How to handle emails (mark 3)

1. You should treat your Inbox the same way you treat your paper in-tray, as only holding current things. If you have allowed a lot of emails to accumulate in your Inbox, find a way of clearing out the backlog.

2. It is really important to know whether an email is addressed to you for action or response, or just copied to you for information. Set up your mail browser so you can see whether messages are to you, cc you or bcc you so you can respond accordingly.

3. For emails you need to keep, set up folders and file them in the appropriate place so that they don’t clutter up your Inbox and you can track them down easily.

4. You need to make sure you can search properly search your Sent folder. Don't waste time filing sent emails—the computer is really good at doing this. Periodically delete sent emails over (for example) 2 years old.

5. Set up rules for any subscription service, that is, anything that is not initiated personally by an individual, so they go straight into a folder. Deal with these at your own convenience.

6. We ought to work with a standard for response to students. Please reply to emails within 24 working hours—even if this will be to say ‘thanks for your question, I will answer it by such-and-such a day.’

7. When emails generate a need for longer term action, remove attachments, file them on the computer, add a task to your to do list, and reply to the person saying when you will get back to them. This is particular important for things like essay supervision.

8. Check how long emails remain in your Delete box before being erased. If you set the time at a month, you have a month's grace in case you realise later you would like to reply. You can then delete them from your Inbox quite happily.

9. Use draft emails to accumulate non-urgent items, preferably for conversation.

10. Set up your mail browser to group emails in 'threads' so all emails in the same conversation appear together. You can then see the whole picture before commenting.
Sending Emails

1. Ask whether email is the right way to communicate. If you exchange two emails with someone, it suggests that a conversation is needed.
2. Get the basics right: state the subject in the subject line (and changing it if the subject changes); use paragraphs (with a line space); actually attach attachments; ensure your email browser marks original text when you reply; only ‘reply all’ when you really need to.
3. State the reason for writing up front. It is easy to assume that the person knows why you are involving them. A sentence of explanation helps to set the context.

4. Explain what you want to person to do with it. Are you just giving them information? Do you want them to do something? What? And by when?

5. Sometimes it is helpful to keep emails to the same person separate, since they will want to do different things with them. At other times, it is helpful to group things together in one message, so that the other person doesn’t have their inbox filled up.

6. Include a signature with all your contact details on, so that can call or write if they wish. Create separate signatures for internal and external use.

7. Don’t attach things if you don’t need to. Simple messages do not need to be put in a Word attachment. Keep it simple! Cutting and pasting is a wonderful thing.

8. If it is important that you know your message has been received, ask the recipient to confirm that they have received it. Don’t assume it has arrived just because you have pressed ‘send’!
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