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All 26 are personal opinions. They are feelings, not facts. Don’t @ me. 
For context: 26 years of doing this. Now lead a marketing team at StarTech, a mid-market B2B 
brand selling all the cables, docks, and hardware connecting you to the internet right now.  
My team consists of 12 people, and we send ~12-14 campaigns per month to 750,000 
subscribers. No, not all 750,000 subscribers. 
Jay is probably going to tell me in a future podcast that I was totally wrong, and I’m ok with that. 
Life lesson: It is ok to be wrong. 
No animals or influencers were harmed in the making of this presentation, but my dog, Manny, 
did sit next to me while I made this presentation.  
Screenshots and shares encouraged, and please @ me @michaeljbarber.  
k thanks let’s go…

Please note…



Oh, and this is Manny…



The inbox got smart. 
We’d better do, too.



The inbox got smart. 
We’d better do, too.

Inboxes with AI tech will curate, 
summarize, and filter by intent. Write 
like you’re talking to an algorithm and 
a human.



Every email starts with a 
prompt.



Every email starts 
with a prompt.

Research and drafts happen within 
ChatGPT, Gemini, Spiral, etc.  
Human editing is the new authorship.



Email design is now  
modular and pretty.



Email design is now  
modular and pretty.

Fewer one-offs, more building blocks. 
Think Lego kits, not Michelangelo.



One metric above them all. 
The reply.



One metric above 
them all. The reply.

Replies, reactions, and genuine 
engagement signal trust (and, usually, 
conversion).



Your ESP is your CRM now.



Email tools have swallowed contact 
management.  
Segmentation ≠ personalization.

Your ESP is your 
CRM now.



Stock is dead.



Your brand assets, photoshoots, or AI 
visuals styled by humans will drive 
dwell time.  
Stock = shock.

Stock is dead.



Dark mode isn’t optional.



If your email looks awful in dark mode, 
you’re losing readers and credibility. 
PLEASE, FOR THE LOVE OF ALL 
THINGS HOLY, PLEASE FIX YOUR 
LOGOS IN DARK MODE!!! 
PLEASE

Dark mode isn’t 
optional.



Accessibility finally becomes 
the it girl design trend.



Readable > remarkable.  
Color contrast, visual hierarchy, and 
structure outclass gradients and GIFs. 
Can I scan it?

Accessibility finally 
becomes the it girl 
design trend.



“Send Time” = blah



Algorithms beat clocks. Drive your 
email triggers and workflows by user 
context, not time zones.

“Send Time” = blah



Plain text is back, baby.  
Oh, and it always has been. ¯\_(ツ)_/¯ 



Clarity wins…most of the time.
Plain text is back, baby.  
Oh, and it always has 
been. ¯\_(ツ)_/¯ 



Your team likely has a 
workflow problem.



Version chaos kills creativity. 
Centralized approvals + modular 
blocks = sanity.

Your team likely has a 
workflow problem.



Email has to be a 
team sport.



Writers, designers, MOPS (marketing 
ops), data nerds, sales, and editors all 
have a lane. Siloed teams across a 
linear workflow will get smoked. 
Retrospectives are important.

Email has to be a  
team sport.



One list to rule them all.



Data privacy killed list sprawl. One 
clean source of truth is worth ten 
horribly awful CRMs.

One list to rule them all.



Your welcome and onboarding 
series are your brand.



Everyone opens it.  
Nobody optimizes it.  
2026 is the year that changes.

Your welcome and 
onboarding series are 
your brand.



The death of noreply@.



Automation no longer excuses apathy. 
Humans reply to humans, or they 
unsubscribe.

The death of 
noreply@.



Every email has a job.



If you can’t define its purpose in five 
words, it shouldn’t be sent.Every email has a job.



AI predicts your churn.



AI sucks at a lot, but it does not suck 
at pattern recognition. Predictive 
unsubscribe modeling means you can 
save relationships before they gone 
goodbye.

AI predicts your churn.



Personalization ≠ “Hi Michael,”



Behavioral context beats variables. 
You’re not sending emails, you’re 
sending timing.

Personalization ≠ “Hi 
Michael,”



Subject lines are the most 
important thing you should care 
about.



3-5 words (or 20 if it works for your 
brand, I don’t really care).  
Go for max impact. In the SL, curiosity 
wins over clarity every time.

Subject lines are the 
most important thing 
you should care about.



The subject line test:  
“Would you text this?”



If it wouldn’t fly as a text, it won’t land 
in an inbox.

The subject line test:  
“Would you text this?”



Deliverability finally becomes a 
reputation game.



Domain trust > clever content. 
DMARC, DKIM, SPF, and BIMI are 
now marketing KPIs.

Deliverability finally 
becomes a reputation 
game.



The new spam filter is people.



You’re not fighting the inbox, you’re 
fighting time. Make everything you 
send worth reading.

The new spam filter is 
people.



Metrics get a reality check.



Track what happens after the click. 
Email is a conversation, not a 
conversion.

Metrics get a reality 
check.



Automate with feelings.



Conditional logic meets empathy. 
Your workflows now sense sentiment 
and intent.

Automate with 
feelings.



Fun wins.



Personality isn’t a bonus; it’s a 
strategy. Brands, even the serious 
ones, are finally learning to smile.

Fun wins.



The future is still email.



Decades later and after every death of 
email headline, email still refuses to 
die. It just keeps reinventing itself, and 
so should your brand and you.

The future is still email.



Thanks! Questions?


