Are you an e-mail slob?
Sending a sloppy message, whether at home or at the office, can spell trouble. 
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The convenience of electronic mail in the super-fast world of cyberspace has made communication so much easier. 

In seconds, with an e-mail address, a few words typed into your computer and the click of a mouse button, you can get a message to your brother in Japan about your new car or a note to your boss in the next cubicle about the status of a project. 

Although e-mail has made it simpler for people to communicate, it hasn't necessarily made communication clearer. And there's also the question of what's appropriate to communicate via e-mail. 

"E-mail is still a new thing," says Tiffanee Johnson, 22, a psychology student at California State University, Fresno. "There still are no real rules" about when and when not to use e-mail. 

Some standards of e-mail etiquette are starting to form, especially in the workplace. However, "We're still evolving," says Sandra E. Lamb, a Denver author and speaker on communications and civility. 

In a few short years, e-mail has transformed the way many of us communicate with each other. Rather than picking up the phone to talk with someone or taking a pen in hand to write, we're firing up the computer and sending e-mail. 

"Most of what I do requires instant contact and quick replies," says Jerry Lee, director of communications and programming at KVPT, Channel 18. "E-mail [makes it] easier to get ahold of somebody than over the phone. It's much cheaper, too." 

Lee, who checks his work e-mail at least 20 times a day and his personal e-mails each night, has gotten used to the convenience. "Occasionally, when I come in and the Internet isn't up, it throws me into a tizzy." 

Like many conveniences, e-mail has its disadvantages, too. "E-mail lacks that personal touch that you can get when you actually speak to someone," Lee says. "There are instances when e-mail just won't be enough." 

For example, when trying to show emotion, the phone is a better tool, he says. "I can come across as angry or happy or concerned with e-mail, but I've often found that I can detail exactly the right amount of emotion with my voice whereas I am relegated to things like 'LOL' [laughing out loud], which I hate, with e-mail. 

"Another time I prefer voice is when I need to impart a degree of urgency to my message. If I am talking to you, you can tell the degree of urgency I have in my voice and I can instantly get an idea of how you are going to respond by the tone of your voice. It's a subtle thing, but I just feel more comfortable using the phone for some types of messages." 

Addressing issues 

If you own or have access to a computer, you probably have an e-mail account and may have already come across some of the problems that can pop up from time to time. 

One major e-mailing faux pas is inadvertently putting in the wrong e-mail address, which can be embarrassing for all parties involved. 

"What happens much more than it should is not checking where it's going," Lamb says of e-mail correspondence. "There are many horror stories of writing a message about a boss and then sending it to the boss. The sender did not check to whom the message was going." 

At her last job, Johnson remembers when a manager meant to send another manager an e-mail about an employee but sent it to the employee instead. 

"That's bad," says Johnson, who answers questions on the university's Web site. "Once you send it you can't take it back." 

Bradley Rogers recalls when he mistakenly addressed a personal e-mail to an entire list of people (called a listserv). "I responded hastily," says Rogers, 44, who gathers box-office data for Pollstar, a Fresno-based concert magazine. 

After sending out an apology to the 150 people on the list, he says, "It worked out." 

Edit yourself 

Probably the worst mistake e-mail senders can make is not reading a message for spelling and grammar mistakes, content and inappropriate language. This is especially true in the workplace, where many people, like Lee, say e-mails should be more formal and structured than memos. 

"I caution my people to take the time to be professional, take the time to explain your needs and take the time to be courteous," says Lee. 

He encourages employees to use the spell-checker, too. "It annoys me when I see some of my people here not using it," he says. "There's no excuse for misspelled words." 

A little time editing one message will mean not having to send out multiple messages, says Sunny Shervem, 59, of Clovis. 

"One of the top errors is firing off a message before taking the time to think it through and structure your e-mail into a thoughtful message," Lamb says. 

And John Cagle, a communications professor at Fresno State, recommends using "good communication skills in constructing your message. Messages should have an introduction, body and conclusion." 

He adds, "You should write in a style appropriate to who you are, the receiver of your message, the subject matter and e-mail as a context for communication." 

Nineteen-year-old Joseph Blan of Visalia agrees. "Why would you use improper e-mail etiquette?" asks Blan, who uses the computers at Virtual Edge Cafe in downtown Visalia. "It's not right. You have to do it as if you're talking in real life, or [the receiver] will think you're rude." 

Matter of meaning 

Rereading your message before sending also guards against misunderstandings. 

Sometimes what you meant to express comes across the wrong way. 

"You might dismiss something if I said it to you," Lamb says. "But, if you read it in print, you might take offense. When things appear on the screen, the reader loses the benefit of voice and face expressions." 

For example, when Lamb's book editor recently wrote that she received a manuscript "on time," Lamb was left to ponder what her editor meant. "Had she said this over the telephone, I probably wouldn't have wondered: 'Hmmm . . . Is she implying that it's a miracle that I delivered this on time?' I've always delivered what has been requested on time!" 

There's another category of e-mail that can cause problems, says Rogers. "You have to be careful with e-mails in romantic relationships. Things can be misinterpreted. Sometimes I fret because [the woman he's dating] didn't e-mail me back." 

With work e-mails, Lamb says it's inappropriate to use abbreviations such as LOL, or emoticons, which are facial expressions made from keyboard symbols. A symbol such as :), a smiley face, is open to interpretation. 

She also advises against forwarding or cutting and pasting passages from other people's e-mails into something you're sending without getting the originator's permission. It's a copyright infringement if you don't get that permission, she says. Lamb adds that anything written in an e-mail by someone is his or her original work and subject to an implied copyright privilege. 

And some things just aren't appropriate via e-mail, says Lamb, who wouldn't send Christmas e-mails rather than handwritten Christmas cards. 

"If it requires a human moment or a human emotion, e-mail is the wrong vehicle," she says. "If the subject matter requires negotiation, e-mail is the wrong vehicle. It's not going to be as effective. 

"And, certainly, if you're upset, don't do it with e-mail. Road rage on the cyber highway is not good."

