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We all want to know what works in internal 
communications. We all desire to achieve 
better email engagement.

What if you had access to data mined 
from nearly 200 million internal email 
communications, and could use that data to 
establish benchmarks and identify insightful 
tactics to better reach your workforce?

Now you do. 

We have crunched three years’ worth of 
data, allowing communicators to better 
understand a channel whose relevance has 
continued to grow, despite the emergence of 
other means of reaching employees.

“Companies are sending a lot of email to 
their employees,” says Michael DesRochers, 
PoliteMail’s founder and managing partner. 
“You can use data to help optimize that 
process, so you’re not creating too much 
work for yourself and you’re sending content 
employees are more likely to read.”

Though many have erroneously predicted the 
demise of email, the data shows its importance 
continues to increase. 
 
The PoliteMail Benchmark Data consists of  
aggregated anonymous data from participating 
customers.  This data is further segmented 
along 10 industry sectors and distribution list 
sizes.  Industries were aligned with the Standard 
& Poor’s and Dow Jones industry sector stock 
indexes.  The volume of data over three years 
yields useful trend analysis as well as the 
establishment of key benchmark metrics overall 
and within each segment. 

We believe measurement data, and the insights 
that come from it, will help companies overcome 
email overload. Today's best performing 
communicators will use accurate data and key 
readership metrics to inform their decisions. To 
help companies communicate more effectively 
and efficiently, we trust the insights provided 
within this report will help move those efforts 
forward.

BENCHMARK DATA 
INTRODUCTION
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Wondering how 
often to email 

your workforce?

Are people more 
likely to read 

email on  
a Tuesday  

or a Friday?

How do I  
improve my  

click rate?

What content 
gets the highest 

readership?

What's the best 
schedule to send 

my newsletter?



• Send less content  
Successful organizations don’t overload their 
workforce with email. Employees tend to ignore 
email when communicators send too much 
content, interrupting the work process.  

• Send more often  
Email overload is less about volume of 
messages, and more about relevancy and 
content length. You might be surprised to learn 
that shorter but more frequent email works 
best.  

• Use images 
Pictures, graphics and other eye-grabbing 
elements will increase readership and 
engagement.

• Segment your audiences 
Think twice about whether the whole company 
is interested in your message. The data shows 
the larger the audience, the lower your results. 
Targeting is important. 

• Establish a routine  
You can improve readership and engagement 
by sticking to a schedule. When employees 
receive an email at regular time of the day and 
week, the data show they are more likely to 
open it, read it and follow through. 

• Send early 
Emails sent earlier in the morning—and earlier 
in the week—get better engagement. Don’t 
wait until Friday to pull the trigger.

Does measurement help you improve results?

Politemail users measuring internal communications for at least two years have improved 
readership and email engagement by over 20 percent and click-through rates by over 
40 percent.

This report will delve into the numbers behind these key takeaways: 

BENCHMARK DATA 
EMAIL INSIGHTS
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The PoliteMail Benchmark data includes data from 
nearly 200 million internal email communications.  

With 27 percent of the largest U.S. 
employers now using PoliteMail, platform growth 
accelerated from 2015 through 2017, and the 
majority of those employees use the measurement, 
responsive design and list management tools in 
conjunction with Office 365.

Employees received an average of seven 
corporate communications broadcasts per 

month containing 20 minutes of reading 

time—though staffers spent just over nine 
minutes reading these email missives.   

On average, for all the content communicators 
push out, you can expect employees to read  

just  59 percent of it. 

The Technology sector, being traditional early 
adopters, represents the largest volume and 
sent over 33 percent of the messages reaching 
65 million employees.   The Healthcare sector 
followed, with 17.5 percent of total volume. 
Financials, which include banks, financial service 
firms and large consultancies, sent 14 percent of 
the volume, but, as you will see, have some of 
the most impressive email metrics of all industry 
sectors. 

EMAIL INSIGHTS

Data About the Benchmark Data
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Across all industries, the average unique email 
open rate is just over 71 percent, but nearly 10 
percent of those recipients ignored the email 
(an ignore being a read time of less than three 
seconds), indicating that opens alone are a weak 
metric.  If you’re just counting opens, you should 
know that a unique open count will only tell you 
how many people viewed the message. If you 
count email opens by unique device and not 
unique recipient, you may have a wildly skewed 
view of your email engagement, as over 20 percent 
on average will view the same email on more than 
one device.

For those seeking to get employees to read your 
message, it's sobering to discover just under 
40 percent will read at least 30 percent of the 
message, and for those that do, they will read just 
about 60 percent of the content you send. Now 
if you want employees to click through to a task 
or story, the pie gets sliced even slimmer, as just 
under 12 percent will click through on messages 
sent with links included.   Once you get employees 
to read the message average email engagement 
is 83 percent. (Engagement is a measure of the 
percent of the message read plus the click-through 
rate.)

BENCHMARK DATA 
KEY METRICS
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KEY METRICS

Results by Distribution List 

Do you want your message to be 
read? Segment your distribution 
lists. The data show that the
more tightly focused your 
audience is, the higher the 
attention rate. 

For emails sent to 1,000 recipients 
or fewer, the open rate is 2.3 
percentage points higher than
average with a lower than average 
ignore rate. Once your email broadcasts are made to audiences over 20,000, the open rate falls below 
59-16 percent below average-while at the same time the ignore rate increases by 5 percent over 
average. 

It's important to note that results will vary by 
industry. Financial services’ open rates are 10 
percent better than average, whereas health care 
lags 10 percent behind the average. 

This perhaps indicates the difference between 
a largely desk-bound workforce accustomed to 
working within their inbox, and employee cohorts 

who more often spend  their time on hospital 
floors, or in emergency rooms and labs. 

“It’s more useful to evaluate your results against 
the benchmark of your industry peers, and your 
distribution size,” DesRochers says. “Those provide 
a more accurate target than the overall average.”

Results by Industry Sector
Companies aligned to the S&P 500® Sectors and Dow Jones Industry Sector Indexes, 
which follow the widely-used Global Industry Classification Standard (GICS®) sectors 
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Catch their attention right away—or not at all.

That doesn’t mean you should fire off follow-up emails before you head home for the evening. There 
is a bump of activity 16 hours later,  and another minor one at 48 hours. If they haven’t read your 
message by then, they most likely never will. 

If the matter requires employee action, that’s the time to send your nudge. “If you want to make the  
most effective follow up, then a two-day, 48-hour  
reminder cycle is good,” DesRochers says.

Email goes flat faster than an open bottle of soda on a summer day. Employees 
who respond do so quickly. The likelihood they’ll look at the message later, 
however, diminishes by the hour, whatever their good intentions or your fervent 
wishes.

The majority of email interactions occur the day you fire off a message. In fact, 80 
percent of all interactions will occur within the first 3.5 hours. Of those, 80 percent 
occur within the first hour and a half.

BENCHMARK DATA 
INTERACTION ANALYSIS
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Getting employees to open your email 

In the sample at large, the average open rate was 
71.4 percent, with an ignore rate of just over 10 
percent. 

In this report, opens are counted by unique 
individual, often called the unique open rate, the 
open rate here is an accurate percentage of the 
audience size sent to.  It's important to note some 
systems count all page views as opens, and others 
count unique devices, but neither provide an 
accurate percentage of opens to audience size. 

Despite variations across industry sectors, the 
takeaways are consistent.   

Shorten your subject lines. Short subject lines—
fewer than five words—perform best, with a 74 
percent open rate. Subject lines of nine to 11 
words also do well, notching an above average 72 
percent. 

Send from a person. Employees are most likely to 
ignore emails when they are sent from a generic 
mailbox. Emails from a person are more likely to 
be opened.

Send it early. Employees are willing to open a 
greater proportion of email before work relative 
to the total sent. Emails sent during morning work 
hours also fare better than those in the afternoon. 

BENCHMARK DATA 
OPEN ANALYSIS
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Best versus worst performers: what they do differently.
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BENCHMARK DATA 
ATTENTION RATE ANALYSIS 

To better identify how to improve email metrics, PoliteMail 
broke our data into quintiles, or fifths, and then compared 
the upper quintile to the bottom quintile to see what was 
different. The top performers in the upper 20 percent have 
an average attention rate of 82.7 percent, verses a 30 percent 
attention rate for bottom 20 percent at the back of class. 

Your employees are busy. Their managers like it that way. Their entire work life has trained them to stay 
busy. Don’t demand too much of their time.

That’s why top performers send shorter messages. While each quintile contains the same volume of 
email, the top quintile sent 15 percent more messages of a length that took under two minutes to 

In every other length category—two to four 
minutes, four to six minutes, etc.—the bottom 
quintile sent more than the top performers. In 
other words, organizations that garnered the 
highest attention rates were those that don't often 
ask employees to spend more than a couple of 
minutes reading an email. 

Top performers also sent the majority of their 
emails with subject lines that ran fewer than nine 
words. The best sent 70 percent more emails under 
five words, and 11 percent more in the five- to six-

word range. The bottom quintile sent 68 percent 
more emails with subject lines of 12 words or more.
When it comes to email attention, the most 
successful organizations don’t routinely overtax 
their employees’ time with the channel.

“What top performers do differently,” DesRochers 
says, “is primarily send shorter messages, email 
messages under two minutes in length, with 
shorter subject lines-and they’re sending them  
earlier in the week.”

10



11

Because reading is fundamental.

We send email because we want employees to read a message, not just open it. More often than not we 
want them to understand something, to think differently, or to take an action and do something.  

If you expect your employees to savor every word you craft, you’ll be disappointed.  You can expect 22 
percent of employees to skim your email (a skim means actively viewing for less than 20 percent of time 
to read the entire message). On average, employees read only 40 percent of any message they receive. 
“The longer the message, the lower the readership,” DesRochers says.  

BENCHMARK DATA 
READ-TIME ANALYSIS 
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Not surprisingly, read rates are highest when an 
email is sent from an executive or manager.  The 
from address tends to be an important signal 
or filter for employees to decide what to read. 
“Let’s say half of what you receive from a shared 
or central mailbox isn’t really relevant to you,” 
DesRochers says, “so you tend ignore more of it 
when it comes from that address.”

For email that takes two minutes to read (400-500 
words), about 40 percent of employees read an 
average of 82 percent of that content. For every 
1,000 words you add to a message, your readership 
will drop by 5 percent and the amount they read 
will drop by 10 percent.  The pattern is clear, the 
longer the message the fewer the readers (at least 
30 percent of the content) and the proportionally 
less they will read overall.

To improve your email readership, this report 
shows there are two simple things you can do.

1. Keep the language easy to read.  
Email at the simplest end of the Flesch Reading 
Ease scale, while sent 37 percent less often, 
has 20 percent higher read rates, significantly 
outperforming those with language from the 
middle of the reading scale.

2. Include more images. 
The numbers show that the greater the image-to-
text ratio, the higher your email readership. “If you 
send a message that is highly visual, your read rate 
percentage goes up.”

Be mobile responsive. Mobile email access continues to increase, although the multi-year 20 percent 
plus uptrend slowed to 5 percent in 2018. Mobile opens now average upwards of 25 percent of all email 
opens, with some companies seeing consistent mobile open rates above 40 percent in 2017. The data 
show that employees are reading email while on the move, particularly on the train or before work, so it’s 
a good idea to make email available and links accessible to handheld devices. “Over the last three years, 
mobile email access has increased over 100 percent,” DesRochers says, "now over 25 percent overall." 
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Keep it short and simple.

Email engagement is measured as a combination of reading, 
clicking or both, for those employees who received and didn't 
ignore the email. 

Again, when we broke out the data for the top and bottom quintiles, the data show a vast differential. 
The top quintile has an enviable engagement rate of 100 percent, which beats the average by 29 
percent. The bottom quintile rate scrapes out a 39 percent engagement rate, falling 49 percent below 
average.

“The top performers in terms of engagement send significantly more emails of a minute in length,” 
DesRochers says. “They’re also sending more messages that are very easy to read.”

BENCHMARK DATA 
ENGAGEMENT RATE ANALYSIS 

The top performers sent 80 percent more 
messages under two minutes (under 500 words) 
compared to the bottom performers, who 
themselves sent 50 percent more messages of the 
two to four minutes range (500-1,000 words).

Another lesson from this analysis is to send earlier 
in the week.  “You can see the top quintile sends 
more on Monday and Tuesday, and the bottom 
quintile sends more on Wednesday and Friday,” 

Worst/Best by Day of Week



To get a click, send one link.
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Email is an ideal channel to prompt someone to 
click, although you should only expect about 12.5 
percent of your audience to do so.  

The highest click rates, 40 percent above average, 
were achieved in email messages sent containing 
one link, which is infrequently done.

The data do show there are several important 
factors that contribute to achieving higher click 
rates, and some that will certainly cause them to 
be lower. 

The bigger the audience, the lower click rate you 
can expect, and likewise, the longer the message, 
the lower the click through.

The data reveal communicators who overload 
email with long content and numerous URLs risk 
distraction and have more trouble getting their staff 
to click on anything. 

Email sent early in the morning achieved 50 
percent better than average click rates. 

Messages of one minute or less (200-250 words) 
achieved 40 percent more than average clicks.

The fewer the links sent within the email, the 
higher the click-through rate. 

In the best verses worst quintile analysis of clicks, 
similar patterns revealed themselves. “The top 
performers send shorter, easier to read messages, 
earlier in the week,” DesRochers says. 

Click Rate by Number of Links Sent
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BENCHMARK DATA 
CLICK ANALYSIS 



Does the day of week or time of day matter? 

Yes, slightly. According to our analysis, Monday and Tuesday outpace Thursday and Friday for getting 
people to open, read or click. While the highest volume of email tends to be sent later in the week, the 
best/worst comparison clearly shows better results are achieved when sending earlier in the week.       

Likewise, people are more likely to respond to email sent in the morning than later in the day.
“If you can be in someone’s inbox when they first get to work, you’re much more likely to garner a 
response,” DesRochers says.

By keeping a routine schedule, using the same "from" address and sending to the same list, senders 
can improve results by at least 2 percentage points across all key measurements.  “Some may think 
2 percentage points is a small gain, but for companies that have 10,000-20,000 people or more, that 
equates to hundreds more people who could be reading or acting  on your message.” DesRochers says.

BENCHMARK DATA 
TIMING ANALYSIS 

The benefits of establishing a routine.
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Most communicators send a message as soon as 
it’s ready, yet the benchmark data analysis shows 
email performs better when it's sent on a routine 
cadence and schedule.

To achieve consistently high open rates, read and 
click metrics, the optimum cadence is one email 
per week, sent on the same day of the week and 
received the same time of the day. 

A surprising finding in this analysis is the highest 
readership is achieved when the same sender is 
sending to the same audience more than once 
per day.  While this cadence is not very common, 
it is effective, and might reflect the specifics of 
particular jobs where employees are looking for 
essential information every day.

The optimal publication schedule is once per week—same day, time, and channel.

Making your broadcast email more effective doesn’t have to be guesswork. Put the lessons of 
data analytics to work.  Send less content, more often. Use more images. Segment and target your 
audiences. Have a routine schedule for your publications. And get your messages out early in the 
morning—and earlier in the week.

Accurate email measurement will yield less effort for you, and achieve better engagement with your 
audiences. You’ll learn the content strategies and cadence work best for your organization, you'll spend 
less time crafting email messages, and employees will spend less time sorting through it, gaining a new 
appreciation for your tightened-up email routine. 

BENCHMARK DATA 
IN CONCLUSION 

Key Metrics by Same Sender to Same List Cadence
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