Etsy secrets revealed 
• Quick, this offer closes at midday on Friday 
• Discover 3 amazing new breakthroughs for stress 
• What the papers aren't telling you about this financial threat 
• How to find half price property 
• Only 3 more places available, don’t miss out 
• How to improve your financial health in 6 minutes  
• How to boost your bank account  
• An urgent warning about this online tool 
• How a pineapple could save you £399 
• 4 ways to tell if your colleague is lying 
• How to remember the face of anyone you meet 
• Why eating at this time of day adds 10 years to your life 
• How to fool your boss into a pay-rise 
• Discover which AI tools really save you time  
• Revealed, the most profitable side-hustle of 2023 
• How this simple breathing trick boosts your memory 
• Discover 3 ways to protect your bank account from fraud 
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• Revealed, the Instagram filter that gets more likes 
• Urgent, please read this now 
• How to legally spy on the competition 
• 3 mortgage secrets your bank doesn’t want you to know 
• Read this NOW before you buy more stock from Alibaba 
• Is this the most dangerous side-hustle ever? 
• How to improve your open rates in 3 easy steps 
• At last, get the real lowdown on this dodgy product 
• Urgent message for your eyes only 
• Richest man in Britain reveals his surprising secret 
• How to claim back money from your bank 
• Shocking new revelations about this home enterprise scheme  
• Do you make this fundamental eBay mistake? 
• How an egg timer can give you laser focus 
• If you don’t read this today it could be too late 
• One thing you can do to slash your phone bill 
• How to reduce wrinkles with a cabbage 
• Warning, how to avoid this phishing trap 
• Watch what happens to your bank balance when you do this 
• How to turn unwanted junk into a windfall 
• 8 magic words that could win you a new job 
• This amazing revelation could change your life in 5 minutes 
• How to eat at Gordon Ramsay’s for less than a tenner 
• Discover how to read a stranger’s mind 
• The best 3 places to sell your photographs 
• What NEVER to trade on a Monday 
• Revealed, the shocking truth about SEO 
• Where to buy cars at half price 
• Read this or lose £39K 
• This Instagram tip could double your followers 
• This online opportunity could double your money in 12 months  
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• 7 sneaky bookie tricks to avoid 
• Why every home should have this jar 
• The coming crash 
• At last, discover the real cause of your hay fever 
• Revealed, the no 1 Instagram marketing secret you need to know  
• What this Indian man ate to stay alive for 202 years 
• If you’re male and over 40, read this now 
• New Amazon rule revealed 
• 4 easy steps to a richer life  
• I’m dying to pass this latest news onto you 
• Quick, try this amazing web traffic breakthrough 
• Psychology guru reveals how to read your dreams 
• How to get financial advice for nothing  
• Have you ever been caught in this trap? 
• You don’t want to miss this  
• Great news about your tax  
• Revealed, how to unlock wealth from your home  
• Read this before you send off another CV 
• This is awful news 
• Urgent news just released 
• Are you making this mistake on Facebook 
• Sneaky credit loophole revealed 
• Wow, this is shocking 
• Why this stock is not as safe as experts say 
• Hurry, you won’t get another opportunity like this 
• This 2-minute daily strategy could double your sales 
• This may sound horribly familiar to you 
• Read this NOW before you run another Facebook ad 
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Action Plan  

Put your subject lines to the test.  

Follow my method of creating a subject line, making sure you create at least 
10 each time before you narrow it down.  

Now try them out.  

Use different subject line styles each time you broadcast an email and make 
sure you monitor the open rates, as well as the click-through rates.  

Keep a record of your subject line results so that you have a record of what 
works and what doesn’t.  

Finally, if your list is large enough, split it into two and test different subject 
lines against each other to measure the response.  

This way you’ll gain a deeper understanding of what makes your readers 
tick.  
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