
Designing emails 
for Dark Mode

Best practices, common pitfalls, and why 
modern email teams need to plan for it



Why Dark Mode matters now

Dark mode has quickly become a default viewing preference for 
millions of users. Whether enabled at the operating system level or 
within individual apps, it changes the way email is displayed across 
devices and inbox providers.

For marketers, this creates a new challenge: the email you design is 
not always the email your audience sees.

In some inboxes, dark mode leaves your email untouched. In others, 
it partially shifts colors. In more aggressive environments, it can fully 
invert backgrounds, text, buttons, and other visual elements. That 
means logos can disappear, text can become unreadable, and calls 
to action can lose visibility at the exact moment a user is ready to 
engage.

Dark mode is no longer an edge case. It is a real rendering 
environment that affects usability, brand perception, and 
performance. Planning for it is now part of building better email 
experiences.



What is Dark Mode?
Dark mode is a display setting that presents light-colored content against darker 
backgrounds. It is commonly used to reduce eye strain in low-light environments, 
support personal viewing preferences, and create a cleaner interface experience.

In email, dark mode matters because it does not simply change the background of 
the inbox. Depending on the email client, it can also alter the colors inside the 
message itself.

That means:
● Backgrounds may darken
● Text may lighten
● Buttons may invert
● Borders may disappear
● Logos and icons may lose contrast

This is especially important because a growing share of email opens now happen 
in dark mode, particularly on mobile devices. Instead of designing a single email 
experience, marketers are often designing for multiple versions of the same 
message.

40% of email opens now occur in dark mode, with even higher usage on 
mobile.



Not all inboxes handle dark mode the same way
One of the biggest misconceptions around dark mode is that it behaves consistently across inboxes. It does not.

Different email clients treat dark mode in very different ways, which is why a campaign that looks polished in one inbox can 
look broken in another.

1. No color changes 2. Partial color inversion 3. Full color inversion

Some email clients keep your coded 
colors mostly intact and simply change 
the surrounding interface to dark mode.

What this means:
 Your design stays closer to your original 

build, but it also means any elements 
that were only designed for light 

backgrounds may still fail if the inbox 
environment creates contrast issues 

around them.

Some clients selectively adjust parts of 
the email, such as turning light 

backgrounds darker or lightening text.

What this means:
 Your design may still be recognizable, 

but contrast problems often emerge. Soft 
gray text, subtle dividers, and lightly 

styled buttons are especially vulnerable.

Other clients apply more aggressive 
changes that can dramatically alter the 

appearance of your email.

What this means:
 Backgrounds, text, buttons, and other UI 
elements may shift unpredictably. This is 
often where the most visible dark mode 

issues happen.



The biggest risks in Dark Mode

What commonly breaks:
When an email is not designed with dark mode in mind, the failures are 
often immediate and highly visible.

Logos disappear:
Dark logos placed on transparent backgrounds can vanish when the 
surrounding email background turns dark.

Text loses contrast:
Light gray text that looks refined in light mode can become muddy and 
difficult to read in dark mode.

Buttons become unreadable:
If the button background changes but the text does not, or vice versa, calls 
to action can quickly lose legibility.



The biggest risks in Dark Mode

Borders and dividers vanish:
Thin lines and subtle strokes often disappear against darker 
backgrounds, weakening structure and visual hierarchy.

Images feel harsh or broken:
Images with white boxes, embedded text, or poor contrast can feel 
jarring in dark environments.

Footers become hard to read:
Legal copy, disclaimers, and contact details are often set in small, 
low-contrast text and are especially vulnerable in dark mode.

Why this matters:
These issues do not just make an email look less polished. They 
can weaken brand trust, create accessibility problems, and reduce 
engagement.



Applying Dark 
Mode in marketing



How to design emails that hold up in 
Dark Mode

Dark mode-friendly email design starts with stronger fundamentals. 
The goal is not to force every email to look identical in every inbox. 
The goal is to create a design system that remains readable, 
branded, and functional even when colors shift.

Use stronger contrast:
Avoid relying on soft gray text or subtle tonal differences. Use text 
colors with clear contrast against both light and dark backgrounds.

Be careful with pure white backgrounds:
Some inboxes aggressively transform bright white sections. When 
possible, use flexible design treatments that can adapt more 
gracefully.

Make logos dark-mode aware:
Prepare logo assets that can work across both light and dark 
environments. In some cases, this may mean using a lighter version, 
adding an outline, or building in more contrast around the mark.





Protect the elements that drive recognition and clicks

Some of the most important parts of an email are also the most vulnerable in dark mode.

Logos Images CTA Buttons

A logo that works beautifully in light 
mode can disappear entirely in dark 
mode if it is too dark or lacks enough 

separation from the background.

Best practice:
 Maintain alternate logo versions when 
needed and test them in both light and 

dark viewing environments.

Email clients do not usually “fixˮ images 
for dark mode. If an image contains text, 

white framing, or contrast-sensitive 
graphic details, those issues will remain.

Best practice:
 Use transparent PNGs where 

appropriate, avoid baking text into 
images, and watch for harsh white edges 

or blocks.

Buttons are one of the most fragile elements 
in dark mode because their success 

depends on preserving contrast between the 
fill, text, and surrounding background.

Best practice:
 Use solid, high-contrast button fills. Avoid 
relying on outline-only buttons or very thin 
borders. Test CTA visibility on white, dark 

gray, and black backgrounds.

BOOK NOW

Key takeaway:
If your logo, hero image, or button fails in dark mode, the rest of the email often does not matter. These are priority 
elements for review and testing.



Readable design wins in every mode

Dark mode tends to magnify weak typography choices. Thin fonts 
can feel even lighter, small copy can become harder to read, and low 
line spacing can create eye strain.

A clean, accessible typography system is one of the easiest ways to 
improve dark mode performance.

Use readable font sizes
Slightly larger text often performs better across devices and viewing 
conditions.

Favor stronger font weights
Ultra-light styles may look elegant in design files, but they often lose 
clarity in the inbox.

Increase line height
More breathing room improves readability, especially when users 
are viewing emails quickly on mobile.



Readable design wins in every mode

Watch footer copy closely
Small text in the footer is one of the first places readability problems 
appear. This area should be reviewed carefully in dark mode testing.

Prioritize accessibility
Dark mode best practices and accessibility best practices often 
overlap. Higher contrast, stronger hierarchy, and more legible type 
improve usability for everyone.

Key takeaway:
A more accessible email is usually a more dark-mode-friendly email.



Dark mode is also a development challenge

Dark mode is not just a creative issue. It is also a rendering issue, which means code decisions matter.

Some email clients support dark mode-related CSS such as prefers-color-scheme, while others ignore it entirely. That creates a 
fragmented support environment where technical solutions can help, but they are not universal.

What marketers 
should know

Practical development 
guidance

● Support for dark mode-specific code is 
limited

● Apple Mail tends to be more reliable for 
advanced dark mode styling

● Gmail often ignores those adjustments
● Outlook environments can be especially 

unpredictable

● Use defensive coding practices
● Include fallback attributes where needed
● Avoid relying only on background images
● Do not assume your coded background colors 

will always display as intended

Dark mode coding can improve outcomes, but it is not a complete solution. The best results come from combining thoughtful 
design, resilient assets, and real testing.



Testing is non-negotiable
The only way to know how an email performs in dark mode is to test it.

Because dark mode behavior varies by client, device, and app, a campaign should be reviewed in the environments most likely 
to affect the audience.

Priority environments to test What to review

● Apple Mail
● Gmail on mobile
● Gmail on web
● Outlook desktop
● Outlook web 

● Logo visibility
● Text contrast
● Button readability
● Image edges and framing
● Divider lines
● Footer and legal copy
● Overall balance and hierarchy

Why this matters
A message can appear fully approved in the build stage and still break in the inbox. Testing catches the problems that design 
review alone cannot.

Best practice:
Dark mode review should be part of the standard QA process, not an optional final check.



Turning Dark Mode into a better email process
Dark mode should be built into the workflow, not treated as a last-minute fix.
That means designing and building emails with dark mode in mind from the start.

What this looks like in practice
● Use templates with stronger contrast and simpler, more resilient 

components. 
● Maintain logo and image assets that work across light and dark 

environments. 
● Prioritize live text over embedded graphics, and review CTA visibility early 

in the process.

If youʼre using Revinate, dark mode preview tools can help identify issues during 
setup, but they should not replace live inbox testing. Rendering still varies by 
platform.

Why this matters
Planning for dark mode helps us:

● Protect brand presentation
● Improve readability
● Support accessibility
● Reduce rendering issues
● Create stronger cross-device experiences

Dark mode readiness is not about adding complexity. It is about improving quality in 
an inbox environment that has already changed.



What if your email platform doesn’t allow 
Dark Mode customization?

Not every email platform gives marketers full control over dark mode 
behavior. In many cases, you may not be able to create separate dark 
mode versions, swap assets dynamically, or apply advanced code that 
works consistently across inboxes.

That does not mean dark mode can be ignored. It simply means the 
strategy needs to shift from customization to resilience.

When full dark mode control is not available, the goal is to build emails 
that can better withstand color inversion and rendering changes 
across inboxes.



What to do instead

Design with higher contrast from the start
Use text colors, button styles, and visual hierarchy that remain readable 
even if backgrounds darken or colors shift.

Avoid fragile design choices
Thin borders, soft grays, outline-only buttons, and low-contrast text are 
more likely to break when you cannot control rendering behavior.

Use logos and images that can survive both modes
Transparent backgrounds, alternate logo treatments, and images 
without embedded text will usually hold up better across changing 
inbox conditions.

Prioritize live text over image-based text
If the platform does not support dark mode targeting, live text gives you 
a better chance of preserving readability than baking messaging into 
graphics.



What to do instead

Simplify layouts where needed
The more complex the design, the more opportunities there are for dark 
mode rendering issues. Simpler layouts tend to perform more reliably.

Test before sending
If you cannot customize for dark mode directly, testing becomes even 
more important. Review your email in the major inboxes your audience 
is most likely to use and identify the elements that are most vulnerable.

Key takeaway:
Even without advanced dark mode controls, teams can still improve 
performance by designing more intentionally. 

You may not be able to control every inbox experience, but you can 
reduce risk, protect readability, and create emails that are more resilient 
across environments.



Dark Mode Readiness Checklist

Before sending an email, ask:
● Does the logo remain visible on both light and dark backgrounds?
● Is all body copy readable with strong contrast?
● Are buttons still clear and clickable if colors shift?
● Do images avoid awkward white boxes or embedded text issues?
● Are borders and dividers still visible?
● Is the footer legible?
● Has the email been reviewed in major inboxes and devices?
● Has dark mode been considered as part of QA, not just design?

Final Thoughts
Dark mode is not a trend to monitor later. It is already shaping the way 
audiences experience email today.

The teams that account for it now will create campaigns that feel more 
polished, more accessible, and more resilient across the inboxes that 
matter most.



Thank you for 
reading
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