


INTRODUCTION

No question, email is a boon. 

It’s dramatically simplified the way we do business
and has revolutionized the way we communicate.
Email gives us speed as well and mobility – freeing
us from the tethers of phones, desktop computers,
and fax machines. Email offers flexibility, allowing
us to communicate with clients, colleagues and oth-
ers when it’s convenient or 24/7 – from anywhere in
the world.

At the same time, email has its pitfalls. 

We’ve all heard the horrifying and sometimes funny
stories about disastrous email blunders – for exam-
ple, the amorous note meant for one colleague, but
accidentally circulated to an entire division of 350
employees. 

But I’m more concerned with the many less dra-
matic instances of email communication gone
wrong. They happen every day, and they’re easily
avoidable.

In this e-guide, I outline the seven email mistakes I
see people making on a regular basis, and help you
find ways to avoid them. These recommendations
will help you communicate more effectively with
your prospects, clients, and others while helping
you save time and work more efficiently – and prof-
itably.

Dianna Huff
The Profitable Consultant
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Email Mistake #1

Letting Email Dictate Your Schedule

If you feel that you never get anything accom-

plished, it could be because you have your email

client running – and each time you hear the “ping”

of new email, you stop what you’re doing to re-

spond. 

This constant interruption is costly – both in terms

of switching gears mentally all day long and in low-

ering billable hours. (Don’t believe me? How

closely do you  track the time spent responding to

email – or even track email correspondence with

clients?)

If you’re like me, you may receive 300 or more

emails a day, including non-urgent stuff such as e-

newsletters and unsolicited promotions from com-

panies. If you have a blog, you may also be getting

email from companies and PR flaks pitching their

products, services and reports in the hope of getting

press.

At one point, I became so completely overwhelmed

with email, I began tracking how much time I spent

responding to it.

The result was astounding! On any given day, I

spent two to three hours reading, responding to, fil-

ing, searching for, and deleting email. 

If you work an eight-hour day, that’s roughly 30 to

40 percent of your time. 
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If you charge $100 an hour, that’s $200 to $300 a

day that you’re not billing out.

Wow!

So how do you better manage email and increase

your productivity? Here are three tips that I’ve

found that help me.

1. Check email at pre-determined times during

the day.

As another consultant once said to me, “What I do

isn’t brain surgery – I don’t need to be available to

clients 24/7.” This means that your email most

likely isn’t urgent – and can wait a few hours or

more until you get to it. 

(If something is really urgent, people will pick up

the phone and make a call.)

Instead of constantly responding to email, designate

two or three specific times every day to check

email, for example, late morning and late afternoon.

Answer the important messages at those designated

times, and save the rest for the end of the day when

you’re finished working. 

I have to admit, not checking email constantly has

to be one of the hardest habits to break. I now write

on my daily task list, “Check email – 1:30 PM” to

remind me to not to check until then. 
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2. Set a goal to remain focused on one task at a

time.

When you leave your email application open all

day, it’s very easy to become overwhelmed due to

responding to various requests from clients, ven-

dors, and even family members. I find that I often

have multiple windows open as I hop between tasks

and “urgent” requests – and in the process, end up

making mistakes and losing track of vital informa-

tion. 

One of my daily goals is to remain focused on one

task at a time. To adhere to this goal in the begin-

ning, I actually had to write it out on a sticky note

and post it on my computer monitor. Now I’m stay-

ing on track because I’ve developed the habit of

doing so. 

3. Keep your email application closed.

I’ve talked to many consultants about how they

manage email. Some people don’t even look at

email until later in the day – and use their mornings

to focus on projects that require “heavy lifting.”

Other consultants will check email first thing and

then shut it down for a few hours before checking

again.

But what they all say is that to get any real work

done, you have to keep your email application

closed so that you’re less likely to “peek” or allow

yourself to become interrupted. (If you want to be

incredibly productive, turn off your phone’s ringer

as well.) 
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Email Mistake #2

Meaningless Subject Lines

I can think of at least three great reasons to make

sure you write descriptive subject lines:

• Your recipients are much more likely to open – 

and read – your email if the subject line is 

compelling.

• Weeks later, when you need to find an email 

with a particularly important kernel of informa

tion, it will be much easier to find it if the 

subject line accurately describes the contents of 

the email.

• Descriptive, accurate, and professional looking 

subject lines make you look like a high-end 

consultant – versus a low-end newbie. 

A few simple tips for writing effective subject lines

can help ensure that your emails get the attention

you’d like:

Alert recipients to important information – Instead

of writing cryptic subject lines such as “Wednesday

Meeting,” instead write, “Meeting confirmation,

Wednesday, May 13.” Instead of “Revisions to first

draft,” try “XYZ Co. Proposal, first draft with revi-

sions.” 

Place “call to action” in front – If I need a response

from someone (i.e. I need someone’s approval for a

press release or blog post), I’ll write, 

Goof-proof Email:
How to Avoid the Seven Most Common Email Pitfalls 

5© Dianna Huff March 2009



What happens, however, is that you lose email and

end up spending hours searching for messages that

relate to projects, agreements, and other important

matters.

One way to create order out of chaos is to set up a

file for different clients and projects, and then file

emails appropriately as soon as you read them. In

my Outlook program, for example, I have a folder

marked “Projects” and within that I have folders for

each client. Within each client folder I have project

folders – making it very easy to find emails when

needed.

You can also use the various free plug-ins available

for managing email. One such plug-in is Xobni

(“inbox” spelled backwards). A free Outlook plug-

in, Xobni is a sidebar on the right side of Outlook

that lets you see all kinds of information about each

person who sends you email. 

It also allows you to easily search for emails by the

person’s name or by topic – and it syncs with Face-

book and LinkedIn – allowing you to learn more

about the people with whom you communicate.

For example, if I receive an email from a client, and

she’s on LinkedIn, Xobni shows her photo (from

her LinkedIn profile), her phone number, any peo-

ple we have in common through our networks, and

the files we’ve exchanged in the past.

Goof-proof Email:
How to Avoid the Seven Most Common Email Pitfalls 

11© Dianna Huff March 2009



Even better, if I need to find an email from this

client, I simply use Xobni to do a search using her

name, and the emails we’ve exchanged in recent

weeks appear in the sidebar, making it easy to find

that one snippet of info I need.

Email Mistake #7

Forgetting to Edit and Proofread Before Hitting

“Send”

Always, always, always take a moment to re-read

and edit your email before hitting “send.” In addi-

tion to checking for grammar and typos, look for the

following:
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• Tone: Does the email strike the right tone? 

Without being unnecessarily chatty, is it 

friendly? Did you remember to include a 

salutation? An email without one can seem 

impersonal.

• Length: Can you eliminate any superfluous 

words, phrases or even entire paragraphs?

• Clarity: Are you communicating your message 

clearly, as well as briefly?

• Is the “To” field filled out correctly? Few email

gaffes are more embarrassing than sending an 

email to an unintended recipient. Did you hit 

“Reply All,” when it would really be more 

appropriate to respond to the sender alone?

• If you’re forwarding an email written by 

someone else, did you receive permission to 

circulate it?

• Are you including an attachment? 

Make sure it’s attached!

One trick for ensuring you don’t inadvertently send

an email before you edit it is to leave the “To” field

empty until you are finished composing the email.
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About Dianna Huff

Dianna Huff, principal of The Profitable Consultant,

a division of DH Communications, Inc., specializes

in helping one or two-person businesses become

more profitable through strategic, customized

coaching. Whether it’s getting more leads from your

Website or building your online brand, she wants to

see you succeed.

Dianna has contributed to online publications in-

cluding MarketingSherpa, Search Engine News,

Web Pro News, The Visual Thesaurus, and The B-

to-B Marketer, and has been quoted in numerous

books and articles. She publishes her own e-

newsletter, The Profitable Consultant, as well as the

MarCom Writer Blog.

Dianna is a four-time Gold MarCom Creative

Award winner in the categories of Viral e-books,

Website Copywriting, and e-newsletters, and a

three-time IABC Silver Quill award winner in the

categories of e-newsletters, marketing writing, and

on-going marcom campaigns. She is active in the

New England Direct Marketing Association, the

Search Engine Marketing Professional Organization

(SEMPO), and Search Engine Marketing of New

England (SEMNE). She’s also a member of the

Business Marketing Association.

To learn more about Dianna’s marketing coaching

services, visit her Website at www.the-profitable-

consultant.com, call 603-382-8093, or send email to

info@the-profitable-consultant.com.
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You can also view her profile on LinkedIn:

http://www.linkedin.com/in/diannahuff or follow

her on Twitter at www.twitter.com/diannahuff.

The Profitable Consultant

a division of DH Communications, Inc.

23 Atkinson Depot Road, Ste. 16

Plaistow, NH 03865

Web: www.the-profitable-consultant.com
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