Email Etiquette and Policies

Why care about email styles?

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.

Why consider implementing rules for email use?

A company needs to implement email etiquette rules for the following three reasons:

Professionalism: by using proper email language your company will convey a professional image. 

Efficiency: emails that get to the point are much more effective than poorly worded emails.

Protection from liability: employee awareness of email risks will protect your company from costly lawsuits.
Are emails considered public records under Oregon Public Records and Meetings Law?

“…Public records can be in the form of paper, tape, film, photographs, discs, pictures, sounds, symbols, or any other physical medium used to record information. Many public bodies use electronic mail (e-mail) for communications. E-mail is a public record. Even after individual email messages are “deleted” from a computer, the messages generally continue to exist on computer back-up tapes, which are also public records. As with any public record, a public body must make all nonexempt e-mail available for inspection and copying regardless of its storage location.”

(Special Districts Association of Oregon, “Management & Policy Resource Guide, 2003 edition”, p256)

How important is an electronic communications policy?

Email and instant messaging (IM) are convenient and productive ways for your business to send everything from day-to-day correspondence to highly sensitive and confidential documents. Without an email policy in place, however, electronic communications can pose serious threats to your business.

An electronic communications policy that includes a retention policy can be your organization's best defense against legal liabilities, helping ensure compliance with numerous regulations such as Sarbanes-Oxley.

If your organization uses email, instant messaging or other forms of electronic communications, it is critical that you:
a) have an electronic communications policy in place;
b) properly educate your employees on the policy's importance, and;
c) consistently enforce your policy. 

(published by TE3C.org, The Electronic Communications Compliance Council)

Where can I get some ideas for writing a policy?

http://www.email-policy.com/Sample-email-policies.htm
http://humanresources.about.com/od/policiesandsamples1/a/email_policy_p.htm
http://management.about.com/gi/dynamic/offsite.htm?zi=1/XJ&sdn=management&zu=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.edfoundation.org%2Femailpolicy.htm
http://www.cpsr.org/prevsite/program/emailpolicy.html
Is there good information available to train staff?

Yale University Staff Training:

“Key steps for writing effective email messages” 

http://www.library.yale.edu/training/netiquette/effectivemess.html
“When not to send:  Email is not always the best method of communication” http://www.library.yale.edu/training/netiquette/notsend.html
“Reduce Flaming: Email responses are permanent”

http://www.library.yale.edu/training/netiquette/minimize.html
BEYOND FLAMING: HOW TO FIGHT FAIR ONLINE

Copyright 1996, 2005 by Tracy Marks    Boston area psychotherapist and Internet trainer

Feeling hurt or angry after reading an email message from friend, family member, colleague or online acquaintance? Here are twelve guidelines for conflict resolution via email - many of them also useful for in-person relationships.

1. Clarify the INTENT of your communication. Is it primarily to justify yourself or are you seeking resolution with the other party? Can you do both?

2. Try to maintain AWARENESS of the other person on the receiving end, and the effect your communication is likely to have upon him or her. Attempt to be conscious of both SELF and OTHER as you write. 

3. Write as DIRECTLY and clearly as possible. Consider how the other person might misinterpret your language, and take more time to explain thoughts that might easily be misinterpreted.

4.  If the other person understands them, use EMOTICONS or other forms of Internet shorthand (such as <grin> <frown> <wink) if doing so helps clarify your communication. Sometimes, using emoticons (such as  :-)  for smiling, or  :-(  for frowning)  if understood by both parties, can help lighten the interaction, and ease the conflict. If the other person doesn't understand the emoticon, you can still use it - just indicate its meaning.

5. Establish some EMPATHIC resonance with the other person first, agreeing or joining him in his thoughts or feelings, before moving away and further explaining your point of view. Don't start by putting him on the defensive. Let him know you hear him. 

6. Be aware that due to your personal history, and the fears or desires that you hold in regard to the other person, that you may misinterpret his or her message. If you're not sure about his or her meaning or intent, communicate your confusion. ASK before you make assumptions that may not be accurate, and before you treat those assumptions as if they are fact.

7. Take RESPONSIBILITY for your part in the conflict, and try to find and express the part of yourself that generally regrets the role you played, and wishes to meet the other halfway. If you know you are overreacting, acknowledge it (and the past baggage you carry). APOLOGIZE...honestly and sincerely.

8. DON'T HIT below the belt. If you know the other person's vulnerabilities, stay away from them, as tempted as you may feel to score a bull’s eye. If you need to do so, write a long email message targeting the other person head on, then delete it...or bitch to your offline friends. Don't send a response until you have at least some investment in ending the battle, rather than merely intensifying it.

9. If you need TIME to work through your raw feelings or clarify your reactions and thoughts or to feel ready to communicate openly with the other person, take the time. Take as long as you need. If you can, let the other person know you need time out to process, and will return when you've cooled off and are ready to engage in a real attempt at resolution.

10. Don't get lost in the content of the argument. Stay close to how you feel and how the other person feels. Aim to heal the hurt or angry FEELINGS rather than change the other's perception of reality. He/she may not be able to see your point of view.

11. If a part of you seeks the other person's validation, take the time with yourself to VALIDATE yourself, and let go of attachment to their response. If you need some validation from others before you can do such letting go, then communicate with a friend who is not involved in the conflict and seek validation from him or her.

12. Know when to LET GO. You may not be able to change another person's perceptions or interpretations of a situation, and may have to validate yourself or look for validation elsewhere if the other person can't fully grasp your point of view. Aim to ACCEPT your differences and your separateness, to let go of the issue, to say, "Ok, this is my experience, and this is yours, and we're not going to get anywhere by pursuing this further. We have different perceptions and memories. So I'll allow you to exist with a different reality than my own reality, and hopefully we can both move on...."

Compiled by Karla Sanders

June 7, 2006


