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Email Marketing for the Third Screen:  
The adoption of mobile email and its impact on  
email marketing deployment

Overview
Smartphone adoption is rapid and continuing to grow. To date, mobile email adoption 
has been primarily among young, affluent business users. However, the demographic of 
smartphone users is changing due to the decreasing cost of these devices. Therefore, B2C 
email marketers should prepare now for a wider demographic set to adopt smartphones 
within the next six months.  To address this growing adoption, email marketers need to 
understand the key characteristics of email on the ‘third screen.’ 

ExactTarget’s research reveals three key findings for email marketers to consider as 
they address challenges presented by mobile email. 

1. Smartphone users employ mobile email to stay informed. Users are more 
engaged in reading email than writing email on their mobile devices and are primarily 
interacting with messages they deem urgent, not commercial email. 

2. Access to email on mobile devices is not better, just convenient. Limited 
functionality and rendering capabilities on many smartphones keep users loyal to 
their desktops and/or laptops. These users often go back to feature-rich computers 
to act on the messages they receive.

3. There are no adopted standards for rendering of email on mobile devices. 
Based on the lack of standards on the way people interact with email on their mobile 
devices, and on real-world testing, we recommend the use of multi-part MIME 
and conscious optimization of text email versions in the short term to combat the 
challenges presented by mobile devices. 

The mobile landscape is evolving rapidly. Likewise, best practices associated with delivery 
of email to mobile devices will evolve rapidly. This whitepaper provides a comprehensive 
state of the market as of July 2007 to serve as a foundation for informed advancement of 
best practices in this fast growing email marketing segment.
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what is the Third Screen? 

Since the 1930s, commercial audiences 

have enjoyed television (aka: The First 

Screen). household computer adoption 

(The Second Screen) began to skyrocket 

in the 1980s. The first smartphone 

mobile device was released in 1992 

by iBM. The Third Screen refers to 

these full-featured mobile phones 

with personal computer capabilities.
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Introduction
The rapid adoption of smartphones is expected to continue. To date, price has been the 
single largest barrier to adoption for businesses.I If businesses are hesitant to purchase 
smartphones based on price, it is reasonable to assume that relatively slow adoption by 
consumers is also based on price sensitivity. This barrier is decreasing. Several carriers now 
have smartphones, such as the Motorola Q and select BlackBerry models, available for less 
than $100. Thus, smartphone adoption can be expected to grow as prices come down. 

In the past year, email marketers have tracked smartphone adoption. Initial awareness 
occurred among business-to-business marketers as they started checking their own email 
marketing messages on mobile devices and viewed malformed emails. An immediate cry 
for best practices for proper rendering of emails went out, but so far has been met with an 
underwhelming response from the industry.

The growing contingent of on-the-go email readers creates new challenges for email 
marketers. First, how should designers address the creation of effective emails for viewing on 
smartphones and PDAs? Second, how are mobile email users interacting with the commercial 
email messages they receive? This whitepaper is a summary of extensive research conducted 
by ExactTarget that addresses these questions and provides an overview of the current state 
of mobile email along with recommendations for the near future.

What Are Others Saying?
In a review of published research, ExactTarget found several companies and experts tracking 
the growth of PDA and smartphone devices. Market research organizations tracking PDA 
and smartphone growth for consumers include M:Metrics (http://www.mmetrics.com), Pew 
Internet and American Life Project (http://www.pewinternet.org/index.asp), and NPD Group 
(http://www.npdgroup.com). Telephia (http://www.telephia.com) routinely publishes extensive 
data on smartphone use, branding itself as “the world’s largest provider of syndicated 
consumer research to the telecom and mobile media markets.”  Another key resource is 
IDC’s (http://www.idc.com) Worldwide Mobile Phone QView, a subscription-based quarterly 
research report on the industry. 

For business users of wireless devices, a key study published was “Wireless email on 
smartphones: Deployment in business—trends, benefits and barriers” conducted by Harris 
Interactive on behalf of Palm, Inc.  This study details the current deployment, attitudes and 
satisfaction levels of organizational smartphone decision makers.  Harris’ study found that 
the benefits of deploying a mobile email solution “include increased employee productivity 
and improved real-time responsiveness.” Nevertheless, many companies have not rolled out 
a mobile email solution citing price as the primary deterrent.

I Based on survey research findings of Harris Interactive published as part of the Palm© Business Mobility Series.  Wireless email on 
smartphones: Deployments in business—trends, benefits, and barriers. © 2007 Palm.
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Gaining Momentum: Smartphones 

Analyst firm iDC recently reported 

that sales of smartphones grew 

46.6% between Q3 2005 and Q3 

2006 and comprises the fastest-

growing segment within a bullish 

mobile phone market that grew 21% 

overall during the same period.
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In addition, email industry experts have published some general tips on optimizing email for 
smartphones, including mentions in the Email Experience Council’s 2007 Rendering Report 
and MarketingSherpa publications.  Beyond those sources, blogs and articles offer instruction 
for optimizing email for PDAs and smartphones. However, many of these recommendations 
appear to be based on personal preferences or “good ideas” that are unsubstantiated by 
compelling research.

We are not aware of any other research conducted on how customers use mobile email and 
how that use relates to their use of email on a desktop or laptop.  Many industry experts 
have offered up the idea of sending a ‘mobile version’ of an email. Other industry experts 
recommend asking subscribers if they receive emails on a wireless device, and sending a 
text-only version to those subscribers. In some instances, our research directly contradicts 
published thought on how to send to mobile devices—mostly because there is no standard 
‘mobile version’ that has been adopted, nor has there been any insight on how people interact 
with mobile email to date that provides a solid foundation to develop best practices. 

Research Methodology
The information presented in this whitepaper contains data gathered through four 
distinct efforts: 

1. An online survey
2. Response testing with ExactTarget clients
3. Systematic review of rendering across approximately 45 different mobile devices
4. Interviews with experts in mobile marketing and mobile phone manufacturing industries

In April 2007, ExactTarget conducted an email utilization survey. The survey targeted 
Zoomerang’s online research panel, and was completed by 4,202 mobile phone owners. 
This large sample was required to ensure completion by an adequate sample of mobile email 
users for which responses could be compared to non-users of mobile email. Of the 4,202 
sample, 292 respondents (approximately 7%) were identified as mobile email users. 

In June 2007, ExactTarget recruited our employees owning a smartphone to participate in a 
study of email rendering. Then we contacted wireless carriers and were granted access to 
test emails delivered to different wireless devices available in their stores. Emails were sent 
as multi-part MIME to all participants. We then conducted a side-by-side comparison of how 
the emails rendered on the different devices. Information on the device, mobile data carrier, 
operating system, and email client were recorded and captured for evaluation.

From March through May 2007, ExactTarget conducted a series of email tests to measure 
the effectiveness of different tactics for addressing mobile email rendering issues. These 
tests were conducted with three ExactTarget clients: Florida Power & Light (B2B), Genworth 
Financial (B2B), and Henry’s Farmer’s Market (B2C). In each of these cases, the client allowed 
ExactTarget to conduct split testing by making adjustments to their weekly newsletters. 
Similar tests were conducted across all three clients in order to ensure that test results were 
consistent across multiple programs. Test results were measured based on email responses 
evaluating open rates vs. click through rates.
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ExactTarget Email Utilization Survey
To date, relatively little information on how and where people use their smartphones has 
been available. Who is using them? How? Does smartphone adoption replace traditional 
email, or merely supplement access to email? The ExactTarget Email Utilization Survey was 
conducted to address questions such as these and to provide context for the results from our 
testing with client email newsletters.

A. Demographics (Figure 1 on page 5)

Demographic information was requested as part of the survey from all survey participants. 
Those identified as mobile email users were compared to the overall base of people, which 
included people who regularly access email (regardless of how or where email was accessed) 
and own a cell phone. This data was compared to determine the penetration rates of those 
using their smartphones (or PDAs) to send and receive email. The percentage of mobile email 
users are represented as “Currently Use” in each demographic category. We also asked if 
respondents planned to purchase a new mobile device with email capabilities. 6% of non-
mobile email users indicated that they planned to make this purchase within the next six 
months. This contingent provides insight into where the market can be expected to grow. 
Responses to this question were analyzed and are represented as “Plan to Buy” across 
demographic categories.

Mobile email users tend to be 18-44, employed full-time or self-employed, affluent, and 
highly educated. Annual household income was the strongest predictor of mobile email use. 
Nineteen percent of mobile phone owners with an annual household income over $100K 
regularly use their mobile devices to access email; for households above $200K annually the 
number doubles to 38% of mobile phone owners using mobile email. Intent to purchase a 
smartphone is not as tied to annual household income. Increasing numbers of people in less 
affluent groups are planning to purchase smartphones in the near future, an understandable 
trend given the decreasing costs.

Caucasians represent the majority of mobile email users, but the penetration of this group 
is lower than among non-whites. Non-whites, especially those 18 to 34 years old, are early 
adopters of mobile email. For example, 31% of surveyed Asians/Asian Americans between 
18 and 34 are mobile email users compared to 13% of Caucasians in the same age group.

Not surprisingly, the overwhelming majority of mobile email users are either self-employed 
or employed full time. This statistic is consistent with the current emphasis on mobile email 
as a business application. However, intent to purchase a smartphone among retired people, 
homemakers and students is significantly higher than is current use of a smartphone among 
these groups. Growing interest among these groups indicates that trends are changing, and 
we will see significant changes in adoption that will affect B2C marketers.
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About the Survey 

The survey was completed by 4,202 

mobile phone users, 7% of which were 

identified as mobile email users. Mobile 

email users were identified through 

indication that they had accessed 

email “on a mobile phone or other 

mobile device (e.g. pDA, BlackBerry, 

or Treo)” within the past month, or 

by agreeing that they had sent or 

received email on their mobile phone 

the day prior to taking the survey.
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Figure 1: Email Utilization Survey Demographic Summary
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B. Divided Attention

Prior research suggests that subscribers spend about six seconds on average reading an 
email message. When the email is opened, subscribers often view the email in a preview pane 
and skim through the message for relevant content. However, in these instances, subscribers 
are sitting in front of their desktop or laptop computer with the intent of checking email. When 
email messages are read on a mobile device attention is split. Mobile email users are often 
multi-tasking. To get an idea of the types of activities that may be happening when email 
messages are being read, we asked if survey respondants had ever used their mobile device 
to check email in different locations. 

In short, mobile email checking occurs everywhere and all the time (Figure 2). We may expect 
that people check email on their mobile device at home, in a stopped car and during a 
meeting or class. However, we learned that email checking can also happen in more personal 
spaces, including at dinner, in bed and in the restroom. And, for definite divided attention, 39 
percent of mobile users have checked email while driving their cars!

Smartphones are not a replacement for email at home and work. Mobile device usage is 
significantly different (Figure 3). Mobile email is used to stay informed. Limitations of mobile 
email, such as rendering, screen resolution, and cumbersome keyboards make mobile email 
well-suited primarily for staying on top of things deemed urgent.
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Figure �: Where Do People Check Email?

Figure �: My use of email on a mobile device differs significantly from my use of email on a desktop/laptop
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Despite all the places people check email on their smartphones, the vast majority of mobile 
email users do not use their smartphones as their primary means of accessing email. Eighty-
seven percent (87%) of mobile email users access the same email account from both their 
mobile device and through a computer at home or work. Moreover, fifty-eight (58%) of people 
either agreed or strongly agreed that they spend less time looking at an individual emails on 
their mobile devices than if they looked at the same email on a desktop or laptop (Figure 4). 

The reason people remain tied to their home and work computers to read email is clear 
through the open responses asking for input on how mobile email was better than email 
on a desktop or laptop. The overwhelming response was “email on a mobile device is not 
better!” Respondents said keyboards are too small, emails are hard to read, and dealing 
with attachments is a pain. Desktops and laptops are the preferred tool for email as the 
functionality is superior to handheld counterparts (Figures 5 below and 6 on page 7).
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Figure �: I spend less time looking at an individual email on my mobile device than I would if I looked at the same 

email on my desktop/laptop computer.

Figure �: Using my cell phone for email limits my ability to use email to its full capacity
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On the flip side, smartphones are about convenience. They allow people to stay connected 
to the world while giving them newfound freedom to be away from their desks (Figure 7). 
Smartphones allow people to be productive while they wait in lines, commute, and live their 
daily lives. As one survey respondent succinctly wrote, smartphones provide the ability “to 
receive important messages and respond promptly.”
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Figure �: Email on my cell phone looks the same on my cell phone and my desktop/laptop

Figure �: Which of the following ways do you use to access email MOST OFTEN?
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What are they doing on those things?

If mobile email access is about convenience and receiving important messages, then what 
activities make the cut? Reading email on mobile devices is much more common than sending 
or responding to email messages—but reading is selective. While sixty percent (60%) agree 
that mobile devices provide a good means for reading email, only forty-two (42%) agreed that 
they would read any communication on a mobile device that they would read on a desktop 
or laptop. Sending email is worse. Forty-five percent (45%) of mobile email users agree that 
mobile access to email is good for sending email, while only 1/3 of people agreed that they 
would read any communication on a mobile device that they would read on a desktop or 
laptop. See figures 8-11 for additional details.
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Figure �: Mobile access to email is good for READING email

Figure �: I would read any communication on a mobile device that I would read on a desktop/laptop
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People are less engaged with commercial email messages on their smartphones than they are 
on their home or work computers. Email newsletters and promotions simply do not meet the 
importance criterion that warrants a prompt response. Fifty-six percent (56%) of respondents 
indicated that they are less likely to read commercial email on their mobile devices than on 
a laptop or desktop and the majority of those people indicated they were much less likely. 
Worse still, only fifty-four percent (54%) of mobile email users have ever clicked through on 
a link using their mobile devices.I

I Unfortunately, the sample of respondents for whom their smartphone is the primary means of checking email is to small to conduct a 
separate analysis of this group. However, it is interesting to note that of the 13 respondents who fall into this category, only 9 had ever 
clicked through on a link and only 3 had ever made an online purchase from their mobile device. 
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Figure 10: Mobile access to email is good for SENDING email

Figure 11: I would write any communication on a mobile device that I would write on a desktop/laptop
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Then again, there is hope for email marketers. While people engage less with commercial 
email messages while mobile, they may choose to engage later when they get back to the 
home or office. Respondents agreed (by a margin of 3 to 1) with the statement, “I flag or 
note email I read on my cell phone with the intent of looking at it later on a desktop/laptop 
computer.” Where fifty-five percent (55%) of mobile email users agreed that they flag or note 
email in order to view from a friendlier interface, another twenty-nine percent (29%) did not 
agree nor disagree, suggesting that they still may flag messages from time to time. 

Research suggests the recent recommendation of some experts to create a “mobile version” of 
email campaigns could, in fact, be detrimental to the ultimate success of email campaigns.

Furthermore, delivering email to a smartphone is not necessarily the kiss of death that some 
have speculated. According to survey results, mobile email users are no more likely to delete 
messages they receive on their mobile device without reading them than they are on a desktop 
or laptop. However, there is some distinction to be made on this point. Those whose primary 
email access takes place at work were less likely to agree with the statement “I am more likely 
to delete message I receive on my mobile device without reading them,” than were people 
whose primary access was at home or via their mobile device. While the difference in results 
is subtle, this suggests that B2C marketers will have a more difficult time making through the 
“mobile filter” than their B2B counterparts. See figures 13-17 for additional details. 
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Figure 1�: I am as likely to read commercial email (such as newspapers, promotions, etc.) on my mobile device as I 

am on my desktop/laptop

Figure 1�: Capture of Mobile Preference on an Email Registration Page

what About Deletion?  

According to survey results, mobile 

email users are no more likely to 

delete messages they receive on their 

mobile device without reading them 

than they are on a desktop or laptop.
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Figure 1�: Which of the following activities have you ever used your mobile device to do?

Figure 1�: I keep the email address I check on my mobile phone very private and avoid using it to subscribe to 

commercial email
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Figure 1�: I am more likely to delete messages I receive on my mobile device without reading them

Figure 1�: I flag or note (mentally or otherwise) email I read on my cell phone with the intent of looking at it later on 

a desktop/laptop computer
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No Mobile Email Standards
The trouble for email marketers is that smartphones are a new and inconsistent medium. 
Unfortunately, there is no recognized ‘standard’ for how an email should be designed for 
delivery on mobile devices. While W3C has proposed standards for mobile webpages,  
mobile email does not have a counterpart. 

While email may not have an accepted standard, emails driving subscribers to landing pages 
should follow these best practices to optimize response. Examples of these standards are 
below: 

Per W3C Mobile Best Practices 1.0 (November 2006), the Default Delivery Context for 
Mobile Webpages is defined as follows:

• Usable Screen Width: 120 pixels, minimum

• Markup Language Support: XHTML Basic 1.1 delivered with content type 
application/xhtml+xml

• Character Encoding: UTF-8

• Image Format Support: JPEG, GIF 89a

• Maximum Total Page Weight: 20 kilobytes

• Colors: 256 Colors, minimum

• Style Sheet Support: CSS Level 1. In addition, CSS Level 2 @media rule together 
with the handheld and all media types (see CSS 2 Media Types)

• HTTP: HTTP/1.0 or more recent HTTP1.1

• Script: No support for client side scripting

 
Potential Solutions
Designers often ask how they can design for different mobile devices. After extensive review 
of the mobile market and our own creative testing, we’ve come to the conclusion that there is 
no one ‘mobile version’ available. Moreover, due to the sheer number of potential rendering 
scenarios combined with the habits of mobile email users, this approach is highly impractical. 
Any single ‘mobile only’ version would need to be simplified to text. This solution limits the 
overall effect of the email when rendered on a laptop or desktop computer—which we now 
know is fairly common practice. 

In order to maximize the effectiveness of email campaigns regardless of where they are 
viewed, we maintain that the best solution is to deliver messages as multi-part MIME and 
focus on optimization of the text version. While critics will accurately point out that some 
devices attempt to render the HTML version of the email (and often do a poor job), we believe 
the advantages associated with rendering the full HTML version on desktops and laptops 
outweighs the downside of some messages rendering poorly on mobile devices. 

weighing Your Options 

while critics will accurately point 

out that some devices attempt to 

render the hTML version of the 

email (and often do a poor job), we 

believe the advantages associated 

with rendering the full hTML version 

on desktops and laptops outweighs 

the downside of some messages 

rendering poorly on mobile devices.



Email Marketing for the Third Screen

© 2007 ExactTarget All rights reserved 1�

Rendering Tests
To identify the major factors affecting email rendering on smartphones and PDAs, ExactTarget sent a series of identical multi-part 
MIME email messages to approximately forty-five different email-enabled PDAs and smartphones. The test group included twenty 
of the most popular PDA and smartphone devices representing twelve different PDA and smartphone manufacturers. The phones 
were supported by a total of six operating systems, running ten email clients across five of the top data providers for mobile phones. 
After delivery, from name, subject line and body content lengths (without clicking a link to download additional content), text vs. 
HTML and the presence of active website links were all reviewed and recorded. 

Figure 1�: Henry’s Farm Fresh Test Email and Select Rendering Results

Manufacturer/Device: BlackBerry ��00 

Wireless Provider: Verizon Wireless 

Operating System: RIM 

Manufacturer/Device: Palm Inc., Treo �00 

Wireless Provider: Verizon 

Operating System: Windows Mobile �.0 

Email Client: Gmail

Manufacturer/Device: Samsung Blackjack 

Wireless Provider: Cingular/AT&T 

Operating System: Windows Mobile �.0 

Email Client: Outlook

Full HTML Email
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Our testing showed that nearly every combination of device, operating system (OS), email 
client, and data provider rendered a different version of the email—ranging from small to 
significant. While our sample represents only a fraction of possible combinations, it provides 
valuable insights into the overwhelming number of combinations currently in market (Figure 
19 below and 20 on following page). 

Figure 1�: Rendering Samples

Manufacturer/Device: Audiovox Pocket PC ��00 

Wireless Provider: Sprint 

Operating System: Windows Mobile �00� (�nd Edition) 

Email Client: Outlook

Manufacturer/Device: Cingular ���� 

Wireless Provider: Cingular 

Operating System: Windows Mobile �.0 

Email Client: Outlook

Manufacturer/Device: HTC �1�� 

Wireless Provider: Cingular 

Operating System: Windows Mobile �.0 

Email Client: Outlook (Vertical)

Manufacturer/Device: Motorola Q 

Wireless Provider: Verizon 

Operating System: Windows Mobile �.0 

Email Client: Outlook
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ExactTarget identified five major factors affecting wireless email delivery and rendering:  
Manufactuer, Mobile Data Provider, Operating System, Email Client, Text v. HTML. 

1. Manufacturer 

Smartphones manufacturers create devices with varying screen sizes, resolutions and 
features. These variances affect the viewing pane/pixels shown in the inbox and the amount 
of scrolling (up/down and sideways) when the message is opened in a ‘portrait’ or ‘landscape’ 
view—and some devices render both. 

There are ten major PDA/smartphone manufacturers: Apple, Dell, Fujitsu, Hewlett-Packard, 
Motorola, Nokia, Palm, Research in Motion, Samsung, and Sony Ericsson. 

2. Mobile Data Provider

Each data provider offers varying network capabilities, affecting the speed and method that 
an email can be received.   To manage wireless data traffic, data providers often limit the size 
of an email displayed in an inbox, providing the beginning content of the email and requiring 
users to click again to ‘Get the Rest of this Message’ to receive the remaining text, images 
and attachments for the email.  

There are five major mobile data providers: Alltel Wireless, AT&T/Cingular Wireless, Sprint/
Nextel, T-Mobile, and Verizon Wireless. 

Figure �0: Rendering Samples

Manufacturer/Device: BlackBerry ��00 

Wireless Provider: Cingular 

Operating System: RIM 

Manufacturer/Device: Palm Inc. Treo �00 

Wireless Provider: Verizon 

Operating System: Windows Mobile �.0 

Email Client: Outlook
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3. Operating System

Each operating system manages email uniquely due to the email clients supported. Like 
desktop operating systems, there are new, varied versions of these operating systems and 
updates are released periodically. In addition to the top competitors, there are less popular 
operating systems. 

There are five major operating systems for mobile phones: Apple OS, Palm OS, Research in 
Motion, Symbian and Windows Mobile. 

4. Email Client

Subscribers can view their email on one of the major email clients (i.e. Outlook 2003) or 
through ISP and freemail-based email clients (i.e. Gmail or Comcast’s web-based email 
client). Depending on how the email is accessed, subscribers viewing emails on their PDA/
Smartphones will see different renderings of their emails which are subject to varying degrees 
of mangled content (Figures 21 below and 22 on following page).

For work users, the mobile email space is dominated by two primary providers, RIM 
BlackBerry Enterprise Server and GoodLink Mobile Email Server. However, penetration into 
the consumer market for these software packages is very low.

For consumers, or subscribers checking both a work and personal email account, we can 
start with the assumption that users check the same email accounts on their mobile device 
as they do on a desktop. That would suggest approximately 80% of consumers use the top 
21 internet service providers in conjunction with—or in addition to—using a desktop email 
client (e.g. Outlook 2003 or Lotus Notes). According to Telephia’s Mobile Internet Report 
(June 2006) Yahoo! Mail reaches 6.5 million mobile subscribers (18.5% of mobile internet 
users), followed by MSN/Hotmail (3.5 million,10% ) and AOL Mail (2.9 million, 8%). 

Figure �1: Rendering Samples by Email Client

Manufacturer/Device: HTC �1�� 

Wireless Provider: Cingular 

Operating System: Windows Mobile �.0 

Email Client: Outlook

Manufacturer/Device: RIM BlackBerry 

Wireless Provider: T-Mobile 

Operating System: RIM 
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5. Text vs. HTML

Subscribers can often choose to have a text-only email sent to them from marketers. Some 
marketers do not offer subscribers this option, instead relying on the industry-standard best 
practice of sending multi-part MIME (a combination of text and HTML that allows the email 
client to decide which version to render). ExactTarget research shows that approximately 
50% of emails read on PDA/Smartphones appear as text by default. 

However, with an estimated average lifetime of a PDA/smartphone at two years (based on 
the standard wireless contract), a subscriber who might once have received a text version 
could upgrade to a device that displays HTML or some variation of it. As Apple’s iPhone 
gains users, other manufacturers are likely to follow suit in displaying full HTML, as based on 
Apple’s website, the iPhone is “a device with desktop-class email that supports rich HTML.” 
Our testing of the iPhone supports this claim (Figure 23 on following page).

Figure ��: Rendering Samples by Email Client

Manufacturer/Device: Sharp Sidekick� 

Wireless Provider: T-Mobile 

Operating System: HipTop OS 

Email Client: HipTop Email Client
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Figure ��: Text v. HTML v. Rich HTML Displays

Manufacturer/Device: Motorola Q 

Wireless Provider: Sprint 

Operating System: Windows Mobile �.0 

Email Client: Outlook 

Display: Text

Manufacturer/Device: HTC �1�� 

Wireless Provider: Cingular 

Operating System: Windows Mobile �.0 

Email Client: Outlook 

Display: HTML

Manufacturer/Device: Apple iPhone 

Wireless Provider: Cingular/AT&T 

Operating System: Apple OS 

Email Client: Outlook 

Display: Rich HTML 



Based on variances by manufacturer, data provider, operating system, and email client alone, 
ExactTarget estimates that there are thousands potential rendering scenarios that make up 
sending a ‘mobile version’ of an email (Figure 24). Unfortunately, designing for each scenarios  
is not a viable solution for email marketers. 

Client Testing
From March through May 2007, ExactTarget conducted a series of email tests to measure 
the effectiveness of different tactics for addressing mobile email rendering issues. To test 
proposed recommendations, ExactTarget partnered with three clients, who each tested six 
different versions of their regularly scheduled email communications. The test messages 
were sent from two B2B marketers, Florida Power & Light and Genworth Financial, and a 
B2C marketer, Henry’s Market.  To conduct the tests, each client’s full list was divided into six 
randomly-selected groups and sent one of the six versions of a multi-part MIME email. 

The first three groups tested the theory of optimizing the text version only, while the last three 
groups tested subscribers’ responses to changing out the ‘View as a Webpage’ copy at the 
top of an HTML version as well (Figure 25). 

Email Marketing for the Third Screen
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Figure ��: Overview of the Mobile Device Landscape

Figure ��: Client Testing of Text and HTML Email Rendering



Across the six versions of the emails tested, the highest click-through rates were achieved 
by maintaining a regular HTML version while improving the text design. This approach is 
represented by ‘Group 2’ in the test groups, where the ‘View as a Webpage’ link on the text 
version comes after some introductory text/teaser copy. 

Group 2 emails saw higher click-through from smartphone users who receive text-only emails. 
The short copy drove subscribers to click-through to a View-as-a-Webpage link where they 
continued clicking. Rather than a screen full of a string of characters filling the first screen 
of the email on a smartphone, these emails rely on a short marketing message to drive 
subscribers to the view as a webpage link. 
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Figure ��: Henry’s Market Test Group �—HTML Email (above) v. Text Version (below)



iPhone as the Third Screen 
In the first four days following the iPhone launch, Apple reported selling more than 750,000 
devices, creating what some are calling the most successful Apple product launch ever.  
Because the iPhone supports rich HTML, this device could be a game changer for marketers 
using email, as other manufacturers will likely follow suit.  

Currently, no mobile devices render a rich HTML version similar to the iPhone, so this product 
entry is another variation in a widely diversified landscape of technical capabilities.  Our 
research shows a strong trend of increasing smartphone sales, and if those subscribers 
purchasing smartphones purchase an iPhone (or a device with similar functionality) mobile 
email marketing will change again to support the wide support of HTML (rather than the 
current text/HTML mix in play today).  

To complete our survey of the current smartphone market, we duplicated our smartphone 
testing methodology by sending multi-part MIME emails to the iPhone.  Our goal was to 
identify key differences between iPhone capabilities and other smartphones. The most 
obvious difference was the rich HTML support common to desktop email clients, but there 
were several other observations made during our research.

With desktop-level email on mobile devices comes desktop-level email marketing challenges.  
While other smartphones do not offer preview panes, use default image blocking and 
consistently offer a spam reporting button (e.g. ‘This is junk’ or ‘Report Spam’), subscribers 
viewing emails at accounts accessed on the iPhone mobile Safari browser again are met 
with—and empowered by—this functionality.  Up until now, marketers did not always have to 
deal with these advanced features that iPhone users can manage with ease.
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Figure ��: Apple iPhone

Figure ��: iPhone Gmail—Images OFF v. ON

Manufacturer/Device: Apple iPhone 

Wireless Provider: Cingular/AT&T 

Operating System: Apple OS 

Email Client: Gmail 

Display: Horizontal Images OFF

Manufacturer/Device: Apple iPhone 

Wireless Provider: Cingular/AT&T 

Operating System: Apple OS 

Email Client: Gmail 

Display: Horizontal Images ON



iPhones display emails that are nearly equal to their desktop clients.  However, there 
are a few differences noted in our testing:  

Observation #1: 

iPhone inboxes display between 0-5 lines of the text of the email in the Apple Mail inbox 
(Figure 29).

Potential impact: With a few lines of the email visible in the Apple Mail inbox (in addition to 
the subject line and from address), a subscriber might not open and/or click on an email to 
discover the content of the email. It is important to note that this functionality is not like the 
preview pane on desktop computers. Instead, it is a simplified version of the same concept. 
Therefore, open rates (and click-through rates) for subscribers with iPhones may be lower 
than those using other smartphones.

Observation #2: 

When opened in Apple Mail, an email ‘from name’ is limited to approximately thirteen 
characters of only the first and final word.  For example: the from name “One Two Three Four” 
displays as “One Four” when an email is opened (Figure 30 above).

Potential impact: Senders may find a surprising two-word ‘from name’ combination shown 
to subscribers.  For example, the from name “Best Buy News” would appear as “Best 
News.” Test to ensure your ‘from name’ works well within this limitation to avoid subscriber 
confusion—or worse, an embarrassing word combination!
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Figure ��: iPhone Inbox (Outlook)

Manufacturer/Device: Apple iPone 

Wireless Provider: Cingular/AT&T 

Operating System: Apple OS 

Email Client: Apple Mail 

Figure �0: iPhone Abbreviated From Name Display

Manufacturer/Device: Apple iPone 

Wireless Provider: Cingular/AT&T 

Operating System: Apple OS 

Email Client: Apple Mail 



Observation #3: Web-based email clients (i.e. Hotmail) can be shown in either the horizontal 
or vertical orientation on an iPhone (Figure 31). When opened in a horizontal view, the ‘fold’ or 
‘first screen’ (without zooming) shows only the header information while the vertical version 
shows the header and part of the email design (if default image blocking is not in place).

Potential impact: Depending on preferred (or current) orientation, subscribers checking 
email on an iPhone might see varying amounts of your email.  By testing subject lines and 
leading content, marketers can continue to optimize for iPhones as well as other mobile 
devices and desktop email clients.

Observation #4: Currently, Cingular / AT&T is using the EDGE network for iPhones which, 
despite being the “largest high-speed wireless data network in the U.S.” according to the 
AT&T website, is driving slow image uploads on top ISP sites (including Hotmail, Gmail, 
Yahoo and AOL).  

Potential impact: Slow download speeds will continue to be an issue on the iPhone until 
the iPhone is made available on something other than the EDGE network. Continue to pay 
attention to the weight of your emails when considering delivery on the iPhone.
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Figure �1: iPhone Hotmail Displays

Manufacturer/Device: Apple iPhone 

Wireless Provider: Cingular/AT&T 

Operating System: Apple OS 

Email Client: Hotmail 

Display: Horizontal 

Manufacturer/Device: Apple iPhone 

Wireless Provider: Cingular/AT&T 

Operating System: Apple OS 

Email Client: Hotmail 

Display: Vertical 
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Recommendations and Conclusions
Optimal design for desktop/laptops differs significantly from designing for mobile devices. There are some simple changes you can 
make to your regular design to help in the rendering on mobile devices: 

1. Stay True to Permission

Subscribers are protective of their email inboxes. While our research does not support claims that subscribers are more likely 
to delete messages received on their smartphones, prior research does suggest that subscribers are more likely to delete your 
message without reading it if you send them unsolicited, too frequent, or irrelevant messaging. Thus, stay true to permission to 
avoid the “mobile filter.”

2. Sender and Subject Lines

PDA/Smartphone inboxes have limited space to display from names and subject lines. Across the different devices, the ‘from name’ 
is often abbreviated. 40 characters is about average.  Ensure that your from name is immediately recognizable and the subject line 
includes a compelling call-to-action in the first 25 characters 

3. Sender and Subject Lines

PDA/Smartphone inboxes also have limited space to display subject lines. The inbox displays anywhere between 6-75 characters of 
the subject line. Full subject line almost always appears when email is opened. Average subject line length displayed is approximately 
30 characters. 

4. Send in Multi-Part MIME

To maximize the number of subscribers who will see your message, ensure that you send in multi-part MIME. This provides the 
benefits of rendering a feature-rich HTML version when users view emails on their desktops while the majority of mobile devices 
render emails as text. 

5. Beware Javascript on Landing Pages 

Javascipt is not normally supported in email. In addition, mobile browsers do not support javascript (as specified by W3C mobile 
standards). When designing landing pages that may be frequented by mobile users, avoid the use of javascript and test to ensure 
your landing pages render properly.

6. Get Your Message Flagged for Follow-up

The first screen (without scrolling) shows about 100 characters and around 20-25 words. Subscribers are not likely to scroll through 
your full email message (and some won’t see the full message). Use the subject line and leading content to grab a subscriber’s 
attention so that they can follow-up later. 
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7. Leverage the Text Version

Since around 50% of subscribers see the text version of your email, use the text version as a headline with a link to drive subscribers 
to click through to “view the email as a webpage” link where HTML can be standardized to mobile HTML standards or users can 
elect to flag and follow-up later. 

8. Links

Instead of displaying the link name, PDAs and Smartphones display full, trackable links (e.g. https://client_name-fe55583fj32 gjkl-
fe44. . . ). Because tracked links will typically be a longer string of characters, these links can flood a PDA or Smartphone screen 
and overwhelm your key marketing message—and your subscriber. To minimize the negative impact of this situation, reconsider 
the use of “standard” links at the top of email messages (e.g., “Add to address book”) and navigation links that may bury your core 
message behind an overwhelming number of links.

9. Test! 

Due to the lack of standardization, there are no absolute best practices for delivering emails to smartphones. To ensure the success 
of your email, we recommend testing to several different devices, using emulators and any other testing vehicles to create a version 
that effectively communicates the email’s primary message, even if rendering is less than optimal.


