Which Free Email Service Is Best?

Email is one of the oldest parts of life online, but choosing an email service has become
surprisingly complicated. The leading free services—Gmail, Outlook.com, iCloud Mail, Yahoo
Mail, and Proton Mail—all perform the same basic job. They send, receive, organize, and store
messages. Beyond that common foundation, however, they differ considerably in storage,
advertising, privacy, spam filtering, organization, and compatibility with different devices.

The best choice depends upon what matters most to you.
The Short Answer

For most people, Gmail is the strongest all-around choice. It offers excellent spam filtering,
generous storage, powerful search, and compatibility with virtually every device. That does not
make it best for everyone:

* Gmail is best for overall convenience and compatibility.

* Outlook.com is best for Windows and Microsoft 365 users.

+ iCloud Mail is best for people committed to Apple devices.

* Proton Mail is best for privacy.

* Yahoo Mail remains useful, particularly for longtime users, but is difficult to recommend over
the alternatives for a new account.



Comparing the Free Services

Gmail

* Free storage: 15 GB shared with Google Drive and Google Photos
* Advertising: Yes

* Privacy: Moderate

* Best suited for: General use and Google services

Outlook.com

* Free storage: 15 GB of email storage

* Advertising: Yes

* Privacy: Moderate

* Best suited for: Windows and Microsoft users

iCloud Mail

* Free storage: 5 GB shared with other iCloud services
* Adbvertising: No

* Privacy: Strong

* Best suited for: Apple users

Yahoo Mail

* Free storage: About 20 GB

* Advertising: Yes, prominently

* Privacy: Below average

* Best suited for: Established Yahoo users

Proton Mail

* Free storage: 500 MB, expandable to 1 GB
* Advertising: No

* Privacy: Excellent

* Best suited for: Privacy-conscious users

Storage allowances and features can change, and some limits vary by country or account history.
Gmail: The Best All-Around Choice

Google introduced Gmail in 2004 and permanently changed what people expected from free
email. Its large storage allowance, conversational message display, and powerful search made
older email services look primitive. Gmail remains the most broadly capable free email service.



A free Google account includes 15 gigabytes of storage shared among Gmail, Google Drive, and
Google Photos. That is enough for years of ordinary correspondence, but photographs, videos,
and large files in Google Drive can gradually consume the same allowance.

Advertising and Privacy

Free personal Gmail accounts display advertising, particularly in the Promotions and Social
sections. Google says it does not scan or read Gmail messages for the purpose of selecting
advertisements. Gmail advertising is instead based largely on activity associated with the user’s
Google account.

That distinction is important, but it does not make Gmail a privacy service. A Google account
can connect email with searches, YouTube viewing, maps, photographs, documents, purchases,
and activity across numerous websites. Google provides controls for limiting advertising
personalization and account history, but privacy-conscious users may still be uncomfortable
placing so much of their online lives with one company.

Spam Filtering

Gmail’s spam filtering is among the best available. Google processes an enormous volume of
email and has considerable experience recognizing junk mail, fraudulent messages, dangerous
attachments, and mass-mailing campaigns. No filter is perfect, however. A legitimate message
will occasionally land in the Spam or Promotions folder, so those folders should be checked
periodically.

Organization

Gmail uses labels rather than conventional folders. A message can have several labels without
requiring multiple copies. Gmail also automatically sorts many messages into Primary,
Promotions, Social, Updates, and Forums. Some people love this system; others find it confusing
and prefer traditional folders.

Gmail’s search is exceptional. Someone who rarely organizes messages can often locate an old
email by remembering the sender, a phrase, an approximate date, or the presence of an
attachment.

Device Compatibility

Gmail works through any modern web browser and has excellent applications for Android,
iPhone, and iPad. It can also be added to Apple Mail, Microsoft Outlook, Thunderbird, and most
other email programs. Naturally, Gmail is especially convenient on Android devices and for
anyone using Google Calendar, Drive, Docs, Meet, or Photos.

Verdict: Gmail offers the best overall combination of storage, spam filtering, search,
organization, and device compatibility. Its weakness is the amount of one’s digital life that can
become concentrated within Google.



Outlook.com: Best for the Microsoft World

Outlook.com is Microsoft’s free email service and the successor to Hotmail. It should not be
confused with the Outlook application, which can manage email accounts from Microsoft,
Google, Yahoo, Apple, and other providers.

A free Outlook.com account includes 15 gigabytes of email storage. Microsoft also provides 5
gigabytes of general cloud storage through OneDrive, although attachments and other Microsoft
services can complicate how those allowances interact.

Advertising and Privacy

The free version of Outlook displays advertising beside or among messages. Microsoft says
advertisers do not receive a user’s name, email address, or personal Outlook information. The
company may nevertheless use activity associated with Microsoft products and accounts to
personalize advertising.

In some locations, users may also be offered the choice of allowing information from
commercial emails—such as newsletters, receipts, and messages from retailers—to influence
advertising. Those preferences can be reviewed in Outlook’s advertising settings. Microsoft 365
subscriptions remove advertising and increase the Outlook.com mailbox allowance.

Spam Filtering

Outlook.com provides strong spam and phishing protection. Its filtering is generally very good,
although some users find it more aggressive than Gmail in placing unfamiliar senders in the Junk
Email folder. The service also offers blocked-sender lists, rules, reporting tools, and a Sweep
feature that can automatically remove or archive recurring messages.

Organization

Outlook uses familiar folders and rules. Its Focused Inbox attempts to separate important
personal messages from less important mail, placing the remainder under an “Other” tab. The
combination of email, calendar, contacts, tasks, OneDrive, Word, and Excel makes Outlook.com
particularly attractive to people already living in Microsoft’s ecosystem.

Device Compatibility

Outlook is built into the Windows experience and is available on the web, Mac, iPhone, iPad,
and Android. Outlook.com accounts can also be used in Apple Mail, Thunderbird, and other
standard email applications.

Verdict: Outlook.com is an excellent choice for Windows users and anyone who relies upon
Microsoft 365, OneDrive, Word, Excel, or the Outlook calendar. Its advertising and increasingly
busy interface may discourage people who prefer simplicity.



iCloud Mail: Best for Apple Users

Apple’s iCloud Mail is the natural email service for people who use Macs, iPhones, and iPads.
An Apple account includes 5 gigabytes of free iCloud storage. Unfortunately, email must share
that space with iPhone and iPad backups, photographs, messages, documents, and other iCloud
data.

Five gigabytes may be adequate for email alone, but it can disappear quickly when several Apple
services are competing for it. Additional space requires a paid iCloud+ subscription.

Advertising and Privacy

iCloud Mail does not place advertisements in the inbox. Apple’s business depends much more
heavily upon selling devices and services than selling targeted advertising, giving it less
incentive to build an advertising profile from someone’s email activity.

Apple analyzes messages when necessary to filter spam and provide features, but iCloud Mail is
generally a better privacy choice than Gmail, Outlook.com, or Yahoo Mail. It does not, however,
provide the comprehensive end-to-end encryption offered by Proton Mail. Ordinary iCloud email
remains accessible to Apple under appropriate circumstances, even when Advanced Data
Protection is enabled for other categories of iCloud information.

Spam Filtering

Apple provides competent junk-mail filtering, although Gmail is generally considered more
effective at handling enormous volumes of spam and promotional mail. The Apple Mail
application learns when users mark messages as junk or move them back to the inbox. Users can
also create rules through iCloud.com and block unwanted senders.

Organization

iCloud Mail uses conventional folders and offers a clean, uncluttered interface. Apple has added
tools for identifying mailing lists, cleaning up recurring commercial messages, and managing
large attachments. Its organizational system is straightforward rather than elaborate. People who
want Gmail-style labels or Outlook’s extensive rules may find it limited; people who want email
without distractions may consider that simplicity an advantage.

Device Compatibility

1Cloud Mail works beautifully in the Mail applications on Mac, iPhone, and iPad. It can also be
accessed through a web browser at iCloud.com and configured in compatible Windows and
third-party email programs.

Android users can access iCloud Mail through a browser or configure it manually in an email
application, but Apple does not provide a dedicated iCloud Mail app for Android. This makes it
less attractive to households that mix Apple and Android equipment.



Verdict: iCloud Mail is a clean, private, advertising-free choice for Apple users. Its greatest
weakness is the small storage allowance shared with every other iCloud service.

Yahoo Mail: A Survivor From an Earlier Internet

Yahoo Mail has existed since 1997 and still serves a large population of loyal users. Many
Yahoo addresses have been in continuous use for twenty years or more. Yahoo once
distinguished itself by offering an extraordinary terabyte of free storage, but that allowance has
been substantially reduced. Standard accounts now generally include about 20 gigabytes, with
paid storage upgrades available.

Advertising and Privacy

Advertising is Yahoo Mail’s most conspicuous weakness. Ads can appear beside the inbox, in
empty folders, and among actual messages. Yahoo Mail Plus removes most advertising for a fee.

Yahoo’s privacy documentation also permits automated analysis of communications, including
certain commercial email, for product features, advertising, research, and the creation of interest
categories. Users can limit some advertising uses through Yahoo’s privacy controls. Among the
five services considered here, Yahoo Mail offers the least attractive combination of advertising
and privacy.

Spam Filtering

Yahoo provides spam filtering, blocked-address controls, disposable addresses, and unsubscribe
tools. Its filtering is adequate, but the service does not enjoy the same reputation for consistently
accurate spam detection as Gmail.

Long-established Yahoo addresses can also attract considerable junk mail simply because they
have circulated on the internet for many years and may have appeared in old data breaches or
mailing lists.

Organization

Yahoo Mail offers conventional folders, filters, searchable messages, and useful views that
collect photographs, documents, receipts, travel information, and subscriptions. Its attachment
and subscription-management features are genuinely convenient. Users can locate files without
remembering which message contained them and can review mailing lists from a central
location.

Device Compatibility

Yahoo Mail works through a browser and provides applications for Android, iPhone, and iPad. It
can also be added to Apple Mail, Outlook, Thunderbird, and other programs.



Verdict: Yahoo Mail remains serviceable for people with longstanding addresses and extensive
message archives. For someone opening a new account, Gmail, Outlook, iCloud, or Proton
generally offers a more compelling reason to join.

Proton Mail: Best for Privacy

Proton Mail was created in Switzerland by scientists who met at CERN. Unlike the other
providers in this comparison, Proton built its email service around privacy rather than
advertising.

The free plan begins with 500 megabytes of email storage. New users can increase that
allowance to 1 gigabyte by completing several introductory steps. This is much less storage than
the other services provide, although sufficient for a modest account if large attachments are
removed regularly.

Advertising and Privacy

Proton Mail does not display advertising and does not finance itself by constructing advertising
profiles. Revenue from paying subscribers supports the free service.

Messages sent between Proton Mail users are automatically protected with end-to-end
encryption. This means that only the sender and recipient can read the content. Proton also uses
what it calls zero-access encryption to protect stored messages so that the company cannot read a
user’s mailbox.

Messages sent normally from Proton to Gmail, Outlook, Yahoo, or iCloud do not automatically
retain the same end-to-end protection throughout their journey. Proton users can send password-
protected messages to outside recipients when greater confidentiality is required. Proton also
blocks many tracking pixels contained in incoming email and attempts to conceal the recipient’s
internet address from senders.

Spam Filtering

Proton includes spam detection, blocked-sender controls, allow lists, filters, and phishing
protection. Its filtering is capable, but Proton has a much smaller user base and less data for
training spam-detection systems than Google or Microsoft. Privacy creates an unavoidable
tradeoff: a service designed not to examine message content has fewer opportunities to use that
content for organization and filtering.

Organization
Proton provides folders, labels, filters, conversation views, search, and an integrated calendar.

The interface is clean and modern, although some advanced organizational features require a
paid plan.



Searching encrypted email is technically more difficult than searching messages stored in an
ordinary form. Proton has developed on-device search capabilities, but Gmail remains faster and
more flexible for people with enormous archives.

Device Compatibility

Proton Mail works in web browsers and provides dedicated applications for Android, iPhone,
and 1Pad. The free plan does not provide ordinary IMAP access for desktop programs such as
Apple Mail, Outlook, or Thunderbird. That capability requires Proton Mail Bridge, which is
available with paid plans. Free users therefore generally read Proton Mail through Proton’s own
website or applications.

Verdict: Proton Mail is the clear privacy winner. The tradeoffs are limited free storage and less
flexibility when using third-party email programs.

A Word About “Free”

None of these services is costless. With Gmail, Outlook, and Yahoo, users see advertising and
participate to varying degrees in a larger data and marketing ecosystem. Apple encourages users
to purchase its devices and eventually pay for additional iCloud storage. Proton hopes free users
will support its privacy-centered service by upgrading to a paid plan.

The old internet saying remains useful: if you are not paying for the product, you may be part of
the product. Proton complicates that saying because its paying customers subsidize free accounts,
but even Proton limits free storage and features to encourage upgrades.

Can You Change Email Providers?

Yes—but changing a primary email address can be surprisingly disruptive. An email address
may be connected to banks, stores, medical offices, subscriptions, utilities, social-media
accounts, government services, friends, and family. Moving requires patience.

A sensible approach is to open the new account, forward messages where possible, update
important organizations gradually, and keep the old address active during the transition. There is
rarely a need to change everything in one afternoon. An old Yahoo or Gmail address can also
remain as a secondary account for newsletters and shopping while a newer, more private address
is reserved for personal and financial correspondence.

My Recommendations

For most readers:

1 Choose Gmail if you want the easiest all-purpose service with excellent search and spam
filtering.

2 Choose Outlook.com if you use Windows and Microsoft 365.



3 Choose iCloud Mail if you use Apple devices almost exclusively and want an advertising-free
inbox.

4 Choose Proton Mail if privacy matters more than storage and third-party compatibility.

5 Keep Yahoo Mail if you already have a valued address, but consider whether it should remain
your primary account.

Many people will benefit from maintaining two addresses: a primary account for important
personal business and a secondary account for shopping, newsletters, contests, and other
activities likely to attract promotional mail.

The Bottom Line

Gmail wins on overall capability. Outlook.com wins on Microsoft integration. iCloud Mail wins
on simplicity within the Apple world. Proton Mail wins decisively on privacy. Yahoo Mail
survives largely on familiarity and the loyalty of its established users.

There is no universally perfect email service. The real choice is among convenience, integration,
privacy, storage, and freedom from advertising. Fortunately, email standards allow people using
all five services to communicate with one another. Unlike social networks, you and your
correspondent do not have to belong to the same company.

That may be email’s greatest remaining virtue.

Sources and Further Reading

» Google Support: How Gmail Protects Your Privacy

* Microsoft Support: Storage Limits in Outlook.com

* Microsoft Support: About Advertising in Outlook

» Apple Support: Managing iCloud Storage

* Yahoo Help: Yahoo Mail Advertising

* Yahoo Privacy: Communications Products and Content Analysis

* Proton Support: Proton Free Plan

* Proton: Email Security and Privacy



https://support.google.com/mail/answer/10434152
https://support.microsoft.com/en-US/Outlook/storage-limits-in-outlook-com
https://support.microsoft.com/en-us/outlook/about-ads-in-outlook
https://support.apple.com/en-us/108922
https://help.yahoo.com/kb/mail/SLN3591.html
https://legal.yahoo.com/us/en/yahoo/privacy/products/communications/faq/index.html
https://proton.me/support/proton-plans
https://proton.me/mail/security

