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Internal emails are one of the most powerful channels in 
employee communication. But with the average worker 
receiving 117 emails a day1, it’s harder than ever for internal 
messages to cut through the noise.

How can your emails make a bigger impact? 
The right words can get your email opened. But engagement 
and measurable impact depend on more than copy alone. 
Design plays a critical role in guiding how readers interact 
with your message.

In this lookbook, we’ve shared best practices rooted in design 
principles that anyone can apply — along with inspiration, 
tactics, and creative examples — to help transform employee 
email campaigns into ones that drive engagement and results.

1	 Microsoft WorkLab, “Breaking Down the Infinite Workday,” WorkLab, June 17, 2025,  
https://www.microsoft.com/en-us/worklab/work-trend-index/breaking-down-infinite-workday.

Organizations 
Drives strategic success

•	Clearer communication

•	Faster alignment

•	Improved results

Employees 
Simplifies and empowers

•	Easier to navigate

•	Clarity in role and goals

•	Boost engagement and 
satisfaction

DESIGN MATTERS
Because better design leads to better outcomes

DESIGNING FOR IMPACT

https://www.microsoft.com/en-us/worklab/work-trend-index/breaking-down-infinite-workday.
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EMAIL DESIGN 
PRINCIPLES 101
Thoughtful design does more than improve how emails look. 
It makes messages easier to scan, quicker to understand, and 
more likely to drive action — which matters when the average 
person spends just under 9 seconds with an email.2 

THE GOOD NEWS: 
Even in that short window, good email design can help you do the heavy lifting. 
Clear structure and strong visual hierarchy can help readers scan what matters 
most and move through content with ease. Organized layouts, intentional spacing, 
and clear headings reduce cognitive load and guide attention — making priorities 
easy to understand and act on.

At its core, effective email design is about clarity. The following best practices are 
rooted in proven design principles that help internal messages land in just a few 
seconds. 

2	 Kimberly Huang, “Trends in Email Engagement [Infographic],” Litmus, November 15, 2022,  
https://www.litmus.com/blog/trends-in-email-engagement

https://www.litmus.com/blog/trends-in-email-engagement
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5 BEST PRACTICES 
FOR EFFECTIVE 
EMAIL DESIGN
1. Establish clear content hierarchy
Help employees understand what matters most the 
moment they open your email. A clear hierarchy guides 
the eye from the main message, to supporting details, to 
next steps — and the right layout will help you do that.

Use visual cues like larger headlines, strong contrast, 
and generous spacing to separate sections and prevent 
content from blending together. When size, color, and 
placement work together, your email becomes easier  
to scan, understand, and act on.
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2. Use headings semantically
Apply H1s for primary messages, H2s for supporting 
information, and H3s for details. This improves both 
readability and accessibility.

H1

H2

H3

Primary headline (H1): Your primary headline should 
stand out immediately. Use a larger size or stronger 
weight to signal that this is the most important message 
in the email.

Secondary headline (H2): Supporting headlines should 
be visually distinct but less dominant than the main 
headline. This is often done by slightly reducing size, 
weight, or contrast compared to the H1.

Tertiary headline (H3): These headings introduce 
smaller sections or details. Keep them visually lighter to 
maintain a clear reading order.

6
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3. Make a strong visual first impression
The first thing employees see when they open an email is 
the visual header. A clear, branded header grabs attention, 
sets expectations, and signals what type of content is in 
the body of the email — whether it’s a department update, 
a culture newsletter, or a leadership message.

Used intentionally, this “above-the-fold” space establishes 
visual hierarchy and guides the eye into the rest of 
the email. Consistent, recognizable headers also help 
employees instantly identify the newsletter they’re opening, 
making emails feel familiar and easier to engage with.

4. Differentiate calls to action (CTAs)
When too many calls to action compete for attention, it 
becomes harder for readers to know what to do next. Clear 
visual prioritization helps signal which action matters most.

Use contrast, size, and spacing to make your primary 
CTA stand out. Secondary actions should be styled more 
subtly — such as muted buttons or simple text links — 
so they support the message without competing. This 
becomes especially important in newsletters, where 
multiple CTAs often appear in a single email.

Hero

Call to action Call to action

Secondary CTAs

Call to action

Primary CTA

7
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5. Design with readability and accessibility in mind
Font size, spacing, and layout have a big impact on readability. 
Choosing sizes and spacing that feel comfortable across devices 
helps reduce strain and makes content easier to scan and understand.

Accessibility builds on that foundation. Ensure sufficient color contrast 
between text and background colors, and use alt text so important 
information is still conveyed when images don’t load — especially for 
frontline and non-desk employees with limited connectivity.

Left-align body copy
For any text longer than 
three lines, left alignment 
improves readability and 
scanning.

1.5–2× line height
Recommended by 
the World Wide Web 
Consortium to support 
comfortable reading.

14px minimum  
font size
Ensures text remains 
readable across 
devices and prevents 
mobile browsers from 
automatic resizing.

https://www.w3.org/TR/WCAG20-TECHS/C21.html
https://www.w3.org/TR/WCAG20-TECHS/C21.html
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WORKPLACE NEWS 
& ENABLEMENT 
UPDATE
Distinctive,  
branded header
A strong email header gives each 
newsletter a clear, unique identity.  
As the first visual touchpoint, it 
immediately signals the type of  
content readers can expect.

Alaska Airlines does this especially 
well — the title and tagline make 
the purpose of the newsletter 
clear at a glance.

Color-driven content 
hierarchy
Alaska uses a bold blue background 
to elevate the “Important Safety 
Reminder,” creating visual contrast 
that signals its importance and pulls 
the reader’s focus.

EMPLOYEE EMAIL EXAMPLE
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COMPANY-WIDE 
EMPLOYEE 
NEWSLETTER

Consistent visual rhythm  
across sections
Each content block follows a 
predictable pattern: headline → 
image → short description → action. 
This consistency creates a steady 
visual rhythm that helps readers 
recognize the structure as they 
move down the email.

Brand-forward without 
overwhelming content
Color accents, typography, 
and imagery reinforce Toyota 
Finance Australia’s brand across 
the email, while content blocks 
remain clean and readable.

EMPLOYEE EMAIL EXAMPLE
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DEPARTMENT 
NEWSLETTER

Strong  
semantic headings
Clear H1, H2, and H3 
styles create a predictable 
structure, helping readers 
quickly understand what’s 
most important and how 
content is organized.

Ample white space  
between elements
Spacing between headings, 
body text, and sections 
reduces visual clutter and 
makes long-form content 
easier to scan and read.

SAMPLE TEMPLATE
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COMPANY 
PERFORMANCE 
UPDATE

Inverted pyramid layout
The most important takeaway appears first, 
followed by supporting metrics and details, 
allowing readers to grasp performance 
highlights quickly.

Eye-catching CTA
The primary CTA stands out through high 
contrast, size, and spacing, making the next 
step clear and easy to act on.

SAMPLE TEMPLATE
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EVENT 
INVITATION
Above-the-fold prioritization
Key event details — like date and time 
— are placed at the top of the email, 
ensuring they’re seen immediately and 
easy to scan.

F-pattern scanning support
Content blocks align to natural left-to-
right scanning behavior, making it easy 
to skim multiple stories quickly. 

1

2

SAMPLE TEMPLATE
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CULTURE & 
NEWS DIGEST

Clear CTA hierarchy
Primary CTAs are styled as high contrast buttons, 
and secondary CTAs are styled hyperlinks.

Modular, scan-friendly  
content blocks
Repeatable content modules allow readers to 
jump to what interests them most, supporting 
quick scanning across a variety of topics.

SAMPLE TEMPLATE
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MANAGER & 
LEADERSHIP ROUNDUP

Scan-first,  
read-deeper layout
Clear section breaks allow 
readers to skim headlines 
first, then dive deeper into 
the sections they find  
most relevant.

Visual anchors for headings
Numbered sections help create visual 
anchors, helping readers to quickly 
scan and understand sequence as 
they move through the content of  
the newsletter.

SAMPLE TEMPLATE
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EVEN THOUGH WE’RE A 
SMALL TEAM, STAFFBASE 
MAKES US FEEL BIGGER.”
Dave Cordero 
Senior Director of Internal 
Communications, PGA TOUR

“
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FROM UNREAD 
TO UNMISSABLE: 
EMPLOYEE EMAIL 
THAT INSPIRES
You’ve seen how thoughtful design can 
transform employee email. Now it’s time to put 
these ideas into practice and create something 
employees can’t wait to read.

Put the spark back into your most trusted 
internal communications channel with engaging, 
relevant, and strategic emails that employees 
will love — and actually read.

LEARN MORE!
STAFFBASE.COM/EMPLOYEE-EMAIL
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