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The Journey Builder
Production Failure Audit

23 ways a journey silently drops, double-sends, or mis-routes contacts in production
— each with the trap, the exact fix, and the real error code. None of them fail in your
sandbox. They wait for volume. A green “Running” status is not healthy.

Entry & injection Decision splits Waits & timing Sends Re-entry & versions

WHAT'S INSIDE — ALL 23 ANTI-PATTERNS

01 The full-audience dump on activation 13 Volume backlog stalls advancement
02 “It'll re-enter when | update the row” — it won't 14 One AMPscript error Kills the render
03 Subscriber Key mismatch — contacts that never 15 Silent status exclusions

enter

16 Broken sender, reply-to, or delivery profile

04 API entry event schema drift
17 Worong sendable relationship / Send Logging off

05 Salesforce-data entry rides a fragile pipe
18 The wrong re-entry mode = double-sends or blocked

06 The Journey Data freeze — the #1 misunderstanding entries

07 Nulls fall through to “No” (or get stuck) 19 Editing a running journey forks a new version
08 Renamed or deleted DE breaks a live split 20 Stop vs Finish strands in-flight contacts

09 Engagement split evaluated too soon 21 Update Contact to a bad target

10 Wait-by-attribute on a past or null date 22 External / custom activity failure

11 Timezone mismatch — 3am sends 23 No exit criteria = No Exit

12 A “Wait Until APl Event” that never resolves
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THE 23 PRODUCTION ANTI-PATTERNS

. Entry & Injection

01 The full-audience dump on activation

THE TRAP | Point a journey at a DE that already holds your audience, hit Activate, and every row injects at

once.

-- Feed the entry DE with a FILTERED automation — don't point at all 80k
SELECT SubscriberKey, EmailAddress

FROM  Contact Master

WHERE OptInStatus = 'Subscribed' AND EnteredJourney = 'False'’

-- Activate against an EMPTY DE. Check the row count first.

THE FIX = Activate against an empty DE fed incrementally, or apply an entry filter. Verify the count before you

activate.

02  “It’ll re-enter when | update the row” — it won’t

THE TRAP | You update 5,000 existing rows expecting them to flow through again. Nothing moves.

x UPDATE Journey Entry SET Tier = 'Gold' -- not new » no entry
v INSERT INTO Journey Entry (SubscriberKey, ...) -- new PK - enters
-- injection only picks up NEW primary keys, ~every 15 min

THE FIX | Insert new-PK rows to trigger entry; never rely on updates.

03 Subscriber Key mismatch — contacts that never enter

THE TRAP | A chunk of your audience silently never enters the journey.

X Entry DE key: Contact ID (12345)
v Entry DE key: SubscriberKey (matches All Subscribers)
-- if the key can't resolve against All Subscribers, the row is dropped

THE FIX | Standardize one subscriber key across every DE; validate the mapping before activation.

04 API entry event schema drift

THE TRAP | The API event works in the sandbox and rejects payloads in production.

{ "ContactKey": "abc",
"EventDefinitionKey": "APIEvent-7f2...", // must match the DE
"Data": { "OrderId": 1001 } } // field names + types exact

THE FIX | Version the event definition, validate every payload against the schema, and monitor for rejects.



05 Salesforce-data entry rides a fragile pipe

THE TRAP | Entries stop after a Salesforce org change and nobody notices.

X MC Connect sync stale / field mapping drifted after an org change
v Monitor sync health; re-validate entry mappings after every release

THE FIX | Treat the sync as production infrastructure: monitor it and re-check mappings after every org change.
. Decision Splits & Data Freshness

06 The Journey Data freeze — the #1 misunderstanding

THE TRAP A contact's status changes after entry, but the split still routes on the old value.

x Decision Split - {{Journey.PurchaseStatus}} -- frozen at entry
v Decision Split - {{Contact.Attribute.PurchaseStatus}} -- live lookup

THE FIX | Route on Contact/Attribute data for anything that can change mid-journey. Full deep-dive next page.

07 Nulls fall through to “No” (or get stuck)
THE TRAP  Contacts you expected on “Yes” quietly take “No,” or stall at the split.
Decision Split:
Path 1 Status = 'Active'

Path 2 Status = 'Lapsed'
Remainder <-- nulls land here. Add it, or contacts stall.

THE FIX | Add an explicit Remainder/null path and test with null-valued records before go-live.

08 Renamed or deleted DE breaks a live split Error 18

THE TRAP | You tidy up a DE name and a running journey starts failing.

X Rename "DE Scores" - "DE Scores v2" on a running journey - Error 18
v Never rename/delete a referenced DE; change it through a new version

THE FIX | Error 18 = data extension / attribute lookup failure. Freeze referenced objects on live journeys.

09 Engagement split evaluated too soon

THE TRAP = Everyone looks “did not open” — even engaged contacts.

X Wait 1 hour - Engagement Split (most opens haven't happened yet)
v Wait 24-72h (your real open window) - Engagement Split

THE FIX | Size the wait to your actual engagement window before you split on it.



. Wait Activities & Timing

10 Wait-by-attribute on a past or null date

THE TRAP | Contacts release instantly, or wait forever.

x Wait Until {{Contact.Attribute.RenewalDate}} -- null = wait forever
v Split: RenewalDate IS NOT NULL AND > Now - then Wait

THE FIX | Guard every wait-by-attribute with a split that confirms the date is present and in the future.

11 Timezone mismatch — 3am sends

THE TRAP | Half your audience gets the email in the middle of the night.

x Send time = account default (CST) for a global list - 3am sends
v Use contact timezone / Send-Time Optimization

THE FIX | Store and use contact timezone, or turn on Send-Time Optimization.

12 A “Wait Until API Event” that never resolves

THE TRAP | Contacts pile up at a wait step and never move.

X Wait Until API Event (no ceiling; upstream fails - stuck)
v Wait Until API Event OR max 7 days - fallback path

THE FIX | Always cap the wait with a maximum duration and a fallback path, and monitor it.

13 Volume backlog stalls advancement

THE TRAP | Time-sensitive messages arrive late during peak sends.

X High-Throughput Send: no A/B, limited personalization, peak backlog
v Plan volume windows; know HTS limits before you depend on it

THE FIX | Plan for queue backlogs in high-volume windows and know the high-throughput send restrictions.

. Sends & Content

14 One AMPscript error kills the render

THE TRAP | Specific contacts silently don't receive the email.

X  %%FirstName%%, -- null - render fails (Error 12)
v %%=I1F(Empty(FirstName), "there",FirstName)=%% -- guarded

THE FIX | Write defensive AMPscript (guard nulls, check RowCount), test edge records, enable Send Logging.



15 Silent status exclusions

THE TRAP | Your sent count is lower than your entry count and nothing flags why.

Entry: 50,000 Sent: 47,900 -- 2,100 excluded, silently
-- unsubscribed / held / bounced (Error 6). Reconcile All Subscribers.

THE FIX | Expect the delta; reconcile subscriber status and monitor exclusions as part of QA.

16 Broken sender, reply-to, or delivery profile

THE TRAP | The send fails classification or lands wrong.

x Deactivated delivery profile / missing reply-to - classification fails
v Validate sender + reply-to + delivery profile before activation

THE FIX | Check all three send profiles before activation, not after the first send.

17 Wrong sendable relationship | Send Logging off

THE TRAP = You can't audit who was sent what.

x Send Logging OFF - no record of who received which send
v Correct sendable DE relationship + Send Logging ON before go-live

THE FIX | Confirm the sendable relationship and enable Send Logging before you ship.
. Re-entry, Versioning & Edits

18 The wrong re-entry mode = double-sends or blocked entries

THE TRAP | The same people get re-sent, or legitimate re-entries are blocked.

Welcome journey -» No Re-entry
Cart abandonment - Re-entry Only After Exiting
Transactional alert - Re-entry Anytime (wrong = double-sends)

THE FIX | Match the mode to the use case — see the re-entry decision matrix on the next page.

19 Editing a running journey forks a new version

THE TRAP | You “fixed” the journey, but tens of thousands still run the broken one.

x Edit running v1 - "fixed"... but 40k contacts still run broken vl
v Edits fork a NEW version; plan a cutover, drain or migrate vl

THE FIX | Running versions are locked. Plan the cutover; let v1 finish or migrate contacts deliberately.



20 Stop vs Finish strands in-flight contacts

THE TRAP | Stopping a version drops everyone mid-journey.

x Stop - ejects all in-flight contacts immediately
v Finish - lets in-flight contacts complete the journey

THE FIX | Use Finish to drain a version gracefully; know stop vs pause vs finish before touching a live journey.

. Updates, External Activities & EXits

21 Update Contact to a bad target ( Error 18 )

THE TRAP | An Update Contact activity fails or corrupts data.

x Update Contact - deleted target DE / text into a Number field - Error 18
v Validate target DE + data types; don't modify targets on a live journey

THE FIX | Validate the target DE and every data type before activation.

22 External | custom activity failure

THE TRAP  Contacts get stuck or dropped at a custom activity.

x Custom Activity - HTTP 500 / timeout / auth fail - Error 24, stuck
v Handle errors + timeouts + retries; add a fallback path; monitor

THE FIX | Error 24 = non-success HTTP. Build retries, timeouts, and a fallback route.

23 No exit criteria = No Exit

THE TRAP | Contacts never leave the journey — and you can't cleanly change it.

X No goal / no exit criteria - contacts sit forever; can't re-enter
v Define a goal and/or exit criteria before activation

THE FIX | Always define a goal and/or exit criteria — it unblocks re-entry and clean version changes.



THE #1 MISUNDERSTANDING, EXPLAINED

Journey Data vs Contact / Attribute Data

Almost every “why did it send to the wrong people?” incident traces back to this one distinction.

Journey Data — frozen Contact / Attribute Data — live

The entry event payload. Snapshotted at the The contact model and linked data extensions,
moment of entry and never refreshed. Fine for looked up in real time whenever a split or
entry-time context; dangerous for anything that personalization needs it. The only data that
changes. reflects “now.”

Rule of thumb: if a value can change after entry — status, tier, last purchase, consent, balance —

route on Contact/Attribute data. Reserve Journey Data for facts that were true at entry and never
change.

The classic incident: a “has the customer purchased since entry?” split built on Journey Data always reads
the entry-time answer — so people who bought after entering still get the “come back and buy” email,
sometimes tens of thousands of them, while the journey shows green the whole time.



PICK THE RIGHT RE-ENTRY MODE

MODE

No Re-entry

Re-entry Only After
Exiting

Re-entry Anytime

WHAT IT DOES

Enters once, ever.

Re-enters once
they've exited.

Enters again even
while inside.

USE IT FOR

Welcome, onboarding, post-
purchase.

Cart abandonment,
renewals.

Transactional, alerts.

BLAST RADIUS IF WRONG

Legitimate re-entries
blocked forever.

No exit criteria — can
never exit — never re-
enter.

Duplicate parallel runs —
double-sends.

Inherited a journey that's misfiring at volume?

We audit and rebuild Journey Builder architectures — entry design, decision logic, re-entry, and
monitoring — so “Running” actually means running. That's the work Genetrix does every week.

€@ GENETRIX

genetrix.tech - Salesforce & Marketing Cloud engineering - Behaviors reflect Marketing Cloud

Engagement as of 2026; confirm against current Salesforce docs.



THE 18-POINT PRE-ACTIVATION CHECKLIST

Run this before you activate any production journey. Any unchecked box is a future incident.

0000 OO0 O O

Entry DE row count verified (not your whole
audience)

Entry DE fed incrementally by a filtered
automation

Subscriber Key consistent across every DE
API event schema matches its DE (if used)

Marketing Cloud Connect sync healthy (if
Salesforce entry)

Re-entry mode chosen deliberately
Goal + exit criteria defined (no exit = No EXxit)
Every decision split has a Remainder / null path

Splits route on Contact/Attribute data for anything
mutable

O

O

OO0 OO0OO00 O

No referenced DE / attribute will be renamed or
deleted

Engagement split waits for the real open window

Every wait-by-attribute date guarded (future, non-
null)

Wait Until APl Event has a max wait + fallback
Send timezone / STO configured
Sender, reply-to, delivery profiles validated

AMPscript tested against null / edge records;
Send Logging on

Update Contact targets + data types validated

External activities handle errors / timeouts with a
fallback



