tom’s gulde Apple Intelligence brings smart replies to Apple Mail
— and it blows away Gmail

Philip Michaels last updated 1 November 2024

Summary

pple Mail’'s smart replies, powered by Apple Intelligence,
o outperform Gmail’s smart replies, which are currently
nOOORaoE limited to basic options. Apple Mail’s smart replies can
elol o generate more detailed and contextually relevant responses,
while Gmail’s smart replies often lack specificity and can be
nonsensical. Despite Gmail’s potential for improvement with its
Gemini Al model, Apple Mail’s smart replies currently lead the way in terms of

functionality and user experience.
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When Apple announced earlier this year that smart replies for its Mail app were part of
the Apple Intelligence features arriving via iOS 18, you probably scoffed. | know | did.
After all, smart replies have been a feature in Gmail since 2017. Why is Apple only
getting around to adding that capability seven years later?

Well, | hereby rescind my scoff. The smart replies feature in Apple Malil truly is smart,
grasping the context of the email you reply to craft very specific replies and even asking
follow-up questions to fine-tune the auto-generated response. It's miles ahead of the
smart reply feature in Google that most of us are used to.

There's a caveat to that Apple Mail vs. Gmail comparison, and it's that Google is in the
process of fine-tuning its own smart replies capability. Back in September, the company
announced contextual smart replies powered by its Gemini Al model that deliver more
detailed responses. However, that feature has only rolled out to Google Workspace
customers with very specific add-ons like Google One Al Premium, Gemini Business
and the like.

In other words, Gmail smart replies may be improving, but on the version of the email
client running on my iPhone, the feature works the same as it ever does. | suspect that's
true for most of you, too.

Maybe one day, the smart replies features for Apple Mail and Gmail will be on more
even footing, but for now the advantage clearly tilts to iPhones capable of running Apple
Intelligence features. | picked five emails sent to my Gmail account to illustrate the very
different smart replies produced by the Apple Mail and Gmail clients.

Apple Mail vs. Gmail: Different smart reply methods

Before we dive into the different smart replies generated in my sample emails, we
should talk about the different approaches Apple Mail and Gmail use for this feature. In


https://www.tomsguide.com/author/philip-michaels

Gmail, smart replies appear at the bottom of the message, with two or three potential
replies depending on whether you're accessing Gmail on the phone or on the desktop.
(All the Gmail instances below will be from an iPhone 12 running iOS 18.1. I'm using
Apple Mail on an iPhone 15 Pro running iOS 18.1 to test out the Apple Intelligence-
generated responses.)

In contrast, Apple Intelligence-generated smart replies don't appear until you tap reply
on a message in Mail — and even then, they might not appear if Apple's Al determines
that a smart reply really isn't relevant. Otherwise, your smart reply options will appear in
the suggestion bar, just above the keyboard. Tap the reply you want, and Apple's Al will
formulate a message based on that prompt. For more detailed steps, see our guide on
how to use smart replies in Apple Malil.

That's how it works in theory, anyhow. Let's see what happens in practice.
Apple Mail vs. Gmail smart replies
Example 1: Scheduling a phone call

My daughter went on a trip to Europe with the Girl Scouts this past summer, and in this
email, the leader of the trip is trying to arrange a time when we can go over some details
on the phone.

Apple Mail's smart replies gives me two options — either | am
available or I'm not. When | tapped that | would be able to
make the call at that time, Apple Intelligence produced a
response that also happens to include the day and time of the
iw call, which is helpful to confirm that everyone is on the same
memmenromnses. PAQE @bOUt timing.

On Apr 5, 2024, at 10:20 PM, Meri
I Thanks‘
Il be available...  'm not availabl & ShareFeedback & <

Re: Getting ready for the Re: Getting ready for the
Mediterranean- 80 Days left! Mediterranean- 80 Days left!

emenrao awenrvuios Inthisinstance, Gmail suggests three replies, all of which

nsoremax asorens e gssume I'm good to talk at that time. (We'll notice Gmail has a

IR st R hard time saying no as this exercise goes on.) The option |

¢ pick — "Sounds good, talk to you then" — is exactly what
appears in my reply with no additional information added for
context.

Example 2: An emailed suggestion

| appear on a "Magnum PI"-themed podcast — don't knock it, it's honest work — and
occasionally listeners write in with suggestions on episodes from that 1980s TV series
that they want us to cover. Such is the case with this listener email.



__ There's not much differentiation between the replies that

resinbeey 8] metriioew @ Apple Mail suggests — both are variations on me agreeing
e — - to look into the episode the listeners suggests. But when |
- - mn Select my auto reply, Apple Intelligence leads off with a

sject: Re: Skin Deep Subject: Re: Skin Deep

e e LNANK yOU, Which | thought was a nice touch.

Sent from my iPhone out the episode you recommended‘
Sent from my iPhone
On Aug 20, 2024, at 5:33AM, John

On Aug 20, 2024, at 5:33AM, John

Sounds interesting.. I'llcheckitout... < & ShareFeedback G <
QWERTYUI OP QWERTYU1I OFP
A S DFGHUJKIL A S DFGHUJKIL

4 ZXCVBNM @ # ZXCVBNM A&

Gmail provides two potential replies, but one of them —
"Thoughts?" — is a non-sensical reply. The listener has
already provided his thoughts, Gmail. Again, the text I've
selected is the exact text pasted into my reply; there's
also no acknowledgement of the suggested episode.

QWERTYU I OFP

A'SDF GHJ KL

4 Z X CVBNMS&E

Example 3: A requested action

At their best, smart replies save you time by getting down to brass tacks. Someone
asks you for some piece of information, and you want to tap a reply that quickly
provides it. Such is the case in this letter from my daughter's Girl Scout troop leader,
where she wants us to make sure our scouts have filled out a survey.

PEEETN _ At first glance, the Apple Mail-supplied smart replies don't

Y | e, inspire a lot of confidence. My only options are to confirm

jpe— J— that my daughter will fill out the survey or note that she
U — can't. But tapping "will do" produces a much more
e S ”"_“”"""’ detailed auto-generated message in which | promise to

Sent from my iPhone survey and
Thanks for

| e have the survey completed and acknowledge that we'll
— 4w s ¢« Meet again in July. Smart replies even throws in a thank
ewerRTvvler ewerTYver yoy on my behalf.

A S DFGHUJKL A SDFGHUJ KL

4 ZXCVBNM & 4 ZXCVBNM &

6 o e @ o w Now, there's one mistake here, in that the smart reply has

o ¢ me committed to making sure all the scouts fill out the
survey, not just my daughter. But that's easy enough to fix
with a text edit, and it's a reminder that no matter who [sic/

smart a feature claims to be, always double-check its work before you press Send.



... Inaway, Gmail's smart replies amaze me — none of the

N - - three options is appropriate at all. We get a return of the

- e— useless "Thoughts?" reply along with a "Sounds like fun!”

- " response that doesn't address the issue at hand. Even

| the "l voted" response is context-free, as we're being

asked to get our daughters to vote — not vote ourselves.

| suppose | could edit it like the Apple Mail response above, but here, I'd be rewriting the

entire message, defeating the purpose of a smart reply.

Example 4: Meeting a deadline

Deadlines provide another opportunity for smart replies to shine. Either you are going to
meet your deadline or you are not, so an Al-generated response should reflect those
options. | don't have any deadline-citing emails in my inbox at the moment, so | sent
myself one from my work account to illustrate how Apple Mail and Gmail handle this
situation.

NI ESNEEEN .. " Apple Mail understands this binary choice, with a pair

cccccccccccccc

0@ swsemiir i ion ‘ of suggested replies that reflect whether I'm meeting
o ~ the deadline or not. (The ensuing message even

e mentions the actual date of the deadline.) Gmail, an
‘ ot il ‘ apparent people pleaser, only offers me the
Rl e : opportunity to say I'm going to meet the deadline in
QAWSEDRFTGVHUJIKOLP QAWSEDRFTGVHUJIKOLP i tWO diﬁerent WayS.
= - EmEm - =

Example 5: Multi-step smart replies

Our last example illustrates Apple Mail's smart reply feature at its very best. I've sent
myself another email, this time asking for a payment and specifying my preferred
method of payment.

__m Apple Mail's initial smart replies are pretty sparse, just
ccccccc options for acknowledging that | owe the sender

O e ™ money. But once | select one of those, another batch
of smart replies appears, reflecting how | want to pay
the money | owe. Even better, the options reflect the
sender's preferences, in which Apple Cash was the

aconoonoos | (W favored method, but cash or check would also be
creveoE D S0 e accepted. | opted for cash, and the auto-generated
° p mmmomom T ™ response is updated to reflect that choice.

It will not surprise you at this point to see that Gmail's
replies are not nearly as sophisticated. I'm particularly flabergasted by the third option,



“= "whatever's easiest for you." The email actually
specifies the easiest payment! That's not a very smart

- reply at all.

Re: Payment for the tickets

J'll send you a check.

On Thu, Oct 31, 2024 at 10:28 AM Philip Michaels
wrote:

e know if you want to send me t

I The I'n;
QWERTYU I OFP
A S DF GHJ KL
4 Z X CVBNM &

123 space T

Y

Smart replies outlook

This exercise might have gone very differently had the Gemini-powered smart reply
feature been available to the Gmail app on my iPhone. But | can only judge the features
that are available to me, and the older version of smart replies in Gmail just can't
measure up to what Apple Intelligence has brought to the built-in Mail app for iPhones.



