
 
 

 

    

  

 
How to Write Email that Gets Read        
 

 
General Guidelines: 

• Keep the message focused. 

 Emails that get to the point are most effective. Avoid unnecessary information and 
phrases. Include only one idea per paragraph. 

 If your email contains multiple messages that are only loosely related, number your 
points to ensure they are all read.  

 If the points are substantial enough, split them up into separate messages so your 
recipient can delete, respond, file, or forward each item individually. 

• Keep the message short. 

 Try to limit the email to three paragraphs, 300 words maximum. If you need to get 
more info across than 300 words, include a detailed attachment to supplement the 
short message. 

 Minimize the number of words in a sentence and number of sentences in a paragraph. 
Try to use a maximum of 3 sentences per paragraph. A single sentence in a paragraph 
is acceptable and adds emphasis. 

 Make use of white space. An email is supposed to be a quick communication and long 
emails are hard on the eyes. Break paragraphs or concepts with multiple lines of space 
for greater impact. 

• Keep the message simple. 

 Use words that are familiar and frequently used by most people. 

 Do not use unfamiliar or undefined acronyms or abbreviations. Use complete words 
rather than abbreviations whenever possible. 

 Compose sentences in active rather than passive voice. Users benefit from simple, 
direct language.  

 

Do’s and Don’ts: 

• Answer quickly. Customers send an email because they wish to receive a quick response. Each 
email should be replied to within at least 24 hours and preferably within the same working day. 
If the email is complicated, just send an email back saying that you have received it and that 
you will get back to them.  

• Check spelling and grammar. Always proofread your messages before sending. Turn spell-
checking “on” in outlook: tools>options>spelling. 

• Before sending, double-check the recipient list and subject line. Make sure that any 
attachments are actually included. 

 



 
 

 

    

  

 

• Do not use the return receipt feature unless you absolutely need it. This feature notifies senders 
when their messages have been opened. Recipients might feel that this is an invasion of their 
privacy. 

• Don't assume privacy — email is not secure. Don't send anything over email that you wouldn't 
want posted or forwarded to someone else.  

 

Subject Line: 

• Think of the subject line as a newspaper headline. It should be a short phrase that summarizes 
the main point of the email.  
 
Tip: often it is better to write the Subject Line after you’ve written the email. That way, you 
know what the primary message is that you put into the email text. 

• Change your subject line when the thread goes off in a new direction. Emails should not be like 
a box of chocolates — you shouldn’t have to double click to find out what’s really inside. After 
the thread branches off down a side road, rename the message accordingly.  
 

To Line: 

• Is the email going to the right people? "Reply to all" is often not the right choice. Do not use 
"reply to all" unless you are sure you want everyone on that list to get your message. Delete 
people on the list who do not need to take action on your message. 

• Use "CC" when other people need to be kept informed but don’t need take action. Use “CC” as 
a FYI. Be careful about using “BCC” – somebody you blind copied may “reply all” to the group, 
thus revealing they saw the original message.  
 

Body: 

• Make the first paragraph a single, well-written sentence that builds from/repeats the subject 
line.  

• Keep messages brief and to the point. Write it like you say it. We tend to talk in short sentences, 
using short words. Emails should read the same.  

• Don’t be overly polite; it’s usually not necessary and only adds unnecessary words. Be informal, 
but don’t use slang expressions. 

• Put the question or action at the top, not the bottom. (e.g., FYI, follow up on work items, please 
review and reply by Friday noon, click to special pages on our Web site). If you have multiple 
action items, number them.  

• Use subheads to break up your text. People scan websites and email and usually don’t read all 
the details. Help them to absorb key points in a hurry.  

• Use bullets or numbers to help emphasize import points or a related series of items. 
 
 


