Email Courtesy

T. David Gordon

Introduction:  

An obscure twentieth-century physicist named Albert Einstein said:  “It has become appallingly obvious that our technology has exceeded our humanity.”  Our technologies now develop faster than our ability to think about their wise or courteous use.  The fundamental principle that motivates the following comments is this:  Do unto others as you would have them do unto you.  The basic law of charity is this:  Don’t make someone else’s life worse (i.e. busier, more distracted) than it already is without some good reason.

Anna Post (spokesperson for the Emily Post Institute) put it this way: “Technology and etiquette have a fascinating intersection. Etiquette lets people know how to act in common -- and sometimes uncommon -- situations, and how to expect others to react.  But the pace of technology is blazingly fast and creates new situations daily. So we have to apply a basic tenet of etiquette -- be considerate of those around us -- to constantly adapt to how we, as a society, want to use technology.” 
1. Use an Informative Subject Line


There is a purpose for the subject line.  It tells the recipient what the email is about, so that the recipient can prioritize his/her emails (or respectfully choose to delete without reading).  On a busy day, the recipient may only have ten or fifteen minutes available between meetings, and needs to know which (if any) emails need immediate attention.  If the recipient must read the email in order to make this determination, and then determines that the email did not need immediate attention, it is too late; and other emails, more urgent than yours, did not receive attention.

Good: 

-“Re tomorrow’s quiz.”  This tells the recipient exactly what the email is about.

-“Summer plans.”  If this arrives in January, the recipient knows it is not an emergency.

Bad:

“From John Smith.”  This is not adequate as a subject line.  My personal policy is to delete all emails that have nothing in the subject line, and to delete all emails whose subject line says nothing.  I encourage you to do the same.  Better would be this:  “Greetings from John Smith,” which at least tells the recipient that nothing particularly important is in the email; it may be opened at the recipient’s leisure.

“Important question.”  The question may be important to you, but not important to the recipient.  Say something more specific:  “Important question about Greek.”  Even better:  “Greek question” (and let the recipient be the judge of how important it is).

2. Introduce yourself.


In our culture, where we have many contacts from many experiences, do not assume the recipient knows who you are just by name.  To answer your email thoughtfully, the recipient needs to know something about you.  I sometimes receive theological questions from people who know me, but whom I either do not know or have forgotten (maybe they read an article or book I wrote?).  In answering the question, it helps to know whether the person is a college grad or not, a seminary grad or not, a pastor, a professor, etc.  That is, I need to know how much theological knowledge the person already has, in order to know how to answer efficiently.  Unless you are 100% sure the person will know you by name (e.g. you are President Obama, and everyone knows who the President is), introduce yourself briefly:

Examples:
“Dr. Gordon, you may not remember me, but I was a Greek student of yours at Gordon-Conwell.”

“Dr. Gordon, you may have forgotten, but I visited your church in New Hampshire in the early 1990s.”

“I didn’t have you as a professor, but I was a student at Grove City College, and graduated in 2004.”

“I was recommended to you by your former colleague, Richard Lints.”

“I am a recent graduate of Covenant Seminary, and I read an article of yours in Modern Reformation.”

Some people include a “signature” in their emails, because this electronic signature identifies them.  My signature, for instance, is this:

“Dr. T. David Gordon
Professor of Religion and Greek
Grove City College”

3. Emails are not novels


If you have more than a page or so, you should ordinarily use an attachment.  Nobody wants to read a ten-page email; they would rather print it first.  When I see that an email is more than a page long, I often delete it without reading it.

4. Don’t tie people up with lengthy attachments (and explain them).


You may think the YouTube video you just watched was the most interesting/edifying/amusing thing you’ve ever seen.  Your recipient may not wish to spend five minutes watching it only to disagree.  Explain briefly what the video is about, so the recipient can be the judge of whether he does or does not wish to watch the thing (Note:  “Really cool video” or “You’ll love this” is not an explanation; it is a value-judgment that tells the recipient nothing).  I rarely open an attachment without such an explanation.  

5. Don’t tie people up with lengthy attachments: time them.


If you include a video or audio attachment, indicate how long the attachment will take:  “Interview with President Obama--five minutes.”

6. Don’t send emails to everyone you know; select your recipients wisely.


Even when I had cancer, and wasn’t sure whether I would live or not, I only sent my weekly update to my immediate family.  If others asked to be included, I then included them; otherwise, I did not assume other people’s world revolved around mine.  My situation was literally “life or death,” but even then, I did not assume that everyone was interested in whether I lived or died.  Why do you think the content of your emails is more important than my cancer was?

7. Don’t hide your message behind some background “wallpaper.”  

I discard emails routinely because I cannot easily read them because someone has chosen some busy, distracting “wallpaper” as a background for their emails.  I refuse to go to the effort of cut-and-pasting the message into Microsoft Word just to read it; I just delete it.  You should too.  You would never think of meeting a person face-to-face to ask a question, and then turn your back while talking, making it hard for the other individual to read your lips and understand what you are saying.  So why obscure your email questions/comments behind distracting wallpaper?

8. Respect listserv groups.


Many groups set up a listserv related to a particular club, organization, or activity.  Try to keep your posts to such groups pertinent.  E. g.  If you are part of a listserv group devoted to American poetry, do not send political messages to such a group.

