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      Emails are the one type of business writing that every one of us does. Yet we all have room to improve. We dash them off without much thought, and sometimes suffer the consequences.

      Take a good, hard look at your email inbox. It’s probably a mix of important conversations, things you’re putting off reading, and tasks you simply don’t want to deal with. How much of it do you read carefully?

      Many people say email is broken, or archaic, or a drain on productivity. Yet it shows no indication of going away, and with the growth of remote work it may only be increasing.

      When you send a message, you launch it into a digital torrent of words, all clamoring for attention in someone’s inbox. Your challenge is to get your message across by rising above the sea of poorly thought-out, hastily composed emails.

      When email is less effective, we must be more effective in how we use it.

      Getting it wrong vs. getting it right

      Effective email practices can boost your career. Sloppy email habits might crater it.

      The world is filled with email mishaps and misfires. You’ll find many of them in these pages, along with advice for protecting yourself from them.

      But you can do better than simply avoiding mistakes. You can write emails that people want to open, that they find valuable and refer back to. As long as email is with us in the business world, those who master it have a real advantage:

      
        	Better collaboration with colleagues

        	Greater success when sending queries or asking for input or responses

        	A reputation for clarity of thought and expression

      

      How to use this book

      This is not a book of email templates or what words to write, although you’ll find examples for clarity. Instead, it’s about email practices. It highlights 33 common mistakes, while offering suggestions on how to build practices that set you up for success rather than failure.

      The practices in this book represent the combined wisdom of legions of people—authors, researchers, consultants, and other professionals—who responded to my requests for advice and stories.

      If you’re just getting started in the corporate world, absorb this advice and you’ll stand out from the pack. If you’ve been working for a long time or if you find yourself swamped in email and relying on it more than before, search the book for topics that catch your interest. You may find ideas and practices here you want to add to your repertoire, elevating your email effectiveness.

      As a bonus, the skills you develop and hone writing emails will show up in every other aspect of your business writing life, including social media posts, blog posts, reports, and more. And as the workplace reshapes itself with more remote work and virtual collaboration, writing skills are becoming more important than ever before.

      Emails are an opportunity to cultivate clarity of thought and expression. They give us a chance to practice our writing skills, every darned day. Let’s start.
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      What’s your point? The simplest way to be a good email citizen is to use it thoughtfully; don’t contribute to the noise needlessly. Make sure your messages serve a purpose, for both you and the recipient. Think before you type.

      Before you fire off an email, whether to your manager or team or to an outside customer, client, or partner, try to answer these questions:

      
        	What are you trying to communicate? If you’re not crystal clear on the takeaway, you cannot expect someone else to understand what you mean.

        	Why will someone read it? Why will they spend a few precious moments of their attention on this email? If you can’t answer that, rethink the email.

        	What do you hope they will do? Will they understand that after reading the message?

      

      When you think clearly about your purpose, you can identify who should and should not receive the email. You can include only the information supporting that purpose and leave the rest aside, getting to the point quickly. And, you can make it easy for the recipient to respond in the appropriate way. People will appreciate this.

      First purpose, then contents

      Writing is a window into thinking. If your thoughts are muddled and disorganized, your writing will be as well.

      We tend to start typing an email message as soon as thoughts enter our head, which generates a one-sided conversation. Your initial train of thought may not be the best way to communicate with someone else. Some people juggle hundreds of incoming emails every day, all while ostensibly doing their job. Mold the message to your purpose by planning before you write.

      Find the Goldilocks zone

      One friend told me in frustration that no one on her team did emails right. Of the three people on her team, one writes emails that are way too long with unnecessary details. Another sends short messages lacking the necessary information, generating multiple follow-up messages. A third writes emails that are the right length, but don’t cover the right things.

      They were all missing the “Goldilocks” zone—just the right amount of information to serve the purpose.

      Where do your messages fall on the Goldilocks scale? Too much? Too little? Just right?

      Before you write your next high-stakes email, sketch out your purpose and identify exactly what you need to include to achieve that purpose. When that purpose is in hand, you can safely start writing.

      A writing process tip

      For important messages, write the first draft somewhere other than the email software. Start earlier—ideally the day before, but an hour before if that’s all you’ve got. Use software like Word or Google Docs to get your thoughts out of your head. Then pick the key elements that will serve the purpose in the email. Rearrange them. Revise and edit until you’re comfortable with the result. Then, and only then, should you paste it into the email message.

      
        	Writing outside of the email software removes the pressure to come up with perfect words. It gives you permission to think and write more freely.

        	This practice also prevents you from sending your muddled, half-cooked ideas out into the world, either accidentally or in a moment of impatience. (I’m going to hit Send and be done with this!)
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      Have you ever received a casual, flippant email from someone you don’t know? Depending on your mood or situation, you might either smile or feel annoyed.

      In the other extreme, what happens if you get a super-formal email from a close friend or colleague? If it’s a friend, you wonder if their account has been hacked. If it came from your manager, you worry about your future employment status.

      Email has unspoken rules of etiquette, and many of them have to do with how formal or informal the message is.

      Before you write an email, understand where it falls on the “informal/formal” spectrum, based on your relationship with the recipient and the purpose and context of the message. This simple decision will affect many things, including the salutation and sign-off, the use of punctuation and emojis, and how long the message should be. Figure it out before you start writing, especially to a new email correspondent or someone you don’t yet know.

      How formal do you need to be?

      There are no hard-and-fast rules for business emails, because email replaces both formal and informal communications.

      Remember faxes? And when’s the last time you wrote a formal business letter that you posted in the mail? When email first arrived in the business world, we thought it would replace those ponderous paper communications. It has done that, and more.

      Soon it expanded to absorb a whole bunch of communication tasks, and it’s only grown since then. It reminds me of the farmer who brought European rabbits to Australia for hunting, only to find that they reproduced like, well, rabbits and disrupted the ecosystem.

      Email has done something similar for our professional lives, crowding out other communication channels, including:

      
        	Conversations that once happened in person or by phone

        	Letters and forms with transactional information (Now we send emails saying I received the package)

        	Formal requests or legal permissions (Today: With this email, I acknowledge that …)

      

      Because of the many roles they fill, emails can range from quite informal (replacing quick conversations and texts) to the most formal (business letters, legal documents, and so on).

      Most emails fall somewhere in the middle. When searching for the right level, consider the purpose of the email, the recipient’s style, and the context of your relationship.

      Purpose: If you are sending an official request for a transfer or contract amendment, opt for a formal tone. For a fleeting conversation with friendly colleagues, you might load up with emojis and exclamation points, and use inside jokes that only your team knows.

      Personal preferences: People tend to gravitate to one side or the other of the formality spectrum. For some, email is an extension of texting, while others craft carefully scripted business letters. If you know someone’s preferences, lean in that direction.

      Cultural preferences: When emailing people in other countries or cultures, remember that what works for your team may seem abrupt to others. According to Lanie Denslow, principal of World Wise Intercultural Training, “For most cultures, the relationship is at the heart of doing business.” With that in mind, you may want to start with a personal question or common interest before jumping into the “business” of the message. Ask about their local news or the results of a past interaction. A sentence or two can communicate that you think of them as more than simply a source of information or a means to an end.

      Relationship: Consider both familiarity and the balance of power in your relationship with the person you’re emailing.

      How well do you know the recipient? If you’ve worked closely together, a formal email might make them worry.

      Does the person have the upper hand in your relationship? If so, tip toward the more formal side of the spectrum. You probably won’t send a super-informal Hey! to the CEO of a Fortune 500 company unless you know them personally.

      Conversely, if you are in a position of power over the other person (say, they report to you regularly), an unusually formal tone may set off alarms. (Why are they being so formal? Am I about to be let go?)

      If you don’t know the recipient well, here are a few safe strategies:

      
        	Have you communicated with them before? If so, mirror the formality of past emails, paying attention to how they open and conclude them.

        	If not, err on the side of caution and be more formal than you think necessary. If you receive a lively response riddled with exclamation points, you can relax in the next email. It’s easier to dial the formality back than to add it once you’ve started an exchange.

        	Remember what you were taught as a child: please and thank you never offend.
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