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Use Email with Care and Wisdom 
Irene van der Zande, Executive Diretcor/Co-Founder 

 

Kidpower’s vision is to work together to build cultures of caring, respect, and safety for everyone. The purpose of 
this article is to share some of the practices that our organization has found helpful in ensuring that email 
communications build positive relationships rather than turning into 
misunderstandings that can be devastating. 

Where would we be without email, text messaging, tweets, and other forms 
of instant communication? Twenty years ago when Kidpower started, we 
didn’t have the Internet and it took a lot longer to get things done. For me, 
email is like a magical Superhero of Communication, making it possible to 
leap across continents and time zones, reaching many people all at once, and 
potentially being preserved forever, with the simple push of a button. 

In our organization, we teach our staff that email is an extremely useful tool 
that needs to be used with care and wisdom in order to stay effective and 
safe. Here are some of the guidelines we have developed over the years in 
order to prevent problems and build community: 

1. Always put a subject l ine speci f ic to the topic and the person. A lack of subject or an 
inaccurate subject can come across as very depersonalized, not to mention increasing the likelihood 
of the message getting stuck in a junk filter or thrown out. If you choose to store lots of information 
in email, keep in mind that it can be hard to find back what you are looking for when the subject is 
unclear. Instead of just hitting “Reply” automatically to a message, think about the purpose of your 
message and what you want the person receiving it to know. 

2. Remember that a l though emai l  i s  incredibly convenient, i t is  sometimes unrel iable. 
A certain percentage of messages don’t get through. Some get lost in the huge pile of someone’s 
inbox. Some get stuck in junk filters. Some just disappear. It is a big mistake to assume that someone 
got your message or that you got this person’s reply. Instead of giving up on someone, worrying 
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about being a bother, or getting annoyed, double check. Send your message again. Call if it’s 
important. We are big believers in making follow-up calls unless we have received firm confirmation 
that the other person has received the information we’ve sent. 

3. Don’t use emai l  when you are upset or to del iver upsetting information to others . 
The immediacy of email makes it possible to say things that get set in stone because the 
communication lacks interaction and tone of voice. A friend of mine who is a therapist says that 
much of her practice now comes from email messages that have led to people getting really upset 
with each other. In our workshops, we sometimes tell our students to imagine that they are about 
to email or text message someone when they are angry. We ask whether sending messages when 
you are upset will make your relationship with another person better or worse. Invariably, our 
students say, “Worse!” We then coach them to use their Hands Down Power and take their hands 
away from the technology. 

Our Assistant Director of Community Education, Erika Leonard has a terrific People Safety Podcast 
Episode about this issue called, Danger Ahead: Emailing While Angry.  

4. Before you hi t Send, be at peace with the possibi l i ty that lots of people might see 
i t . Whether it is through email or any other form of communication, be careful with whom you 
share personal information. Anyone who uses email or text messages for personal communications 
about problems and other issues needs to be prepared for their messages to be seen by others by 
accident or on purpose.  

5. Make sure your style i s appropriate for your purpose. At Kidpower, we tell our staff to 
make sure that their writing on email uses good grammar, proper spelling, and has a warm 
professional tone. Just as in conversation, how you speak between friends can be very different from 
how you speak with people at work. Think about the person you are writing to and the kind of 
impression you want to make.  Cutesy language, misspellings, and abbreviations can come across as 
informal and friendly to some recipients and as flaky to others. 

6. Be transparent in how you use email .  Email can make it easy to be anonymous and to not 
take responsibility for your message. It can be distancing to get messages from a group with no 
person’s name attached. Sign your messages with at least your first name.  It can damage trust to use 
the Blind Copy (BCC) function to hide the fact that you are sharing a message with someone else, 
especially if these people are in relationship with each other.  Unless there is a good reason not to, 
show the fact that you are copying your messages to others. 

One of our goals at Kidpower is to support people in building strong positive relationships. We’ve learned 
through our experiences in our very diverse, geographically disbursed organization that email, while a 
marvelous tool, can create big breakdowns in communication. The above simple practices have worked well 
for us in ensuring that our email use improves relationships rather than damaging them. 


