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Executive Summary: The Legacy Engine Behind Corporate Email

Microsoft Outlook on Windows does not use Microsoft Edge, Google Chromium, or Apple WebKit to

render HTML emails.

Instead, desktop versions of Outlook (including Microsoft 365 desktop, Outlook 2021, 2019, and 2016)

parse HTML using the print rendering engine of Microsoft Word 2007.

Because Microsoft Word is a document layout engine rather than a web browser, it ignores modern

web standards. Properties like CSS Flexbox, CSS Grid, and max-width  fail silently. This discrepancy
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causes over 60% of corporate email signatures to break, stretching company logos out of proportion,

misaligning contact rows, and reverting custom typography to Times New Roman.

To solve these rendering failures, email signatures must be compiled defensively using nested HTML

<table>  architecture, explicit dimension attributes, and Microsoft Office (MSO) conditional

comments.

The 2007 Architectural Decision That Changed Email Development

In modern web development, browsers are forgiving. WebKit, Chromium, and Gecko parse modern

CSS fluidly. You build a responsive component once, and it maintains layout integrity across screens.

The moment you design an email signature, that modern web foundation vanishes.

According to the Litmus Email Client Market Share Benchmark, Microsoft Outlook accounts for over

60% of all corporate desktop email opens worldwide. Yet, every one of those desktop opens relies on

an architectural compromise dating back to 2007.

In Outlook 2007, Microsoft replaced the Internet Explorer MSHTML rendering pipeline with the

Microsoft Word typesetting engine ( wwlib.dll ). The original objective was document parity:

Microsoft engineers wanted emails composed in Outlook to mirror the exact rich-text editing

experience of Microsoft Word documents.

The unintended consequence was a multi-decade challenge for email engineers. As documented in

the official Microsoft Word HTML and CSS Rendering Specification, Microsoft Word was designed for

physical paper pagination and print margins. It possesses zero native comprehension of modern

responsive web development.

When modern CSS enters Outlook desktop, Word strips or distorts almost every standard web

property.

4 Critical Ways Microsoft Word Destroys Email Signatures

1. Flexbox and CSS Grid Are Completely Ignored

Frontend developers instinctively build signatures using flexible container models:
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<!-- This layout collapses completely in Microsoft Outlook desktop -->

<div style="display: flex; align-items: center; justify-content: space-between;">

  <img src="avatar.png" style="width: 60px; border-radius: 50%;">

  <div>

    <h4>Alex Vance</h4>

    <p>Chief Technology Officer</p>

  </div>

</div>

In Apple Mail or web browsers, this code renders as a clean horizontal card.

In Microsoft Outlook, Word parses display: flex , fails to recognize the instruction, and falls back to

standard block flow. The avatar appears on top, the text drops underneath it, and horizontal spacing

collapses.

2. Image max-width  Stripping and the 4K DPI Scaling Blowout

One of the most frequent visual bugs in corporate correspondence is the oversized logo blowout. An

organization uploads a 400x400 pixel image asset and constrains it with inline CSS:

<img src="logo.png" style="max-width: 80px; height: auto;">

Microsoft Word completely discards max-width . It checks the physical pixel dimensions of the image

file and renders the asset at full 400px width, instantly consuming the recipient's entire viewing pane.

Furthermore, on modern Windows laptops with high-DPI displays (such as 125% or 150% display

scaling), Word calculates layout dimensions based on physical 96 DPI system settings rather than

logical CSS pixels. Without rigid HTML attribute constraints, logos scale unpredictably, clipping

adjacent contact details.

3. Erratic Margin Collapsing and 20px Spacer Gaps

Standard CSS margins applied to <div> , <p> , or <span>  tags behave erratically inside Word: *

margin-top  and margin-bottom  frequently collapse or inherit default Word paragraph spacing

(often injecting an unprompted 15px to 20px blank gap). * Padding applied to block-level container

tags is routinely discarded or applied only to the top edge.

4. The Silent Fallback to Times New Roman

When a signature links external web fonts (such as Inter, Roboto, or Plus Jakarta Sans) via stylesheets,

Outlook blocks the external connection. Rather than falling back gracefully to the next font in the CSS

font stack, Word frequently defaults to 12pt serif Times New Roman.
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Your sleek executive brand identity suddenly resembles an unstyled print memo.

Defensive Engineering: How SigSignature Guarantees Universal Parity

To ensure that email signatures render with pixel-perfect consistency across Outlook, Gmail, Apple

Mail, and mobile clients, developers must implement defensive email architecture.

Rule 1: Replace <div>  Tags with Strict Nested <table>  Structures

HTML tables are not legacy compromises in email engineering. They represent the only layout engine

with 100% universal support across all legacy and modern email clients worldwide.

Every signature compiled by SigSignature uses a 3-tier nested table hierarchy: 1. Outer Container

Table: Enforces a rigid 600px desktop boundary with cellpadding="0" cellspacing="0" border="0" .

2. Structural Column Table: Splits the signature into clean horizontal columns (avatar on the left,

typography on the right). 3. Data Cell Table: Holds individual contact rows, verified badges, and action

links.

<table cellpadding="0" cellspacing="0" border="0" style="border-collapse: collapse; mso-table-lsp

  <tr>

    <td valign="middle" style="padding-right: 20px;">

      <img src="https://cdn.sigsignature.com/assets/avatar.png" width="64" height="64" alt="Alex 

    </td>

    <td valign="middle" style="font-family: Arial, sans-serif; font-size: 14px; line-height: 18px

      <strong style="font-size: 16px; color: #011532;">Alex Vance</strong><br>

      <span style="color: #4e80ee; font-size: 13px;">Chief Technology Officer</span>

    </td>

  </tr>

</table>

Rule 2: Explicit Dual-Dimension Image Attributes

Never rely solely on inline CSS styles to size images. Always specify exact display dimensions in three

distinct locations: * The HTML width  and height  attributes on the <img>  tag. * The inline CSS

style=""  attribute on the <img>  tag. * The explicit width  attribute on the wrapping <td>  cell.
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<td width="80" style="width: 80px;">

  <img src="https://cdn.sigsignature.com/assets/logo.png" 

       width="80" 

       height="32" 

       alt="Logo" 

       style="display: block; width: 80px; height: 32px; border: 0; outline: none; text-decoratio

</td>

Declaring explicit attributes ( width="80" height="32" ) forces Word to allocate the exact bounding

box before image bytes are downloaded, preventing layout shifts and oversized explosions.

Rule 3: Preparing Clean Vector and Transparent Assets

Before embedding logos into your signature, asset preparation is critical. Uploading standard JPEG

files with solid white backgrounds produces glaring white bounding boxes when recipients read emails

in Dark Mode.

To prevent dirty edge halos and uncompressed image bloat, prepare your source logos and headshots

as true 24-bit transparent PNGs or clean scalable vectors. You can strip image backgrounds and

compress vector marks locally in your browser using CrushSVG. This eliminates fringing artifacts and

keeps individual image weights well under 50KB to preserve email deliverability.

Rule 4: Defensive MSO Conditional Comments

When you want to deliver modern visual styling to Apple Mail and Chrome while shielding Microsoft

Outlook from unsupported properties, implement Microsoft Office (MSO) conditional comments:
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<!--[if mso]>

<table width="600" cellpadding="0" cellspacing="0" border="0">

<tr>

<td width="100" valign="top">

<![endif]-->

<!-- Modern Webmail / Mobile Container -->

<div style="display: inline-block; max-width: 100px; vertical-align: top;">

  <img src="avatar.png" width="64" height="64" style="border-radius: 50%;">

</div>

<!--[if mso]>

</td>

<td width="500" valign="top">

<![endif]-->

<div style="display: inline-block; max-width: 500px; vertical-align: top;">

  <!-- Contact details -->

</div>

<!--[if mso]>

</td>

</tr>

</table>

<![endif]-->

Modern clients bypass the <!--[if mso]>  blocks and parse the modern layout rules. Outlook ignores

the <div>  containers and executes the rigid, fixed-width table structure.

Rule 5: Multi-Tiered System Font Fallbacks

To eliminate the Times New Roman fallback bug, write multi-tiered font stacks directly onto every table

cell:

<td style="font-family: 'Plus Jakarta Sans', -apple-system, BlinkMacSystemFont, 'Segoe UI', Arial

1. Apple Mail and Safari: Renders the premium font Plus Jakarta Sans .

2. Modern Windows Webmail: Falls back cleanly to Segoe UI .

3. Legacy Outlook Desktop: Safely defaults to Arial , bypassing the Times New Roman trap.
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Deliverability First: The Under 10KB Guarantee

Visual signature tools often solve Outlook bugs by generating repetitive, bloated code, frequently

inflating signature payloads past 45KB.

When that signature is included in an ongoing email thread with several replies, the total email message

quickly crosses the 102KB threshold. At 102KB, Gmail automatically truncates the message with

[Message clipped] .

This truncation causes severe operational damage: * Unsubscribe links and legal notices vanish. * Email

tracking pixels in the footer are severed. * Corporate spam filters dock sender domain reputation

scores.

At SigSignature, our compiler is engineered around a core priority: Deliverability-First Architecture.

Signatures compiled by SigSignature: * Guarantee a compiled HTML footprint strictly under 10KB. *

Prevent the 102KB Gmail message truncation ceiling. * Provide universal rendering parity across

Microsoft Outlook, Gmail, and Apple Mail. * Feature 1-Click Clipboard installation directly into email

client settings.

Ecosystem Engineering Tools

Vector & Asset Preparation: Strip image backgrounds and optimize SVG marks cleanly in your

browser at CrushSVG.

Deliverability-First Signatures: Compile Outlook-proof, under 10KB HTML signatures in seconds

at SigSignature.

Parent Architecture: Both platforms are engineered by the product team at The Nevon.

Outlook Compatibility Checklist

Before deploying an email signature across your team, verify these four technical criteria: 1. Table

Structure: Is your layout built entirely with nested <table>  tags, avoiding display: flex  and

display: grid ? 2. Explicit Dimensions: Do all images define both HTML attributes ( width  and

height ) and inline CSS styles? 3. Font Stacks: Does every text cell include a universal system font

fallback (Segoe UI, Arial, Calibri) before generic sans-serif? 4. HTML Weight: Is your compiled signature

payload under 10KB to safeguard email deliverability?

Compile a bulletproof, Outlook-tested email signature for your team in under 2 minutes for free:

👉 Build Your Signature at SigSignature
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SigSignature Technical Publications • Compiled for enterprise deliverability and cross-client compatibility. •

www.sigsignature.com
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