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INTRODUCTION

Why Do We Email So Badly?

Bad things can happen on email.

Consider Michael Brown, the director of the Federal Emergency Management Agency, who committed the following thoughts to email during the very worst days of Hurricane Katrina.


From: Michael Brown

To: FEMA Staff

August 29, 2005



Are you proud of me? Can I quit now? Can I go home?


From: Michael Brown

To: FEMA Staff

August 29, 2005



If you’ll look at my lovely FEMA attire you’ll really vomit. I am a fashion god.


From: Michael Brown

To: FEMA Staff

August 30, 2005



I’m not answering that question, but do have a question. Do you know of anyone who dog-sits?


Or consider the events of 2007—a year when electronic communication was at the center of one mortifying mishap after another. Email played a starring role in the scandal over the Bush administration’s firing of nine U.S. attorneys, in an embarrassing Wal-Mart lawsuit, in the fall of Star-wood’s CEO, in the travails of two northeastern governors, in the demise of Representative Mark Foley of Florida, and in the combustible romantic lives of space shuttle astronauts.

Or simply consider the first days of 2008, just before this new edition went to press: a lawyer for Eli Lilly mistakenly sent a highly confidential email to a reporter at The New York Times (he meant to send it to a colleague with the same last name as the reporter—thank you autofill!); the most powerful prosecutor in Texas decided not to run for reelection because of offensive and amorous emails he had sent via his government email account; Detroit’s mayor got in hot water, and his chief of staff resigned, after text messages gave proof to the romantic relationship they had previously denied under oath; and that rogue trader at Société Générale, the one who lost more than $7 billion, explained in glorious detail how he used company email accounts to perpetrate his scheme.

So consider all that. But also…consider us.

Once upon a time, we were trying to figure out when we needed to get a draft of this book to our editor, whom we’ll call Marty. (After all, that’s his name.) No problem, right? We were (reputedly) literate professionals—Will, then the editor in chief of a publishing house, and David, the editor of The New York Times Op-Ed page—setting a basic timetable. It wasn’t contentious. It wasn’t emotional. It wasn’t even all that complicated.

Here’s how it started:

         

Marty sent us an email—Subject line: “One for the book?”—about an angry email he had written and regretted sending.

Why was Marty sending us this note?

David took the email at face value, assuming that Marty had simply wanted to pass along an anecdote for us to include. Will, however, suspected that this was Marty’s gentle way of eliciting a status report.

If David was right, the correct response would be simply to thank Marty for his contribution and leave it at that. If Will was right, the proper reply would be to email Marty a detailed memo, giving him a date by which to expect the manuscript.

David answered promptly, following his instincts. (He copied Will.)


Subject: One for the book?

To: Marty

From: Shipley

Cc: Schwalbe



Dear Marty:

Thanks for the anecdote. This will fit right in.

All best,
 David


Will started to formulate a progress report, but then, before he had finished it…

Marty sent another email. In this one, he wrote how helpful it would be to have a portion of the manuscript to show his colleagues at an upcoming meeting.

OK, this time we both agreed his note was a pretty unmistakable request for us to send him part of the book. The problem: we weren’t quite ready. So we needed to figure out whether getting him part of the book was “helpful” or “essential.” David thought the former; Will thought the latter. Regardless of who was right, the ball was now in our court. So what did we do? We began to panic and behave like lunatics.

First, we did the worst possible thing: nothing. Days went by. Perhaps the email would just go away. Then we wrote a convoluted response—one that reflected our eagerness to buy ourselves as much time as possible to finish the manuscript but that was also meant to reassure our editor.

Here it is:


Subject: One for the book?
 
To: Marty

From: Shipley, Schwalbe



Dear Marty:

Thanks so much for yours. The writing is going well, but we’re not quite there yet. We really want to get you something for your upcoming meeting, but we’re not totally sure we can do it in time. We’re wondering how much of the manuscript you need and the last date we can get it to you. Is there a part of the manuscript that you’re particularly interested in having? We have a complete first draft, but some parts are more polished than others. Perhaps we can talk next week so that we can let you know where we’re at and discuss how to proceed.

All best,
 Will and David


And here’s Marty’s reply:


Subject: One for the book?
 
To: Shipley, Schwalbe

From: Marty



I’m going on vacation next week. Let’s talk when I return.


Ouch. Clearly, Marty was fed up with us.

Or not ouch? Was he?

Was he throwing up his hands and saying, “Whatever. I’m going on vacation”? Or was he simply saying, “This is a complicated topic. I can’t talk about it right now because I’m leaving on vacation. I’ll talk to you about it when I get back”?

By the time we had sorted out our timetable, three weeks had passed, lots of emails had been exchanged, and a question that should have taken one minute to answer had eaten up hours. We had come face-to-face with two of email’s stealthiest characteristics: its inherent absence of tone, which encourages misunderstanding because readers are able to project all their fears into the simplest of sentences, sometimes with just cause, and sometimes without; and its ability to simulate forward motion. As Bob Geldof, the humanitarian rock musician, said, email is dangerous because it gives us “a feeling of action”—even when nothing is happening.

So what is it about email? Why do we send so many electronic messages that we never should have written? Why do things spin out of control so quickly? Why don’t people remember that email leaves an indelible electronic record? Why do we forget to compose our messages carefully so that people will know what we want without having to guess? We wrote this book to figure out why email has such a tendency to go awry—and to learn for ourselves how to email not just adequately but also well. Our Holy Grail: email that is so effective that it cuts down on email.
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We don’t hate email; we love it. We recognize that email has changed our lives in countless good ways. We just want to do it better. And we recognize that if we don’t start doing it better—and fast—people just might give up on it.

In 2007, declaring “email bankruptcy” became the hypothetical rage (although we don’t know too many people who actually deleted all their pending emails and started from scratch), as did email-free Fridays (much announced; seldom adhered to). The governor of New Jersey, faced with lawsuits to compel him to release his emails, went so far as to make a big show of swearing off it altogether.

While these were fun stunts to contemplate, they didn’t do a lot to solve the problems presented by email. They were predicated on avoidance (not emailing) rather than improvement (emailing more effectively). Don’t get us wrong: we think it’s kind of remarkable that people manage on email as well as they do.

After all, email hasn’t been around that long. Search for the term “email” in The New York Times archive for the mid-1980s and you’re as likely to turn up “Thomas E. Mails” (author of The Pueblo Children of the Earth Mother) as you are references to electronic communication. It wasn’t just that email was rarely used—it had barely been invented: before 1971, the @ sign was used mostly by accountants and merchants. There was no official Internet before 1983. The America Online we all know didn’t exist prior to 1989.

That’s a far cry from where we are today. Trillions of emails are sent every week. Office workers in the United States spend at least 25 percent of the day on email and countless hours on their handhelds. In 2009, the Bush administration is expected to turn over more than 100 million electronic messages to the National Archives. (The Clinton administration, by contrast, left behind 32 million emails in 2001.) All the data shows that email usage is continuing to grow. According to the research firm DYS Analytics, electronic traffic nearly doubled between 2005 and 2007. And spam? In 2001, it accounted for 5 percent of Internet traffic. Now, it’s often 90 percent, with an unhappy total of 100 billion unsolicited commercial messages sent every day.

A more detailed history of email lies ahead. The point we want to underscore here, however, is that this new technology took over our world in about a decade. Just as previous generations struggled to integrate first the telegraph and then the telephone into their lives, we’re struggling to integrate email into ours. We’re using it and overusing it and misusing it. Email is afflicted by the curse of the new.

Still, our difficulties with email can’t simply be blamed on its youth. They also stem from email’s unique character—or lack thereof.

If you don’t consciously insert tone into an email, a kind of universal default tone won’t automatically be conveyed. Instead, the message written without regard to tone becomes a blank screen onto which the reader projects his own fears, prejudices, and anxieties.

“Will you be late for the meeting?” is a simple question. But simply stated in an email, it can give rise to a huge variety of reactions. An employee who is on probation could see this as a stern warning. A model employee could interpret this as an insult, thinking, “I’m always on time. Why would he now think I would show up late?” Or it could provoke confusion: “Why would I be late for the meeting? Is there something going on beforehand that I should know about?”

Email demands, then, that we figure out who we are in relation to the person we’re writing and that we get our tone right from the outset—but this isn’t as straightforward as it sounds. As Whitman reminded us, we contain multitudes. We are bosses and employees, mothers and daughters and sisters, scolders and comforters, encouragers and discouragers—and we constantly blend and change roles, even when we’re talking to the same person.

Yes, all written communication is harder in this respect than interactions that take place in person, or even over the telephone: you cannot revise your message according to the reactions you’re getting from the other party as you proceed. But email is the hardest written medium of all.

Letters, at least, give us clues that can help us divine their meaning. Personal stationery says something different from corporate and gives hints as to what is inside. As linguist Naomi Baron has noted, whenever we write a letter, we know we will be judged against centuries’ worth of expectations. We remember that letters are permanent and so tend to use our best spelling and grammar.

Even other forms of electronic communication trip us up less frequently than email. Instant messaging and texting come close to replicating the real-time back-and-forth exchange we associate with in-person conversation—and they tend to take place (IM always) among people with whom you have some sort of association or affinity. They have a relatively consistent default tone—one of chatty casualness.

Email offers no such salvation because we email both for informal communication (making plans with friends, asking questions of peers) and for formal communication (applying for a job, pitching a prospective client). The distinctions get blurred, sometimes to dangerous effect.

We also email fast—inevitably too fast. We are in the position of having to get our messages right countless times a day, often under intense pressure, and for recipients whose needs, attitudes, and moods are constantly changing. Look at it this way: if you get and send more than 50 emails a day, that’s around 15,000 emails a year, even allowing for weekends and holidays. If you get and send more than 100 a day (the average for white-collar workers is 140), that’s roughly 30,000 a year. And if you’re in, oh, the 300-a-day club, you’re dealing with 100,000 or so emails a year. It’s hard to think of anything else we do 15,000 to 100,000 times a year. Except breathe. Or blink. And those don’t normally require a tremendous amount of thought.

To complicate matters, the speed of email doesn’t just make it easier to lose our cool—it actually eggs us on. On email, people aren’t quite themselves: they are angrier, less sympathetic, less aware, more easily wounded, even more gossipy and duplicitous. Email has a tendency to encourage the lesser angels of our nature.

There’s a reason for this. In a face-to-face (or voice-to-voice) conversation, our emotional brains are constantly monitoring the reactions of the person to whom we’re speaking. We discern what they like and what they don’t like. Email, by contrast, doesn’t provide a speedy real-time channel for feedback. Yet the technology somehow lulls us into thinking that such a channel exists. As Daniel Goleman, author of Social Intelligence, observed, emailing puts people, in neurological terms, in a state of disinhibition. (In our nonscientific terms, it’s cluelessness.) When we’re on email, the inhibiting circuits in our brain—which help us monitor and adapt to our audience’s responses—have checked out.

The big problem, of course, is that we aren’t always aware of this. And by the time we are? Well, we’ve probably already hit that Send key.

Like Michael Brown, we’ve said incredibly stupid things on email. (We didn’t even include what he said about hair mousse and Tater Tots.) Like those amorous astronauts, we’ve conducted highly sensitive discussions in a medium that is searchable, archivable, forwardable, and virtually permanent.

And like, well, us, we’ve used email to dither.

We’ve also emailed badly because we were too quick on the draw. We’ve emailed badly because we’ve forgotten who we were in relation to the person we were writing, or because we pushed the wrong key; because we didn’t insert enough personality, or shared a little too much of our inner, emotional selves. (If you are in receipt of, or receive, a really terrible or thoughtless email from either Will Schwalbe or David Shipley—and we know our names are attached to plenty of them, alas—please accept our apologies.)

Email has vastly increased the amount of writing expected of us all, including people whose jobs never used to require writing skills. As a result, we all complain about the sheer quantity of emails we receive, but what’s often overwhelming—and overlooked—is the quality of the messages we exchange.

Sure, there exists a gap between those who came of age before email and those who came of age after it emerged—between those who know how to manage the technology but often don’t know how to write appropriately, and those who know how to write but don’t know how to use the technology at their disposal. But no age group has a monopoly on bad or good emails.

So what can we do to email better? Well, fear helps. In the time since we wrote this book, we’ve found that you have to write incredibly careful emails if you’ve written a book about writing incredibly careful emails. (What’s more, people write to us with greater care, too—so it’s good news all around.)

What also helps is finally recognizing that we have a national email problem. For too many years, we were content to let the electronic damage pile up without doing much of anything. Judging from our recent experience—the discussions we’ve had, the horror stories we’ve heard—we believe it’s safe to conclude that pretty much everyone over the age of three now believes that the time has come for us all to learn how to email more mindfully and with more skill.

So what do we do next? In the pages ahead, we’ll show you how (with a little thought and a few simple rules) we can all avoid email disasters and begin to use this powerful communication tool to get what we want—both at work and in our personal lives.


To: The Reader

From: Shipley and Schwalbe

Subject: The First Chapter—When Should We Email?



Let’s get started.




The Eight Deadly Sins of Email

1. The email that’s unbelievably vague. (“Remember to do that thing.”)

2. The email that insults you so badly you have to get up from your desk. (“HOW CAN YOU NOT HAVE DONE THAT THING?!!!!”)

3. The email that puts you in jail. (“Please tell them that I asked you to sell that thing when it hit $70.”)

4. The email that’s cowardly. (“Here’s the thing: you’re being let go.”)

5. The email that won’t go away. (Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: that thing.)

6. The email that’s so sarcastic you have to get up from your desk. (“Smooth move on that thing. Really smooth.”)

7. The email that’s too casual. (“Hiya! Any word on that admissions thing?”)

8. The email that’s inappropriate. (“Want to come to my hotel room to discuss that thing?”)
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CHAPTER 1

When Should We Email?

Would you carry a violin in a damp knapsack? Would you wrap your fiancée’s birthday present in used cheesecloth? Would you mail your grandmother’s stemware in a paper bag?

How you send something can have a profound impact on what you’re sending. Your method of delivery sends a message of its own.

Here’s the verbatim text of an electronic message sent to the phone of Katy Tanner, age twenty-one, who worked for a hip fashion store in Wales:


We’ve reviewed your sales figures and they are not really up to the level we need. As a result, we will not require your services anymore. Thank you for your time with us.


There’s a trend here. Radio Shack did the same thing recently, telling about four hundred workers by email that they were being fired.


The workforce reduction notification is currently in progress. Unfortunately your position is one that has been eliminated.


Nice. We need to remind ourselves that just because we have email, we shouldn’t use it for everything. Because of the speed and the seeming urgency of the new forms of communication available to us, many people simply grab the closest thing at hand. Or they get lured into eye-for-an-eye exchanges: if they get an email, they reply by email; if they get a letter, they feel compelled to respond by letter. We can do better than that. It’s really a matter of taking the time to consider the strengths and weaknesses of each form of communication before committing to one.

That said, figuring out what medium is right for what message can be confusing. Today there are more ways to communicate than ever before. When should you email? And when is a text message more effective? How about a letter, or picking up the phone? (You remember those?) Or even a personal visit?

Or—and this seems to be one of the most effective and least used options—simply doing nothing at all.

Match Game

Take one item from each column. Which of these go together? Try to mix and match:



	
Email
 	
Boss
 	
Casual
 	
Request


	
Text
	
Friend
 	
Urgent
 	
Solicitation


	
Mail
 	
Colleague
 	
Routine
 	
Thank-you


	
Phone
 	
Assistant
 	
Unexpected
	
Critique


	
Fax
 	
Mentor
 	
Emotional
 	
Apology




It’s not clear-cut, is it? Do you text a friend a routine thank-you? Or do you phone? Do you fax a colleague an unexpected critique? Or will email work for all of the above? To find your way to the best decision, you need to understand the communication technologies at your disposal. Let’s start with the strengths and weaknesses of the one that many of us use the most and understand the least.

Email

Seven Big Reasons to Love Email

1. Email is the best medium ever created for exchanging essential information. What time is the movie? Where is the restaurant? Who’s coming to the meeting?

Before email, any one of these questions would have involved at minimum a call, often to someone who wasn’t there, necessitating a message (possibly garbled by a third party on one of those awful pink message slips). The return call might meet a similar fate.

And say your call wasn’t one of the 70 percent that, according to Bill Gates, wind up in voice mail, and that you did manage to connect easily. Etiquette demands that you enter into a far longer exchange than the answer to your question strictly requires. At the very least, you are obligated to engage in several minutes of pleasant but not particularly productive conversation, whether or not you have time to spare.

Email has been blamed for the death of the letter. We think that’s unfair. Email is responsible for the death of the useless phone call. (And, by the way, it was the telephone that killed the letter.)

When Will was editor in chief of a publishing house in the early 1990s, he used to receive fifty to sixty phone calls a day—and not one email. Twenty years later, at a different publishing house, he received only ten to fifteen calls daily. Much of what used to require a phone call can now be taken care of more efficiently with email.

But as the Cat in the Hat says, “That’s not all!”

2. You can reach almost anyone on email—and not just businesspeople. Recently, Duncan Watts, a sociologist at Columbia University, updated for email the famous “six degrees of separation” study, which demonstrated that anyone can be connected to any other person through a chain of no more than six acquaintances. Watts asked the people participating in his study to see if they could get an email message to someone they didn’t know: “a professor at an Ivy League university, an archival inspector in Estonia, a technology consultant in India, a policeman in Australia, and a veterinarian in the Norwegian Army.” The catch was that you could forward a message only to someone you knew. The forwarded messages that hit their targets did so after an average of only four connections.

Another clear benefit: You can get your message to a list of a half-dozen or one thousand people as easily and inexpensively as you can get it to one person. And most email addresses can be easily found or sleuthed.

3. Email knows no time zones—it’s an efficient and economical way to communicate with people around the world. You can also write an email any time of the day or night and have it sent the minute it’s finished—or, if you are moderately clever, program it to be sent hours, or even days, later.

4. Email gives you a searchable record. Even if you do make an efficient phone call, there’s no record of it. Are you going to trust the other person’s “notes”?

5. Email allows you to craft your message—or your response—on your terms and on your own schedule. Unlike a conversation, email gives you time to think about what you want to say.

6. You have the choice of preserving and presenting parts or all of a string of preexisting emails. This enables you to refer to what came before, to bring newcomers up to date, or, without anyone knowing, to delete irrelevant or inappropriate parts of the correspondence.

7. Email lets you attach and include additional information that the recipient can retrieve when and if he chooses. This means instant access to maps, supporting documents, photographs, charts, spreadsheets, links, and so on.




A Brief History of Email, for Anyone Who Cares

In the early 1960s, the Pentagon decided that it needed to be able to harness the power of all its computers more quickly. (To respond to things like, oh, Soviet missile launches.) So it asked its research arm—the Defense Department’s Advanced Research Projects Agency, or DARPA—to build the world’s first computer network. The project, called ARPANET, connected UCLA to Stanford on October 29, 1969. The first message sent over this network was “LO”—although it would have been “LOGIN” if the computer hadn’t crashed.

The world’s first email—a small message between two ARPANET computers—was sent a couple of years later, in 1971. By this time, each user of an ARPANET computer had a rudimentary “mailbox.” Ray Tomlinson, a computer scientist in Cambridge, Massachusetts, devised a simple address for messages sent from one user to another, using the user’s account and the computer’s name, separated by an @. As Tomlinson remembers it, the first message he sent was gibberish: the computers were in the same room, and Tomlinson was both the sender and receiver, so he didn’t bother with a sentimental or grand historic declaration.

Initially, ARPANET’s physical network consisted of a few long-range connections between the East and the West Coasts. But it grew, and in 1983 the network was split into military and civilian branches. (The military’s branch was renamed MILNET; we civilians were given ARPANET.)

By the time it sprang free, ARPANET wasn’t the only civilian network around. Research groups and organizations in the civilian world had started to establish computer networks of their own. These networks would soon merge with ARPANET to form the early Internet.

For that integration to take place, however, computers in these different networks needed to be able to talk to each other. They needed a simple, efficient protocol for sending information. Enter TCP/IP, which had been created in 1974 but wasn’t adopted by ARPANET and other networks until New Year’s Day, 1983. Now, almost a quarter of a century later, TCP/IP is still the standard protocol of the Internet. IP (or Internet Protocol) deals with addresses while TCP (Transmission Control Protocol) regulates the way messages are divided up and sent.

Once the rules were in place, competing services started popping up everywhere, as telecom companies entered the fray. In 1983, MCI introduced MCI Mail, which charged subscribers forty-five cents to send a 500-character message. (This came with a special feature: MCI would call users to tell them they had received electronic mail.) CompuServe jumped in the game, as did America Online, which (wisely and lucratively) positioned itself as the service for people who were uncomfortable with, or new to, computers. Lotus, Microsoft, and others introduced products that made it simple for businesses to use email companywide. Suddenly, email wasn’t so scary anymore. The rest is history.



Eight Reasons You May Not Want to Email

Email’s strengths are also its weaknesses. We’re going to explore these at some length—not because we’re negative guys but because you can’t be certain that email is the appropriate mode for a message until you’ve considered all of its limitations and dangers.

         

1. The ease of email encourages unnecessary exchanges. Because it’s so easy to engage in brief exchanges on email, people email way too often. They ask questions when they don’t really need the answers (or when they could have found the answer another way). They also send information that doesn’t need to be sent and extend conversations long past their expiration date.

That’s not to say we’re against all unnecessary exchanges. A casual encounter, whether in person or on email, can cement a social bond and sometimes even lead you to information that proves useful later.


Rule: If you wouldn’t stop by a colleague’s office every ten minutes for a chat, you probably don’t want to email him frivolously thirty times a day.


2. Email has largely replaced the phone call, but not every phone call should be replaced. Because email is at a physical and temporal remove, it can be an awkward tool for reaching agreement, finding common ground, or bringing things to a close.


Rule: Conveying an emotion, handling a delicate situation, testing the waters—all these challenges are usually better undertaken with the human voice.


3. You can reach everyone, but everyone can reach you. The world of email appears hierarchy-free. Many people who were once out of reach are now, theoretically, within grasp. Many CEOs read their emails unscreened—whereas an unfamiliar, inappropriate letter isn’t likely to get past an assistant. We all get plenty of emails every day from people we’ve never met—people to whom we have never given our private email addresses—simply because these individuals have found their way to our personal inboxes by some not-so-hard-to-divine combination of first initials, last name, and corporate address…or just by searching the Internet.

This flatness has its egalitarian appeal, but it’s also a source of genuine confusion because it fosters a lack of formality that’s often misguided. If you were a new employee in, say, tech support, you wouldn’t dream of walking into the CEO’s office with a minor complaint. If you were a student, you wouldn’t think of calling your professor in the middle of the night with a question about an assignment you
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