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      Introduction


      By all rights, e-mail should be the most polite form of communication ever invented. E-mail messages don’t interrupt recipients

         during dinner. E-mailers can take all the time they need to compose and edit notes, so there should be little danger of blurting

         something foolish. No one has to worry about proper stationery or poor handwriting.

      


      E-mail makes everything easier.


      Theoretically.


      As more and more of us get wired, at home and at the office, what have we wound up with? As the writer of People magazine’s “Internet Manners” advice column, I can just look at the gripes in my e-mail in-box for a daily window onto the

         grisly scene: Friends seething about friends who forward too many chain letters. Employees grumbling about co-workers who

         claim to be too “busy” to spell-check. Frustrated e-mailers fed up with the hoaxes, scams, and spam—junk advertising e-mail—clogging

         their in-boxes. Every day, Netizens (citizens of the Net) face a new crop of etiquette and practical dilemmas. Is it proper

         to send a thank-you note via e-mail? Is it a good idea to share an e-mail address with one’s spouse? How formal a tone should

         an e-mail message to a business contact take?

      


      How can we make e-mail live up to its promise? That’s where e-mail etiquette comes in. Don’t worry, this kind of etiquette

         isn’t about lists of arbitrary rules. You don’t have to memorize how to address a viscount or where to place a fish fork.

         Instead, e-mail etiquette blends in roughly equal parts common sense, common courtesy, and knowledge of the Net’s rules of

         the road—the dictates of computer technology and the culture established by everyday users.

      


      We all slip up sometimes—and there are plenty of “do as I say, not as I do” directives in this book. (Just ask my friends

         about how I never change the subject of an e-mail message, so it reads “Re: 4th of July picnic” well into November.) But a

         good command of e-mail etiquette can go a long way toward creating better relationships—with co-workers, with clients, with

         friends, with relatives, and even with significant others.

      


      In this book, you’ll learn strategies for composing polite and effective personal and business e-mail, practical advice about

         issues such as e-mail privacy and junk e-mail, and important tips on how to guard against real Net dangers and identify hoaxes.

         You’ll also read advice I’ve given People readers who’ve landed in sticky e-situations.

      


      To round things out, I asked e-mailers ranging from high-tech CEOs to grandparents to teenagers to share the e-mail etiquette

         infractions that drive them nuts. You’ll see them sprinkled throughout the text as “Net Peeves.” Finally, to see the consequences

         of not minding one’s e-manners, check out “Embarrassing E-Moments”: e-mail gaffes that made headlines and anonymous confessions

         from everyday e-mailers. These also appear throughout the book.

      


      Is it okay to ask for a date via e-mail?


      What’s the proper greeting for an e-mail message to a business client?


      Are emoticons—you know, those sideways smiley faces like :-) and :-(—tacky or terrific?


      Read on.


   

      Ten Principles of E-Mail Etiquette




			

					Send e-mail that is clear, concise, and considerate of recipients’ needs.


					Spelling and grammar count.


					Respect your correspondents’ time.


				Treat e-mail you receive as private…


				Never assume that e-mail you send will remain private…


				Don’t trust any message that reads “Forward this to all your friends.”


				Read the manual—learn about your e-mail program’s capabilities and the technology and culture of the Net. But don’t be rude to those who know less than you do.


				Take a deep breath before you hit “send.”


				E-mail isn’t the right medium for every message.


				E-mail is the real world.


			


      

      Before You Hit “Send”:
 An E-mail 
Etiquette Checklist


			

				Am I sending this message to the correct address?


	    	Have I written a useful, descriptive subject line?


      	Is the message’s format easy to read?


      	Is the message’s purpose clear?


      	Have I used correct spelling and grammar?


      	Is the message’s tone appropriate?


      	Could any statement in this message be misinterpreted?


      	Is there anything in this message I wouldn’t want to see posted in public?


      	Am I sure e-mail is the right medium for this message?


      	Am I sure this is a message the recipient will want to read?
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      E-Mail Etiquette:Basic Training


      •  What kinds of subject lines are best?


      •  How should I sign an e-mail message?


      •  What’s so bad about typing e-mail in all capital letters?


      You have before you a new e-mail message. Your mission: Address it properly. Enter a useful, descriptive subject line. And

         craft a message that’s courteous and easy to read.

      


      What could be so hard about that? Just take a look at your inbox. Busy e-mailers often ignore common courtesies like proper

         spelling; beginning e-mailers often aren’t familiar with some of the basic rules of the road. Then there are tips and tricks

         few e-mailers think about—until they get fed up with other users’ bad habits.

      


      In this chapter, we’ll tackle the basics of crafting an e-mail message, from “To” to “Ta-ta for now.”


      An e-mail message has two sections: a header, where the addresses and subject information appear, and the body, where you

         type your message.

      


      The address lines of an e-mail message:


      To: Where you put the e-mail address(es) of the main person or people for whom the message is intended.


      cc: Where you put the e-mail address(es) of people who should receive copies of the message. (Future Who Wants to Be a Millionaire stumper for Generation Y: What does “cc” stand for? Answer: carbon copy. Ask your parents.)

      


      bcc: Where you put the e-mail address of people who should receive “blind carbon copies” of the message: They get copies,

         but the “To” and “cc” recipients don’t see the “bcc” recipients’ addresses listed. “Bcc” recipients don’t see one another’s

         addresses, either. Handy in some situations (such as sending a mass mailing to a long list of recipients); a potential e-mail

         etiquette disaster in others (such as sending a secret copy of a message behind the main recipient’s back). For much more

         on the p’s and q’s of “cc” and “bcc,” see Chapter 5, “Mass Mailing minus the Mess.”

      


      ADDRESS ANTICS


      When it comes to avoiding embarrassing e-mail situations, the most important rule is probably the most obvious one: Use the

         right address. Never guess at a recipient’s e-mail address—a change of just one letter could spell disaster. Be very careful

         if you’re selecting recipients from a list of names in an address book or if your e-mail program automatically fills in a

         recipient’s address once you’ve entered the first few letters. Always double-check the address before you send the message.

         And triple-check for errors when you add someone’s name and address to your e-mail address book.

      


      

      Embarrassing E-Moment


     


     “In her e-mail address book, one of my female friends (I’m a guy) accidentally assigned my e-mail address to the nickname

         of one of her girlfriends and the girlfriend’s e-mail address to my nickname. I started getting copies of all this girl talk

         she and her female friends would exchange after the weekend. After a few weeks I had to write her and say, ‘Sorry, this is

         Sean, not Christine.’”

      


    


      NEXT SUBJECT: THE SUBJECT


      You can enter pretty much anything as the subject of your email—but this is worth putting some thought into. Why? When your

         message lands in your recipient’s in-box, he has only your name and the subject to consider when he decides when (and whether)

         to open it—and even more importantly, that’s usually all he has to go on when, days and dozens of e-mails later, he’s trying

         to find your message again in his cluttered in-box.

      


      Some Subject Do’s and Don’ts


      DO: Use a subject. Forgetting to enter a subject seems to be a plague among e-mail novices and ultra-busy executives. Either

         way, they should know better. (If you’re responding to an e-mail with a blank subject, go ahead and fill one in.)

      


      DO: Keep it short. A complete sentence will betray you as an e-mail beginner, and many e-mail programs cut off a subject after

         forty characters or so. A few words, or one well-selected one, are best.

      


      DON’T: Start your subject with “Re:”. Most e-mail programs automatically insert “Re:” when you respond to a message, so e-mailers

         think of it as meaning “Reply,” not “Regarding.” If you put in your own “Re:”, your recipient won’t know whether this is a

         new message or a response to one of his. And if he replies, you’ll wind up with an unsightly “Re: Re:”.

      


      DO: Keep it specific. “Barbecue on Sunday” is better than “party.” As for idle e-chatter with friends, “Hi” and “What’s up?”

         are popular subjects for those in a hurry, but taking the time to come up with something creative or humorous will ensure

         that your pal opens up the message with a smile. Plus, some sneaky junk emailers use vague subjects like “Hi” to fool recipients

         into opening their messages.

      


      DON’T: Use wacky punctuation. Don’t use all capital letters, multiple exclamation points, or asterisks to make your subject stand

         out. It will look like one of those **GET RICH QUICK!!!** junk emails—or just be irritatingly hard to read. Whether to capitalize

         individual words is up to you—you can capitalize in the style of a book title (“Meeting with Consultants”) or go lowercase

         (“meeting with consultants”).

      


      DO:Make your subject meaningful to you and your recipient. If the message spawns a back-and-forth conversation, both of you

         want to be able to identify it easily. In my job as a writer at People, I get scads of e-mail messages from would-be story subjects, sources, or publicists with a subject like “Story for People.”

         Of course the message is about a story for People, and so are the ninety-eight other messages I got today—making it extremely unlikely I’ll be able to find that message in

         my in-box if I need to refer to it again. Another popular subject that’s even worse: the utterly meaningless “For Samantha

         Miller.” Try something more specific.

      


      DO: Change the subject when it needs changing. (Just like underwear!)

      


      When I’m sending e-mail back and forth with one person, how often should I change the subject line?


      Well, if you and your steady are discussing which wedding caterer to hire and the subject still reads “Re: Nice Meeting You,”

         it’s time to freshen it up. But using a new heading on every note can get confusing. So switch when the rest of the message

         no longer has anything to do with the subject—just say non to non sequiturs.

      

 




      Net Peeve :(


      Someone using the same subject more than, say, twice. Because if you save your messages and you’re looking for a particular

         one and they all have the subject “Re: Hi,” you’ve got to look through every one of them. And subjects that are pointless,

         like typing three periods, are just plain dumb. Use some imagination, folks.

      


      

 

GREETINGS AND SALUTATIONS!


      If you’re not still trying to think up a hilarious subject line (if you’ve been racking your brain for more than five minutes

         you have permission to go ahead and use “Hi”), the next e-mail etiquette challenge is how to start off the message itself.

      


      To greet or not to greet? Many longtime Net users eschew greetings in e-mail, preferring to launch into their message without

         any ado. It’s clean, neat, and stylishly minimalist—and, like a little black dress, it’s appropriate for almost every occasion.

         Consider converting to this camp—it sure makes life easier.

      


      However, greetings can help start things off on a friendlier— or a more formal—note. Let’s start with the office situation.


      What’s the proper salutation for business e-mail?


      In today’s khaki-clad office scene, we’re almost all on a first-name basis, so inter-cubicle missives can start with a cheery

         “Hi, Bob!”, “Bob:”, or nothing at all. The same goes for outside contacts you’re already acquainted with, unless you’re a

         peon and they’re big cheeses (“Dear Mr. Gates:”). Don’t know your recipient? Stick with “Mr.” or “Ms.” Traditionalists won’t

         bristle, and whippersnappers will be tickled.

      


      E-mail is less formal than a snail-mail business letter—and it’s automatically stamped with a date and return address—so there’s

         no need for inside addresses, the date, or any of that other stuff your high-school English teacher taught you must top a

         business letter. However, standard business-letter etiquette does apply to the greeting itself, if you’re introducing yourself

         to someone or have another reason to be formal. Use titles where appropriate and a colon at the end:

      


      Dear Mr. Jones:


      Dear Ms. Jones:


      Dear Dr. Jones:


      Dear Rev. Jones:


      Dear Senator Jones:


      Dear Mr. President:


      If you subsequently reach a first-name basis with the recipient, you can begin with “Dear Susan:” or “Susan:”. (Please don’t

         try this for heads of state.)

      


      What if you’re e-mailing a group of people, or a person whose identity you don’t know, such as a customer-service representative

         for a shopping Web site? The simplest solution is to join the minimalist team and skip a greeting. If you’re a die-hard traditionalist,

         for groups you may use “Ladies and Gentlemen:” or describe the recipients: “Dear Professors:” or “Dear Acme employees:”.

      


      For mystery individuals, you may opt for the ultra-formal “Dear Sir or Madam,” the tried-and-true “To whom it may concern,”

         or a title such as “Dear Webmaster.” Less formal, but admirably all-purpose: “Greetings,” “Good day,” or even “Hello.”

      


      DO: If this is the first time you’re e-mailing someone, once you’ve deployed the formal greeting use a few sentences of the

         message to introduce yourself. Indicate your name, your company, your job title, and a few pertinent details about who you

         are or why you’re writing (i.e., “I enjoyed meeting you at the trade show last week” or “I’m a resident of your congressional

         district and I have a pothole on my block that could swallow a Humvee.”).

      


      DON’T: Be too informal when e-mailing a business contact you don’t know. Plenty of e-mailers (perhaps even a majority) use first

         names in this situation, and plenty of recipients see nothing wrong with it, but you never know when someone will take offense.

         Plus, starting things off with a respectful, businesslike tone can’t hurt your interests. And for Pete’s—or, rather, Peter’s—sake,

         don’t use a nickname for your recipient unless he or she has invited you to do so.

      


      When you’re sending e-mail to friends, the rules loosen up considerably. Whether to use a greeting, and what greeting to use,

         is a matter of your own personal style. There’s the time-tested (“Dear Mom”), enthusiastic (“Hi there!”), literary (“Greetings

         and salutations,” as Charlotte of Charlotte’s Web preferred), cinematic (“Yo, Adrian!” as Rocky might have e-mailed), and myriad more options.

      


      DO: If you’re e-mailing your significant other, a quick “My darling” or “Pookie” might help set a romantic mood—assuming Pookie

         isn’t the cat’s name.

      


      THE BODY OF THE MESSAGE


      E-mail isn’t as formal as a letter. Nor is it as casual or fleeting as a phone call. The exact format and tone of your message,

         of course, depend somewhat on the situation—a message to your boss will look different from one to your main squeeze. (If

         the boss is your main squeeze, better get separate accounts for your personal and professional e-mail to keep those memos and mash notes

         separate.)

      


      Some basic rules, however, almost always apply:


      DO: Keep the basic format clean and easy to read. Break for paragraphs frequently (think of a newspaper article) and double-space

         between them. Don’t use tabs or spaces to indent each paragraph—keep them flush to the left. Tabs frequently get garbled by

         recipients’ e-mail programs, and blocks of text, flush with the left-hand margin, look cleaner anyway.

      


      DON’T: Double-space after a period. This went out with the typewriter.

      


      DO:Keep business e-mails short—or as short as possible, anyway. If one sentence accomplishes the mission, there’s no need to

         pad with small talk.

      


      Among friends, anything goes—as long as everyone’s happy. Some people like to craft lengthy dispatches, others one-line zingers.

         If you’re a haiku type who’s pals with an epic poet, find a happy medium, or learn to live with each other.

      

 




      Net Peeve :(


      Long e-mails. Living in Silicon Valley, you get used to being very concise. People outside of Silicon Valley take twice as

         much room to say half as much. If I see more than two paragraphs, I stop reading and save it for later.

      


      

 

I have a friend I keep in touch with online. I have so much to say. Is it okay to write a very long e-mail?


      Your friend ought to be delighted. If you’re worried about sending her on a guilt trip, add a P.S. assuring her you don’t

         require an epic-length reply.

      


      DO: Spell-check. Or better yet, learn to spell—it’s never too late. Atrocious spelling seems to have become a perverse point

         of pride among some ultra-busy types—it shows they’re busy VIPs, you see—but many fed-up e-mailers single it out as one of

         their primary Net peeves. A typo here and there is no sin, but heedless sloppiness will make your message difficult to read,

         while your lack of common courtesy will come through loud and clear. Be extra careful with common mistakes the spell-checker

         won’t catch, like “its” versus “it’s” and “affect” versus “effect,” or risk losing esteem in the eyes of a recipient who—bless

         him or her—cares about literacy.

      


      Is it okay to send e-mail full of spelling errors?


      look over emale before u sned it. its only commn curtesy. How annoying was that to read? Very—which is why the “I’m so busy

         I can’t take time to spell-check” attitude has got to go. It’s rude to recipients. They’re busy too.

      


      DO: Feel free to use common abbreviations or acronyms—if you’re sure your recipient will understand them. Common Net acronyms

         like BTW (by the way), IHMO (in my humble opinion), and ROTFL (rolling on the floor laughing) can indubitably be useful, and

         most professions evolve their own patois of abbreviations and TLAs (three-letter acronyms). Such shorthand is perfectly polite

         in informal e-mail—as long as you know recipients speak the lingo too. Using lingo to show off in front of a Net newbie or

         someone outside your field is rude—and so is making fun of anyone for not understanding it. For a Net-lingo guide, see Appendix

         A.

      


      When I play online games, people send me chat messages like “a/s/l” or “gg.” I don’t know what they mean.What should I do?


      Abbreviations and acronyms are part of the fun of the Net. Next time you’re befuddled, just ask the person you’re chatting

         with—it’s not impolite of your fellow players to use lingo, but it would be very rude for them not to let a newcomer in on

         the code. (By the way, “a/s/l” means “age, sex, location” and “gg” means “good game” or “gotta go.”) Shy? Try a Net-slang

         dictionary such as netlingo.com.

      


      DON’T: Use all capital letters for the body of the message!

      


      Why is it bad to type in all capital letters? What about all small letters?


      Net tradition dictates that all caps denotes shouting: PIPE DOWN! As for the e. e. cummings mode, it’s fine for speed in chat

         rooms, but ease up on the accelerator for e-mail.

      


      Internet newcomers sometimes gripe about the all-caps-equals-shouting rule, but it’s one of the Net’s longest-standing traditions.

         (It’s so deeply ingrained that I want to cover my ears when I read a message in all caps.) Violate it in the presence of Net

         veterans and you’ll likely see some REAL SHOUTING in your in-box.

      


      Interestingly, when I answered the above question in my column, I heard from quite a few older readers protesting that those

         with impaired vision found messages in all capital letters easier to read. “MY EYESIGHT IS TERRIBLE AND BEING ABLE TO SEND

         AND RECEIVE MESSAGES IN ALL CAPS HAS HELPED ME TREMENDOUSLY,” wrote one. “I MEAN NO OFFENSE TO ANYONE BUT IT CERTAINLY HELPS

         THE EYESTRAIN.”

      


      Commented another reader:


      Since the Internet is so new I wonder who decreed that writing in caps is like shouting—just some ole duff having a bad day?

         I would like to say a few words for the use of all caps so people won’t be so hard on others. For those recipients who have

         visual impairment CAPS can be helpful. For some who are writing who have an impaired shoulder or hand CAPS is so much easier.

         So maybe it should not be such a big issue. Maybe we should tolerate caps and not make those who are using them have to apologize

         for it and have to explain about a disability. Maybe we all need to chill out some more.

      


      If consenting adults want to correspond in all caps, who am I to say no? However, most e-mail programs—as these readers may

         not have realized—let users increase the type size of e-mail they read. You can usually find this option in the program’s

         Preferences or Settings menu. For someone with impaired typing skills, why not use all lowercase letters?

      


      Why this antipathy toward capitals? Besides irritating Netizens trained to recognize them as shouting, messages written in

         all capital letters are also harder to read—capital letters’ shapes, less distinctive than those of lowercase letters, make

         it more difficult for our brain to recognize words. Studies estimate that we read text written in all capital letters about

         14 percent more slowly. Compare how fast you can skim a message in all caps to one in lowercase letters.

      


      I realize it is considered rude to use ALL CAPS, as it denotes shouting. But what if I really want to emphasize a word?


      True, writing a message entirely in capital letters will make recipients run for earplugs, but if something really makes you

         wanna shout, it’s usually fine to capitalize an individual word or phrase. A lower-volume way to kick a word up a notch: Surround

         it with asterisks. Now *that’s* easier on the eardrums.

      


      My boss always e-mails me in giant capital letters.Since he yells 95 percent of the time anyway, this is no big surprise,

            but it’s REALLY starting to bug me. I’ve asked nicely, shouted back in a bigger font; NOTHING works. He knows it’s impolite

            and does it anyway.What can I do?


      Try explaining that people read text written in caps more slowly. (A study has proved it.) So he’s sapping employee productivity,

         at least by a few milliseconds per message. If appealing to the bottom line doesn’t end this capital punishment—and “I QUIT!”

         isn’t an option—you may be able to edit him down to size. Microsoft Outlook, for example, offers a “change case” option when

         you’re in message-editing mode. Or copy his messages into your word-processing program and reduce them there.

      


      DON’T: Use formatted text—such as italics, boldfacing, underlining, or multiple colors or fonts—when sending a message to someone

         who might use an e-mail program different from yours. Because e-mail programs handle text formatting differently, a message

         that looks like an exquisite work of typographical art to you may turn into garbled gobbledygook on the screens of recipients

         whose e-mail software can’t understand your software’s formatting method.

      


      If you can’t live without boldfacing or bullet points, you must use a formatting method your recipient’s e-mail program can

         read. The latest versions of most popular e-mail programs, including Microsoft Outlook and Outlook Express, Qualcomm Eudora,

         Netscape Mail, and (at long last) America Online, can read and write text formatted using HTML, the language in which Web

         pages are written. Most of these programs let you choose whether to send individual messages, or all messages, in HTML or

         in plain text. Some even include a handy feature that lets you designate which people in your address book should be sent

         formatted messages and which should always receive plain text.

      


      Who still requires plain text in this day and age? Some bare-bones e-mail programs, as well as older versions of the programs

         listed above, can’t read HTML. (Users of such programs will see code such as “<FONT FACE=“Helvetica”>” littering messages.)

         And some users simply prefer reading e-mail without any formatting fripperies. If one of your correspondents requests plain-text

         e-mail, honor his wishes by forgoing formatting. And always use plain text when e-mailing a new contact or a mailing list.

      


      Some programs offer e-mailers a bigger bag of stylistic tricks by using more complex methods to encode messages’ formatting.

         For example, Microsoft Outlook lets users create messages using plain text, HTML, Microsoft Word, or Rich Text Format (a method

         of encoding formatted text and graphics). Such options are safest if you’re communicating with people you’re certain use the

         same e-mail program you do, such as co-workers. Otherwise, stick to plain text or HTML.

      


      DO: Use restraint with formatting in business and personal e-mail. It can look silly or fussy in casual memos, and even when

         you intend to create a message pretty enough for the printer, it’s easy to overdo it. Go easy on the boldfacing, italics,

         and Technicolor text. And don’t use more than two fonts—it’s a fashion “don’t” as gauche as mixing polka dots and paisley.


       




      Net Peeve :(


      When people fool with their fonts and background colors so much you can’t even read their e-mail. One guy I know sends me

         e-mail in really small pink letters on a black-grid background. It’s completely illegible!

      


      

So you’ve sworn off fancy formatting. Then how do you emphasize a word? Some e-mailers embrace substitutes such as *asterisks*

         to highlight a word you might otherwise boldface and a version of _underlining_ for phrases such as book or movie titles that

         they would usually italicize or underline. But these fudges aren’t strictly necessary. You can use quote marks or context

         to explain anything apt to cause confusion (“I saw ‘Laura’ last night” or “I saw the movie Laura last night” will show you’re

         not talking about your aunt).

      


      DON’T: Similarly, don’t use special characters like accent marks or symbols (£, ®) unless you’re sure your recipient’s e-mail program

         can read them. The plain text that all e-mail programs can read includes only the characters you see on a standard computer

         keyboard: letters, numbers, punctuation, a few common symbols. Anything else might get garbled in transmission. Again, you’re

         probably safe if your recipient uses the same e-mail program you do. But in addition to differences among e-mail programs,

         Macintosh and IBM-compatible computers have problems translating each other’s character codes.

      


      So if a character takes more than the “shift” key to create, it’s best to avoid it in plain-text messages. You can write out

         equivalents to symbols: Coca-Cola (tm); 15,000 pounds or GBP 15,000. If accents and foreign-language characters are crucial

         to your message, send them as an attached word-processing document.

      


      One little set of symbols that can cause big-time aggravation: “Curly” quotes. Some e-mail programs have difficulty reading

         them—and there’s nothing worse than reading a long message where every quote and apostrophe have been turned into “?”s. Make

         sure your e-mail program is set up to use straight quotes, and watch out when you’re pasting from a word-processing program

        that uses curlies. Some e-mail programs can be set up to de-curl quotes automatically before sending a message.


       




      Net Peeve :(


      Using too many exclamation points. Your e-mail sounds like a Valley Girl. And they’re also bossy. “Laugh now! I’m being funny!!

         Really funny!!!!”

      


      

SIGN-OFFS


      How should I sign e-mail?


      Like TV news anchors, Netizens love signature sign-offs. Hippies use “Peace”; gen Y, “C-ya L8R”; acronym addicts, “TTFN.”

         (“Ta-ta for now.”) Some savvy users scorn cutesiness and simply sign their name or initials. I say creativity is no crime,

         but be original—or you’ll look as pretentious as non-Italians who double-cheek kiss a ciao.

      


      For personal e-mail, signing with your first name or initials is fine. A sign-off like “Love,” “Cheers,” or “All my best”

         is optional. In fact, to ardent e-mail minimalists, signing your name is unnecessary on a message to someone you e-mail frequently.

         (An exception: If you share an e-mail account—with a spouse, for instance—always sign messages so readers know which person

         they came from.)

      


      For business e-mail, use a standard sign-off with your full name—a sign-off such as “Sincerely” or the less formal “Cheers”

         or “Best wishes” is optional—followed by your contact information. (Like your business card: name, title, company name, address,

         e-mail address, deluxe assortment of phone, fax, cellular, and pager numbers.) It’ll be easy for your recipient to copy your

         411 into her Rolodex or address-book program—and if she forgets, it’ll be at the bottom of every e-mail you send her.


       




      Net Peeve :(


      When you don’t put your contact information into your signature file. That’s just a courtesy. I use my old e-mail as my Rolodex.


      

Signature Files


      Most e-mail programs let you create a customized “signature” file that’s automatically appended to every outgoing message.

         (Some let you create several, so you can have different ones for business and pleasure.) This is great for business e-mail—create

         a signature with your contact information, and you’ll never have to type it again. As usual, stay away from any fancy formatting.

      


      Jane Smith, CEO
Acme Anvils Corp.
76 Main Street
Toontown, CA 99999
(301) 555-1234
(301) 555-1235 (fax)
jsmith@acme.com


      Or a more compact option, if you rarely use snail mail or faxes (and are willing to put up with the inevitable “Hi. Can I

         get your snail-mail address?” notes):

      


      Jane Smith, CEO
Acme Anvils Corp.
(301) 555-1234


      Some users might also want to insert a short (and I mean short!) self-promotional plug:


      Visit us at acmeanvils.com


      or


      Look for my new memoir, Heavyweight: A Life in
Anvils, coming in January

      


      Do you need a signature file for personal e-mail? Not really, since your friends presumably already know how to get in touch

         with you. But some users enjoy creating a signature with a favorite quote, high-school-yearbook-style (one can get a glimpse

         into a user’s personality by looking to see if she’s picked Ayn Rand or “All you need is love”), or other informational tidbit:

         A minister might throw in his upcoming sermon topic; a sports nut might list his home team’s latest record. These tidbits

         are fine in personal e-mail. (They’re not appropriate for business e-mail.) Just keep them short—two lines maximum. Whatever

         you do, don’t put a picture in your signature, whether an actual photo or a graphic created from keyboard symbols. They’re

         annoying—and beyond tacky.

      


      I’m job-hunting. May I put a link to my résumé (it’s on the Web) in my e-mail?


      All’s fair in love, war, and the rat race. A short P.S. (not lengthy wheedling) won’t bug anyone—and it might help you network.

         Just don’t post anything online you don’t want the whole world (or your current employer) to see.

      


       


      


      Net Peeve :(


      Signatures longer than the body of the e-mail.


      

 




      Net Peeve :(


      I’m in contact with a lot of creative people, and they put a quote at the bottom of their signature—something from Thoreau

         or whatever. It’s great for the first two e-mails you get, but if you don’t change it, that’s really lame. At least change

         the quote every couple of months.

      


      

 




      Net Peeve :(


      People whose automatic signatures at the bottom of e-mails say something horribly outdated. People graduate from college and

         get a job, but their signature lines say they’re still in college.

      


      

IMHO (In My Humble Opinion): Over-Emoting?


      Why, oh why, do :-)s make so many people :-(?


      Translation: Why do e-mail smiley faces, aka emoticons, make so many people unhappy?


      Boy, do some people hate smileys. Irritating, they call them. Juvenile. Unprofessional.


      I’m taking a stand. Etiquette smiles on smileys. Well, some of the time, anyway.


      In the sterile world of e-mail, where you can’t see a correspondent’s face or hear the tone of his or her voice, it’s dangerously

         easy to misinterpret messages. Almost every e-mailer can tell a tale of a joke that a recipient took seriously or sarcasm

         that got mistaken for brusqueness. That’s where emoticons—used properly—come in. Emoticons give senders a shorthand way to

         express their feelings and make sure misinterpretation-prone messages or comments are understood in the sense they were intended.

         A basic portrait gallery of emoticons (tilt your head to the left to read):

      


      

         

            	:-)

            	Smiling: “I’m happy about this” or “I’m just kidding”

         


         

            	;-)

            	Winking: “I’m being flirtatious” or “I’m joking”

         


         

            	:-D

            	Laughing: “That’s funny!”

         


         

            	:-P

            	Sticking tongue out: “I’m being silly” or “Nyah, nyah!”

         


         

            	:-(

            	Frowning: “I’m sad about this” or “I sympathize”

         


         

            	:-]

            	Smirk: “I’m being sarcastic”

         


         

            	:-\

            	“I’m skeptical” or “I’m perplexed”

         


         

            	:-|

            	Apathy: “I don’t care about this” or “No comment”

         


         

            	:-o

            	“I’m shocked!” or “I’m yelling!”

         


      


      Variations are myriad (noses, for example, may be left out at the user’s discretion). Creative e-mailers have devised scores

         of smileys, most more silly than useful. For example:

      


      

         

            	:*)

            	“I’m drunk”

         


         

            	-:-)

            	A punk rocker

         


         

            	*****:-)

            	Marge Simpson

         


         

            	5:-)

            	Elvis

         


         

            	%-~

            	Picasso

         


         

            	*<|:o)>

            	Santa Claus

         


         

            	:-{8

            	Person who is unhappy with the results of her breast-enlargement surgery, according to humorist Dave Barry

         


      


      Such over-the-top creations, of course, are part of why many Netizens revile smileys. Another strike against smileys is their

         overuse. Some e-mailers sprinkle emoticons throughout their messages like middle-schoolers dotting their i’s with smiley faces. No wonder smiley-haters slam them as childish.

      


      But even adults should learn to live with—and even love— smileys. Anyone who’s ever had a flip e-mail comment misinterpreted

         knows that smileys guard against a very real problem.

      


      “I wish you’d start using subject lines in your e-mail” comes across as testy, while “I wish you’d start using subject lines

         in your e-mail. :-)” softens the comment, showing you’re saying it with a smile on your face. “Another brilliant idea from

         the boss. ;-)” implies you’re not exactly about to nominate him for a MacArthur genius grant. “I’ve really screwed it up this

         time :-(” suggests that the sender is genuinely upset, not joking. Smileys can make the difference between giving a recipient

         a giggle—and getting a reply saying “Are you okay?” or “Up yours!”

      


      Finally, consider this: Smileys make the e-mail world safe for sarcasm, humor, and irony. And a world without sarcasm, humor,

         and irony wouldn’t be worth living in.

      


      Help emoticons make it back into etiquette’s good graces by exercising restraint:


       


      •  Use them only when necessary, directly after comments that require them. One per e-mail is plenty; two is pushing it. (If

         you’re in a silly or sarcastic mood, readers will quickly get the picture.) Three or more will make readers think you’re still

         in fourth grade.

      


       


      •  Steer clear of “creative” emoticons. Using a smiling vampire rabbi emoticon doesn’t tell readers anything—except maybe

         “I’m a major nerd.”

      


       


      •  Don’t use emoticons in every message you send or in your signature. They’re a tool, not a fashion statement. Smiley addicts

         are as annoying as people who tell everyone they meet, “Have a nice day.”

      


      

      Today, you can often send smileys right-side-up: Several e-mail programs offer graphical versions of emoticons—variations

         on the familiar yellow smiley face—that users can insert into e-mail. Some even automatically turn typed smileys into graphics.

         These high-tech smileys are nifty, but somehow I think the old-school style is more charming.

      

 




      Net Peeve :(


      People who use elaborate emoticons like a smiling rabbi. That’s ridiculous. Or people who use eighteen of them in one e-mail.

         That’s ridiculous too.

      


      

 

Emoticons at the Office


      Okay, smiley-haters might grudgingly admit, go ahead and use smileys in personal e-mail. But shouldn’t we draw the line at

         work?

      


      In fact, emoticons should be perfectly acceptable in informal messages between co-workers. Office e-mail is just as likely

         to be misinterpreted—and misinterpretations can be even more dangerous at work. As long as workers follow the rules above,

         there’s no reason the occasional smiley should be seen as unprofessional.

      


      For smiley skeptics who just can’t bring themselves to use the things, there are alternatives. One somewhat more professional-looking

         option is to use asides or abbreviations (traditionally set off within pointy brackets) to indicate emotions or actions:

      


      <grin> or <g>


      <sigh> or <s>


      <jk> (just kidding)


      LOL (laughing out loud)


      Another alternative: Write out exactly what you’re trying to convey with an emoticon. Use phrases like “And I say this with

         a smile on my face” or “I’m just being sarcastic. Thanks for letting me vent.” They’re not particularly punchy, but they do

         the trick.

      


      In more formal business e-mail situations, of course, it’s best to steer clear of jokes, sarcasm, or anything that could be

         misinterpreted, smiley or not. If you’re considering using a smiley, something’s wrong.

      


      Survey Says


      63 percent of workers say they like smileys.


      Source:Vault.com

 


      

      Embarrassing E-Moment


      


      For want of a smiley, a kingdom was lost?


      A chilly e-mail exchange helped fuel a bitter feud between Rob Glaser, the CEO of RealNetworks, and his former employer Bill

         Gates. Glaser, a former top Microsoft executive, had been asked to testify at a Senate Judiciary Committee hearing investigating

         software-industry business practices. Glaser believed that Microsoft had been using its monopoly power to try to damage his

         company. But before heading to Washington, Glaser sent a polite e-mail to Gates requesting a meeting to talk the problem over:

      


      “Bill. Hope all is well with you and your family,” Glaser wrote, according to USA Today, explaining that committee chairman Senator Orrin Hatch had persuaded him to testify. “I’m very interested in understanding

         your perspective on the matters that Hatch is likely to want me to talk about, and I’m happy to share with you in advance

         what I’m likely to say in my testimony. Please let me know if it would work out for us to talk soon.”

      


      In his reply, Gates declined to meet. “While you are in Washington,” he wrote, “I suggest you visit the National Gallery and

         the Smithsonian.”

      


      Glaser thought Gates’ reply was cold and flip. “The nature of e-mail is you can’t see somebody’s face,” he told USA Today. “I wouldn’t look at [the e-mail] and say he felt really bad about it.” He said the e-mail helped him make up his mind to

         denounce Microsoft. Would a smiley face have saved Gates from Glaser’s damaging testimony? We’ll never know.
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      Replying Right and Coping with E-Mail Overload


      

      	How long is it polite to take to reply to e-mail?


      	How can I find out if someone received my message?


      	Help! I can’t cope with all the e-mail I get!


    


      No matter how much e-mail you get, it’s too much. Ask almost any e-mail user—from an ultra-wired executive bombarded with

         hundreds of messages a day to a Net newcomer grandmother fending off a grand total of five a week—and you’re apt to hear complaints

         about how overwhelmed he or she is in coping with the onslaught and how stressed out it makes him or her feel.

      


      The reason behind all this is simple. Someone who gets a few e-mails a day probably considers each one akin to a personal

         letter. She takes a while to mull over her response, carefully chooses the right words to express it, maybe thinks up a creative

         or funny greeting. When someone gets a few dozen e-mails a day, responses get shorter and shot from the hip: “OK.” “Let’s

         do it.” When that few dozen becomes scores, messages wind up deleted, ignored, or lost in the shuffle—often along with any

         effort at proper etiquette.

      


      What’s more, we’re all a few steps behind in adjusting our attitudes to the amount of e-mail we get. We all think we should

         be responding to more messages, replying more promptly, crafting more polished responses. This isn’t entirely unhealthy; many

         e-mail users should indeed be paying more attention to all of the above (or at the very least, taking the time to spell-check).

         If a little guilt is what it takes, so be it.

      


      But the best way for us to become more efficient about coping with the in-box crunch is to be considerate of our recipients.

         That means understanding how busy recipients are, and therefore making our messages easy to read and respond to. It also means

         taking time to make our e-mail messages and replies considerate of others even though we’re busy ourselves.

      


      One of the handiest features of e-mail is the ability to include a copy of a message, or a few choice quotes from the message,

         when you reply to it. Of course, this feature is only handy if you use it—and use it right.

      


      How do you quote a message? Most e-mail programs can be set up to automatically insert a copy of a message you’re replying

         to into the body of your reply. (AOL e-mail users can accomplish this by highlighting the portion of a message they wish to

         quote before hitting “reply.”) You can then choose to leave the entire message or delete some or all of it. Programs often

         set off the quoted text with “>” characters. They may also add a line introducing the quote such as “On July 4, 2002, Samantha

         Miller wrote:”.

      


      When should you quote a message in your reply?


      

      	When you’re answering a question asked in the e-mail


      	When you’re responding to, commenting on, or arguing with a point raised in the e-mail


      	Whenever you think it would be helpful for the recipient to be able to refer back to his or her original message


    


       


      


      Net Peeve :(


      You write a simple e-mail asking a simple question and a week later you get an e-mail from the person that says “Yes, the

         second one sounds good.” And by that time, you have no clue as to what they’re talking about. People need to either quote

         the original e-mail or write the question in the answer.

      


      

 

TO SNIP OR NOT TO SNIP?


      If you think those situations sound like they cover almost any e-mail reply, you’re right. It’s almost always a good idea

         to include quotes from a message you reply to. However, it’s sometimes cumbersome to quote an entire message, especially a

         long one. In that case, pare the quote down to the relevant parts: the specific question you’re answering, the first paragraph

         of a long saga, the few sections of a long report you plan to offer suggestions about. If you’re doing a lot of selective

         quoting, avoid confusion by typing “<snip>” or “[ … ]” where you’ve chopped out chunks of verbiage. For example:

      


      From: Susan Jones <sjones@xyz.com>


      To: Jane Smith <jsmith@zwx.com>


      Subject: Re: weekend plans


      On Dec. 1, 2001, Jane Smith wrote:


      >Do you want to catch a movie Saturday?


      Yes, I think I’m free. I’ll call you in the afternoon.


      >By the way, my daughter did the cutest thing today.


      <snip>


      That’s adorable. E-mail me a photo!


      Sue

 




      Net Peeve :(


      I get a lot of e-mail, sometimes hundreds a day, and I’m ultra-efficient about responding to them. But what really makes me

         crazy is when people e-mail me without quoting from my previous e-mail to them. So I end up with e-mails that say things like

         “Looking forward to the details” or “I know what you mean” or “Please send it to me.” Help! What are they talking about? Then

         I have to e-mail them back and say “I get a lot of e-mail. Can you please remind me about our conversation?” and it looks

         like I’m not paying attention. If they’d only include some relevant snippets of our previous e-mail correspondence, I’d be

         happy as a clam. And NOT the whole thing, just a few sentences that pertain to the response. Otherwise, I’ve got an e-mail

         the size of War and Peace.

      


      

 

If you’re quoting an entire message or a single snippet, type your response above it, at the beginning of the message body.

         This is Net custom for good reason: If the quoted message comes first, the recipient may not realize he needs to look below

         it for the response. And once several rounds of back-and-forth have taken place, you’ll be able to scroll down to trace the

         conversation’s history in reverse chronological order.

      

 




      Net Peeve :(


      When someone answers your e-mail by return reply and puts his comment below your message, so you have to look at the entire

         message before you realize it’s an answer to your e-mail.

      


      

 

If you’re using several snippets requiring separate responses, you can insert your answers after each quote. (But try to avoid

         this clunky-looking structure in personal e-mail—you’ll sound like a nitpicky politician issuing a point-by-point response

         to an opponent’s nine-point plan.)

      

 




      Net Peeve :(


      When I e-mail somebody with multiple questions and they answer simply “Yes” or “No” without specifying to which question they

         are responding. First of all, this inappropriately mini-malist missive makes painfully clear that you did not read the whole

         e-mail, as if it didn’t hold your interest after a certain point, which is perfectly fine, but don’t expect me to put much

         thought or wit into future communications. Second, I gotta e-mail you again to clarify your answer. For example:

      


      My e-mail: Hey, Jervis. Where do you live, and what time should I show up for your fetish product party?
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