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English Corner 

 

Dr. Mable Chan is a lecturer at the Department of 

English, The Hong Kong Polytechnic University. She 

was awarded the Faculty Award for Outstanding 

Teaching in the 2005/2006 academic year and has 

vast experience teaching academic and business 

English to both undergraduate and postgraduate 

students. Her new book 職時上位：名人英語全面睇, 

which is about business English, is now available in the 

market. In this column she advocates using simple and 

concise English when writing business emails. 

 

Email is a common means of communication in today’s workplace. This issue 

reports some research findings regarding the text features of commercial email 

messages, and some tips for effective email writing. 

 

Text Features of Commercial Email Messages 

 

Subject line 

As in the case of letter correspondence, the subject line in an email is used to 

seek attention and indicate the main idea of the message. It serves the purposes 

of making a request, issuing a directive or passing information, which is in line 

with the nature of email messages. According to Gains (1999), email messages 

in the workplace are mostly used to disseminate information (45%), make 

requests (32%) or issue directives (11%). The subject lines seem rather factual 

in commercial email, while those in academic email are more creative. 

 

Openings 

According to Gains (1999), it does not seem common for people to use openings 

in email. Other openings include the recipient’s name, Dear, Hi folks, and Hello, 

indicating the different degree of formality. Native speakers of English tend to 

have no openings for email, while the use of Dear seems common among 

non-native speakers of English (Li 2000).  

 

Closings 

The two most common ways to close email are using the sender’s name and 

Thank You (or Many Thanks). Some other closings include no closing, Kinds 

regards, Cheers, Sorry and Well-done. There seems to be a correlation between 

the nature of email and the kind of closing used. Informative email messages 

tend to close with the sender’s name, while messages for requests usually close 

with Thank you. 

 

 

 

 

continue… 

 

 

 



 

2 

 

 

 

 

Formality 

Most commercial email messages are as formal as letters, and writers generally 

observe the conventions for writing business English (Gains 1999). However, this 

does not seem to be the case for academic email messages as they seem to be 

rather informal with conversational features such as abbreviations/contractions, 

word omission, slang (e.g. hello chuckie), echo questions (i.e. with the same form 

of a declarative sentence; requesting confirmation such as he is away?), fillers 

(e.g. well, you see), and features of telephone discourse (e.g. Well that’s all for 

now-I think). 

 

A number of factors could be taken into consideration when deciding on the 

formality of an email message. Yet it is best to be formal in email exchanges with 

your seniors, clients or customers in business dealings. 

 

Tips for writing email 

 

1. In terms of the tone and style of email, you could open with Dear and close 

with Thank you or Regards. Hi may not be very suitable for business email 

unless you are writing to a friend or someone you know very well. 

Remember to be reader-centred in your writing. If you are too informal, 

people might think that you are being rude. 

2. Check your spelling and grammar to ensure accuracy and professionalism. 

Sloppy communication affects the image and reputation of both you and 

your company. Avoid abbreviations and MSN language (e.g. r standing for 

are as in how are you?) as this may confuse the reader. 

3. Use the correct field (i.e. to, cc, bcc) to let people know what they are 

expected to do. 

4. Indicate the topic in the subject line to either seek attention or to highlight 

the main idea of the message. 

5. Keep your email concise and clear. Details can be sent as an attachment. 

6. If you respond to an email message that is more than a few days old, make 

sure you provide contextual information in the introduction as reminder. 

7. Do not use capital letters in email, as this means you are effectively 

shouting at the reader.  

8. Do not send unnecessary replies (e.g. a one-word Thanks email) to clog 

up email systems. Show your gratitude next time when you see your 

colleague in the corridor instead. 
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Quiz: 

The following informal expressions are found in some informal email 

messages (Gains 1999). What do they mean? 

1. Hello chuckie - just dashing for a lecture… 

2. Having a whale of time at …… 

3. What a cock up! 

 

 

Key: 

1. Chuckie means sweetie or darling. This is an informal way of addressing 

the reader of an email message. When you say you have to dash, you 

mean that you are in a hurry and you need to leave immediately (informal 

use). 

2. A whale of time means you enjoy yourself very much (informal use). 

3. In British English, cock up means to spoil something by making a stupid 

mistake or doing it badly. It is an informal expression which some people 

find offensive. 
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