Email Etiquette Outline

What is Email Etiquette?


It is amazing to find that in this day and age, some people and some companies still have not realized how important their email communications are.  Sending replies that do not answer questions that are asked of you or sending replies late or, worse, not replying is very rude.  This can lose you friends or clients.  Email etiquette is similar to any other etiquette.  It is being courteous, helpful, having respect for others feelings or in other words, acting like a professional.  Companies have an obligation to educate employees about what can and cannot be said in an email.  They can be held liable for the contents of an employees email.  And private individual have similar responsibilities.

Why do companies need it? Why do you need it?


Correctly constructed emails convey an image of professionalism.  This puts a company’s, and an individual’s, best foot forward.  Poorly constructed emails project an image of sloppiness.  Emails that get to the point are more effective.  Poorly worded emails are difficult to read, may yield a mistaken impression and generally are not conducive to efficiency.  Employees using good email etiquette generally lower a company’s risk of liability.  Remember, in a court case’s discovery period, emails could be read by people who might not like what you have wrote.

What to Include

1. Subject Line



Make the subject meaningful:  Most people use the subject line to prioritize email.  If you want your email read, use a good meaningful subject line.


2. In a Reply include enough info to provide a context.  For a person who gets a lot of email (Debbie), it can be difficult to determine what question your answer refers to.  A series of emails is called the “thread.”  It is usually good to include the thread when replying since your answers, etc are more easily understood in the proper context.  But, especially when adding a new person to the list, re-read the thread before including it to make sure that people will not be offended. 


3. Use a Signature.  A signature gives standardized information about you and is helpful to the recipient.  Make sure that our signature includes an alternate means of communication.  Do not make your signature too long.  My signature a Sverdrup is:




Thomas J. Yencha

Service Level Agreement Team

NMCI Critical Path Engineer

Jacobs/Sverdrup

385 Garrisonville Road

Suite 105

Stafford, VA  22554

540/657-0357, x312


But avoid graphics, etc that take up significant space and don’t add meaningful information.  I used to have a picture of my dog, Natasha (who is very cute) in my signature until my boss said my emails were too long in downloading when he was on travel and using a modem.[image: image1.jpg]



What are the rules? (not in any particular order)
1. Treat email confidentially.  There is no such thing as email privacy.  But whoever sends an email addressed to you has the expectation that you, yourself, will keep it confidential unless otherwise specified.  Email on a person-to-person basis is designed to be a personal communication.

2. Be obvious in your meaning, email is not for subtleties.  Keep the message focused and readable.  When communicating in person you emote visual cues and you use a tone of voice to clarify and amplify your words.  This is not available in an email unless you use emoticons ((, (, ;), etc) (more later).  Emoticons are not to be used in business email or email to people from other cultures since serious misunderstandings can occur.

3. Reread your email before sending it.  Sometimes we may be hasty in writing an email since it is so easy to do.  Would you want to see your email in the local newspaper (it could happen).  If you are upset when you write an email you may regret sending it later.
4. Use the Bcc field.  Some people do not like having their email address available to all recipients.  If you use the blind copy option it does not show all the email addresses.
5. Be cautious with humor or sarcasm.  These can also cause misunderstandings.
6. Remember that laws governing libel, copyright, defamation and discrimination apply to emails.  You or your company could be held liable in a court of law.
7. Can I send attachments? Ask First.  With today’s era of viruses and Trojans, many people do not want attachments and many ISPs and anti-virus programs block specific or all attachments.
8. Avoid long sentences.  Remember reading email on a monitor is harder than reading a letter.
9. Answer all the questions.  When you are replying to someone’ query make sure that you answer all the questions.  You should even try to pre-empt any further questions on the subject.  If you do not you will receive further emails which will waste the sender and your time.
10. Try to reply as soon as possible.  This is only polite.  But, remember that email is not instantaneous.  I have had occasion where it has taken several days for an email to get to me.

11. Try to make sure that your email wraps at about 70 – 80 characters.  If a recipient has a plain test email reader, your email may look like this:

Dear Natasha,

I am writing this email to ask you to go for a walk.  I know


that it is raining

outside and that you don’t like to get your fur wet.  But it needs to be done.  Please reply to this email at the earliest

opportunity.


Your Friend, Tom

What NOT to send

1. Bad Grammar or Poor Spelling.  This reflects poorly on you and your company. Use the spell/grammar checker.

2. Don’t send replies to all recipients unless necessary.  Some people reply to all as a habit.  If you are only agreeing or giving information that only the originator needs then use the reply to sender option.  When you reply to all that you will attend a meeting you are wasting a lot of peoples time who have to go through that email.  You may also look pretentious and come off as someone who wants to look important.

3. Don’t ever send emails dealing with disciplinary action, complaints, or conflicts.   As any manager can tell you, these items must be dealth with in person.

4. Don’t SPAM.  We all hate getting SPAM (unsolicited commercial email).  Do you realize that when you forward stuff (jokes, movies, etc.),without first getting the permission of the recipient, you are SPAMMING.  This includes forwarding chain letters and virus hoaxes.

5. Do not use all uppercase.  In IT parlance this is considered yelling.

6. Don’t overuse important, urgent and high priority.  These should only be used when the message is actually of great importance.  But, remember the boy who cried WOLF! and keep these to a minimum.

7. Do not send emails in HTML.  Some people use email systems that do not understand HTML.  Furthermore, many email systems and ISPs are blocking HTML email since it is a security hazard.
8. Don’t over-quote.  Quoting is the process of using parts of a senders email in your reply.  This is good since it clarifys what you are talking about.  But use only parts that are necessary and relevant.

9. Do not send confidential information in an email.  Remember that the email system is not secure and you don’t know who is reading your email.

10. Don’t overuse fonts, color and size.  They can make an email difficult to read and the recipient may misunderstand the emphasis.

Other Baddies


Flames, we’ll speak more on this later.


Mass Mailing: Even to friends, get their permission first, lest they consider you a spammer.


Don’t assume you can use nicknames, shortened names, etc.  If you are emailing a stranger named Edward, don’t refer to him as Ed.
Abbreviations


Abbreviations are all the rage in emails.  Many users use abbreviations to “save keystrokes.”  Unfortunately, unless the recipient knows the abbreviations, their use can lead to confusion or insult.  So of the more common abbreviations are listed below, again in no particular order.

1. IMHO

In My Humble Opinion

2. BCNU

Be Seeing You

3. OBO 

Or Best Offer, doesn’t this negate the asking price?

4. TNSTAAFL
There is No Such Thing As A Free Lunch

5. TTYL

Talk to you later.

Again, things such as this have no place in business email.

Emoticons


Email is usually almost like a conversation.  But visual cues the tone of your voice, as discussed before, are not present.  The Internets answer to this is emoticons.  These are actually groups of text characters that look like a sideways face.

1. :-( or :(  , An unhappy face seen side on; generally used to express disappointment or sorrow.

2. :-) or :) , A smiling face seen side-on; generally used to indicate amusement, or that a comment is intended to be funny or ironic ("<g>" or "<grin>" is also sometimes used).

3. ;-) , A winking smiley face; usually indicates that something should be taken "with a grain of salt" a la Monty Python.

4. ;-> , A mischievous smiley face; usually indicates that a comment is intended to be provocative or racy.

There are many more emoticons.  You can see many of these by searching for “emoticons” or “smiley faces” on www.google.com.

Flames


What is a “Flame?”  Basically, it is a verbal attack in electronic form.  Usually, the flame is in response to an email sent to someone who feels put out by the email for whatever reason.  One person might see the original email as innocent while another is insulted by it.  (See above rules).  Regardless of the reason, the recipient replys to you with a Flame.  Before you rant in an email, consider the following:  Would I say this to the persons face; How would I feel if I got this message; and will I hurt the companies reputation or bottom line with this email.  So, how do you respond?  You could ignore it.  This is usually best.  But, if its from someone that you like or need maybe you should respond.   Try to explain that your original email was not meant to offend.  Associated with this, do not leave your email account open when you are not there.  There may be a jokester or worse that notices this and you might have a problem on hand.

Business Email Etiquette:  In addition to those listed above.
1. Using email doesn't mean you don't have to talk to your customers.  Emails are designed for short timely messages.  You cannot build your clients trust by email, you must do that in person.

2. Email is impersonal.  Email correspondence lacks all of the normal visual and auditory clues that are present in face to face communication.  But don't rely on smiley faces :-) or other symbols to try and communicate a mood.

3. Don’t be rude.  It is very easy to be blunt or even rude to someone via email because you don't have to look at them in the eyes.  Your company’s reputation can easily be damaged.

Thomas J. Yencha, BS, MS, MCP

Deborah M. Yencha, Certified PP, PLS

NALS Web Team Chairman

