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COMPARING INDUSTRY-LEADING
ANTI-SPAM SERVICES
RESULTS FROM 12 MONTHS OF TESTING

INTRODUCTION
The following analysis summarizes the spam catch and false positive rates of the leading
HU[PZWHT]LUKVYZ*VTWPSLKI`6W\Z6ULHUPUKLWLUKLU[YLZLHYJOÄYT[OPZYLWVY[
provides data to objectively compare the market’s most popular anti-spam solution.
All of the anti-spam solutions in Gartner’s May 2010 “Leaders” and “Challengers” Magic
Quadrant categories were tested. In total, eight vendors were evaluated over the course
of a year. The only vendor mentioned by name is Cisco IronPort. The remaining vendor
names have been obfuscated.

TEST METHODOLOGY
To ensure consistency and reliability, Opus One operated within the following
parameters during the 12-month long analysis from January 2010 to December 2010:
 Approximately 10,000 messages were selected at random for testing each month,
^P[OH[V[HSVMTLZZHNLZPU[OLÄUHSL]HS\H[PVUZL[
 Messages were drawn from actual corporate production mail streams
 Messages were received live and tested with less than a one-second delay
 Tested products were acquired directly from the vendor or through normal
distribution channels and were under active support contracts
 Tested products were “up to date” with current released software and
signature updates
 4LZZHNLZ^LYLOHUKJSHZZPÄLKHZ¸ZWHT¹HUK¸UV[ZWHT¹[VLUZ\YLKH[H]HSPKP[`
 Messages counted on a per-recipient basis
 Each of the tested products included the vendor-recommended or integrated
reputation service in the results
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The test results reported here are taken from Opus One’s continuing anti-spam
testing program. With six years of monthly results, Opus One is uniquely positioned to
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TEST RESULTS
Cisco IronPort solution demonstrated the highest spam capture rate and the most
accurate rate of detection. The results are remarkable given the tradeoff between spam
capture and false positive rates. For example, a vendor can catch 100% of spam if they
block every message but then the false positive rate would also be 100%, which is
obviously unacceptable.
Cisco IronPort consistently outperformed the other vendors, with the highest spam
capture rate in ten of the twelve months measured. In the other two months, only one
other solution exhibited a higher spam capture rate than Cisco IronPort. However, the
]LUKVYZ»MHSZLWVZP[P]LYH[LZ^LYLZPNUPÄJHU[S`OPNOLY[OVZL[^VTVU[OZI`HUH]LYHNL
17 times than that of Cisco IronPort.
With missed spam 144% relative to the leader, Vendor F placed second, but generated
a false positive rate three times that of the Cisco IronPort solution. Vendors C, E and
G missed spam 168-200% relative to the leader, albeit with a false positives four to six
times higher. Vendors D, A and B had higher accuracy but at the cost of a lower spam
catch rate.
The results summarizing false positive rate and spam catch rate are summarized below.
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SPAM CATCH RATE RESULTS
The spam catch rate has a direct impact on end-users’ satisfaction and productivity.
With the high daily global volume of spam, even the slightest reduction in catch rates
can have a major adverse effect. The relative catch rates for anti-spam vendors over the
year-long period ending December 2010 are as follows:

Vendor

Missed Spam Relative to Leader

Cisco IronPort

n/a

Vendor F

144%

Vendor C

168%

Vendor E

195%

Vendor G

199%

Vendor D

255%

Vendor A

344%

Vendor B

408%

Month by month spam catch rate results by vendor over the testing period are graphed
below. Because most anti-spam products have a high capture rate, the horizontal axis
crosses at the 90% capture rate level.
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FALSE POSITIVE RESULTS
Because of the mission critical nature of email, it is essential that an enterprise’s
anti-spam solution deliver a low false positive rate. Messages incorrectly quarantined
and blocked pose a serious loss of time and productivity for system administrators
and end-users. The relative results over the year-long period ending December 2010
are as follows:

Vendor

False Positives Relative to Leader

Cisco IronPort

n/a

Vendor B

141%

Vendor D

172%

Vendor F

294%

Vendor A

320%

Vendor G

415%

Vendor C

452%

Vendor E

541%

SUMMARY
Given the essential role of email in the operations of modern enterprises, spam poses a
ZLYPV\Z[OYLH[[V[OLPYZ\JJLZZ>OLUHZWHTTLZZHNLÄUKZP[Z^H`PU[VH\ZLY»ZPUIV_
VYHSLNP[PTH[LTLZZHNLPZPUJVYYLJ[S`PKLU[PÄLKHZZWHTHUKX\HYHU[PULK[OLYLPZHU
immediate impact on productivity. While performance of the solutions evaluated in this
analysis may vary by only a few percentage points, it’s important to recognize that this
difference can translate into hundreds, if not thousands, of unwanted and potentially
WYVISLTH[PJTLZZHNLZPUÄS[YH[PUNHUL[^VYR
Over the years, much ground has been gained in the battle against spam. Nevertheless, the number of threats continues to rise, demanding increasingly sophisticated and
capable defense systems. The productivity of the global marketplace demands it.
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ABOUT OPUS ONE
Opus One is an information technology consultancy with experience in the areas of
messaging, security, and networking. Opus One has provided objective testing results
for publication and private use since 1983.
This document is copyright © 2011 Opus One, Inc.

APPENDIX
DEFINITION OF TERMS
:WHTJH[JOYH[LTLHZ\YLZOV^^LSS[OLZWHTÄS[LYJH[JOLZZWHT>LOH]L\ZLK[OL
JVTTVUS`HJJLW[LKKLÄUP[PVUVMZWLJPÄJP[`^OPJOPZ[OLU\TILYVMZWHTTLZZHNLZ
caught divided by the total number of spam messages received. The missed spam is
one minus the spam catch rate.
-HSZLWVZP[P]LYH[LTLHZ\YLZ[OLU\TILYVMSLNP[PTH[LLTHPSZTPZJSHZZPÄLKHZZWHT
+PMMLYLU[]LUKVYZHUK[LZ[PUNZLY]PJLZKLÄULMHSZLWVZP[P]LYH[LPUKPMMLYLU[^H`Z
[`WPJHSS`LP[OLYZWLJPÄJP[`VYWVZP[P]LWYLKPJ[P]L]HS\L0U[OPZYLWVY[MHSZLWVZP[P]LYH[L
PZKLÄULK\ZPUNWVZP[P]LWYLKPJ[P]L]HS\LHZ¶TLZZHNLZTHYRLKHZZWHT¶
MHSZLWVZP[P]LZ[V[HSTLZZHNLZTHYRLKHZZWHT
The spam accuracy rate is one minus the false positive rate.

TESTING METHODOLOGY
Anti-spam products were evaluated by installing them in a production mail stream
environment. The test simultaneously feeds the same production stream to each
WYVK\J[YLJVYKPUN[OL]LYKPJ[[`WPJHSS`¸ZWHT¹¸UV[ZWHT¹VY¸Z\ZWLJ[LKZWHT¹
for later comparison.
Each product tested was acquired directly from the vendor or through normal distribution channels. Each product tested was under an active support contract, and was
believed to be “up to date” with publicly released software and signature updates.
Where multiple versions were available from a vendor, the technical support team
for each vendor was consulted to determine the “recommended” platform for use.
To minimize confusion, products were not upgraded during the test cycle, although
anti-spam and anti-spam engine updates were typically and automatically made by
each product during the term of the test.
(SSZ`Z[LTZ^LYLHISL[VJVUULJ[[V[OL0U[LYUL[MVY\WKH[LZHUK+5:SVVR\WZ(ÄYL^HSS
was placed between each product and the Internet to block inbound connections, while
outbound connections were completely unrestricted on all ports.
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,HJOWYVK\J[^HZJVUÄN\YLKIHZLKVU[OLWYVK\J[THU\MHJ[\YLY»ZYLJVTTLUKLKZL[[PUNZ
Where easily executed, multiple scenarios were used for a product, including a factoryKLMH\S[HNNYLZZP]LZL[[PUN¸Z\ZWLJ[ZWHT¹HUKJVUZLY]H[P]LZL[[PUN¸JLY[HPUZWHT¹
based on the vendor’s recommendation. In cases where obviously inappropriate
settings were included by default, these settings were changed to support the
production mail stream. “Maximum message size” -- to accommodate messages of
varying sizes -- was the most commonly changed setting.
The tests drew on the real “.COM” corporate message stream because this message
Z[YLHTJVU[HPUZUVHY[PÄJPHSJVU[LU[HUKILZ[YLWYLZLU[Z[OLUVYTHSLU[LYWYPZLZ[YLHT
5VZW\YPV\ZZWHTVYUVUZWHTJVU[LU[^HZPUQLJ[LKPU[V[OLZ[YLHT5VHY[PÄJPHS
methods to attract spam were employed.
Each product was connected to the Internet to retrieve signature and software updates
as often as recommended by the vendor. If vendor technical support teams recommend
a shorter update cycle, this recommendation was implemented.
Because products were not receiving email directly from the Internet, the reputation
ZLY]PJLVMLHJOWYVK\J[OHK[VILPUKP]PK\HSS`JVUÄN\YLK[VZ\WWVY[[OLT\S[POVW
JVUÄN\YH[PVU0UJHZLZ^OLYLWYVK\J[Z^LYL\UHISL[VOHUKSLHT\S[POVWJVUÄN\YH[PVU
with reputation service, the reputation service results were gathered at the edge of the
network and then re-combined with the anti-spam results after the test was completed.
For many products, this re-combination better illustrates the actual performance a
UL[^VYRTHUHNLY^V\SKZLLHUKZPNUPÄJHU[S`JOHUNLZ[OL[LZ[YLZ\S[ZMYVTH[LZ[^OPJO
does not incorporate reputation service results.
Once the messages were received, Opus One manually read through every single
TLZZHNLJSHZZPM`PUNP[HZ¸ZWHT¹¸UV[ZWHT¹VY¸\URUV^U¹;LZ[LYZKLÄULKHZ¸ZWHT¹
the messages for which there was no conceivable business or personal relationship
between sender and receiver and which were obviously bulk in nature. Mail messages
that may not have been solicited, but which showed a clear business or personal
relationship between sender and receiver, or were obviously a one-to-one message,
L]LUPM\UZVSPJP[LKHUK\U^HU[LK^LYLJSHZZPÄLKHZ¸UV[ZWHT¹(SSTHPSPUNSPZ[Z^OPJO
have legitimate subscriptions were considered “not spam,” irrespective of the content
of any individual message.
4LZZHNLZ^LYLJSHZZPÄLKHZ¸\URUV^U¹PM[OL`^LYL[OLYLZ\S[VM]PY\ZKV\ISLIV\UJLZ
VYPM[OL`JV\SKUV[ILKLÄUP[P]LS`JH[LNVYPaLKHZ¸ZWHT¹VY¸UV[ZWHT¹IHZLKVUJVU[LU[
or if they were so malformed that it could not be determined that they were spam,
viruses, or corrupt software. All “unknown” messages were deleted from the data set,
and do not factor into the result statistics. The total number of “unknown” messages in
the sample was small, typically less than 0.1% of the total sample size.
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6UJL[OLTHU\HSX\HSPÄJH[PVUVMTLZZHNLZ^HZJVTWSL[LKHSSYLZ\S[Z^LYLWSHJLKPUHU
:83KH[HIHZL8\LYPLZ^LYL[OLUY\U[VJYLH[LMHSZLWVZP[P]LHUKMHSZLULNH[P]LTPZZLK
spam) lists. False positives for each product were individually evaluated and any errors
PU[OLVYPNPUHSTHU\HSJSHZZPÄJH[PVU^LYLÄ_LK)LJH\ZL[OLU\TILYVMMHSZLULNH[P]LZPZ
[`WPJHSS`T\JOOPNOLY\W[VMHSZLULNH[P]LZWLYWYVK\J[HYLUV[\U\Z\HS[OL[OPYK
WHY[`YLZLHYJOÄYTZKPKUV[L]HS\H[LL]LY`MHSZLULNH[P]LMVYLHJOWYVK\J[0UZ[LHK
testers evaluated each false negative for at least two different products, and sampled
the false negative results for all other products to identify any errors in the original
JSHZZPÄJH[PVU6UJL[OLKH[HZL[Z^LYLKL[LYTPULK[VIL^P[OPUHJJLW[HISLLYYVYYH[LZ
the databases were reloaded and the queries recreated.
Each anti-spam engine provides a verdict on messages. While this is often internally
represented as a number, the verdict in most products is reduced to a categorization
of each message as being “spam” or “not spam.” In many anti-spam products, a third
category is included, typically called “suspected spam.”
0U[OPZ[LZ[WYVK\J[Z^LYLJVUÄN\YLKH[[OLMHJ[VY`KLMH\S[ZL[[PUNZ^OLYLWVZZPISL[V
OH]L[OYLL]LYKPJ[ZZWHTZ\ZWLJ[ZWHTHUKUV[ZWHT>OLYLWYVK\J[ZOH]L[OYLL
verdicts, suspect spam is considered to be spam. As a result, suspect spam was
included in the catch rate and false positive rate calculations.
Catch rate refers to the number of spam messages caught out of the total number of
spam messages received. When spam is not caught, it is called a false negative.
 False negative means the test said “this was not spam,” and it was.
 False positive means the test said “this was spam,” and it wasn’t.
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