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INTRODUCTION
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WRITING ELECTRONICALLY




Put it before them briefly so they will read it, clearly so they will appreciate it, picturesquely so they will remember it and, above all, accurately so they will be guided by its light.



—Joseph Pulitzer

We do most of our business by e-mail. Our marketing information is on the web, and our staff is putting our internal information—policies and procedures—on the intranet. Our people just don’t write much anymore.” A rather odd, but common, comment. What else do people read on the web and in their e-mail? Words.

More, not fewer, people write. And more people write more. We used to pick up the phone for day-to-day tasks. But so many people now screen their calls with voice mail that we’ve found it easier to reach them by e-mail.

Just two years ago, the most “important” writing tasks were still done primarily by professionals at the top: engineers, lawyers, auditors, analysts, controllers, sales and marketing executives, and middle managers. But with the advent of e-mail, even entry-level workers write—to inform customers when they can expect to receive their razor or robe; to apologize for a billing error; to let their team know that the Friday meeting has been postponed; to ask a vendor for a faster delivery; or to tell their coworkers about new procedures.

Screen or paper matters not.

How do we write thee? Let us count the ways: e-mail, websites, bulletin boards and chat rooms, online information centers for employees, form letters to customers, boilerplate fill-in-the-blank proposals loaded on account executives’ laptops, team reports edited simultaneously online, job postings on the Internet that generate electronic résumés.

In today’s e-commerce, written communication makes the competitive difference in overall organizational success. Customers, clients, and prospective business partners often check out your website before they even phone or fax you. If your words on the website don’t communicate what they need to know or help to build your credibility, you’ll never get a chance to connect with prospects by phone or face to face. Ask any salesperson how many real-time conversations they have with prospects or customers.

Today, more than ever, poor writing tempts a customer to click away, doubting that your technology or service is any better than your written communication. An e-mail, a web headline, or a product proposal that contains disorganized ideas, convoluted wording, intimidating layout, or grammatically incorrect sentences, tells clients that you won’t service their engines well, amortize their mortgage correctly, or interpret their insurance coverage fairly.

First impressions stay around a long time. But what’s the payoff when people and organizations write things correctly? Increased profits and productivity.

Case in point: Thirty-something Angie recently landed a new job without ever having met her new boss in person. She works for a Fortune 50 telecommunications company, and for the past seventeen years there, she has enjoyed her share of all-expenses-paid trips to Hawaii as a reward for her contributions to the company. She has worldwide responsibilities and administers a budget of hundreds of millions of dollars. In short, she’s obviously no slouch at what she does.

But after spending eight years in one job position, she developed an itch for a new challenge. After learning through the grapevine about a new position being created, she e-mailed a résumé to the vice-president in charge and expressed a willingness to fly in for an interview. The vice-president e-mailed a response with mild interest, stating that the job required relocating to Atlanta, and that the position demanded high-level thinking and interaction with senior executives at client firms. In her job overview, the hiring executive emphasized that 50 percent of the job would involve writing documents (letters, summary reports, proposals, and marketing materials) to demonstrate the value-added service the firm offered to client organizations worldwide.

Angie responded that for personal reasons she could not relocate to Atlanta, but she still wanted to set up at least an interview. She mentioned that she had another job offer in the wings, but while she was making a career move anyway, she wanted to be sure she had considered all her options.

Rather than decide yes or no about the interview, the vice-president asked her to e-mail a few samples of her writing so that she could compare them to those of other candidates under consideration. Within the hour, Angie responded with the samples. Within eight hours, the hiring vice-president picked up the phone and offered Angie the job—solely on the basis of her writing talents. And never mind the move to Atlanta.

Such is the power of high-impact writing.

This Fortune 50 company is not the first to hire or fire based on impressions created by writing skills. Consider the traffic on websites such as hotjobs.com, computerjobs.com, CareerMosaic.com, monster.com, and the e-mail exchanges these sites generate.

A few years ago, USA Today carried a front-page headline: “What Employers Look For.” The accompanying story reported a nationwide survey among 3,000 hiring executives who were asked for their top criteria in hiring professionals. Number one was attitude. Number two was communication skills. Communication skills ranked ahead of both work experience and academic or technical training.

That ranking is no surprise. Peter Drucker, the most internationally respected name in modern management, has been saying the same thing for years. In People and Performance, he writes:

The further away your job is from manual work, the larger the organization of which you are an employee, the more important it will be that you know how to convey your thoughts in writing or speaking. In the very large organization, whether it is the government, the large business corporation, or the Army, this ability to express yourself is perhaps the most important of all skills you can possess…. This one basic skill is the ability to organize and express ideas in writing and speaking.

Universities today, even the best ones, are suffering from arteriosclerosis, according to Warren Bennis, author of numerous books on leadership and professor at the University of Southern California. Why that glum conclusion? After interviewing business leaders and graduate students five years into their careers about ingredients missing from their formal education, Bennis has discovered a big hole in their skills set. The skills most frequently cited as missing? “More leadership and interpersonal communication skills, writing, oral communication, and presentation of self—that is what our graduates five years out are telling us they lack.”

Does this lack hit us personally in the pocketbook? Stephen Reder, a linguist at Portland State University, working in conjunction with the U.S. Department of Education, has measured how American adults’ verbal skills affect their earning power. He found that among people with a two-or four-year college degree, those with the best skills in writing ability earn, on average, more than three times what those with the worst skills earn.

The importance of writing stands to reason. Your boss, coworkers, or customers can’t or don’t follow you around on the job. They don’t see how you handle people or projects day to day. They simply see the results of your work—documented in database notes, in your e-mail, or in your reports and proposals to them. Clear writing reflects clear thinking. Your writing becomes your face on the page or screen.

Giving information isn’t enough. Information doesn’t necessarily result in proper communication. We have intranet and Internet information sprawling around the globe, yet still we hear the ubiquitous employee complaint: “There’s just no communication around here.” With a computer on every desk, in-boxes overflowing with e-mail, paper printouts piled high, and faxes on every front, what do people mean by that statement?

People know how to use the medium, but they have difficulty shaping and sharing the message.

Readers Complain

 	“I get six or seven copies of the same e-mail forwarded by different people. Although I delete a lot of it without reading it, I’m always worried that I’ll miss something important.” 
 	“I hate websites where you can read pages and pages of information and still don’t know what the organization does.”
 	“I can’t tell exactly what the writer wants me to do.”
 	“The writer doesn’t get to the point soon enough. I don’t have time to go to the second screen.”
 	“People ramble. I have to dig out the main idea.”
 	“What the writer assumes is obvious, is not.”
 	“People put in too much background detail.”
 	“They use too much technical jargon and too many acronyms for anybody outside their area of expertise.”
 	“There’s too much hedging and avoiding the issue.”

 	“The writing is too formal. It sounds pompous and silly.”
 	“The writing is too informal. Vendors offend me when they’re flippant or use colloquialisms or make personal comments as if we’re good buddies when I’ve never laid eyes on them.” 
 	“The tone causes an adverse gut reaction—particularly in directives from a peer who doesn’t have the authority to tell me to do anything.” 
 	“Some people sound wishy-washy. They try to be so careful to be tactful and not hurt your feelings that you can’t even figure out the real message.” 
 	“Subject lines are unhelpful. I can’t tell what needs an immediate response and what can wait.”
 	“When I get copied on something, I often can’t tell if I’m supposed to take some action or if things have already been handled. So I’m left thinking: Why did they tell me that?” 
 	“Our policy and procedure manuals—and even the online help and hyperlinks—look too intimidating. I have trouble just finding what I need to know.” 
 

Writers Complain

 	“We do a lot of things by committee or team—even writing up formal reports and presentations. By the time everybody puts in their two cents’ worth, we’ve gone through six or seven drafts. It’s a waste of time for everybody.” 
 	“We have lousy boilerplate proposals that we try to customize, but some manager somewhere thinks they’re good, and so we’re all forced to follow that dictated format.” 
 	“My boss never tells me why a report or letter or proposal was revised before it got passed on. So how do I know how to do it any differently the next time?” 
 	“When my manager asks me to revise something, she never gives me suggestions. So it’s a shot in the dark whether I’m going to get it right the second time. Or the third. Why can’t managers tell you exactly what they want—rather than always what they don’t want?” 
 	“I can’t find good writing samples to follow, and setting up new formats takes time.”
 	“I’m fuzzy on grammatical points. And I don’t even have a clue whether the grammar checker on my software is right when it highlights things for me to change.”

 	“I don’t like to write, so it’s difficult for me.”
 	“My supervisor is on an ego trip when he edits my work; everything has to be said his way.” 
 	“I spend so much time staring at the screen, trying to decide how to start.”
 	“I never know who the reader will be—we typically write to a wide audience.”
 	“How do you know how detailed to get? I have trouble deciding what I can assume my reader understands and what I need to explain.”
 	“I get e-mail and letters on my desk that I’m supposed to respond to, yet I’m usually the one with the least information about the whole situation. How can I respond if I don’t have all the information?” 
 	“Writing takes too much time. I’d rather just walk in and tell somebody what I want. But the trouble is, my competitors leave behind a proposal. And by the time my buyers go to their team with an overview of what we’re offering, they’ve forgotten what I told them on the phone or in their office. I’m clearly at a disadvantage when I don’t sum up meetings or phone calls in writing.” 
 	“Liability is a big fear. When I’m writing to a customer about a problem, the lawyers have us half scared to death that we’re going to cause a lawsuit.” 
 	“Sometimes I see errors in my team’s reports, but when I point them out without using the exact terminology or citing the specific rule, people think I don’t know what I’m talking about. It’s hard to keep quiet when you know something’s unclear or grammatically incorrect. Worse, my reputation suffers because my name’s on the document, too.” 
 	“Why bother? My boss rewrites most everything I do anyway.”
 

The burden for untangling these communication crosswires falls on you, the writer. If the reader has not understood your message, you have not written well.

Why is e-writing any different from the writing of twenty years ago? Volume, for one thing. In our surveys among 17 companies across ten different industries, 72 percent of respondents say they spend 1-2 hours daily handling e-mail. Ten percent of those e-mails received are unnecessary and unwanted. The biggest recent complaint about e-mail, cited by 30 percent of respondents, is disorganized, irrelevant, missing information. Another 26 percent complain that the e-mail they receive is too technical for their purpose.

Another difference: Not only must your writing be clear, correct, complete, and concise, but it also has to connect.

Years ago, if your letter or memo sounded too stiff or formal, you could overcome that weakness by being personable face-to-face. If your proposal confused your coworkers or clients, you could clear up the issue orally in a meeting. If your instructions muddled a coworker’s mind, you could walk down the hall and demonstrate how to do the job.

Today, these clarifying measures often no longer apply. Your entire relationship with coworkers or customers may rest solely on your e-mail exchanges. You may complete a $50 million project without ever meeting your coworker or client face-to-face. You may report to a boss who’s never walked into your cubicle. You may deliver a sales pitch by written proposal rather than by plane.

This book is for those who want to accept the challenge of making a significant cultural change and leap in personal productivity. We have to tame the tongue’s technology to make it work for, rather than against, us.

The good news: There’s a process and there’s a format. The bad news: It’ll take you a few hours or days of practice to learn them. But my guarantee is that if you’ll use the five-step thinking process detailed in the following pages and embrace the e-mail protocol and productivity tips, you’ll increase your credibility and strengthen your relationships.

Specifically, you’ll learn to:

 	Reduce your writing time.
 	Improve clarity.
 	Organize your ideas succinctly.
 	Select appropriate details and data.
 	Reduce document length, thereby saving reader time.
 	Write authoritatively and persuasively.
 	Respond efficiently and effectively by e-mail or letter.
 	Eliminate irritants for recipients, caused by an inappropriate tone.
 	Build rapport with your customers and coworkers by selecting an appropriate tone.
 	Avoid liability issues caused by communications blunders.
 	Protect your privacy and that of your organization.
 	Project a professional image.
 

You can translate these outcomes any way you like in your organization.

Now that the gee-whiz has worn off our communication technology, what do you say we make life easier, rather than harder, for one another?



A very great part of the mischiefs that vex this world arises from words.



—Edmund Burke





PART 1
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E-MAIL EXCHANGE


Clear writing represents clear thinking—in whatever form: e-mails, reports, or yard signs. This book will detail a five-step thinking process for writing:

Step 1: Consider your audience—what they know, what they want, what they need, how they’ll use it.

Step 2: Anticipate special reader reactions.

Step 3: Plan the message functionally in the MADE Format™.

Step 4: Draft quickly.

Step 5: Edit for content, layout, grammar, clarity, conciseness, and style.

This same process holds true even for e-mail messages. But with the day-to-day, two- to ten-liners so prevalent, most people start—and end—with only Step 4.

They log on. They draft. They send.

And that’s acceptable for the most part. The efficiency of a fast reply, mass distribution, and paperless communications tempts us to put all kinds of messages in e-mail format. But with those benefits acknowledged, let’s focus on the similarities in clear messages—whether they be e-mail, voice mail, or paper. In a nutshell: E-mail should be concise, complete, clear, correct, and quick. As a result, you, as well as your organization, will be thought of as competent.
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SELECT THE RIGHT MEDIUM TO COMMUNICATE


We began the last millennium in unity and ended it in isolation. At the turn of the twentieth century, people gathered in town halls to talk politics, went to the theater to watch silent movies, heard news from the same few radio broadcasts, bought gifts and tools at the general store, read about new trends from the same monthly magazines, and studied all subjects in the same classroom.

At the dawn of the twenty-first century, we talk politics in virtual chat rooms, select our movies for home viewing from any of 500 television stations or the corner video-rental shop, buy our gifts and tools from the paper or online catalog, hear our news on television while in the bathroom, read about new trends while in Latvia with our laptop connection to the Internet, and study our online courses at home alone at midnight.

In such a world of emotional disconnection, there’s a growing sense of discontent. Customers and coworkers long to be treated as special, important individuals. An automated tracking system that responds to our log-on with “Hi, Bob. Welcome back. The last time you visited, you ordered X” does not exactly leave us with a warm, fuzzy feeling. It has been a long time since having our name inserted in the middle of a direct-marketing letter impressed us.

In an age of impersonal “customization,” customers and clients want personal communication. They want a live person to send them an individual e-mail with an answer to their specific question or a suggestion for their specific problem. To confirm the phenomenon, you have only to take a look at your mailbox to see how many chain letters, jokes, and inspirational stories and poems get forwarded to you by friends, coworkers, and customers. These are attempts to say “Let’s connect. Let’s share a laugh or a tear. Is anybody out there? Do you remember me?”

The e-mail, letter, or proposal writers who can make a positive emotional connection with their writing will win coworkers’ and customers’ attention, business, goodwill, and loyalty.

Know When to Send an E-Mail, Fax, or Formal Letter or Report

Impact, reference, speed, and distribution are the key criteria. Let’s take them one at a time:

Impact: It’s an image decision: tux or blue jeans. Protocol may demand a formal report or letter. When introducing yourself, your product, or your service to a new organization or to a new individual within the organization, most people still expect a formal letter, proposal, or other literature to arrive in hard copy, to be read at their leisure. In other words, if you’re writing to the CEO, he or she will generally consider an e-mail a breach of etiquette as a first-time communication from an outsider.

Protocol aside, consider the look. Prefer to prepare a formal report or letter if the content requires editing and formatting capabilities not available on your e-mail software or that of the reader’s.

Finally, consider the formality or informality: Because e-mail is commonly used for routine day-to-day business, the recipient doesn’t attach as much importance to an e-mail message as to a formal report, letter, or proposal.

Reference: Will the recipient need to find your information three years from now? With most software programs, you can easily delete all e-mail older than a preset date with a few keystrokes—or routinely during the archiving process. Although e-mails can be kept indefinitely, most users don’t bother to make an exception with their file command on a document-by-document basis.

Speed: Yes, you can send a report across town or cross-country by courier in a few hours. But e-mail takes mere seconds. (Of course, when the e-mail may get read is an altogether different matter.)

Distribution: Yes, you can make 50 copies of a 20-page report and distribute it around the building or fax it cross-country. But that’s definitely more expensive and more trouble than hitting a few keys. Second, consider the ease of a recipient forwarding your information to others. That’s easier done (with you controlling the quality of the “reprint”) by e-mail.

Impact, reference, speed, distribution. Consider each in making your decision about which medium to use e-mail for a specific message.

Know When to Phone Instead of Writing E-Mail or Letters

Prefer to phone when:

 	You need an immediate response. (You can’t guarantee when someone will answer e-mail, but if you catch him or her answering the phone, you may get an immediate response.) 
 	You want to hear someone’s voice tone to “read between the lines” about the message, information, personal commitment, and so forth. People are typically less on guard when speaking than when writing. 
 	You need to ask questions and negotiate issues, and the answers to the questions determine your immediate direction in the negotiations. 
 	You are concerned about the privacy of your comments.
 

Prefer e-mail to the phone when:

 	The information is complex and will warrant repeating (rereading).
 	A written copy will be more convenient for later reference.
 

Nothing makes another person as angry about the wrong choice of media as the following situations: 1) when someone leaves a voice mail with detailed information that needs to be transcribed almost in its entirety; or 2) when someone e-mails about a situation that has too many discussion points, requiring either an ongoing saga or an extended, time-consuming response.

Understand the Dangers of E-Mail Misunderstandings and Major Faux Pas

For all its convenience, e-mail has a few drawbacks. Consider them carefully. First, humor doesn’t travel well in typical e-mails—unless authored by skilled comedy writers. In the absence of tone of voice, facial expression, and body language, readers may interpret your flippant or witty remark as literal and stupid.

Second, you risk losing control of what you’ve written. Yes, others should not forward your sensitive messages without your permission. But they often do. Forwarding other people’s e-mail tempts people of even the highest integrity.

Two good questions to ask yourself before putting anything in e-mail: 1) What might happen if this e-mail were forwarded to everyone in the company? 2) What might happen if a client or supplier sued us, and all our e-mail records were subpoenaed for court?

Commit your information and opinions to e-mail accordingly.
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FOLLOW THE RULES OF E-MAIL ETIQUETTE TO CREATE THE PROPER IMAGE


Even though technology changes rapidly, the rules of business and social etiquette do not. It has always been considered rude to interrupt private conversations, to conduct private conversations in front of other people, to monopolize a conversation, and to push your business wares in a social setting. These same rules apply to e-mail, Internet, and intranet settings.

Additionally, etiquette in any situation—e-mail included—involves standard common-sense considerations. Avoid remarks that are vulgar, repetitive, and verbose.

Check Multiple E-Mail Accounts Promptly

When you are in a job transition, when you want to separate your social correspondence from that of your business, or when you’re on the road, you may make use of multiple e-mail boxes. That’s understandable and inexpensive.

But if you have multiple e-mail accounts for whatever reason, check your mail on all accounts promptly. You may know that one address is your primary mailbox, but others may not. And because the medium is e-mail, senders expect a much faster response than a look-see once a week.

Avoid Using All Uppercase or All Lowercase

Writers use either all uppercase or lowercase because they think it’s faster to keyboard without hitting the Shift key. They’re correct—it is faster for the sender … but not for the reader.

Which of the following two e-mails do you prefer to read?

DO NOT STOP BY. FYI I’M LEAVING FOR THE NEA ASAP VIA LA. I’M HOPING TO CONNECT WITH JOHN IN INTERNATIONAL COFFEE SHOP. SO IF HE CALLS HAVE SUE TELL HIM WHERE OFF AIRPORT ROUTE. ETA STILL NOT CLEAR. SEMINAR ROOM TBD. TELL HIM TO BRING THE MDG MODEL WITH HIM. MAY NEED TO DEMO.

do not stop by. fyi i’m leaving for the nea asap via la. i’m hoping to connect with John in international coffee shop, so if he calls have sue tell him where off airport route. eta still not clear. seminar room tbd. tell him to bring the mdg model with him. may need to demo.

Neither would be immediately clear. Uppercase and lowercase letters are reading aids that signal a reader about sentence beginnings (new thoughts), proper nouns, and acronyms. Besides making your e-mail more difficult to read, all uppercase is interpreted as shouting, and all lowercase, as lazy.

Never Double-Space Your Entire Message

Readers need to grasp sentences, paragraphs, and lists as single units; double-spacing on the screen makes that more difficult to do.

Double-spacing between paragraphs, however, aids readability—for the same reason just mentioned.

Highlight Responses in Color to Aid Reading

Rather than simply hitting the Reply key and keyboarding your answers after each specific question or keyboarding all your answers either above or below the original message, use your color pen to highlight your responses (provided, of course, you know your other internal readers’ e-mail programs support color). Your answers will stand out dramatically.

Cut and Paste Rather Than Hit “Reply” on Long, Continuing E-Mails

Don’t make recipients read through long lines of their previous e-mail to find your two-sentence reply. Delete all the other background or explanatory information originally sent and leave only the pertinent questions, along with your responses. Or cut the pertinent questions and paste them into a new e-mail, accompanied by your responses.

Although this point is not so critical when you’re responding only to the original writer of the e-mail (because he or she can more easily distinguish between the original message and your responses), others who may be copied on your reply will have difficulty separating the original comments from the responses.

Be Wary of Humor or Sarcasm

Humor is extremely difficult to convey in writing because you do not have the same body language “softeners” (a twinkle in the eye, a smile, a shrug of the shoulders) that provide interpretation clues in face-to-face conversations. That’s why comedy writers earn big bucks. Either be sure your humor works, use the typical sideways smiley face as a label, or don’t try your wit at all.

Neither is sarcasm any more acceptable in e-mail than in face-to-face communication. Sending off a scathing attack with some disclaimer about how “the humor-impaired should skip this message” does not rule out offense and mitigate the criticism. In short, don’t write anything in e-mail that you wouldn’t want forwarded to your CEO, your customers, your family, or your friends.

Allow Cool-Off Time Before Sending a Flame or Any Emotional Message

Sending a negative message that contains insensitive, insulting, negative, and critical comments is called a flame. Before you flame, cool off. Once you hit the Send button, you’re committed.

As a safety valve, leave an emotionally charged message in your outbox or drafts folder for at least an hour or, better, a day. Ask yourself: Would I say this face-to-face? Remember, there really is a live person on the receiving end of your communication.

Particularly, avoid flaming in public. If you must send a negative message to someone who originated a message, do not post your flame or send it to an entire distribution list. Even in the old TV westerns, the cowboys always “stepped outside” to have a showdown. Others really do not appreciate being involved in a personal debate or insulting e-mail duel.

Use Receipts Sparingly

In urgent matters, when you must be assured that someone has read your e-mail, use of a receipt is appropriate. However, generally, readers interpret a receipt to mean “I got you. Now I have proof that you received this message, so don’t give me any excuses for not responding or doing what I asked.”

A good rule of thumb is to use receipts only for emergencies.

Don’t Forward Sensitive Messages or Copyrighted Articles Without Permission

Copyright on e-mail belongs to the writer of the message, not the recipient. If there’s any doubt in your mind about forwarding another person’s e-mail, don’t.

Granted, in our routine business e-mail, it’s standard practice to forward e-mail to someone else who can or should handle a situation (or know about it). But standard practice is not legal practice.

Ask yourself these filter questions about e-mails you plan to forward: 1) Will the author be upset that I forwarded the message? 2) Does this information contain a copyright note? It’s not necessary for the author to place a copyright note on a document for it to have legal protection. But you can be sure that when there’s a formal copyright note, the author is dead serious about copyright infringement.

If there’s a question about forwarding someone’s e-mail, reconsider before you risk ire and the law.

If You Don’t Have Something to Say, Don’t Say It—Not All E-Mails Deserve Responses

On the street, when someone you know speaks to you, etiquette dictates that you return the greeting. And if you’re from some particularly friendly parts of the country, people greet and return greetings—and even engage in small talk over an extended period—from total strangers.

Not so with e-mail. Don’t reply to a message unless you have something to add. If you’re “tagged,” don’t feel as though you’re obligated or expected to reply.

Some of the biggest time-wasters are silly responses, such as in the following situation with an e-mail from Bryan to his coworkers:

I’m considering switching software for handling our geological maps. I’m investigating Brand XYZ from ABC Company. If you have any experience with this software, I’d appreciate an opinion about it. Thanks.

More than 60 responses flooded Bryan’s box, and they all basically said “Never heard of it.”

If you don’t have anything to say, don’t say it.

Use a Signature Block or Line

The signature line identifies who you are and includes alternative ways to contact you (usually phone and fax numbers). When your return address is the only item identifying the message source, your signature block may be all that people find to identify you.

You may need to use different signature blocks for internal and external correspondence. If you’re sending e-mail outside your organization, identify yourself completely, stating your position and the name of your organization. For internal use, you may mention only your department and sometimes include a descriptive line about the key project you’re leading if most of your e-mail relates to your role in that capacity.

And, in fact, the signature block containing a full name maybe the only way the recipient can decipher the name. With an e-mail address like pconeil@aol.com (Is it Paul Coneil or P.C. O’Neil?), tray@hotmail.net (Is it T. Ray or someone with the first name Tray?), or johnspeaks4U2@compuserve.com, readers may have difficulty recognizing even a friend’s name.

To avoid this difficulty, be sure to enter your full name, as well as your e-mail address. Both should appear in the sender line.

To go one step further, use the “v-card” (virtual card—this contains items such as your full name, title, organization, phone, or fax). Keep looking through your e-mail program options until you find this great little feature. This small file, automatically attached to your outgoing e-mail, can populate a contact record with all your contact information for the benefit of the person receiving your message.

In other words, as a customer, if I e-mail a company about a product, this v-card information would automatically go into the company’s customer database in the correct fields so that I’d be on the mailing list for the next catalog. A nice feature for both parties.

Limit Your Signature Block

Keep your block short, generally no more than four lines, with possibly an additional two to three lines for alternative methods of contact (your fax or phone number). But don’t include another screen full of hype, thinly disguised as a signature block.

Limit Emoticons or Smileys

Emoticons composed of various keyboard characters to create faces of emotion equate to e-mail slang.

[image: Image] Smile

[image: Image] (Sad, anger, disappointment

[image: Image] Winking, just joking

[image: Image] Shock or surprise

[image: Image] Leer

[image: Image] Smoker

[image: Image] Scream

For trivial e-mail, emoticons may be appropriate. But when communicating about serious topics to important people, they detract from your authority and distract the reader.

And as a second filter, if you find that you need to underscore the emotion with a smiley, make sure that a smiley will do the trick. A smiley won’t disguise an offensive remark as a joke. And there is a bigger danger: After almost a decade of e-mail, emoticons are proliferating, and their meanings are by no means universal.

Use Internationally Recognizable Dates, Times, and Measurements When Appropriate

If you’re communicating around the globe, use both metric measurements and their English-system equivalents (examples: gallons and liters; miles and kilometers).

Also, be clear about whether you’re using the international or United States format for dates and times. Placement of digits varies: Is 3⁄9 meant to be read as March 9 or September 3? If you’re communicating with your team leader in Rome, prefer 1430 hours for a conference call rather than 2:30 P.M.

Act on E-Mail Promptly, or Notify Others That You’re Unavailable

With the speed of transmission, users assume speedy replies. Whether a good or bad assumption, people appreciate knowing when you will be offline for extended periods.

Some e-mail programs have built-in out-of-the-office features. Others do not.

You have two choices: 1) Use the auto-responder that tells people you’re offline. (In preparing your automatic response to incoming e-mail, you can be as specific or vague as you want about if and when you’ll respond.) 2) Have someone else check your e-mail and respond in your absence.

Although there are exceptions in every culture, generally, if you’ll not be responding to your e-mail for more than 48 hours, use the auto-responder to let others know you have not read their incoming messages.

Don’t Post “Action or Else” Messages If Action Is Irreversible

For years, businesspeople have used the “If I don’t hear from you, I’ll assume that X, and I will go ahead and do Y.” They come to that decision when dealing routinely with someone who often stalls on decisions and actions. If you can’t reverse the action, and if you care that the other person may not like the action you’re proposing, ask for confirmation of your message. Otherwise, you may mistake that person’s silence during a three-week vacation as agreement.

Judge Reading Time to Determine Length, Not Screen Space or Page Count

Screen space and paper are cheap; reading time is expensive. For years, you’ve probably heard people say, “Put it on one page. My boss won’t read more than one page.” The concept is correct; the attempt, admirable. To be concise is good.

But to be read is better.

In a false attempt to be brief, writers have frequently crowded their words, omitting paragraph breaks, headings, or bulleted lists to save a line or two. They often accomplish the task of getting everything to a single screen or page—and lose the ability to win over the reader.

Short paragraphs, lists, and informative headings all aid readers in skimming your document quickly, tempting them to keep reading until the end.

In determining the length of your document, make reading time the criterion for brevity, not word count, screens, or pages used.

Use “For Your Information Only” Tags to Help Others Manage Their E-Mail Volume

Some FYI documents with an informative subject line will be self-explanatory. For example, with an e-zine or e-newsletter, you automatically know no action is required. The same is true with subject lines such as “XYZ Project Update” or “Monthly Sales Report.”

On the other hand, those e-mails addressing current situations or projects may routinely fit in either category—“know something” or “do something.” If you can add an “FYI only” or “immediate action” phrase in your subject lines, that tag will help readers prioritize their e-mail reading.

When Traveling, Take Care to Verify Your “Reply to” Address on Forwarded Responses

It’s not uncommon for e-mail users to have multiple addresses: one at the office, one for personal use, and one for a hobby or special-interest project. Because users often have remote access to their office mail, they can receive Internet e-mail almost anywhere. It’s easy to get in the habit of hitting Reply to a business e-mail forwarded to you while logged on to your office system from home. The problem is failing to have your remote computer set up with the appropriate business “reply to” e-mail address.

That means your business colleague gets an e-mail from Jerry&Toots@hotmail.com and doesn’t recognize the sender. Worse, the recipient in turn hits his or her Reply button and sends an answer back to your Jerry&Toots@hotmail.com address, which you don’t access for the next week.

Either change the address manually when replying to specific e-mails, or set up another e-mail log-on with the different “reply to” address.
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COMPOSE CLEAR, TO-THE-POINT MESSAGES


Avoid Knee-Jerk Responses

E-Mail is quick. That’s why we use it. But its greatest benefit can also be its greatest drawback. When we sit down at the keyboard “to do e-mail,” our mind-set is typically to get through it all—to empty our e-mail box and go on to other business.

That mind-set generates knee-jerk reactions to others’ questions, solicitations of opinions, requests, and recommendations. We open. We read. We reply. Then we think—or don’t—as the case may be.

We nix a promising idea because it has a few glitches that we don’t take the time to consider seriously. We turn down a request to provide information because our day is already overscheduled. We offer a make-do explanation or assessment rather than a reasoned one because speed, rather than thoroughness, is the goal.

Be mindful of speed as a potentially negative habit.

Give Messages a Context When Replying

Include enough of the original message to provide a context for your response. You need not include the entire message, but do include the relevant part to remind your reader of the pertinent issues or questions.

Also, be sure to use a visual marker to help the reader distinguish between your comments and the original message you’re forwarding or replying to with your current e-mail.

Understand the Difference Between Being Informal and Seeming Careless and Ignorant

Yes, e-mail is an informal method of communicating. To be informal means using a conversational tone, a breezy style, colloquial words and phrases, intentional sentence fragments, abbreviations, and acronyms. All of these are conventions you may use in speaking face-to-face with someone, and they are certainly appropriate in specific types of e-mail.

On the other hand, being informal does not mean using unclear and incomplete thoughts, ambiguous references, irrelevant details, repetitive information, disorganized ideas, misspelled words, and grammatical errors.

Such e-mail demonstrates your thinking process to coworkers. Never forget that your reputation sometimes rests on your ability to communicate internally with your coworkers as much as it does on your external communication with clients and customers.

Yes, software programs have spelling and grammar checks that can be automatically set to prompt users. The problem is that many people don’t use them. In their attempt to save the 10 to 20 seconds that the checks might require to review the document, users can lose the career opportunity of a lifetime.

The bigger issue is that grammatical mistakes often affect clarity. They cost time in rereading to decipher messages and often create misunderstandings. If your e-mail is worth composing and sending, it’s worth being written well enough to be understood.

Your communication reflects your competence. Compose e-mail with your reputation in mind.

Avoid Composing and Then Asking, “Who Should Get a Copy?”

A typical writing habit is to keyboard a message (such as a project update, a new policy statement, or a change in procedure), and then ask, “Now, who should get a copy of this?”

Wrong approach. When you copy people on your e-mail, it should be because they have a need to know. And if they have a need to know, they should be able to understand the jargon and acronyms, get the answers to their questions, and understand how the message specifically affects them.

This means the e-mail should be written with all these issues in mind: a focus on the readers’ interest, the necessary details, and the language.

Best approach: Consider first who needs to know what you’re writing. Then tailor your message to their interests, their questions, their details. Not the reverse.

Highlight the Readers’ Action

You have two ways to alert your readers to the action you want: subject lines and action statements up front in the e-mail.

If your e-mail requests action that will be a low priority or difficult, don’t force readers to hunt for the necessary details or to assume the action by “reading between the lines.” You’ll most likely not get a quick, complete, or appropriate response.

Don’t Be Cryptic and Remove the Actors

Because e-mail is fast and informal, many people tend to use a cryptic style, dropping the “actors” and using fragments instead of sentences. The resulting comments become unclear. Who does what is often the most important part of the message. Consider this example:

Carol Frazier of Global United is trying to help us get into her company to do business. Called about the possibility of arranging a meeting with the sales development managers about their needs for fully automating their field offices. Told them such automation was essential to compete in today’s environment and that laptops for everybody were essential to do business. Negotiations began last week. Will call at the end of next month with firm date when everyone can get together.

Who initiated the call—Carol or the writer? Whose needs does the writer refer to—the company’s, or sales development managers only? Who told whom that the automation was essential? (Is Carol trying to sell her own people, or is the writer of the e-mail trying to persuade Carol?) Who began negotiations? (Carol, to “sell” her own managers on spending the money, or the writer representative negotiating with Carol to get Global United’s business?) Who will call at the end of next month? (Will Carol call the writer, or the writer will call Carol?) Who is “everyone”?

The reader doesn’t always make the same assumptions that the writer intends. Name the specific actors to eliminate any guesswork.

Distinguish Between Fact and Opinion When the Difference Is Not Obvious to Casual Readers

“Universal Corporation uses deceptive advertising in all its campaigns” stated in an e-mail as fact and distributed to a list of hundreds can result in a lawsuit. If you’re making a personal judgment, say so, lest your words come back to haunt you later. And even then, be sure you really want to state your personal opinion in potentially libelous situations.
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