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“By requiring employees to use appropriate, businesslike 
language in all electronic communications, employers can 
limit their liability risks and improve the overall effectiveness 
of the organization's e-mail and Internet copy in the process.”  
 

- Excerpt from 'Writing Effective E-mail', by Nancy Flynn and Tom Flynn. 

 

Introduction 
 
Technology.  Such a curse and such a pleasure.   
 
On one hand, how easy to communicate with someone, anywhere in the world, 
at any time of the day without actually interrupting. How great to have a 
documented trail of the message. How lovely to include graphics, colors, fonts, 
audios.  
 
But this exponentially helpful tool has also come at breakneck speed, and as a 
result we are not adapted to necessarily using it correctly. We have liberally 
thrown ourselves at this magnificent yet electronic device without creating 
proper boundaries for how to appropriately use it.  
 
Let me render that more official. Please re-state that sentence with a Downton-
like British accent: 
 

We have liberally thrown ourselves at this magnificent yet electronic device 
without creating proper boundaries for how to appropriately use it. 
 
Time to take on some email etiquette, I do say. 

 
Ah, now you’re in the mindset.  
 
If you’d like to take your email messaging up a notch in impact and meaning, 
you’ll be required to know your language a bit better, including its complex 
grammar. Remember, for much of our interaction with others, our written word 
is the interface that they have of us.  
 
If your office suffers from ill-used features, hides behind critical discussions by 
shooting off an email instead, or creates a vicious circle of non-solved issues 
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through strings and strings of messages, time to step in. Rescue the troops by 
giving them the groundwork for doing it better! 

 
And so you’re here for one of two reasons.  
 
First, you’re a witness to too many digital faux pas. In other words, others are 
pitifully poor at following what you believe to be proper email etiquette and 
you’d like to know how to correct them.  
 
Or second, you are feeling the need to tighten up your own professional email 
etiquette. 

 
What if you aren’t good at grammar? 
What if you don’t write well? 
What if you simply have no idea what the proper phrasing is for getting 
your message across … and diplomatically at that? 
What if you’re wondering just what email etiquette is? 
 

Well I don’t have a magic wand. So there’s that. BUT I do have lots of helpful 
guidelines and several exercises to take on. Keep going! 

 

Changing Email Habits in Others  
or in Your Office 

 
Are you here for yourself? Or for email etiquette required in others? 
 
Although your situation may not entail an office that needs an email etiquette 
shot-in-the-arm, this section provides one. Consider it a bonus. Either way, it’s 
an illustration of a commonsense approach for rolling out new guidelines or 
setting a new policy. 
 
For those of you that scream “I just want to change others,” start here. Share 
this e-book with them. Go through the exercises together. Or leave the copy on 
their doorsteps with highlights of their most common regressions. I’ll even send 
you an autographed copy. That’ll get the message across.  
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Caveats  
 
A logical approach to affecting better email habits in others is very dependent 
on the situation. This proposed plan for taking an office through email etiquette 
training would be implemented using several considerations about your 
scenario. 
 
Position Power:  
You, dear reader, must have some level of authority over the workforce. Maybe 
you’re a manager, supervisor, team lead. If you do not have that authority, then 
you certainly should have a degree of influence. If you do not, there may be 
rough waters ahead in getting others to change. That is for you to determine.  
 
After all, you say whatever you please about changing things in the office. You 
can revise the office policy book, distribute, and have a party about its 
newfound posture. But the big whoop may be deflated as soon as your first 
perpetrator crosses a newly defined line, and someone must set him straight. If 
you are the whistle-blower, good luck at getting him to change his ways. If you 
have no leverage, then it may just fall upon deaf ears, and STEP 3 will be more 
crucial for you. 
 
Technical Support:  
Do you have a geek department? (aka IT?) If so, then you have a leg-up on 
implementing filters and using the mail software (probably Outlook) to your 
advantage because it can be complicated or difficult to use. If not, then you 
may need to adjust certain portions of the Steps.  
 
Work Environment: 
Many factors play into your decision about what guidelines are appropriate. In  
Step 1, Assessment, you will consider some of these factors.  
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The Steps 
 
STEP 1: ASSESSMENT  

Assess the factors in your work environment 
 
Take inventory of what is nagging you. This can be a very therapeutic step. 
What’s not working and why it is bugging you?  
 
Not all email guidelines are created equal. Some may be well worth leaving 
alone. For example, using ALL lower case letters in internal memo’s could be a 
battle worth letting go. However, if that habit could easily bleed into the 
communication with key clients, and emails could contain technically 
unacceptable grammar, then you may want an across-the-board mandate to 
use appropriate capitalization.  
 
Use the following checklist to preview potential hurdles. 
 

Select the issues that are key to your work environment: 
 

!  Consistency 
How important is consistency? Are there reasons not to be 
consistent? Think about that because consistency often hinders 
flexibility. Example: Do you require a certain format for 
signature blocks? What if someone sees the need to veer from 
that? Do you want people to have the freedom to stray or are 
you ruling with an iron fist? The importance of email in 
delivering your service will likely be the biggest factor that 
determines your need for consistency. 
 

!  Professionalism 
Are you ready to declare professionalism in email a ground rule 
in your office? A law office will take a bigger hit for an 
unprofessional email than, say, a plumbing contractor’s office. I 
can let it go for the latter – his talents lie elsewhere. 
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!  Creativity 

If you want your office to exhibit ingenuity, then creativity may 
be an issue to include when setting your email guidelines. Some 
quirkiness in an advertising company is good. Same with a film 
studio. Using color is not a great idea in emails, but there may 
be creative work environments where it helps promote the type 
of environment you desire. PS – I don’t want my lawyer using 
pink flashing fonts set to music, no matter how much creativity 
it exhibits. 
 

!  Low/High technical competence 
Is the workplace technically focused? I ask this because 
fidgeting with your email functionality can get complicated. For 
setting Outlook parameters, expect more from the technically 
competent. The others may need help from the guru’s or you 
may decide not to make it a guideline. 

 

!  Educational background 
Where are your employees on this scale? Are certain grammar 
guidelines a stretch to expect? Do you need to emphasize other 
areas more? On the flip side, I hold educators to a high 
standard when it comes to preserving the English language in 
their written communication. Same with PhD’s, regardless of 
their field.   

 
STEP 2:  DESIGN your GUIDELINES  
  Pick ‘n’ Choose the ones for you 
 
Refer to the Proposed Guidelines list in the next section and highlight the ones 
that you feel fit your situation. Do not hesitate to adapt and adjust based on 
your particular workplace. If you are not sure about a certain area, err on the 
side of including it. After all, everyone could use a little polishing up. 
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STEP 3: RECRUIT ALLIES 
  Forewarn the key players 
 
No one likes a surprise. And although a simple change in the email policy may 
be no biggie, it would be a good idea to align the key players to the change 
ahead of time.  
 
Recruiting allies sounds something like this: 

“Hey Tim. I need your input on something in the office that has been 
affecting productivity as well as our professional image. Have you noticed 
any glaring needs in the way we use the email system?” 
 

Tim may be all over it.  
 

“Oh Jeez. You mean the ranting emails that subtly blame another 
department?” 
 
or 
 
“Well, it does seem that some people overuse our email, especially for 
issues that really should be conducted face-to-face.” 

 
Even if Tim is oblivious to the state-of-the-email in the office., you will want to 
go on with your pitch:  
 

“Right. So I have done a little assessing to see just what we need to make it 
all work better. I have a list of guidelines, pretty universally accepted rules 
for email standards. You know – do’s and don’ts. Interested in seeing 
them?”  
 

or depending on Tim’s style and position  - 
 
“Can I run them by you for approval before I give an information session to 
the department?” 

 
Sounds easy, and we all know it depends on just how amenable the key 
players may or may not be. Keep in mind, poor use of email may plague the 
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workplace but implementing a standard of good guidelines will unlikely be 
condemned. How can you argue with a good thing? 
 
STEP 4: ANNOUNCE THE CHANGE 
  Hold an information session 
 
The rubber meets the road here. The message MUST sink in and it is 
dependent on you! If necessary, enlist a co-worker who is good at public 
speaking and selling ideas. Then follow the basic steps to carry out the 
meeting. 
 

   The Steps within Step 4 
 

1. Decide on how, when, in what groups, to deliver to the masses 
Smaller groups may be appropriate if you want to incite some Q&A at 
the end. People are also less-likely to “hide out.” 
 

2. Send a notice for the meeting 
Consider calling it a “workshop” or “training” if you plan on activities. 

 
3. Define your “pitch” 

Sell it! That’s right – you are selling an idea. There is a reason you need 
to refurbish your email guidelines. Use that logic to convince others. 
Have examples ready (protect the identity of the authors) – good and 
bad.  

 
And a good idea – “label” the effort if you desire. Call it something that 
people can identify with: “New email guidelines” or “Setting our email 
straight”  

 
4. Prepare yourself 

We could have an entire 5-day training just for this topic. Let’s leave it 
at this: have your presentation/training rehearsed and ready to go. Also 
have your guidelines prepared in a handout form. 
 

5. Conduct the session  
I highly suggest a question & answer session or make the entire 
presentation interactive. 
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STEP 5: REINFORCE 
  Watch and measure 
 
Now that you have your ducks in a row, time to follow them around the pond. 
 
Implementation may have been the easy part. As you can probably guess, 
reinforcement is a little trickier. How are you going to measure the new routine? 
 
Every process within a workplace should have accountability. There are 
indications that systems work. There are signals, also, of breakdown. An email 
system is best monitored through a mechanism to check it. Ask people 
regularly how they see the guidelines implemented. Additionally, provide a 
mailbox or suggestion box for people to send in reports. Encourage good and 
bad examples. And broadcast to everyone any progress.  
 
For the serious offenses (such as inappropriate emails sent to customers), 
translate the violations into a formal action. Involve the supervisor and have him 
manage a plan for improvement, feedback, training, and performance 
appraisal.  
 

Closure 
 
Sometimes writing about something seems so simple. I can hear you now … 
“but, Katie, you have no idea what it is like in our office …” 
 
Each business environment has its own oddness. A few strong personalities 
can steer the whole lot. Hey, sometimes all it takes is ONE person.  
 
Like anything else involving humans, the answer to “how ..” is often “it 
depends...” 
 
My parting advice to you: remember that you have a choice. You recognize 
that something in the workplace needs to change (namely the email habits).  
If you do not try to change them, then you cannot bitch about them. If you 
do try to change them, well, you can probably bitch about it now, yes.  BUT, 
you are trying to affect it positively. Only good can come from that. As long 
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as you keep in mind that you may be able to influence others, but you will 
never be able to control them.  
 
I suppose that’ll be in another bestselling ebook.  
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Proposed Guidelines 
 

 
GENERAL FORMAT 

 
! Include any target due date in the subject line. 

This allows the reader to know how quickly action should be taken. 

Dates should be reasonable and agreed-upon beforehand. Also, 

language may be used that differentiates the action from being 

finished on the “preferred” date or a “drop dead” date. 

 

! Agree upon a level of importance and state that in the subject line, such as  

" Level 5 – urgent, drop everything and give attention asap 

" Level 4 – pressing, needs attention within 24 hours 

" Level 3 – important, please read 

" Level 2 – necessary but not urgent 

" Level 1 – for information only 

This is one example. If your office is inundated with emails, it becomes 

more crucial to use these levels realistically. This particular guideline 

is a good example of one that may need reinforcing in case it gets 

misused. 

 

! Avoid over-rating your importance level or exaggerating with the use of 

IMPORTANT and URGENT, unless absolutely necessary.  

Much like the importance level, this can be abused. It is recommended 

that one of the previously two methods be used, but not both as a 

standard. 
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! CC anyone that does not need to take action, but should have a record of 

the email. 

If someone only needs to be advised, ask yourself first if this is the 

best way. No need filling up his email box unnecessarily.  

! If you are responding to an email and changing the subject at all, change 

the subject line too.   

Let’s say the email started with a request for a time together over 

coffee. After two or three back-n-forth’s, the date was agreed to but 

the sender added “hey, what ever happened to the Millstone project? 

Did the client get those numbers to you that you needed?” 

Without changing the subject line, this potentially critical piece of 

information just became tagged as something about “meeting over 

coffee.” You get the picture. 

! Generate an automatic response if you will be out of the office one day or 

longer.  The automatic response should state who the backup is, or how to 

contact the recipient immediately. 

It doesn’t seem like an office should have a problem with this, but 

when one or two employees do not follow this standard, it feels 

awkward isolating them to correct them. Simply said, make it a 

standard so that when someone veers from it, it is about the standard 

and not about them personally. 

! Use discretion in using REPLY ALL.  

And FORWARD for that matter. I received a slightly rude note from a 

friend once, and wanted to forward it to my sister with a sassy 

comment.  We get VERY familiar with the REPLY key, and often 

mistake it for the FORWARD key. Well, you can guess what happened.  

Be extra cautious about who you send emails to when the original 

email as composed specifically for your eyes. Do you run the risk of 
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embarrassing someone? Are you passing along information that may 

be sensitive or sent as confidential? 

! If you are seeking an answer from the email, state the question(s) clearly 

and separately. 

You are more likely to get a reply when you make the question v-e-r-y 

o-b-v-i-o-u-s. 

 
APPROPRIATENESS and TONE 

 
o Sensitive issues should not be transmitted through email, but rather handled 

in person or by phone.  This would include any email where critiquing is 

involved, or where it could be interpreted as criticism.  

o Delivering a negative answer to an internal customer is considered delivering 

bad news.  Key dialogs between customers and suppliers should be in 

person or on the phone.  

o Words with judgmental tones are amplified in email.  Avoid negative words, if 

possible. 

o Absolutes should not be used unless they indeed are absolute (never, always, 

everyone, nobody, etc.).  

o When forwarding an email, be aware that you are now sharing a message 

written for you to a third party.  Review whether the original sender would 

approve of the eventual receiver seeing his email. 

o Avoid overreacting to an email that was interpreted a certain way.  Do not 

hastily respond to an email with expression of extreme emotion or opinion in 

the email (called flaming).  This is unprofessional and counterproductive. 

o Internal emails may have a different level of professionalism than those that 

get sent externally.  In either case, it is appropriate to use proper grammar. 
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TOPIC CONTENT 
 
o Limit email usage to a single topic.   

o For long emails, include a summary statement at the start of the email so that 

it can be quickly scanned and categorized. 

o Make the subject line meaningful.  For example:  “Jackson case review” is too 

vague.  Consider instead: “Draft agenda items for Jan 30th Jackson case 

meeting”  

o Limit jargon and acronyms when distributing to an external recipient or 

someone that is not familiar with the terminology. 

o Be simple in your language.  If you need to be more complicated, the 

message should probably be in some other communication medium. 

 
GRAMMAR  

 
o Be concise and to the point. 

o Avoid long sentences. 

o Use full sentences 

Note: you may notice that I use incomplete sentences. For me, this is a 

part of my writing style when composing. However, for a more business-

like email, I definitely use complete sentences.  

o Eliminate unnecessary words.   

o Avoid casual abbreviations (hi/lo instead of high/low, thru instead of through, 

donut instead of doughnut) 

o Use formatting that makes the text easy to read, including smaller 

paragraphs. 

o Avoid using all capitol letters.  In electronic-world, using CAPS correlates to 

yelling.  
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o Take time to proof your message.  Keep spell-check and grammar-check 

enabled. 

o Because emails can be easily misinterpreted, read and re-read with a critical 

eye for something that may be taken the wrong way. The use of expressions 

or emoticons can actually be helpful in sending tone or feeling, as long as the 

email is not formal.  

 
OTHER 

 
o A standard should be agreed upon for how to file and archive data 

consistently within the firm.  With a pre-defined system, sought after emails 

can be located if the employee terminates, is out of commission for any 

amount of time, or if the position changes such as a periodic rotation of a 

team leader. 

o Individuals should have an effective method of working through emails and 

filing them.  Be familiar with the capabilities of Outlook and the various ways 

to file emails. 

o Respond to questions that are in an email for which you are the recipient.  In 

the very least, respond that you are looking into the answer or will get back 

by a certain time. 

o Don’t reply to SPAM. Ask your IT department if they want to know about it. 

o Do not forward chain letters or jokes. (buzz kill, I know) 

o Do not recall a message. 
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EXERCISES 
 
Be Clear 
 
Samples of what not to do 
 

1. (From an employee news bulletin)  Remember next Friday’s paper drive!  Bring your 
papers and your neighbors.  Put them in paper bags and tie them up. 

 
2. During the job interview the executive wants to hear what you can do in a few 

seconds. 
 

3. Enclosed are your contracts on Gary Green in triplicate. 
 

4. (From one insurance company to another) Frankly, the information we have while it 
may disclose some contributory negligence on our assured’s part which, of course, is 
questionable, we still feel that your assured, had he not been driving at the high rate 
of speed that he was, could have swerved to his right and avoided our assured’s 
vehicle but due to the fact he was coming down a hill at such a tremendous rate of 
speed without control over his car he struck our assured. 

 
 
Substitute a simpler word or phrase for the underlined words in each sentence. 
 

1. The IT Department is in need of four additional flat screen monitors. 

 

The IT Department   four additional flat screen monitors. 

 

2. It will greatly facilitate our operation if we can augment our staff by three. 

 

It will greatly   our operation if we can    our staff by three. 

 

3. If we are in accord, you need not elucidate on this issue further. 

 

If we                , you need not    further. 

 

4. For a nominal charge, you can engage a monthly parking space. 

 

For a   , you can  a monthly parking space. 
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5. Here are my ruminations pursuant to the Director’s memo. 

 

Here are my    the Director’s memo.  

 
 
Trim Unnecessary Words 
 
a great number of times  ________________________________________________ 

at the present time   ________________________________________________ 

absolutely complete   ________________________________________________ 

actual experience   ________________________________________________ 

few in number   ________________________________________________ 

during the course of   ________________________________________________ 

for the purpose of   ________________________________________________ 

pursuant to    ________________________________________________ 

from the point of view of    ________________________________________________ 

on behalf of    ________________________________________________ 

in the amount of   ________________________________________________ 

due to the fact that   ________________________________________________ 

I am in receipt of   ________________________________________________ 
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Decide between Active and Passive Sentences 
 
 
Active sentences contain the verb in the active voice.  The subject is the doer of the action. 
 
 Example:   

Bob Johnson, an auditor, responded to the taxpayer’s inquiry. 
 
 When to use: 
  To clarify a statement by using simpler language. 
  To be more direct. 
   
 
 
Passive sentences contain a passive voice verb.  The subject is not the doer of the action.  
The passive voice uses the verb “to be” + “past participle” of an action verb. 
 
 Example: 
  The taxpayer’s inquiry was responded to by an auditor. 
 
 When to use: 
  To screen responsibility of an action 
  To soften the direction of the action 
  To be more indirect 
 
Active Voice Practice 
 
Re-state the following in active voice to illustrate a more simple, direct language: 
 
The annual report should be published by the company in late June. 
 
 
______________________________________________________________ 
 
The retaining wall near the accident was repaired by Peabody, Inc. 
 
 
______________________________________________________________ 
 
 
A new discount rate will be announced by the Federal Reserve Board next month. 
 
 
_____________________________________________________________ 
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Passive Voice Practice 
 
Re-state the following in passive voice, to be more diplomatic: 
 
Harold broke the copy machine. 
 
______________________________________________________________ 
 
You should follow the rules. 
 
 
______________________________________________________________ 
 
We can expect to discipline several employees this month. 
 
 
______________________________________________________________ 
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Create a More Positive Tone 
 

Instead of: Consider: 
You filled out the paperwork 
incorrectly 

The paperwork reflected some errors.  
Let’s schedule a time to get together 
so I can step you through it. 

Don’t call me at the last minute. It would help me meet your deadline 
if you … 

Those are the rules.  I don’t make 
them. 

I understand it is frustrating.  Let’s see 
what we can get accomplished. 

I already told you that. The process can get complicated. I 
will call you later today to help make it 
clear. 

Don’t blame me.  I didn’t do it. I do see that something went wrong. 
 
Positive tone practice: 
 

Go from: To a more positive tone: 
I cannot do that for you.  

 
 
 
 
 

If you absolutely must give me 
that assignment … 

 
 
 
 
 
 

That seems like a lazy way to go 
about the whole process. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

She always seems to get herself 
into trouble when she talks 
directly to the client. 
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Use Only Common Emoticons (internal emails only) 
 
If your system will not translate typed emoticons into graphic emoticons, then avoid 
getting too fancy with the text. Here are the basic ones that are more universally 
understood.  
 
 
 
What you Graphic  Description 
 can type 

:-)     Standard Smiley (you are joking; satisfied) 

:)     Standard Smiley for lazy people 

,-)     Winking Smiley. You don't mean it, or tongue in cheek 

;-)     Winking Smiley. See above 

:->     Follows a really sarcastic remark 

(-:     Left handed Smiley 

:-(     Sad Smiley. You aren't joking; You are not satisfied 

:<     Very Sad Smiley 

:C     Very Sad Smiley 

:-D     Open mouthed 

:d    Open mouthed 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
     

S K I R T S T R A T E G I E S .  C O M 
© 2016, Katie K Snapp 

22 

 
 

A Note from the Author 
 

When I started consulting and training, at the dawn 
of time, I began an electronic file folder I named 
“Material.” I slowly began saving the dozens of 
training concepts and techniques that I was 
developing as well as those that I gleaned from 
others.  
 
Today that file is hefty. It’s my personal go-to resource for damn near 
everything. Between that and my brain, which is still hanging in there, albeit a 
little pickled, I can deftly address many client needs and requests. 
 
Email etiquette was one that cropped up so much that I thought I’d document 
it in an e-book. And voila. 
 
I will also admit that, although I am not perfect at spelling and grammar, I did 
excel at it in school. I also came from a household with etiquette standards 
and a community of social decorum and debutante doings.  
 
That, coupled with my technical degree, led me to feel pretty comfortable 
positioning myself as a knowledgeable resource in Email Etiquette. I hope this 
is a helpful resource for you.  
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Department. She cultivates skills in leadership, communications, building and 

leading teams, supervising others, and strategic thinking. Her involvement with a 

highly diversified group of clients has led her to identify common themes and 

universal truths about the unique position that leaders hold as influencers in their 

businesses.  

She has just published her second book Brave Transitions: A Woman’s Guide for 

Maintaining Composure through Changes in Work and Life. Her first book, Skirt 

Strategies: 249 Success Tips for Women in Leadership, is a collection of inspiring 

ideas and practical tips for women in leadership.  

In Katie’s entrepreneurial role, she has built a consulting company, evolving into a 

diverse resource for leaders over the past 28 years. Her tasks have included 

business development, marketing, strategic planning, product customization and 

delivery, and customer service. She runs a small enterprise with a strong online 

presence (Better- Leadership.com) and a valuable resource for women’s 

leadership techniques (SkirtStrategies.com).  

Katie holds a Bachelors of Science Degree in Electrical Engineering. She is a Six 

Sigma Green Belt, Licensed and Specialty-Certified in New Life Story CoachesTM 

Training in the psychology and neuroscience of leadership, and a former Senior 

Examiner for the state-level Malcolm-Baldrige award at Quality New Mexico. In 

addition to her business responsibilities, Ms. Snapp teaches management courses 

at the Anderson School of Management at the University of New Mexico. Katie 

gives back to the community by serving on several non-profit boards. She lives in 
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