A Beginner's Guide to Effective Email
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There are now mrror sites in/at: Sweden Finland UAC, United Arab Em rates,

Argonne, Webcom and Prinenet. The original is at Wbfoot. These are all in
English still; I'd be thrilled to death to link to translations as well
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I nt roducti on

| wote this docunent to try to help people to wite better email. This is
not a docunent on the mechanics of sending enmail, but instead focuses on the
content of enmail: how to say what you need to say. These are ny persona

opi nions, formed by using email for the past twenty years.

This is not dogma - you should wite to reflect your own personality - but
wi || hopefully make you think about things you didn't think about before,
and hel p you maxi m ze your email effectiveness.

Wiy |Is Enail Different?

El ectroni ¢ communi cati on, because of its speed and broadcasting ability, is
fundarmental ly different from paper-based conmuni cati on. Because the
turnaround time can be so fast, emmil is nore conversational than
traditional paper communications.

In a paper docunent, it is absolutely essential to nake everything

conpl etely clear and unanmbi guous because your audi ence may not have a chance
to ask for clarification. Wth email docunents, your recipient can ask
guestions imediately. Email thus tends, |ike conversational speech, to be
much sl oppi er and nore ambi guous. (See also a quick essay on formality that

| amtrying to figure out howto work in to this docunent...)

This is not always bad. It night not be a worthwhile expenditure of energy
to slave over a nmessage, nwaking sure that your spelling is faultless, your
wor ds el oquent, your granmar beyond reproach, if the point of the nmessage is
to informthe recipient that you are ready to go to lunch

Granted, you should put sone effort into keeping your subjects agreeing with
your verbs, spelling correctly, avoiding mxing nmetaphors, and so on. But if
The Rules that Ms. Grundy laid down in seventh-grade English get in the way
of effective communi cation, throw them out.



However, because of the lack of vocal inflection, gestures, and shared
environnent, enmail is not as rich a conmunication nethod as a face-to-face
or tel ephone conversation. Your correspondent may have difficulty telling if
you are serious or kidding, happy or sad, frustrated or euphoric. (Sarcasm
is particularly dangerous to use in email.)

Thus your email conpositions should be different fromboth your speech and
your paper conpositions. There are a fair nunber of documents on electronic
emai| out there, but when | finished the original version of this docunent,
they nostly tal ked about the nuts and bolts of howto get text from your
fingers to your correspondent's screen. Those that did discuss enmmil content
tended to be really brief on the subject of enail style, and gave little
notivation for why the style is different. That's why | wote this docunent:
to address email style.

Since | wote this, |I have found two docunents which cover a | ot of the same
ground. |If you want nore and/or a different perspective, see:

* The Internet World article Learning The Ropes by Andrew Kantor (Aug
19947?)
* The book El enents of E-mail Style by David Angell and Brent Hesl op

If you have any other words of w sdom about using email to its fullest, or
want to argue with me about sonething, by all neans, send nme email! :-)
Not e, however, that | only use plain-vanilla UNI X nmail x, so asking ne
techni cal questions about how to use pine or Eudora is a waste of your tine.
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In a conversation, there is some nininum of shared context. You might be in
t he sane physical location, and even on the phone you have, at mini mum
commonal ity of tine. Wien you generate a docunment for paper, usually there
is sone context enbedded in the medium the text is in the proceedings of a
conference, witten on a birthday card, handed in to your Econ 101 professor
with a batch of other Econ 101 term papers, or sonething simlar.

Wth email, you can't assune anything about your correspondent's | ocation
time, frame of mind, nmood, health, marital status, affluence, age, or



gender. This neans, anong other things, that you need to be very, very
careful about giving your reader sone context.

Useful Subject Lines

A subject line that pertains clearly to the email body is a good way to get
people in the right context to receive your nessage. It should be brief (as
many nailers will truncate |long subject lines), does not need to be a

conpl ete sentence, and should pertain to the subject.

If you are responding to email, your mailer should preface the subject |ine
with "Re:" or "RE:" (for REgarding). If your mail programdoesn't do this
it would be polite to put in the "RE:" by hand.
If you are offering non-urgent information that requires no response from
t he ot her person, prefacing the subject Iine with "FYl:" (For Your
Information) is not a bad idea, as in

Subj ect: FYl: donuts in break room

For time-critical nessages, prepending "URGENT:" is a good idea (especially
if you know the person gets a lot of email):

Subj ect: URGENT: neeting w CEO noved
For requests, prepending "REQ" can work

Subj ect: REQ current budget est
Do nme a favor and elimnate the word "information" from your subject lines,
and nmaybe fromthe body of your nmessage as well. (This is one of ny pet
peeves, sorry.) As webmaster for the University of Illinois at

Ur bana- Chanpaign, | got a lot of email that |ooked like this:

Subj ect: information
Pl ease send ne i nformati on about Ul UC

This gave ne very little clue as to what the person wanted to know about:
admi ssi on application deadlines? The nunber of faculty? The acreage? The
nunber of buildings? Am | supposed to send paper docunents or give URLs? The
only thing I could do with email like this was ask for further context. Mail
l'i ke this would have been much better as

Subj ect: U UC history

Are there any Web pages that pertain to the history of

the U of 17?
Quoti ng Docunents

If you are referring to previous enail, you should explicitly quote that
docunent to provide context.

Instead of sending enail that says:
yes

Say:



> Are you going to have the | eft-handed thronbl enei ster specs
> done by Thursday?
yes

The ">" here is a relatively standard convention for quoting soneone else's
wor ds.

I magi ne getting a response on Monday to sone enmil that you think maybe you
sent on Friday:

| talked to them about it the other day, and they want to see
the other one before they make up their m nds.

(Huh??7?)
You' d probably be rmuch happier with:

> |'ve got the price quote for the Cobra subassenbly

> ready; as soon as | get a decision on the

> t hronbl enei ster selection, |I'll be ready to go.

> Have you talked to the therno guys about whet her

> they are ready to go with the |left-handed thronmbo or

> do they want to wait and check out the right-handed

> one first?

| talked to them about it the other day, and they want to see
the other one before they nake up their ninds.

This is substantially better, but now errs on the side of too rmuch context.
You shoul dn't have to wade through gobs of extraneous stuff to get to the
neat of the nessage. You should include just enough to provide a context for
the message and no nore. (Peter Kinble, ny high school CS teacher, now gives
his students the rule of thunb that at least half of the lines in an enmi
nmessage should be their own.) If you nmust include the whol e nmessage that you
are replying to, include it after your response.

You woul d probably be even nore pleased with:

> Have you talked to the thernmo guys

| talked to the thernmo group on Wednesday, and they
think the |l eft-handed thronbl emeister will probably
wor k, but they want to evaluate the right-handed unit
before they make up their m nds.

Note that here there is the right anpunt of context, and the answer is very
clear and specific. A good rule of thunb is to | ook very carefully at all
pronouns in your first three sentences. If they don't refer to sonething
explicitly stated in the emnil, change themto sonething concrete.

If the sentence is in the mddle of a paragraph, or waps around |ines, go
ahead and renove everything but the part that you were really interested in,
inserting "[...]" if you have to take sonmething out in the mddle. If you
need to substitute a value for a pronoun, go ahead but put the value in
squar e brackets:

> [ The thernmo guys] want to evaluate the

> right-handed unit

Fine. The right-handed unit shoul d be here

by Thursday; 1'll phone themthe mnute it hits
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Words on a conputer screen | ook different than on paper, and usually people
find it harder to read things on a screen than on paper. (I know sone people
who go so far as to print out their email to read it!) The screen's
resolution is not as good as paper's, there is sonetinmes flicker, the font
may be smaller, or the font nmay be ugly. Your recipient's mail reader may

al so i npose sone constraints upon the formatting of the mail. This neans
that good emai|l page layout is different from good paper docunent page

| ayout .

Shorter Paragraphs

In addition to the above-nentioned problens, frequently the mail will be
read in a docunment window with scrollbars. Wile scrollbars are nice, it
nmakes it harder to visually track | ong paragraphs. Consider breaking up your
paragraphs to only a few sentences api ece.

Li ne Length

Most software to read mail does not automatically wap (adjust what words go
on what line). This neans that if the software you use to wite nmail waps
your words for you, your recipient may end up with a nmessage that | ooks like
this:

|'ve got the price quote for the Cobra subassenbly ready; as soon as
| get a decision on the thronbl eneister selection, I'll be ready to go. Have
you

It is even worse with sone mail readers - they truncate everything past the
ei ghtieth character. This is not the way to win friends and influence
peopl e.

A good rule of thunb is to keep your lines under seventy-five characters
[ ong. Wiy seventy-five and not eighty? Because you should leave a little
roomfor the indentation or quote marks your correspondent mi ght want if
he/she is going to quote a piece of your email in his/her reply.



Terser Prose

We spend twelve to twenty years being rewarded for being verbose in our
witing. (How many tines when you were in school were you told to wite a

N- page paper?) This is not appropriate for email, and the fewer people who
are getting the email, the terser you should be. If they want nore

i nformation, they can ask for it. (Also note that in some places, people get
charged by the byte and/or have linmits on how nuch di sk space their enail
can use!)

My rule of thunb is that you should try to keep everything on one "page". In
nost cases, this nmeans twenty-five lines of text. (And yes, that neans that
this docunent is way, WAY too long for email!)

Sone mmil ers support "attachnments", where you can specify a docunent (or
even a binary file) to send with your mail. If your correspondent has a mail
reader that can handl e attachnments, this works very well: a |ong attachnent
can be | ooked at |ater. However, if your correspondent can't handl e
attachments and you send a non-ASClII file (like a Wrd docunent, a binary, a
picture, or even conpressed text), be advised that it will appear as just so
much garbage. It mght be better sonmetinmes to post the docunent on the Wb
and email a URL.
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VWi | e you cannot make your voice higher or |lower, louder or softer to denote
enphasis, there are ganes you can play with text to convey vocal inflection

Li ght Enphasis

If you want to give sonmething mild enphasis, you should enclose it in
asterisks. This is the noral equivalent of italics in a paper docunent.

| nst ead of:
| said that | was going to go |ast Thursday.

Say:



| *said* that | was going to go |ast Thursday.

| said that | was going to to go |last *Thursday*.

Wi ch of the above two you choose depends upon whet her you are adanmant about
the conmittnent you made or adanent that you didn't nmean Wednesday.
(Restructuring the sentence to renove the anbiguity would be an even better
i dea.)

You can also capitalize the first letter only of words to give |ight
enphasi s:

VWil e Bob may say that you should never turn it past
nine, this is not Cast In Stone. It wll explode

if you turn it up to eleven, but anything under ten
shoul d work just fine.

| tend to use first-capitals to refer to things that are sonmehow dognmatic or
reverential. This is probably a holdover fromall the capital letters that
are tossed around in The Bible.

Strong Enphasi s

If you want to indicate stronger enphasis, use all capital letters and toss
in sone extra exclanmation marks. |nstead of:

> Should | just boost the power on the thronbo?
No, if you turn it up to eleven, you'll overheat
the nmotors and it night expl ode.
Say:
> Should | just boost the power on the thronbo?
NO!!'!l  If you turn it up to eleven, you'll overheat
the nmotors and | T M GHT EXPLCODE!
Not e that you should use capital letters sparingly, as it conveys the
message that you are shouting. It is totally inappropriate to use al
capital letters in a situation where you are calm Don't do this:
HEY, | JUST WANTED TO SEE | F YOU HAD MADE ANY
PROGRESS ON THE PHROCKMEI JER ACCOUNT.  STOP
BY AND SEE ME SOVETI ME
Oooooooh, | HATE that.
EXTREME Enphasi s
If you really want to enphasi ze sonething, you can go wld
If you are late this time, | swear upon ny nother's
grave that | will never, *never*, *NEVER*,
>>I 1 **NEVER**! ! << talk to you again

Use this sparingly.



Mut t er Equival ents

In person, there are a nunmber of ways that you can indicate that a

conmuni cation is private and not to be repeated. You can | ower your voice,
you can look to your right and to your left either with your eyes or with
your whol e head, and you can lean closer to the other person. Wile these
obviously nake it nore difficult for someone to overhear, these signals are
so ingrained that we night use themeven if there is nobody around for
mles. Unfortunately, |lowering your voice is hard to do in email.

Wiile it is a bad idea to assune that nobody will ever ever see the enmil
you send, what | do in cases |like this is to wite what | really think and
then wite down the sanitized version

My boss got fired | nean resigned today, which
*totall y* sucks err.. will lead to enhanced
rel ati ons between Engi neering and Test.

"Erasure narks" - either "H or ~? - can al so be used here:

My boss got fired | nean resigned today, which
*total |l y* sucks"H*H'Hwi Il | ead to enhanced
rel ati ons between Engi neering and Test.

A friend of mine uses double parentheses to denote "inner voice", what in
t heatre-speak is an "aside":

My boss resigned today ((yeah, like I believe
that story)), which is going to | ead to enhanced
rel ati ons between Engi neering and Test ((yeah
like you believe *that* story))...

Sonething else that | will do sonmetinmes to denote the "lowering of voice" is
to type without capital letters and nmaybe use parent heses:

psssst!
hey wendy!
guess what ?

| GOr THE Jos!!t!t :-D:-D I'!
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Wil e you are unable to acconpany your words with hand or facial gestures,
there are several ASCI| stand-ins for gestures.

Smi | eys

A facial gestures can be represented with "smley": an ASCI|I draw ng of a
faci al expression. The npbst conmon three are

)
)

and
D= (

(To understand these synbols, turn your head counter-cl ockwi se and | ook at
t hem si deways. )

Wil e people will have slightly different interpretations of the exact
di fference between the upper two, ny personal opinion is that the upper one
nmeans nore "I'm happy" and the | ower one neans nore "|'m ki ddi ng"

Typi cal exanpl es:

Hey, guess what - | got the |eft-handed
t hronbl enei st er spec done ahead of tinme! :-)
["'mon nmy way to fanme and fortune now ;-)

The second smiley, the ;-), indicates that you don't really believe that
your boss will give you that big raise. It is simlar to but not as fierce a
rebutal as a "NOT!" appended to the end of a sentence:

Hey, guess what - | got the |eft-handed

t hronbl enei ster spec done ahead of tine! :-)

["'mon nmy way to fame and fortune now - NOT!
There are a wide range of ASCI| gestures available to you, fromill %P to
angry >.-< to astonished :-o0, |limted only by your inagination. There is a

whole Smiley dictionary out there if you are feeling uncreative. (Note: |
personal Iy think that sone of the Sniley Dictionary definitions of the basic
smleys aren't a totally accurate reflection of the way | see snileys used,
but your mlage may vary.)

Pause Equi val ents

| magi ne that you ask someone if you can turn the gain up to ten and a half.

He says, "Well", then pauses for a long time, scratches his head, |ooks down
at the floor, winces, grits his teeth, and says again, "Wll", then pauses
and says, "It might not explode". You'd get a sense of just how bad an idea

it would be, while the text:

Well, it might not expl ode.



gives less information. | like to use lots of whitespace and typed-out

vocal i zations of "I'mthinking" sounds, as foll ows:
Weeeel 1111 .... errr hem
Wellll, it *mght* not expl ode.

You can al so use whitespace to make it nore clear which words belong to
whi ch cl ause. For exanple, the following is very difficult to parse

Did you want to use a |left-handed thronbl eneister or a
ri ght-handed one with a half-twi st or a Jackadoody brocket?

You coul d instead say:

Did you want to use
a | eft-handed thronbl enei ster
or
a right-handed one with
a hal f-tw st
or
a Jackadoody brocket ?

or

Did you want to use
a | eft-handed thronbl enei ster
or
a right-handed one with a hal f-tw st
or
a right-handed one with a Jackadoody brocket?

as appropriate. My nmom goes one step further, and suggests hauling out Ms.
Grundy's notes on outlines:

Did you want to use:
1. a left-handed thronbl enei ster
or
2. a right-handed one with a
a. half-tw st
b. Jackadoody brocket

Creative Punctuation

| tend to use a lot of punctuation in what | call "com c book style".
I nstead of saying:

I amvery confused and a little upset. Wy did
you give ny report to Jack instead of Jill?

I'd say:

22?21?21 Wiy did you give ny report to Jack
i nstead of Jill?!?

The question mark is kind of shorthand for a furrowed brow or a "huh?". The
exclamation mark is shorthand for amazenment and possibly a scowl. The two



t oget her seemto nmean astoni shnent.

There is a long and proud tradition of using punctuation as a pl acehol der
for swearing, e.g. That #%&#$(*! You will also sometines see an asterisk in
pl ace of inportant letters, usually the vowel, e.g. That son of a b*tch! or
That son of a b****! or very rarely That s*n of a b*tch!. (In actua
practice, this formof self-censorship is rare; it is nore common for people
to either use the whole word or omt it conpletely.)
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Here, then, are ny rules of thunb for good enmail style:

* Provide your audience with adequate context:
0 Use neani ngful subject lines
0 Quote the emnil to which you are respondi ng
o0 Avoi d pronouns
* Be aware of page |ayout issues. Try to use:
0 Short paragraphs
o Lines under seventy-five characters
o Emmil under twenty-five lines
* Find replacenents for gestures and intonation

o Smleys

0 Asterisks

o Capital letters

o Typed-out vocalizations
o Wit espace

0 Lower-case letters

o Creative punctutation

Hopeful |y these suggestions will be useful to you as you start your emmiling
career! :-)
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A nunber of new users have asked ne to include a jargon/acronym page for
email. Contrary to how they nmight feel, there is not a conspiracy out there
to try to exclude them Every group that spends any tine together devel ops
its own shorthand notation; it is not surprising that people forced to use
t he unnatural action of typing would be inclined towards acronyns. Sone of
t hese cone from Usenet newsgroups, sone of the nore "gestural" ones cone
fromlInternet Relay Chat (IRC).

OQobviously it woul d be nice of seasoned users to not pepper novices with an
enor nous amount of jargon, but on the Internet, nobody knows you are a

newconer. You'll get hit with these eventually, so I'll try to soften the
bl ow.
Here are sone of the nost common acronyns:

BTW - By The Wy

FYl - For Your Information

I MVHO - In My Hunbl e/ Honest Opi ni on

TIA - Thanks I n Advance (al so sonetinmes witten advTHANKSance)

RTFM - Read The Manual ("Manual" here refers to any docunentation)
LOL - [I] Laughed Qut Loud [at what you wrote]

ROTFL - [I am Rolling On The Floor Laughing [at what you wote]

RSN - Real Soon Now

YMW - Your MIlage May Vary (taken froma disclainmer that legally nust
be given any tine autonotive fuel efficiency ratings are used in U S
adverti senents)

¥ % ok 3k ¥ F X X F

Atermthat | would love to see popularized is "NRN', for "No Response
Needed”. Sometines, w thout body |anguage, it isn't clear when an
emai | - based conversation should be ended. Peter Wne suggests that "NRSVP"
for "non respondez-vous s'il vous plais", or "pleast do not respond” is
easi er to guess than "NRN'

To unravel jargon and technical Internet terms, see the fine Internet
Literacy Consultants' d ossary of Internet Terns.
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