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Marketing today 
is about customer experiences,  
not campaigns—and creating 

these rich, engaging  
experiences in email 

is a great place to start.
Vivek Sharma,  

Co-Founder & CEO of Movable Ink

“

”



4

What is Contextual 
Marketing?  

S e c t i o n  I



5 6

As consumers, we have the world at our fingertips. We can access 
pretty much anything we want in just a couple of clicks. That’s a 
lot of power and it’s led to a big shift in who drives the purchase 
experience. As marketers, we can no longer build messaging 
around what our brand wants customers to know, we must create 
experiences based on what we know about our customers. 

In a new era of customer-led marketing, we must 
put the consumer first in order for our brands to 
compete, by combining content and context in real-
time to create rich, relevant customer experiences. 

Forrester Research and other thought leaders 
are now referring to this era as the Age of the 
Customer. In the next 20 years, competitive  
strength will derive from customer-obsession— 
in addition to manufacturing, logistic, or  
information technology prowess. 

But many marketers are unsure how to evolve their 
programs to succeed in the Age of the Customer. 
We’re still creating marketer-led campaigns that 
don’t put the customer’s experience first and fail  
to adapt to their context. 

Definition

Contextual Marketing uses data to create highly-
personalized customer experiences. Brands 
can target content based on demographic and 
behavioral data, but also customer context in the 
moment of open like location, weather, device or 
CRM data and pull in up-to-the-minute data like live 
inventory and pricing, news, social feeds and more. 

When used in conjunction with the power of email, 
brands can deliver a unique 1:1 experience right 
to their customer’s inbox. 

The Transition to a Contextual 
Marketing Model

Many brands hit a wall with their strategies  
because they’re still delivering marketer-led 
campaigns. Marketers leading isn’t necessarily the 
problem. You were hired to do a job after all. The 
problem is that we don’t adapt to the context when 
customers do engage and are unable to react in 
the moment. Instead, we are focused on managing 
the quarter, planning the campaign, trying to map 
out customer journeys and  predicting what 
customers may do in the future. 

Then we wait for the results, and use analytics to try 
to figure out how to make the next campaign better. 
If the interaction were held face-to-face, you might 
manage it differently based on how the customer 
reacts in the moment. But it occurs in an instant 
through an email or the web, so you plan, then hope 
for the best.

The future of marketing is a mix of marketer-led 
campaigns and consumer-led Interactions.

What is Contextual Marketing?

So, what does customer-led marketing look like? 
It’s messaging that’s based on real-time, implicit, 
signals from the customer, like past shopping 
behaviors and demographic data, but also 
contextual clues, like where they are, the local 
weather conditions and the type of device they’re 
on. But these signals are fleeting. They start to 
decay, and you have a small window of time to 
interpret them and react before they’re no longer 
relevant.

The good news is that, although the shift to 
consumer-led marketing may seem daunting, 
you already have all the data you need. In this 
eBook, we’ll tell you everything you need to know 
about contextual email marketing and show you 
how you can take the consumer-led approach  
using personalization, contextual insight and live 
data to market in the moment—when it counts most. 

Marketer-Led 
Campaigns

Campaigns

Segments

Batch

Promotions

&

Traditional Direct 
Marketing

Consumer-Led 
Campaigns

Experiences

Signals

Adaptive

Utility & Value

Contextual 
Marketing

Introduction
What is Contextual Marketing?I
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Why Contextual 
Marketing?
Contextual marketing is what consumers want, and the 
result is a great experience that delivers revenue, buyer 
engagement and deep loyalty by listening and adapting 
to real-time signals. Marketers across retail, sports and 
entertainment, publishing, financial services, travel and 
more are already creating these dynamic, personalized 
experiences—all right in their customers’ inboxes. 

1. Aimia Institute, 2. Digital Trends, 3. Invesp, 4. Monetate, 

5. 2015 Wayin Real-Time Marketing report, 6. Everage, 7. Gartner 8

Consumers Want Relevant Messaging

You'll Do More Business If You Make It All About Them

All the Cool Kids Are Doing It, or Will Be Soon

 of consumers take steps
to avoid brands that send poorly 

targeted communications1

have unfollowed brands
on social channels for 

the same reason1

will close accounts and
subscriptions because they 

don’t like the messages they get1

of consumers prefer to do 
business with brands that use personal 

information to make their shopping 
experiences more relevant2

of consumers buy more
from retailers who personalize

the shopping experience 
across channels4

of marketers excelling
at real-time reported a positive

impact on revenue5

of marketers say they are either
already providing personalized content, 

or plan to within the next year6

in the next few years 89%
of businesses will compete mainly

on customer experience7

69% 69%57%

73% 45%

of online shoppers are 
more likely to shop on a 

site that offers personalized 
recommendations3

40%

98% 91% 89%98% 91% 89%

You'll Do More Business If You Make It All About Them

All the Cool Kids Are Doing It, or Will Be Soon
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The trick is achieving the right mix of data to 
drive the experience.

Shifting gears to customer-led contextual 
marketing may seem like a heavy lift, but the 
truth is, you already have a lot of what you need 
to make it happen. 

Demographic and CRM data, your customer’s 
shopping behavior and contextual signals can 
all be used to create a contextual, personalized 
experience in real-time.

Menu for Success

The Perfect Mix of Data

Recipe for a Contextual ExperienceIII

BehavioralDemographics Open-Time 
Context

Demographic Data

Open-Time Context

Behavioral Data

Demographic data is readily available and you may already be personalizing  
with this data. But, it doesn’t tell you about the current mission of the shopper.

Layer on behavioral data, and you can get tremendous insight on your customer’s 
current needs—like how a good sales assistant in a store can pick up visual clues 
and react in real-time. 

Finally, you can incorporate real-time business and customer context to make the 
experience relevant in the moment. Where are they? What device are they on?  
Is the item that they want in stock? Did it recently drop in price?

Recipe for a Contextual Experience

Demographics

Name
Gender
Birthday
Preferences
Loyalty
Account History

Date & Time
Location
Weather

Device
Store Hours

Current Inventory

Contextual Customer 
Experience

Search History
Browse Data
Cart Abandons
Purchases

Open-Time
Context

Behavioral

11
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Contextual Marketing 
in Email
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Marketing technology is evolving at a faster rate 
than ever before, increasing customer expectations 
for an exceptional purchase experience. 

To be successful, marketers have to cut through 
the noise and create a highly relevant, personalized 
path to purchase. Many marketers are now turning 
to live data to create this experience. 

By incorporating live data into emails, marketers 
can send messaging with real-time data that 
provides value and drives action. Live data can be 
incorporated through live social feeds and API 
integrations to target content based on consumer 
data and open-time context. 

Live Data

Contextual Marketing in EmailIV

For example, Palace Sports and Entertainment,  
the company that owns the Detroit Pistons, sent 
a dynamic email to ticket holders a few hours 
before each game that created an app-like,  
second screen experience right in their inbox. 

The game score updated every time the recipient 
reopened the email. If a fan was stuck in traffic or in 
line at the snack bar, they could keep track of the 
score in real-time on their phone. The email also 
provided live traffic directions to help fans find the 
best routes to and from the arena.

14
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For marketers with multiple objectives to meet  
with every campaign (that’s most of us), an email 
feature that does double duty can save the day. 
Need to increase engagement and improve the 
relevancy of your email content? Including polls 
in your emails that ask recipients to share 
information on their needs and preferences 
is a great way to hit both marks. 

Live polling is a form of gamification that lets 
marketers continuously collect deeper insights 
about a consumer, while creating a fun, interactive 
experience that encourages them to participate. 
According to M2 Research, gamification elements 
like live polling can lead to a 100% to 150%  
increase in engagement.

Live Polling
Gamification elements 
like live polling can 
lead to a 100% to 150% 
increase in engagement.
–M2 Research

In this example, a travel and hospitality  
company included a live poll in an email that asks 
recipients to vote on their favorite vacation style— 
a relaxing lounge about in the sun or an action-
packed adventure.

The company collects poll results to build a 
consumer profile used to tailor future emails for 
a more personalized travel experience.

Live Polling Email

Follow-up Email

Contextual Marketing in EmailIV
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Email personalization is one of the most effective 
ways to create a relevant, customer-focused 
experience. Personalized emails have 29% higher 
unique open rates and 41% higher unique click 
rates than non-personalized mailings, according 
to Experian.

But personalization can go far beyond the 
recipient’s name in the subject line. To celebrate 
each of their customers in a fun and unique way, 
Seamless sent out a personalized ‘Year in  
Review’ email. 

The company used order history data to create 
a personalized annual summary. The email pulled 
in multiple data categories—like most frequently 
ordered dish, favorite restaurants and the most 
ordered cuisine in their neighborhood to create 
a personalized snapshot of the customer’s  
personal history with Seamless.

Personalization

Categories were swapped out depending on the 
customer data available on file—ensuring no two 
customers received the same email.

Personalization leads 
to 29% higher open 
rates and 41% higher 
click rates.
–Experian

Contextual Marketing in EmailIV
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There’s no question that the ROI from email 
marketing surpasses that of social media. But 
when the two work together, you could see click-
through rates rise up to 158%—according to 
GetResponse—and your social following can grow 
significantly. 

Combining the ROI power of email and the 
engagement of social is a no-brainer,  
but many brands fail to integrate the two,  
or include a few social sharing buttons in 
an email and leave it at that. 

This is a missed opportunity to leverage  
social engagement to its full potential.  A more 
effective approach is to pull in live streams of 
community-generated content that will make 
emails more interactive while solving the age-old 
marketing dilemma, “what content should I 
include in my emails?”

Live Social Feed

Financial Times included a live branded  
Twitter feed in emails with the goal of boosting 
social engagement. The feed not only increased 
participation in social conversations around 
article topics, it offered an automated feed 
of fresh, relevant content. 

Combining email and 
social can lead to an 
increase in CTR up 
to 158%.
–GetResponse

Contextual Marketing in EmailIV
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In an article for Marketing Land, marketing guru 
Neil Patel explains how creating a sense of urgency 
in a campaign can make all the difference when it 
comes to conversion rates. “Many of the problems 
that affect conversions are issues of cognitive 
friction—people think too hard, wait too long, 
or simply don’t respond to our calls-to-action,” 
says Patel. But creating a time limit on an offer 
“cuts through this delay.”

Time Targeting
Emails that include a live countdown timer 
for limited-time offers can significantly increase 
conversions by reminding recipients how much  
time they have left to act.
 
With standard countdown timers, the email 
becomes irrelevant once the offer expires, creating 
a missed opportunity for your brand to convert.  
You might think this won’t impact your bottom line 
much, but according to our data, up to 45% 
of emails are opened after an offer expires.

Wyndham Hotels leveraged the power of a live 
countdown timer for a 72-hour sale, and continued 
to drive bookings after it expired by linking the 
recipient to new promotions. They also included 
up-to-the-minute pricing and weather for  
offer destinations.  

45% of emails are 
opened after an  
offer expires.
 
–Movable Ink

Time Targeting Countdown Time Targeting Countdown Expired

Contextual Marketing in EmailIV
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Incorporating content tailored to the conditions 
the recipient is experiencing at the moment of 
open—like weather—can add an even higher  
level of personalization and create a more 
meaningful experience. 

Lexus used weather-targeted emails to promote 
the all-weather features of the Lexus RX.  
Recipients received an email displaying  
a dynamic module that reflected their current 
weather conditions. The module showed the  
Lexus at work in either clear skies, snow and 

ice or a default mode.

Weather Targeting
Coincidentally, the email was scheduled to be sent 
during a large snowstorm, resulting in significant 
open and click-through rates for the snowy module 
in the affected region.

Contextual Marketing in EmailIV
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Tailoring content to a recipient’s location can help 
you get the right message to the right audience, 
instead of casting a wide net with content that 
might be irrelevant to much of your list.

And there’s no need to create multiple emails. 
Using geo-targeting, you can create one email 
that updates with location-specific content.

The United States Tennis Association used  
a geo-targeted email to drive ticket sales for 
the Emirates US Open Tennis Series. 

Location Targeting
They also wanted to cut down email production 
time. By sending one email to their list that 
automatically pulled in content tailored to each 
recipient’s location at the time of open, they created 
a unique experience for each fan, without the need 
to build multiple emails.  

Any fan that opened an email within 100 miles 
of a match would see dates for that location. And 
with one simple click, they were able to purchase 
tickets. 

Location Targeting (Atlanta)

Location Targeting (California)

Contextual Marketing in EmailIV
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A 2015 survey by Marketing Sherpa reported that 
72% of U.S. consumers would rather hear from 
a business by email—making it an ideal tool for 
retail marketers who want to reach customers  
with promotional messaging. 

But the benefits of the channel’s popularity  
aren’t limited to online shopping. Email is  
a highly-effective way to drive traffic to brick 
and mortar stores. 

Most of us wouldn’t leave home without our mobile 
phones. As a result, email has become a part of the 
offline shopping experience. This creates a great 
opportunity for brands to enhance the experience—
with perks like mobile coupons and conveniences 
like store directions—while driving traffic into stores 
when customers are ready to buy.  

Geo-targeted Store Maps

Origins used an email to drive foot traffic by  
sending customers an in-store only discount code. 
To drive customers to their nearest location, the 
email included a map that automatically updated 
based on where the customer opened the email.  

Email is a highly- 
effective way 
to drive traffic to brick 
and mortar stores.

Contextual Marketing in EmailIV
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Pearle Vision used geo-targeting in a unique way 
to provide added value to their customers. They 
deployed a single email to their list that featured a 
pollen tracker. 

The email targeted all 50 U.S. states and displayed 
pollen levels in whichever location the recipient  
was in at the moment of open. 

Geo-targeted Forecasting
If the recipient re-opened the email in 
a new location, content would be automatically 
swapped out to reflect new local pollen levels. 

The email then drove customers to the  
Pearle Vision website for relevant tips on how 
to better manage allergies.

Geo-targeted Forecasting (New York)

Geo-targeted Forecasting (Jacksonville)

Contextual Marketing in EmailIV
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Ready to kick off your next 
campaign using a customer-led, 
contextual approach, but not 
sure where to begin?  

Start with the data. 

Founded in 2010, Movable Ink pioneered the application of contextual experiences to email and has 
powered over 125 billion live impressions. Movable Ink clients can use any email service provider 
to deliver dynamic content that changes, in real-time, according to the context of each individual 
consumer. More than 350 innovative companies including The Wall Street Journal, eBay, Finish Line and 
Saks Fifth Avenue use Movable Ink to Market in the Moment and optimize their email campaigns to drive 
ROI. The company is headquartered in New York City with offices in London and San Francisco. For 
more information, visit www.movableink.com.

Ready to Get Started?
Visit movableink.com to request a demo or email contact@movableink.com

blog.movableink.com 
pinterest.com/movableink 
twitter.com/movableink

You may already have basic personal data like 
name and address, but ask yourself:

• Do I have access to contextual clues like where
they are when they open the email, what the
weather is like and what kind of device
they’re using?

• Am I powering emails with live data that offers
up-to-the-minute content, creating an app-like
experience right in my customer’s inbox?

• Am I using live polls to collect customer
preferences and demographic data to tailor
future emails with more relevant content?

• Am I tracking behaviors like search and browse
history, or abandoned carts to inform
email content?

If not, look for an email platform that will allow you 
to collect and tap into this data, and transform your 
customers’ email experience. Like Movable Ink.

Remember, getting the right mix of the right 
kind of data is the key to creating a rich  
customer experience. 

First, list the data sources you have available, 
then look for the holes. 

Next Steps
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