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Executive Summary

The AI-Era Inbox

Email is no longer evaluated by people alone. Before your subscriber decides whether to read, click or 
ignore your message, AI may already have summarised it, assessed its relevance and determined whether 
it deserves attention.

Success in this new environment requires a different approach. It’s no longer enough to deliver an email to 
the inbox, you must earn your place in it.

This guide explores how marketing leaders can adapt their email strategy for the AI era by combining 
empathy for the customer, behavioural personalisation and intelligent automation.

What You’ll Learn
By the end of this guide, you’ll understand how to:

Adapt your email strategy for AI-mediated inboxes

Create behaviour-led personalisation that is relevant

Design automated lifecycle journeys that build long-term customer relationships

Apply the INBOX framework to every campaign

Improve email performance through a repeatable Two-Reader quality check

The future of email isn’t about sending more messages; it’s about sending the right message, to the right 
person, at the right moment, in a way that both people and AI understand.

The Inbox Effect 2026  —  everlytic.com
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Introduction: Dear Stranger

Why connection, not volume, is the strategy that wins the modern inbox.

In his keynote address at the 2026 The Inbox Effect event, Musa Kalenga opened with a story about a stranger. 
Her name was Aminata, she lived in Senegal, and she was his pen pal. Over a handful of five-page letters, she 
told him everything about her life, and he wrote back and told her everything about his. He waited weeks for 
each reply. He even studied her handwriting, and before he opened an envelope, he would imagine how she had 
sealed it. Then his family moved house, the letters stopped reaching him, and he never heard from her again.

The message he left the audience with was simple, but powerful: although she didn’t know his data, she knew him.

This feeling of connection is what the modern inbox was meant to represent, and it’s a feeling many brand 
emails have lost. It didn’t vanish because marketers stopped caring, it vanished because of scale. Between the 
first one-to-one message in 1971 and today, the inbox went from a virtual representation of a post box outside 
your house to a battlefield of noise: billions of users, hundreds of billions of daily sends, a dozen or more inboxes 
per person. And into that overwhelm stepped a new participant – an artificial intelligence that now reads, ranks 
and summarises your message before a human ever sees it.

Don’t automate the blast. Systemise the relationship.
— Musa Kalenga, The Inbox Effect

Before You Move On

Ask yourself: Are your current email campaigns designed to build relationships, or simply deliver 
messages? If the answer is “deliver messages,” this guide will help you rethink your approach.
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Understand Why and How 
the Inbox Changed

The gap between message volume and human attention created space for an intelligent gatekeeper.

The Overwhelm is Real, and Measurable

The average person now actively manages up to 12 or more inboxes across email, WhatsApp, SMS, 
LinkedIn and more, and that number continues to rise as every connected device gains the ability to send a 
message. The scale behind the overwhelm is measurable: approximately 4.6 billion people worldwide now 
use email, with an estimated 376 billion emails sent and received every day¹.

People are running out of the capacity to decide what to read first and why. So, a vacuum has opened 
up, a gap between the volume arriving and the human ability to process it.  Artificial intelligence (AI) has 
stepped into the gap and now reads, ranks and summarises your message before a human ever sees it.

Email providers have rolled out AI features that summarise threads, draft replies and prioritise what sits at 
the top of your inbox, inserting a machine reader between you and your subscriber.
The impact of this is significant. Industry estimates suggest up to 40% of emails are deprioritised by AI 
filters before a person ever sees them. Relevance is now algorithmically scored. Messages judged low 
relevance simply disappear. Brands that ignore this reality may technically reach the inbox but increasingly 
fail to earn visibility or attention.

Deliverability is Becoming Desirability

Authentication, sender reputation and list hygiene remain essential, because they help your message 
reach the inbox on a technical level. But once it is there, the email must still earn attention. Clear intent, 
relevant content and positive engagement signals now work alongside technical deliverability to get your 
email seen.

Deliverability is now desirability.

— The new rule of the AI-mediated inbox

The Human and the Machine

Two distinct readers now evaluate every email, and often the machine acts first.

The human reader values emotion, relevance, and trust. Your subscriber reads for value, tone and personal 
resonance. They decide in seconds whether to engage or delete, based on felt relevance.
The machine reader values structure, signals, and intent. AI scans subject line, preview text and alt text to 
generate a summary and assign a priority ranking, before the human reader ever opens the email.
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What Each Reader Prefers

Write for only one and you lose the other. An email tuned purely for human emotion may be deprioritised 
by the AI. An email written only for machine logic feels cold and gets deleted by the human. The craft and 
the real skill now, is writing for both at once.

Make Your Opening Work Twice as Hard

In the AI era, the beginning of your email carries more weight than ever before. Your subject line, preview 
text and opening sentence shape two important first impressions at the same time. They influence 
whether a person decides to open your email and whether an AI can accurately understand, summarise 
and prioritise it.

Instead of saving the value for later, put it up front. Tell the reader why the message matters in the first 
few lines, and make sure the subject line, preview text and opening paragraph all reinforce the same idea. 
Clear, specific language almost always performs better than vague curiosity.

Example

Weak: “You won’t believe what we have been working on…”

Stronger: “Your March report is ready: three wins and one issue to fix.”

Things to Consider

1. Name the outcome. Decide what the reader should know, feel or do after reading.

2. Align the opening signals. Make the subject line, preview text and first sentence tell the same story, 
then check that they can be summarised accurately.

3. Front-load the useful fact. Answer the reader’s ‘does this affect me?’ question immediately.

4. Use one primary action. Give the message a clear next step instead of competing calls to action.
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Human Reader Machine Reader

Value: Does this help me or affect me? Intent: Why does this message exist?

Relevance: Is this connected to my needs or behaviour?
Structure: Can the content be parsed and summarised 
accurately?

Trust: Does the sender keep the promise made in the subject 
line?

Signals: Do subject, preview text, headings and alt text agree?

Tone: Does this sound clear, useful and human?
Priority: Does the message appear specific and useful enough 
to prioritise?



The Metrics You Trusted are Compromised

The same shift that caused inbox prioritisation to change, also broke the measurement tools that teams 
rely on. When an inbox auto-opens messages to generate an AI summary, it inflates your open rate on 
its own. Chasing that number now means optimising for something a machine is inflating. Replace vanity 
metrics with engagement depth, conversion signals, and how readable your email is to AI.

Take One Action Today

Review one recent email campaign. Read only the subject line, preview text and opening paragraph. 
Would both a person and an AI immediately understand its purpose?

Everlytic in Practice

Look beyond open rates. As AI-assisted inboxes make traditional open metrics less reliable, 
Everlytic’s reporting helps you measure the engagement that matters most, including clicks, 
conversions and customer interactions over time.
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Start with Empathy: Apply the P(e)t Model

Technology amplifies the strategy supporting it. It cannot repair a message that was not worth 
sending in the first place.

Great brands are built on promises made and promises kept. Every time someone interacts with your 
email, they are checking, consciously or not, whether you are keeping the promise your brand made. 
Word of mouth, still one of marketing’s most valuable assets, comes from a customer having such a good 
experience that they tell everyone in their own network about it, without you being present. No amount of 
automation replicates that. It can only be earned, and automation can only scale it once it exists.

The temptation in an AI-enabled environment is to start with tools. The P(e)t model uses a different 
approach. Start with an earnest understanding of the audience, use creative persuasion to create a 
meaningful message, and bring in technology to extend and scale the work as a last step.

P(e)t in practice

Layer Core Question Practical Output

e – Empathy What is the person experiencing, trying to do, 
or trying to avoid?

A clear audience problem, need or desired outcome.

P – Persuasion What would help this person pay attention, 
understand, and make a better decision?

A relevant promise, useful story and credible reason to act.

t – Technology How can data, automation, and testing 
deliver the message at the right time and 
improve it?

A scalable journey, controlled variants, and measurable 
feedback.

The P(e)t model: empathy first, persuasion next, technology last.
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2. Define the value exchange. State what the recipient gains by reading or acting.

3. Choose the persuasive idea. Select the story, proof, tone and call to action that best support the value.

4. Select the technology. Now you can choose the data, trigger, automation, test and reporting method.

Before You Move On

Choose one upcoming campaign and rewrite the brief to start with the customer’s problem, not the 
send date, channel or technology.

Everlytic in Action

Successful automation begins with understanding your customer. Everlytic helps you bring that 
strategy to life through personalised, behaviour-driven journeys that scale.
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Build the Campaign Brief in the Right Order

1. Describe the person and the moment. Name the audience, the context and the problem in plain 
language.



Personalise with Behaviour, Not Labels

A first name shows that you have access to data. Using behaviour signals shows that you pay 
attention.
A merge field is not the same as relevance. Effective personalisation responds to what a subscriber does 
(what they click, ignore, revisit, search for or buy) and to the preferences they have expressed. This moves 
the strategy from static identity personalisation to current intent.

The payoff is measurable. Personalised emails generate six times more transactions than generic email 
campaigns³; evidence that relevance translates into action.

Use Signals that Explain Intent

Email Engagement: Opens, clicks, how recently a subscriber has opened an email from you, and if they 
are opening it at all (lapse). 
Browsing Behaviour: Pages, categories, products or content viewed.

Purchasing Signals: What someone buys, how often they buy and when the next need to buy may 
arise.
Content Affinity: Topics and formats the person repeatedly chooses.

Search Intent: The question or need that brought the person to the site or service.

Declared Preferences: Chosen topics, frequency, channel(s) and consent settings.

Turn One Signal into a Useful Segment

1. Choose one business objective. For example, improve activation, repeat purchase or renewal.

Example: Increase repeat purchases from customers who have bought once but not returned within 90 
days.

2. Select one observable behaviour. Use a signal that connects directly to the objective.

Example: Customers who viewed a product category at least three times but haven’t purchased.

3. Define the segment rule. Decide on the threshold, recency window and exclusions.

Example: Viewed “Running Shoes” three or more times in the last 14 days, excluding customers who 
purchased within the same period.

4. Adapt the message and timing. Change the promise, proof or next step to match the behaviour.

Example: Send a personalised email featuring best-selling running shoes within 24 hours of the last visit, 
including customer reviews.

5. Compare outcomes. Measure the segmented send against a relevant baseline and record what 
changed.

Example: Measure click-through rate, conversion rate and revenue against the previous non-segmented 
campaign.
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Take One Action Today

Identify one behavioural signal you’re already collecting (such as website visits, email engagement 
or purchase history) and consider how it could improve the relevance of your next campaign.

Everlytic Tip

Behaviour-based segmentation allows you to send more relevant communications without 
manually creating new lists for every campaign. Industry benchmarks suggest that well-targeted, 
segmented campaigns can outperform undifferentiated blasts by as much as 760%³, which is 
among the strongest arguments for letting behavioural signals decide who receives what.
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Build Lifecycle Journeys through Automation

Automation is the mechanism. A responsive relationship is the goal.

Move from Batch-and-Blast to Predict-and-Deliver

A batch campaign lets the calendar decide when to send broadly similar content to your full list. A 
behaviour-led journey lets an action or customer status trigger the next message, adapts as new signals 
arrive and focuses optimisation on the next best customer action. Industry benchmarks suggest that 
automated, behaviour-triggered emails can generate up to 16 times more revenue per campaign send 
than manual batch campaigns².

A Behavioural Journey, Node by Node

Here is what “systemise the relationship” looks like in practice. Imagine a new insurance customer 
joining your business. Instead of receiving the same scheduled emails as everyone else, each interaction 
determines what happens next. Even in highly regulated industries, behaviour, not the calendar, can guide 
a more relevant customer journey.

Node Trigger Response

1 New customer onboarded Begin a warm, brand-consistent welcome sequence on day 
one.

2 Opens but doesn’t click Send a shorter, simpler variant that reduces friction.

3 Browses a specific cover type Send a benefit-led follow-up matched to the observed 
interest.

4 Calls the contact centre Pause the email journey, then resume later with helpful 
service content.

No calendar drove any of that, behaviour did. A single monthly newsletter is replaced by a living, 
responsive relationship; the pen-pal feeling delivered at autopilot scale. Email marketing continues to 
deliver exceptional returns, with industry studies reporting approximately R650 in revenue for every R18 
invested².

Wire the Journey to Live Data

A customer relationship management system (CRM) records interactions and account information. A 
customer data platform (CDP) brings customer data from multiple sources into a usable profile. When 
appropriate and permitted, live data from these systems can trigger the next journey step.

•	 Define the trigger and data source. Specify the action or status, identify where the data comes 
from and confirm how quickly the signal becomes available.

•	 Set the rule and response. Document inclusions, exclusions, frequency limits and stop conditions, 
then write the message for that moment and its two readers.
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▪•	 Test and monitor. Check the trigger, delivery, engagement, conversion, complaints and unintended 
behaviour.

Everlytic in Practice

Everlytic’s visual automation builder lets you design customer journeys based on triggers such 
as email engagement, CRM updates, and custom events. You can add delays, decision points, 
exclusions and stop conditions, all without rebuilding campaigns from scratch.
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The INBOX Framework

A framework with five connected pillars to help you turn relevance into an operating system designed 
for your two readers.

INBOX is more than a final checklist. Each pillar supports the next one: intent makes the message relevant, 
nurture makes the relationship continuous, brand makes it distinct, ownership makes it trusted and 
exposure helps it pass the intelligent gatekeeper.

I is for Intent

Relevance begins before you write your first word. Segment your audience first on what people do and 
what they are worth to you – behaviour and value signals – rather than broad demographics that say little 
about intent. Then make the purpose of each message specific enough that two very different readers 
can grasp it: the recipient, who decides in about a second whether it is for them, and the machine, which 
is increasingly asked to judge the same thing. A message with an obvious reason to exist earns attention 
from both. A scattershot send confuses both.

Do now: Define and write out the audience, trigger and value in one sentence before drafting your next 
message.

N is for Nurture

Isolated campaigns treat every contact as if they arrived this morning. A lifecycle engine does not. Replace 
one-off blasts with journeys that respond as a customer’s needs and actions change. For example, a 
welcome that adapts to what someone does, a re-engagement path that triggers when interest cools, 
or a follow-up that fires on a signal rather than a calendar date. Continuity is what turns a list into a 
relationship, and it gives you far cleaner signals about who is engaged and who is drifting away.

Do now: Identify one high-value moment that deserves a triggered journey.

B is for Brand

AI is good at producing variants, testing subject lines and finding the phrasing that performs. It is not the 
right owner of your story, your positioning or your ethics – those should be people-driven. The risk of heavy 
optimisation is this: message by message, a distinctive voice can be diluted into something that tests well 
but sounds like everyone else. A recognisable voice is part of why a recipient trusts the message, and it is 
one of the few things a competitor cannot copy and a model cannot manufacture.

Do now: Check whether your email still sounds recognisably like your brand after optimisation.

O is for Own

Consent, clean data and preference management are easy to file under admin. Treat them as strategy 
instead. When you respect how often someone wants to hear from you, on which channel and about 
what, you protect the trust that makes future messages worth sending – and you feed the system better 
signals, because engaged, willing recipients behave very differently from an indifferent list. Clean data and 
honest consent are not only a compliance position; they are what keeps your sender reputation and your 
relevance intact. Confirm POPIA and other privacy requirements with your legal or data privacy team.
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Do now: Verify the source of consent and the current preference before the send.

X is for eXposure

This is where the two readers meet head-on. If an intelligent gatekeeper cannot quickly work out what 
your message is for, it may never reach the human reader – however good the copy underneath. So write 
for legibility. Front-load the value, use a clear and predictable structure, and cut the filler that sits between 
the reader and your point. The same discipline that helps a model parse your message helps a distracted 
person scan it, which means nothing here asks you to write for machines at the expense of people. Done 
well, it serves both.

Do now: Test your subject line and first 100 to 200 characters as a standalone summary.

Five pillars. One system. Built for two readers at once.

Take One Action Today

Choose one email currently in production and score it against each element of the INBOX 
framework. Which pillar needs the most attention?
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Run the Two-Reader Pre-Send Test

Before every send, run this check. If either reader fails, revise before you deploy.

Use this gate for every campaign, triggered message and material journey change. To pass the test 
requires clarity for the machine, value for the human and evidence that trust and governance have been 
protected.

Reader Test Question Pass Criteria

Machine Can the subject line and first 100 to 200 
characters be summarised accurately?

The value and intent are explicit without opening the full 
email.

Machine Is the structure clean and parseable? Headings, alt text and content order help the message 
make sense without filler.

Machine Is there one clear intent? The reason for the email is specific, consistent and easy to 
classify.

Human Does it feel relevant to this person or 
segment?

The message reflects a behaviour, need, stage or declared 
preference.

Human Does the email keep the promise? The body delivers what the subject line and brand 
promised.

Human Is the outcome clear from the start? The first two sentences answer ‘does this affect me?’

Trust Are consent and preferences honoured? The recipient opted in, frequency is appropriate and 
unsubscribe is easy.

Trust Are facts and claims confirmed? Dates, figures and claims are sourced, current and 
appropriately caveated.

Trust Is the next step safe and clear? The call to action is accurate, functional and matched to 
the message.

Before You Move On

Make the Two-Reader Test part of your team’s pre-send checklist. Every campaign should pass 
both the human and AI review before it’s deployed.

Everlytic Tip

Before sending, use preview and testing tools to check how your subject line, preview text and 
content appear across devices and inboxes. A few minutes of testing can prevent performance 
issues later.
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Put the Strategy into Action

You do not need to rebuild everything at once. Start with one audit, one journey  
and one segmented send.

Take These Three Actions this Week

1. Audit three recent sends for AI readability. Read only the subject line and first 200 characters. 
Rewrite any opening that does not state value and intent clearly.

2. Build one behaviour-triggered journey. Choose a welcome, activation, browse or lapse moment, 
connect one reliable signal and launch a controlled first version.

3. Replace one batch send with a segmented equivalent. Split the next all-list send using one 
meaningful behavioural signal and compare the outcome with the current baseline.

Bringing it all together with Everlytic

Your Goal How Everlytic Helps

Build behavioural 
segments

Create dynamic audiences using engagement, CRM and behavioural data.

Automate customer 
journeys

Design trigger-based workflows with branching logic and timing controls.

Personalise messages Use dynamic content, merge fields and segmentation to tailor every send.

Measure success Track engagement, conversions and journey performance through reporting dashboards.

Optimise campaigns Test subject lines, content variations and customer journeys to improve results  
over time.

 

Take One Action Today

Choose one improvement from this section and commit to completing it within the next seven days. 
Small, consistent changes deliver the biggest long-term gains.
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Conclusion: Systemise the Relationship

The economics of email remain attractive. Email marketing continues to deliver exceptional returns, 
but your strategy must take into account the way the inbox now works.

The AI-era inbox rewards what great communication always has: putting the recipient first.

What has changed in the operating environment: 

A machine may now interpret the message before a human does

Behaviour is a stronger signal to personalise on

A calendar is no longer enough to sustain a relationship

How you can change your strategy:

Combine empathy, persuasion and technology in the right order.

Write for two readers. 

Use behaviour to decide what comes next. 

Protect consent and trust. 

Then make the approach repeatable through lifecycle journeys, the INBOX framework  
and a disciplined pre-send test.

In Summary: The Definition of Good

Campaign briefs begin with the audience problem and desired outcome, not the tool or send date.

Subject line, preview text and opening copy state one clear value and can be summarised accurately.

Behaviour and preferences determine the next useful message instead of a date.

Consent, frequency, exclusions and stop conditions are documented for every journey.

Performance reviews combine delivery and opens with clicks, replies, conversion and downstream 
behaviour.

Your Next Step

Select one campaign, one customer journey or one automation to improve this month. Apply the 
principles in this guide, measure the results and use what you learn to build your next iteration.
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From Strategy to Execution

The principles in this guide become far more powerful when supported by the right technology. 
Everlytic helps marketing teams turn behavioural data into personalised customer journeys 
through segmentation, automation and real-time reporting – making it easier to build meaningful 
relationships at scale.

Book a Personalised Everlytic Demo

See how Everlytic can help you put the AI-era inbox strategy into practice.

Glossary and Resources

Term Plain-language meaning

AI-mediated inbox An inbox in which automated systems help rank, filter, summarise or generate responses to 
messages.

Behavioural signal An observable customer action or status used to infer current interest, stage or need.

CDP Customer data platform: a system that brings customer data from multiple sources into a usable 
profile.

CRM Customer relationship management system: a system for customer, account and interaction 
information.

Lapse A defined period with no meaningful engagement or purchase. The appropriate period depends 
on the customer cycle.

Lifecycle journey A sequence that changes in response to customer behaviour, status or timing rules.

Preview text The short line displayed with the subject line in many inboxes; it helps both the reader and 
automated systems understand the message.

Two-reader test A pre-send review that checks machine readability and human relevance together.

Musa Kalenga is an entrepreneur, technologist and globally recognised thought leader 
working at the intersection of AI, marketing and business transformation. As Group CEO 
of Brave Group and co-founder of Bridge Labs – and through leadership roles at Meta, 
Nedbank and iHub World – he has helped organisations navigate digital change and build 
meaningful customer connections. He is also a published author and faculty member for 
Duke Corporate Education.
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Thank you for reading. Let’s build smarter inboxes together.


