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Before you hit that ‘send’
button…
By Kaleen Barbera, Managing Partner
How much time do you spend thinking about how to write an effective email, or leave a great
voicemail? Many people don’t. Our goal at JAM is to lead people to professional success by providing
impactful, qualitative skill development, and whether that means sales effectiveness, leadership, or
professionalism, the predominant factor required begins with improving communication. Over the next month
or so we will be compiling articles from others, as well as authoring a series of helpful tips on improving email
and voicemail, easily two of the most commonly used, yet most highly neglected modes of communication as
far as thought and preparation.
Much of what is available comes from sources top universities around the country. In our first excerpt in this
series, Adam Grant, a Wharton professor and the author of Give and Take: Why Helping Others Drives Our
Success, shares some extremely helpful insights regarding the use of email.
DID YOU KNOW:
When we walk up to introduce ourselves to strangers, we intuitively follow basic cultural rules of politeness.
Don’t launch into a monologue about yourself. Don’t look over their shoulder to see if someone more important
is nearby. Don’t invade personal space, or you’ll be branded as a close talker.
On email, though, it’s the Wild West. The internet and social media have made it effortless to contact
strangers: even many influential people are just a click away. When I speak with influencers, they are often
shocked by the everyday rudeness in emails from strangers. What does it take to avoid alienating the very
people with whom we’re hoping to connect? Here are nine rules for polite email outreach:
Don’t ask strangers to…
1. Acknowledge that they received your email
Electronic return receipts are a thing of the past, and I know many people who interpret them as a sign that
you (a) are paranoid, (b) have an inflated sense of your own worth, or (c) have just emerged from a 20-year
coma and are unaware of mailer-daemons and delivery status notifications. If your message goes
unanswered, you can always resend it a couple weeks later.
2. Share your content on social media
What if they don’t like your material? An explicit request to circulate puts people in an awkward position: they
can say no and look rude, or drop the ball and look disorganized. It’s more polite to just send them your
content along with a sentence about why it’s up their alley, and end it there. If they like it enough, they’ll share
it—and they’ll do it more enthusiastically, because it’s based on intrinsic motivation rather than obligation.

3. Provide feedback on something you’ve created
If you’re seeking input on a product, service, technology, document, or idea, it’s an awful lot to ask a stranger
to engage with your work and comment on it. Whereas feedback requires a lot of effort, advice can be much
less time-consuming. Try asking for guidance on a specific question or dilemma that you’re facing, and you’ll
be more likely to get a response.
4. Jump on a call today or tomorrow
If you’re asking the favor, the onus is on you to be flexible. Ask if they might be willing to talk sometime in the
next month or two, and let them suggest some times.
5. Name some times for a meeting
It’s a red flag when people feel entitled to a face-to-face conversation. A friendlier option is to ask strangers if
they’re willing to meet, or if there’s a more convenient way for them to communicate with you.
6. Introduce you to specific people in their networks
It’s not fair to ask people to put their relationships on the line for someone they don’t know. Instead, ask if they
know anyone who might be a good source of insight on a particular topic, and they may suggest a person who
they feel comfortable connecting.
After strangers respond to your initial message, don’t…
7. Email them every day—or even every week
Stalker alert! People sometimes interpret a polite reply from a stranger as an offering of friendship. If you’re
tempted to reach out too regularly, try saving your points in a draft email, and then prune at the end of the
month. Intermittent reinforcement can be a powerful thing.
8. Immediately introduce them to someone else
This can come across as using your newfound access to gain status or influence with the third party. The safe
bet here is to simply ask for permission first: “I thought you two might enjoy a chat for the following reason. Are
you interested in connecting?"
9. Invite them to collaborate
You just proposed marriage on the second date. Try having a dialogue first, and explore whether working
together might prove mutually beneficial.
All I Ask Of You: ”Thanks for reading this post—I just have a few requests. Will you please like it so I know
you read it, and share it on all of your social media platforms? I await your comments on the best parts of this
post and how I could have improved it; let’s discuss by phone today. I’ll drop by your office Monday for lunch.
That will be the perfect time for you to introduce me to your boss’s boss.
To firm up the plans, I’ll check in with you again tomorrow. In the meantime, I’ve sent an email introducing you
to my dentist. He's great, and I know you’ll be very interested in his work, so I gave him your cellphone
number. Oh, and we should totally write together—you’ll learn a lot from me. Finally, please rate my wife on
www.hotornot.com.”

Hopefully you enjoyed this article and found it helpful. Keep an eye out for our next one!
-The JAM Team

