Digital Management Skills: E-mail Essentials

By Neil Fjellestad and Carol Levey

In many parts of the country, email has become as ubiquitous as the telephone.  And it’s not at all unusual in some regions for friends and businesses to use electronic mail more than the phone.  It has become an essential part of the digital technologies that can make property management tasks easier and – at the same time – provide a higher level of service to rental housing residents.
Communication, coordination and collaboration are management skills that are required daily in the industry.  In addition, property management demands constant documentation.  So it’s not a choice of whether to use technology, but of how to utilize what’s available.

The instantaneous nature of electronic written responses is both an advantage and disadvantage. With practice, you can use it in such a way to maximize one and minimize the other.

Getting ready

From the sender's point of view, email seems like talking.  But from the receiver's point of view it's reading.  The message should be thought out like traditional written correspondence. Well-written email even has the same characteristics as traditional correspondence: 

· The purpose is up front, clear and concise.

· It doesn't ramble.

· Determine if you want an action taken and state it clearly. 

· If none, write "no action needed." 

Be very careful of tone and overall emotional temperature. Ask yourself, "How would I feel if I received this message?" When you communicate face to face, gestures, tone of voice, body language, and inflections all convey meaning. The phrase, "That's a great idea," can be perceived as either sarcastic or congratulatory.

Electronic mail can create an unrealistic expectation in the mind of the sender.  Ask what do I want the person receiving my e-mail to do, when and how? Use the subject line to help the person on the other end to categorize your request and respond accordingly. When in doubt, use e-mail to set up a meeting in person or on the phone. For instance, you email a supplier describing a major repair problem at a property and ask for a cost estimate to do the job. You label it “Urgent Repair Bid Needed” to get instant attention to your important issue.  Email has helped you make a timely and specific request. However, your supplier might need to research an item or visit the property before being able to respond – points that would have come out in a phone conversation. If you have an expectation of an immediate response help it along with a slight change like- “Please reply upon receipt with an indication of your interest and availability and when I could expect your estimate.”

Don’t be too hasty

If the situation is delicate and you need to see their reactions to your remarks, schedule a face-to-face meeting. Don't let more efficient methods get in the way of the most effective approach.  If several people need to be involved, use a conference call or group e-mail.  And if your intuition tells you that you don’t want a written record, then keep communications verbal.

Email is great for a quick Q&A or a request and response. Format your email in easy paragraphs and short sentences. Use simple language and headings. Wait before you send. Check spelling and grammar, edit and proofread. If you are concerned about tone or clarity of purpose or action required, print out the email and read it over. Ask for a trusted second opinion before you push “send.” Keep it as a draft for a while as you think it over.

Email can keep everyone on the same page as you work through a specific project by maintaining "project groups" in your email address book. Everyone in that group gets the same information for the duration of the project. They can send replies to the original sender or to the entire group.

Good email habits
By scanning in documents, photos, charts, articles etc., to your "desktop," you can easily add these items to your email as an attachment. If you use attachments, you need to make sure that the recipient is able to open and view them. Remember, you want your attachment to be viewed so don’t make anyone feel inadequate – help them through it reminding them and yourself that you are far from proficient.

For particularly important emails, leave a voice message to give another heads-up. "I have addressed this issue that you asked about in an email this morning.” Often email to an individual needs to travel through a company network. Sometimes network issues prevent timely delivery. Some individuals keep their email “on” all the time. They will respond quickly upon receipt. Others check their email periodically- maybe daily or less often. If you need an immediate response maybe email is less effective than a phone call or voice message.

As a recipient, establish a habit of replying to all personal emails to let the sender know that you have it and what your next step will be. 

One important bit of email etiquette -  DON’T WRITE YOUR EMAIL IN ALL CAPTIAL LETTERS. Not only does it look ugly and is hard to read, it’s considered shouting.  It’s the equivalent of a resident screaming out the window at two in the morning.
Bad writing--including email--is expensive. Writing is a craft that can be mastered: it informs, summarizes and persuades. Email is a great opportunity to get better at writing.
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