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Tämän tutkimuksen tavoitteena on tutkia sähköpostin käyttöä kahdesta näkökulmasta:
minkälaiseen viestintään sähköposti välineenä tavallisten käyttäjien mielestä soveltuu sekä
minkälaiset kirjoitustyylit ovat käytössä ja miksi?

Aiempi tutkimus ei tarjoa juuri tietoa yksityishenkilöiden välisestä sähköpostiviestinnästä.
Toisaalta on korostettu kirjoitustyylin epävirallisuutta.

Tämä työ tarkastelee nimenomaan sähköpostikielen virallisuusastetta. Erityisenä
kiinnostuksenkohteena on se, ilmeneekö viesteissä määrättyjä epävirallisuudesta kertovia
piirteitä. Perushypoteesi oli, että oletetun epävirallisen tyylin rinnalla moni käyttää
standardinmukaisempaa kieltä. Toisen alkuoletuksen mukaan sähköpostin käyttötarkoitukset
saattavat parhaillaan laajentua, vaikkakin tärkeiksi tai vakaviksi koetuista asioista
todennäköisesti viestitään edelleen muilla keinoilla.

Kyselylomakkeen avulla selvitettiin tavallisten sähköpostinkäyttäjien asenteita ja
käyttötottumuksia. Osallistujia pyydettiin myös lähettämään näytteitä omasta
sähköpostikirjeenvaihdostaan, jotta mielipiteitä voitiin verrata todellisiin tottumuksiin.
Analyysi tehtiin aineiston pohjalta kehitetyn työkalun avulla. Lisäksi viestien sisältöä
verrattiin perinteiseen liikekirjeen malliin.

Kyselyvastaukset eivät antaneet viitteitä sähköpostin käyttötarkoitusten merkittävästä
laajenemisesta. Sähköpostia käytetään pääasiassa erilaisten neutraalien, jokapäiväisten
asioiden hoitoon. Tutkimuksen ennakko-oletuksen mukaisesti henkilökohtaisista ja tärkeistä
asioista viestimiseen valitaan ensisijaisesti jokin konventionaalisempi keino. Tyylin yleinen
epävirallisuus ei saanut vahvistusta.

Pääasiallinen löydös olikin, että vastaajien joukosta erottui kolme sähköpostiin eri tavoin
suhtautuvaa ryhmää. Perushypoteesin mukaisesti osa käyttäjistä noudattaa sähköposteissaan
kielenkäytön perusstandardeja. Heistä sähköpostia koskevat samat vaatimukset kuin kaikkea
kirjoitettua kieltä. Toinen ryhmä on omaksunut epävirallisen tyylin mutta pitää joka
tapauksessa oikeinkirjoitusta tärkeänä. Kolmas ryhmä vaihtelee kirjoitustyyliä tilanteen ja
tarkoituksen mukaan. Tämä ryhmä käyttää välillä standardinmukaista ja toisinaan hyvinkin
epävirallista, oikeinkirjoituksen säännöistä poikkeavaa kieltä.

Toivoakseni tutkimus haastaa näkemykset sähköpostikielen yleisestä epävirallisuudesta ja
antaa lähtökohtia yksityisen sähköpostiviestinnän tarkempaan tutkimukseen.

___________________________________________________________________________

Asiasanat: Sähköposti, tietokonevälitteinen viestintä, virallinen ja epävirallinen rekisteri
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1 INTRODUCTION

Computer-mediated communication has been a subject of large research interest ever since

the proliferation of the use of the Internet and electronic media around the beginning of the

1990’s. The use of language within the electronic media has also aroused wide public

attention, usually in a negative sense. Crystal has noted that since the mid-1990’s, many

newspaper and magazine articles, for example, have expressed anxiety about the future of

language in general, and individual languages in particular, under the influence of the Internet.

Authors have feared that the relaxed standards of e-mail might foreshadow the end of literacy

and spelling in the current form. (Crystal 2002, 1-2.) I also first got interested in the subject of

e-mail language use when observing my own e-mail correspondence. I was feeling somewhat

puzzled by the variety of styles and practices that were used depending on the person. This

made me want to examine more what sorts of practices operate in e-mail language use and

which factors influence this use.

     A fair amount of previous research has been conducted on electronic communication.

These studies have, for example, tried to define electronic language in regard to its relation

with spoken and written language (e.g., Baron 1998). It has also been suggested that e-mail

language is some sort of an amalgam or hybrid of the two (e.g., Yates 1996). Some studies

have also seen grounds for treating the electronic language as a register or variety of its own,

presenting characteristics typical of no other type of communication (e.g., Ferrara et al. 1991;

Collot and Belmore 1996; Crystal 2002). However, much of previous research on electronic

communication in general, and on e-mail messaging in particular, is based on material

gathered from public or semi-public databases, such as bulletin boards, discussion forums,

computer conferences, or listservs. This is due to the ethical concerns presented about the use
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 of private e-mail correspondence as data (see e.g., Baron 2000; Danet 2001; Herring 1996;

Hård-af-Segerstad 2002). Therefore, previous research has concentrated on one-to-many type

of communication. As it is generally thought that people are not very willing to give their

personal e-mail correspondence to be an object of study, not much is known about e-mail

messaging between private individuals (Baron 2000, 248). Research on private e-mail

messaging has so far usually been carried out by the researchers using their own e-mail

correspondence as data (see e.g., Crystal 2002; Danet 2001). Although the ethical concerns

should certainly be given serious consideration, I nonetheless assume that people are probably

more careful with the linguistic form of their message when writing to a linguistically

oriented person, such as a university professor or a student of linguistics, than when, for

example, just writing casually to a friend.

     Consequently, there is certainly room for more insights into the usage conventions that are

present in private e-mail messaging. Moreover, to my knowledge, not much research has been

carried out to explore the conceptions and views that private individuals have on e-mail use

and e-mail as a communication medium. Therefore, this is an interesting area of research

which could provide more empirical information to enrich the discussion about e-mail use. As

many individuals in Finland have volunteered to give their SMS messages to researchers

investigating text messaging (see e.g., Kasesniemi and Rautiainen 2001), I believed that it is

not impossible to acquire some e-mail data as well.

     Hence, on one hand, the purpose of this thesis is to investigate how regular e-mail users

perceive e-mail as a communication medium. On the other hand, this study is aimed at

exploring what sort of styles the private individuals use in their e-mail messaging. The degree

of formality of the styles used is of special interest to this examination. In my opinion, data

collected with a questionnaire, completed with authentic sample e-mail material were the

most expedient means of examining these subjects. A carefully prepared covering letter
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providing the potential respondents with information on the purpose of the study was seen to

be crucial for the collection of the data. Extra concern was given to emphasise the privacy

protection and confidentiality concerns to the informants in order to assure them that their e-

mail messages would not be used for any other purposes than linguistic analysis and that their

identities would not be revealed.

     Thus, the main data of this study consisted of questionnaire responses from altogether 11

respondents. The sample e-mail messages provided by the informants were used as secondary

data. The sample e-mail data included 45 messages, approximately 2-6 messages from each

informant. As regards the examination of the writing styles used in the e-mail messages, the

claim made in previous research that the language of the electronic media would be a

linguistic register of its own, was paid particular attention. This notion was mainly

contemplated based on the questionnaire responses. However, the sample message data was

used to compare the findings of the questionnaire analysis to the actual use.

     The following hypotheses were made regarding the investigation of e-mail as a

communication medium and the styles used in e-mail messaging:

1. The use of e-mail has increased notably within recent years. Today e-mail is used either in

parallel with or as a replacement for traditional communication media for various sorts of

purposes (e.g., Baron 2000; Crystal 2002). I assume that the usage purposes may show some

degree of expansion. However, the traditional media are hypothesised in this thesis to be

given precedence in regard to matters of serious nature.

2. I assume that e-mail users employ different styles of writing depending on the purpose of

communication. It has, however, been proposed that the use of an informal style is becoming

more general, not only in personal, but also in public e-mail communication, including more

official contexts (see e.g., Baron 2003; Danet 2001; Herring 1996). There may be a tendency

towards a more informal style to some extent, but I hypothesise, nevertheless, that most e-

mail users master a traditional written-like style and use a more formal style, at least in more

official communication contexts.
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The focal research interests of this study could be articulated in research questions of the

following kind:

1. How do e-mail users see e-mail as a communication medium and for which purposes they

consider e-mail to be a convenient and appropriate form of communication (also compared to

other, more traditional media)?

2. To what extent does the style of e-mail users vary depending on the context of the message?

Within the claimed prevalence of informal style, does there seem to be evidence of more

formal uses of e-mail as well? Moreover, how do the users themselves seem to comment or

regard the formality or informality of style in e-mail messaging?

3. Do there seem to be grounds for treating e-mail language as a linguistic variety of its own?

Does this potential new variety seem to threaten standard language use, as feared by the

general public? Moreover, does this variety seem to bring about an increase in the use of

informal language in overall contexts of e-mail messaging?

     E-mail use is characterised by constant evolution and change, as there are no stabilised

usage patterns. Therefore, the findings of this study may go out of date rapidly as the medium

and its usage conventions evolve. Nevertheless, this study aims at providing a progress report

of the state of e-mail use at the beginning of the 21st century. I also hope that this exploration

offers a point of comparison against which future development can be reflected. In the

following, the structure of the thesis will be discussed in more detail.

    Chapters 2 and 3 introduce the theoretical framework of the study. However, the

construction of the theoretical framework is continued along with the analysis of the data in

chapters 5 and 6. Chapter 2 aims at defining and characterising computer-mediated

communication and especially e-mail as a central form of it. Chapter 3 takes a look at the

language used in e-mail messaging. It considers the communicative conventions that affect e-

mail use and discusses the style of e-mail writing. Chapter 4 introduces the methodological

approaches of the study. Methods of both the data acquisition process and the analysis are
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reported. Chapters 5 and 6 constitute the empirical part of the thesis. Chapter 5 forms an

overall view of e-mail as a communication medium based on the analysis of the questionnaire

data. The main emphasis of the analysis is, however, laid on chapter 6, which explores the

conventions and practices operating in the actual e-mail messaging. Analysis of the

questionnaire data is used as a basis to examine the similarities and differences between the

informants in their e-mail use. The observations made based on the questionnaire data are

completed by comparing them to the usage practices the informants present in the sample e-

mail messages. Finally, chapter 7 discusses the main findings of the study. The reliability and

validity aspects of the research process are also considered, as well as the need for further

research on the subject.

Key concepts: Computer-mediated communication, electronic mail, formal versus informal

communication and register.
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2 DEFINING ELECTRONIC MAIL

This chapter presents the concept of computer-mediated communication and describes the

development of electronic mail as a medium. The features characterising e-mail are also

discussed.

2.1 E-Mail: A Form of Computer-Mediated Communication

In this study, computer-mediated communication is used as the general term to refer to the

communicative acts conveyed within the electronic media. It is reasonable to introduce the

concept of computer-mediated communication (henceforth referred to as CMC) briefly, as e-

mail is one central form of CMC. There is a myriad of terms that have been used to describe

the linguistic phenomenon of CMC. Crystal has noted that, for example, the following

wordings have been used, “Netspeak”, “Netlish”, “Weblish”, “Webspeak”, “Internet

language”, “Cyberspeak”, “Electronic discourse”, “Electronic language”, “Interactive written

discourse” and “Computer-mediated communication (CMC)”, each of which having a

different implication (2002, 17). Some of the terms emphasise the interactive nature of the

communication forum, some draw attention to its written character and others to the speech-

like features of it. CMC is fundamentally determined by its electronic nature. (Crystal 2002,

24.) CMC is text-based communication that is produced and transmitted with the aid of digital

techniques. CMC is divided into types of asynchronous CMC (e.g., e-mail, bulletin boards

and SMS) where there is a delay between the message production and reception, and

synchronous CMC (e.g., IRC, chat groups and instant messaging) in which the

communication is immediate in nature.

     The language of CMC is written, in the sense that it is produced by typing, but is typically

claimed to be rapid and informal in style and thus to resemble spoken conversation. CMC is

also suggested to present unique features of its own (e.g., use of emoticons), and to be
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heterogeneous in nature encompassing an abundance of stylistic variation in its usage

practices (Herring 1996, 3-4). These unique features will be more closely scrutinised later on

with respect to the e-mail language use, as the claim of the unique character of the electronic

language is one of the central interests of the current study. The fact that the communication

occurs anonymously without the presence of extra-linguistic cues has given cause for

claiming CMC to be, on one hand, impersonal in nature and, on the other hand, “inherently

democratic” (Herring 1996, 4). The hardware and software required for the use of CMC

present some restrictions for the communicative options. Then again, the electronic medium

provides such possibilities for linguistic activities that no other medium can allow. (Crystal

2002, 24.)

2.2 Development of E-Mail

E-mail is today probably the most well-known and most widely used system among the CMC

media. The early forms of e-mail were developed already in the 1960’s for the defence

purposes of the U.S. army, as the ARPANET system was created. Originally e-mail was

primarily used for delivering communication and information in the military, business and

scientific domains. For example, at the beginning of the 1990’s the corporate environment

witnessed a rapid growth in the use of the e-mailing systems. Already within these early days,

e-mail was noted to be “both conversational- and document-oriented” medium (Rapaport

1991, 274). By the end of the millennium, e-mail had developed into a system that is accessed

and used by a vast number of people in all age groups, especially in the Western world. It has,

however, only been since the 1990’s that the use of e-mail has truly generalised. It has been

stated that by the year 1999, sending e-mail was the most common use of the Internet (Hiebert

and Gibbons 2000, as quoted in Trenholm 2005, 309) as “tens of millions of people” were

using it (Danet 2001, 51). Today, e-mail is used for both business-related and private

communication for a variety of purposes ranging from formal information acquisition to
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purely recreational use. To some extent, e-mail is used in parallel with more traditional forms

of communication, and to some extent it may have replaced the other means in some usage

contexts. These claims will be further investigated in the light of the data of this study.

2.3 Characteristics of E-Mail

The production of an e-mail message is largely dependent on the e-mail messaging software

used. The structure of the message has become fairly standardised over the past twenty years

(Crystal 2002, 94). The message is comprised of fixed functional elements, which originate in

the intra-organisational memorandum or memo (Danet 2001, 52). As Crystal notes, the screen

for composing the message is typically divided into two areas. The header, located in the

upper area, usually includes the From, To, Subject and Date fields. The body or message part

is located in the lower area of the screen. The only suggested obligatory element of the body

part of e-mail is a message of some kind. (Crystal 2002, 95-9.) It can, though, be noted that

nowadays e-mails do not always contain any kind of a message but the whole message is

expressed already on the subject line. The typical conventions regarding the form of e-mail

messages will be further discussed based on the data of this study.

     Due to the relatively recent proliferation of e-mail use and the diversity of usage practices,

there are no unanimous definitions on the core characteristics of e-mail. However, some basic

characterisation has been made. As a typical medium of asynchronous CMC, e-mail was

already noted to be characterised as being a text-based, electronic mode of communication.

Numerous works discussing the qualities of e-mail have markedly emphasised the informality

of its nature (see e.g., Baron 2003; Danet 2001; Collot and Belmore 1996; Herring 1996),

even so that some guidance manuals prescriptively recommend informality in e-mail use

(Angell and Heslop 1994, as quoted in Crystal 2002, 106). Thus, e-mail is seen especially fit

for “brief and rapid conversational exchanges” (Crystal 2002, 109). The informality is noted

to affect both the structure and linguistic content of e-mail messages (Herring 1996).
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Moreover, it has been argued that “rather informal register characteristics” are present even in

e-mail messages sent between people who do not know each other (Du Bartell 1995, as

quoted in Hård af Segerstad 2002, 101). It has been predicted that “informal, partially speech-

like email style will increasingly characterize public as well as personal communication”

(Danet 2001, 93). The informality of e-mail is argued to be a reflection of all writing

becoming more informal and personal, at least in the America. Reasons for the prevalence of

speech-like style have been found in the changes in educational practices as well as social

attitudes. (Baron 2003.) It has also been suggested that the whole communication culture has

become more oral-oriented (Lakoff 1984, 256). As my sense is that informality does not at all

account for the diversity of e-mail use, examination of the degree of formality of e-mail

language use is one of the main focuses of this study. For example, Crystal also encourages a

dubious attitude towards the claimed informality, believing that the future of e-mail will foster

“a much wider stylistic range” (2002, 107).

     E-mail is often seen as ephemeral in nature, one reason also said to exhort the informality.

According to this perception, e-mails are typically not meant to be saved. Then again, some

see e-mail as durable, arguing that one benefit of it is that it can be printed. Thus it leaves a

permanent record and enables keeping trace of the discussion taken place (see e.g., Danet

2001, 57). The efficiency and convenience of use, due to factors such as “marginal cost, speed

of transmission and flexibility” are also mentioned as advantages of e-mail (Baron 2000, 243).

Easiness of keeping in touch with familiar people or initiating contact with non-familiar

people are seen as assets of the medium as well (Danet 2001, 51). E-mail also makes it

possible to send a message simultaneously to many respondents. It even enables the formation

of “group discussions” (Rooksby 2002, 2). In this sense e-mail is also seen to be dialogic in

nature. In a similar manner as in conversation, a sent e-mail is thus viewed as one part of a

communicative exchange, expecting a response (Crystal 2002, 112).
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     The perceived immediacy or transience of e-mail can, however, also be noted to have

downsides. There are various psychological factors behind e-mail messaging behaviour, more

thorough contemplation of which is out of scope of this paper. For example, issues such as

anonymity and absence of paralinguistic cues may occasionally encourage e-mail users in

disregarding traditional social conventions (see e.g., Baron 2000; Weinstock 2004), such as

politeness or avoidance of face threatening acts typically operating in communication (Brown

and Levinson 1988). As a result, it is perhaps easier to express aggression or negative feelings

without consideration of consequences.

     Opinions on the purposes of use for which e-mail is seen as being appropriate as a medium

are also in a state of flux. Early advisers on e-mail etiquette, for example, presented that e-

mail is recommendable only for “neutral or positive business communication” (Danet 2001,

53-4). E-mail has, though, been noted to be used for purposes such as greeting cards, letters of

agreement (Crystal 2002, 107), thank you notes, or requests for advice (Baron 2000, 235). My

assumption is that the usage purposes may be further broadening and one of the interests of

this study is to investigate if the data shows such an indication.
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3 LANGUAGE AND E-MAIL

This chapter discusses the conventions of the traditional communication media that are

probable to have an effect on the use of e-mail. The features characterising the style employed

in e-mail messaging are also considered, as well as whether the language used in the

electronic media show characteristics that suggest an emergence of a novel register of English.

3.1 Conventions Affecting E-Mail Use

In considering conventions of language use, it can be noted that people generally have a fairly

good sense of what kind of language is desirable in a given context and are able to recognise

certain patterns as typical of a particular register. As Crystal and Davy note, “clearly there are

appropriate linguistic ‘manners’, for the different types of situation in which language is used,

which we are expected (and usually want) to show” (1969, 5). Hence, situations of language

use always entail some confines, the limits of which the interlocutors need to respect and

along which they need to operate in order to be deemed as acceptable (Crystal 2002, 7). As

the medium of CMC has been reality for most people only for a relatively short period,

universally applicable conventions guiding the use of this form of language have not yet truly

developed. As Crystal notes, “there is a clear contrast with the world of paper-based

communication” (2002, 127). Hence each e-mail user is to a great extent dependent on

individual judgement as a basis on what is appropriate and expected in a given context.

     Crystal suggests that people would long for guidelines of some sort, as the traditional rules

of language use do not sufficiently seem to cover the new communicational needs (2002, 62).

Some such guidance material has been provided by the pioneers of CMC, being usually

prescriptive in nature. Much of these instructions share similar points that have previously

been given in regard to letter-writing or business communication (ibid. 2002, 107). At the
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same time, the majority of the manuals tend to emphasise e-mail’s informality, although being

simultaneously hesitant about the use of language patterns distinctly deviating from the

standards, being worried about unintelligibility (ibid. 2002, 111). The etiquette instructions

regarding CMC have also produced a new term, netiquette. The netiquette guidelines often

give recommendations regarding behaviour within the new medium, such as not to send

anything via e-mail that was not suited to be said face-to-face (see e.g., Post 2003; Conlin

2002). It has, nevertheless, also been argued that few people are even aware of the existence

of guide books on e-mail etiquette (Baron 2000, 235). I also assume that the availability of

such guidelines is not generally acknowledged.

     Even if guide books were not referred to, it can be inferred that a novel form of

communication does not develop in a vacuum, but is likely to be influenced by the preceding

modes of communication. The traditions of conventional letter-writing (business and informal)

can at least partly be assumed to influence the production of e-mail messages, for example, in

the use of salutations and sign-offs (Crystal 2002; Danet 2001), although those would by no

means explain the entire essence of e-mail writing. People are also argued to have implicit

knowledge of other communicative models, which they are suggested to bring into their e-

mail writing. Such models include the memo or telephone conversation (Crystal 2002, 125) or

“the telegram, the post card, and the greeting card, as well as the oral, face-to-face

conversation” (Danet 2001, 56). Hence, it can be noted that defining a uniform e-mail style is

not an easy task. Depending on the person, very different communicative models, possibly

even simultaneously, affect the use. Given all the potential factors which may have an effect

on e-mail use, one aim of this study is to find out if e-mail users have used any kinds of

guidebooks as models for their e-mail writing. If they have not, it is of interest from where

people believe that they have adopted their e-mail messaging conventions and whether they

would long for instructions of some kind.
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3.2 Characteristics of “E-Style”

In the absence of universal rules, it is quite likely that a variety of styles blooms in e-mail

messaging. Various researchers have noted that the style of e-mail is in a state of flux. Crystal,

for example, argues that “the evolution of e-mail style is in its infancy” (2002, 127). When

considering stylistic variation, the basic division is often made between formal and informal

language. The speculation regarding e-mail style has predominantly concentrated on

emphasising the informal nature of the medium (see section 2.3). Leech and Svartvik note that

there are different levels of language use due to the differences in the relation between the

speaker (or writer) and hearer (or reader) (1994, 29). The levels of formal and informal are

defined as follows:

Formal language is the type of language we use publicly for some serious purpose,
for example in official reports, business letters, regulations and academic writing.
Formal English is nearly always <written>, but exceptionally it is used in <speech>,
for example in formal public speeches or lectures.
Informal language (also called ‘colloquial’) is the language of ordinary conversation,
of personal letters, and of private interaction in general. . . . Informality is typically
found in <spoken> language, although it also occurs quite widely in the <written>
medium, e.g. in diaries, personal letters and popular fiction. (Leech and Svartvik 1994,
29.)

Currently, popular definitions of e-mail language seem to place it in the same category with

diaries and personal letters. The differences between the levels of language use can be noted

in the degree of formality of vocabulary and grammar, politeness or familiarity, or literary or

rhetorical tone (ibid. 1994, 31-3). However, for the purposes of this study, investigation of the

language use cannot be realised on such elaborate levels. Hence, a traditional business letter

template is used as a model of the standard requirements of formal language, against which

the language use of e-mail is compared, as will be discussed more thoroughly further in the

thesis.
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     In regard to e-mail style, researchers have also widely debated on whether e-mail is more

written or speech-like in nature. Baron has summarised the different approaches to be found

in literature on e-mail messaging that have tried to depict the medium:

• letters by phone (email as a form of writing)
• speech by other means (email as a form of speech)
• mix and match (email as a combination of written and spoken elements)
• e-style (email as a distinct language style)
• contact system (email as a still-evolving language style) (Baron 2003, 85).

E-mail language is in this paper mainly investigated in the confines of particular features

which have been claimed to characterise e-mail usage, the “e-style”. As a more thorough

observation of the occurrences of written and speech-like features within the data is out of the

scope of the current study, a detailed discussion about the varying definitions classifying the

differences between speech and writing is not relevant either. This examination is rather

interested in exploring whether the data presents evidence of the existence of a mutual e-mail

style, which would generally characterise the language as it is used within the medium. Then

again, it is also contemplated whether it would seem more reasonable to assume that

depending on the e-mail user, people show differing levels of formality and stylistic variation

in their e-mail use.

3.3 Electronic Language as a Novel Register of English

The concept of register can also be used as a tool in discussing the style of e-mail. Register

has been defined as “a language variety viewed with respect to its context of use” (Biber and

Finegan 1994, 4). More broadly, register can also be seen as follows:

A communication situation that recurs regularly in a society (in terms of participants,
setting, communicative functions, and so forth) will tend over time to develop
identifying markers of language structure and language use, different from the
language of other communication situations (Ferguson 1994, as quoted in Danet 2001,
91).
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In discussing the definitions given of CMC language in previous research, both the terms of

register and variety are interchangeably used in this study, following the terminology used by

the different researchers. Ferrara, Brunner and Whittemore were among the first scholars to

suggest that CMC type of language is an emergent novel register, “Interactive Written

Discourse (IWD)”. They explored the language of messenger-type of real-time messaging.

(Ferrara et al. 1991.) Observing that features such as “omission of subject pronouns, copulas

and articles” (ibid. 1991, 8) characterised this type of language, they suggested that IWD

seemed to be similar to another “reduced” register type, that of Note-taking (ibid. 1991, 18).

Collot and Belmore analysed the language used on Bulletin Board Systems (BBSs) (1996).

They noted that this language variety employs some linguistic features that are usually

associated with certain forms of written language and others that are traditionally connected

with spoken language. They suggested that this type of language is similar to the genres of

public interviews, and personal or professional letters. (Collot and Belmore 1996, 21.) Based

on their findings, they proposed that this “Electronic Language” seems to be a new variety of

English (ibid. 1996, 13).

     Crystal has observed the linguistic features that seem to be mutual to the language used on

the Internet. He has also suggested that this “Netspeak” presents such unique features that it

could be seen “as a genuine language variety”. (Crystal 2002, 92.) Netspeak is described as a

novel “third medium” which combines “spoken, written, and electronic properties” (ibid.

2002, 48). Distinctive features of orthography are noted to characterise the variety. Regarding

practices of capitalisation, it is suggested that a lower-case default mentality is typical of the

medium. (ibid. 2002, 87, 123-4.) Spelling practices are also seen as deviant, as it is claimed

that non-standard spellings and spelling errors are common and accepted (ibid. 2002, 88, 111).

In regard to punctuation, a tendency towards minimalist punctuation, bringing writing into

closer contact with the prosody and paralanguage of speech, as well as atypical combinations
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of punctuation marks are noted to be typical of the medium (ibid. 2002, 89, 112, 124). Crystal

has listed numerous unique features regarding lexicon as well. However, the use of acronyms

and abbreviations, seen by Crystal as one of the most notable features of Netspeak (2002, 84),

is most likely to apply to e-mail language use. It is also suggested that the use of smileys or

emoticons characterises e-mail language (ibid. 2002, 124). Regarding form, e-mail is noted to

be typified by shortness of the message as well as the paragraph structure (ibid. 2002, 114). It

has also been stated that e-mail use is characterised by unique response practices, which are

dialogic in nature (ibid. 2002, 116).

     Although Crystal did not claim that all these characteristic features of Netspeak

simultaneously flourish in e-mail language use as such, some of these distinct features that

were seen as most applicable to e-mail messaging have been used as a basis for forming the

questionnaire. Suggested typical features of e-mail language were adopted from other earlier

e-mail studies as well. Hence, the aim of the questionnaire was in part to explore whether the

suggested unique features can be noted in actual e-mail use. The pre-supposition of this study

was that these distinct features may not occur that widely in all kinds of contexts of e-mail use.

These viewpoints will be discussed in more detail in connection with the analysis of the data.
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4 MATERIAL AND METHODS

As discussed earlier, the aim of this study is to examine the views the e-mail users themselves

have on e-mail as a medium and the practices that characterise the use. In the following, the

acquisition as well as analysis process of the data will be reported.

4.1 Methods of Data Acquisition

This section discusses the methods of acquiring the data, presenting the creation of the

questionnaire and the pilot study. The search for the informants will also be discussed.

4.1.1 Questionnaire

A semi-structured questionnaire was used as the data acquisition method for the purposes of

this study (see Appendix 1). It was seen as an expedient means of charting the views of the e-

mail users and a convenient and efficient way of collecting the data. The questionnaire

consisted of multiple-choice questions as well as open-ended questions. The questions

examining the use of e-mail were gathered under the following themes, which I had formed

partly based on previous research conducted on e-mail messaging, and partly on the grounds

of my research interest:

• Experience with e-mail
• Opinions on e-mail as a medium, its appropriateness for particular purposes
• Adoption of e-mail conventions
• Use of language in e-mails (including questions, for example, on the orthography,

lexicon and syntax of e-mail language)

The specific research interest behind each question will be discussed in more detail in

connection with the analysis of the questionnaire data. It is generally advised to gather

questions regarding a similar subject sequentially to help the respondents follow the questions

consistently (see e.g., Bauer 1963, as quoted in Jyrinki 1977, 103). However, I deliberately

adopted a different approach. Hence, in the final version of the questionnaire, I purposefully
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altered the order of the questions so that the informants would not be able to infer the

underlying themes of the questions. The order of the questions was also changed so as to

make it easier for the respondents to answer, altering quick and easy to select questions with

more laborious open-ended questions.

     I organised a pilot study with the questionnaire, since, for example, Jyrinki views pilot

testing as an essential part of conducting research (1977, 114). A pilot enables forecasting

issues relevant for the data gathering process and, most importantly in my view, allows

detection of weaknesses and easily misunderstood issues in the questionnaire. As it was

difficult enough to find a sufficient number of native respondents to answer the actual

questionnaire, I used Finnish respondents in the pilot study, (many of whom were students of

English philology). The pilot respondents were encouraged to comment on anything that they

saw as ambiguous or difficult to understand. The pilot turned out to be successful and useful

in that it gave various hints and ideas on how to improve the questionnaire. It helped to verify

that most questions yielded the sort of information that they were aimed at eliciting. Some

questions which caused confusion for the respondents were clarified or changed in the final

questionnaire.

4.1.2 Informants of the Study

The group of informants of this study consists of 11 native English speakers. The participants

of the study are referred to as informants or, in regard to the questionnaire, also as

respondents. Previous research on e-mail use has widely acknowledged the difficulties in

being able to find informants who would volunteer their private e-mail messages for scrutiny.

Therefore, in addition to the requirement that the informants needed to be native English

speakers, the only criteria set for potential informants were that they should be users of e-mail,

and over twenty years of age. The purpose of the age limit was to ensure that the informants

would have experience in using traditional means of writing prior to the proliferation of
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electronic communication. As e-mail use became more general at the end of the 1990’s,

people younger than 20 have probably grown used to using CMC from very young age, as a

part of their regular communication. This is likely to affect their views and could be a subject

of another study. Also, given the piloting nature of the current study, 11 informants were seen

to suffice for the purposes of this examination. As finding willing informants was expected to

be problematic, using random sampling was not a realistic option. Therefore, personal

contacts were used in order to find enough informants who could be “persuaded” into taking

part. People contacted were familiar to me, for example, from work contexts or people my

acquaintances know.

     The informants were contacted using a carefully prepared covering letter (see Appendix 2).

Taking the generally expressed ethical concerns about using private e-mails as data into

consideration, extra emphasis was given to assure the informants of protection of privacy. The

informants were contacted individually rather than as a group, as this was believed to

strengthen the sense of confidentiality in handling the data. The informants were requested to

send sample messages of their e-mail correspondence prior to giving more detailed

information about the questionnaire. In order to ensure the authenticity of the data, it was

thought ideal to gather material which had been produced before the informant knowing that

the data is to be analysed, in order to minimise the “observer’s paradox” or the intimidating

effect of the observer (see e.g., Sulkunen 1987, 51). Therefore, if the informants had a Sent

mail folder or similar storing the sent e-mails, they were advised to primarily use the Sent

mail folder and collect such e-mail samples that they had sent during October 2005.

Alternatively, if they did not have such storage of sent e-mails, they were asked to save some

copies of the e-mail messages they send during November 2005. The informants were asked

to send approximately 10 sample messages, some written for acquaintances or people the



24

informant is familiar with and some for a more formal contact or someone with whom the

informant is not personally familiar.

4.2 Methods of Analysis

In the following subsections, I will present the methods I used in analysing the questionnaire

data and the sample e-mail messages. It has been argued that people’s views of themselves do

not always match their actual practices. People may also want to present “a good face” when

answering a questionnaire, trying to response in accordance with alleged expectations. (E.g.,

Sulkunen 1987.) Therefore, the data acquired through the questionnaire was compared to the

sample e-mails sent by the informants prior to receiving the questionnaire. The idea was to

evaluate the extent to which the comments the informants give on their usage practices, match

the actual behaviour, as it is manifested in the sample messages. The assumption was that the

e-mail messages are of somewhat more “natural” data, not as much affected by how the

informants wish to believe they operate.

4.2.1 Analysis of the Questionnaire Data

17 potential informants were contacted in the data acquisition process. I received altogether

11 completed questionnaires. These formed the primary data of this study. The informants

were numbered and profiled according to their gender and age. Text analysis was used as a

method for examining the questionnaire data. More precisely, content analysis was used to

classify the material for further conclusions. As a basis for the content analysis, I formed an

analytical framework that was derived from the theme division on which the questions in the

questionnaire were originally based. As the themes were partly set up based on previous

research on the subject, the starting point of the analysis was thus also linked to the theoretical

framework. The questions were gone through, grouped and coded to the extent they fit into
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the thematic framework. Of the remaining data, I formed new categories based on the themes

that seemed to emerge from the data.

     I formed a summary document in which I collected the number of responses that had been

given in regard to each option of the multiple-choice questions. Also, I copied and pasted all

the responses and comments that each respondent had given regarding the open-ended

questions in the same summary document. Each comment given by a particular respondent

was coded respectively with the informant’s number. Thus, I had a single summary document,

which contained all the informants’ responses.

     For the analysis of the comments made by the informants in each of the open-ended

questions, I loosely adopted an inductive approach (see e.g., Miles and Huberman 1984). I

searched for and listed key words in the responses and comments given by the respondents. I

then compared and contrasted all these detected reduced expressions, searching for

similarities and differences within this data. The observations were next categorised based on

the similarities found and general concepts depicting the issue examined were formed. These

concepts were used in describing tendencies in the attitudes towards the phenomena

investigated. Chapter 5 discussing the informants’ attitudes towards e-mail as a medium is

based on analysis according to the model described above. The same approach also generally

forms a basis for investigating the practices employed in actual e-mail messaging in chapter 6.

However, for the examination of the form and content of the messages, I created a specific

model based on the observations emerging from the data. This model will be presented in

more detail in connection with the analysis in section 6.1 below.

4.2.2 Analysis of the Sample E-Mail Messages

Out of all the informants contacted, 6 people eventually sent me some sample e-mail

messages. Some people replied commenting that they wish to participate only by completing

the questionnaire. Although approximately ten messages were requested, the number of the
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messages sent varied from 6 to 18 messages. The messages were asked to be collected during

October and November 2005. In practice, the messages sent varied in date from November

2005 to some dated already in 2002. The dates of the messages of one respondent were not

visible. However, as I knew the respondent, I was able to infer based on the content of the

messages that they had been written around autumn 2005.

     All the messages that had not originally been sent in Word format were copied into Word.

I eventually restricted the messages to be taken under closer scrutiny to messages sent during

2005. The original idea was to divide the messages based on whether the messages had been

sent to familiar or unfamiliar recipients. In practice, there were very few sample messages in

which the recipient would have clearly been a stranger to the informant. Hence, the messages

were divided into the following two categories:

• Business-related, including messages sent in a formal or work-related context, or to
an unknown recipient.

• Social, including messages sent in a social context or for a well-known recipient.

To the extent that varying messages were available, I picked fairly randomly 1-4 business-

related and 1-4 social messages from each informant for closer scrutiny. In order to ensure as

representative sample of messages as possible, I tried to keep the following criteria in mind

where feasible:

• Some shorter and some longer messages in length.
• Some initial contacts made by the informant and some replies to received messages.
• Some individual messages and some “e-mail discussions” with a chain of messages.

As I had not originally received sample messages from all the informants, I contacted these

informants inquiring if I could use the e-mail messages they had exchanged with me as

sample messages. Five informants gave me permission to use the messages as data. I treated

these messages as business-related as these were all informants who did not know me

personally. Table 1 below lists the amount of social and business-related data available with
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respect to the informants of each group1. In connection to each informant, it has been

indicated whether the informant had provided more extensive data (ED) or whether the data

consisted of the messages sent to me, defined as limited data (LD2).

Table 1: Amount of sample data available for each informant

Informants of the
groups [Extensive or
limited data provided]

Number of business-
related messages
available

Number of social
messages available

Group 1
Informant 7 (ED) 4 1
Informant 9 (LD) 2 -
Informant 11 (LD) 3 1

Group 2
Informant 1 (ED) 4 4
Informant 2 (ED) 4 2
Informant 8 (LD) 2 1

Group 3
Informant 3 (None) - -
Informant 4 (ED) 3 4
Informant 5 (LD) 4 -
Informant 6 (ED) 3 3
Informant 10 (LD) 3 -

None
Informant 12 3 (ED) - -

     The sample data consisted of altogether 48 e-mail messages. The data was examined with

a content analytical approach. In examining a particular feature of e-mail use, each sample

message was read through observing the occurrence of the respective feature. Notes were

made along the observation process. Where applicable it was detected to what extent the

investigated feature occurred in business-related versus social messages. The length of the

message was also taken into consideration as well as whether the message was an initial

contact or a response.

1 The group division is described in more detail in section 6.1.
2 For two informants, for whom there was only limited data available, I “accidentally” got hold of some social e-
mails as well, as their messages were included in the sample e-mail messages provided by other informants.
3 One of the informants only sent the e-mail messages, but never returned the questionnaire, even after reminders,
and I did not hear from her since. Hence, I was unfortunately unable to use her samples messages as data, as the
analysis is closely tied to the responses given in the questionnaire.
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     It should be noted that the overall commensurability of the data is fairly limited as equal

number of both social and business-related messages could not be acquired from each

informant. Moreover, the number of informants within the groups varies. Also, the data

consisting of the messages written to me, cannot be seen as entirely “natural” as the

informants knew that they were writing to someone researching the subject. Moreover, these

messages are clearly not even as representative of the variation present in an individual’s e-

mail messaging as in regard to the informants who provided more extensive data. However,

the data acquisition process had to settle with what was provided by the informants. The

findings have been proportioned to the amount of data available. Taking into account the

difficulties in acquiring data of this kind, even with such known limitations, the data was

perceived as better than no data at all. On the whole, general tendencies of the use of the

examined features were inferred based on the data.
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5 E-MAIL AS A COMMUNICATION MEDIUM

This chapter first introduces the profile of the respondents briefly. In the light of the

questionnaire responses it is then discussed for which purposes the respondents use e-mail.

Moreover, it is considered for what kind of use e-mail is generally regarded as acceptable.

The preferences given to e-mail and other communication media regarding particular

purposes of use are also contemplated.

5.1 Profile of the Respondents

Before discussing the analysis of the data in more detail, the general profile of the informants

will be considered briefly. Questions 1-6 of the questionnaire collected information about the

respondents’ background. For the purposes of the analysis, only gender and age were used for

profiling the informants. Other background questions were asked in order to be able to form a

general view on how the informants stand as a group of e-mail users. The group of informants

turned out to be fairly homogeneous with respect to gender, education and occupation.

Regarding age, the informants did not present great variety either, their ages ranging from 23

to 44 years. Eight respondents out of eleven were male and three were female. More women

were approached when searching for informants, but for some reason only three participated.

Eight informants reported having or studying towards a university education. The majority of

the informants worked in occupations that could be classified as higher or lower managerial

and professional occupations,4 in such fields as education, information production or art.

     Since the number of the informants is rather small, individual responses are not, to a

greater extent, viewed against the background information. However, the information has

relevance in a larger scheme. The background information suggests that most of the

4 The classification used follows the standards of the National Statistics Socio-Economic Classification (NS-
SEC), see the National Statistics website at < http://www.statistics.gov.uk/methods_quality/ns_sec/>.

http://www.statistics.gov.uk/methods_quality/ns_sec/
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informants probably have plenty of experience in traditional written communication prior to

the proliferation of computer-mediated communication. It can also be assumed that they have

grown accustomed to the conventional standards of writing as part of their education.

5.2 Experience with E-Mail

Such factors as whether the respondent is a less experienced or a seasoned user of e-mail, or

how comfortable and familiar one is with the medium, are probable to have a bearing on the

attitudes one has towards e-mail as a communication medium. Table 2 below presents

questions 6 and 7 of the questionnaire on experience with e-mail and the responses given.

Table 2: Experience with e-mail (Questions 6 and 7)

Question 6 How long have you used e-
mail?

a. Less than a year -
b. 1-5 years (2)
c. 6-10 years (4)
d. More than 10 years (5)

Question 7 How often do you use e-mail
(during weekdays)?

a. Many times a day (8)
b. At least once a day (2)
c. At least once a week (1)
d. At least once a month -
e. Less than once a month -

     The majority of the respondents have used e-mail for at least six years. Most of the

respondents over thirty years of age have even used e-mail for longer than ten years. With

respect to frequency of use, the notion “during weekdays” was added after the pilot. It seemed

to cause confusion whether weekend use was to be counted in, as it would have altered the

response. As many people may not use e-mail to a great extent during weekends at home, the

addition was made in order to make it easier for the respondents to evaluate how frequent the

use is during weekdays. Eight respondents out of eleven reported that they use e-mail many

times a day. The background information discussed earlier showed that the majority of the

informants work in office settings. Hence, they probably have easy access to e-mail. E-mail is

likely to be frequently used for business-related matters alone.
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     It is worth noting that the only respondent who reported using e-mail less than once a day,

was the only one who worked in a more practical, “non-office” field. Therefore, further study

would definitely be needed including respondents of more varied backgrounds, in order to be

able to form a more versatile view of the actual use of e-mail. Nonetheless, the majority of the

respondents of this study seemed to be experienced users of e-mail and probably feel fairly

comfortable and familiar with e-mail as a communication medium.

5.3 Purposes of E-Mail Use

Previous e-mail literature suggests that e-mail is nowadays used for a variety of

communicative purposes. In order to find out for which purposes e-mail is actually used,

question 19 (see Table 3 below) presented such options that have been proposed to serve as

usage purposes of the medium in e-mail literature, as well as purposes for which I personally

have experienced people to use e-mail. The frequency of use cannot, however, be evaluated

based on question 19, as it only indicates whether the respondent has used e-mail for the

suggested purpose on the whole. According to Baron, people use e-mail for as wide-range of

purposes as to sending condolences (2000, 234). A presupposition of this study was that e-

mail would be too impersonal a medium for purposes of such graveness. Crystal is also of the

opinion that e-mail use for condolences “oversteps a boundary” (2002, 126). Question 20 (see

Table 3 below), however, introduced such alternatives of less obvious frequency as

condolences and breaking up a relationship, with the interest of finding out whether the

responses would seem to indicate that e-mail use is beginning to expand to less probable areas.

The option of breaking up a relationship was added, as there has been discussion in the media

that text messages are used today for this purpose. Moreover, it seemed reasonable to keep

both of these less likely options in the questionnaire, as the pilot study indicated that these

purposes had to some extent been used and accepted. The general acceptability of the
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suggested purposes was also charted with question 21. Table 3 below presents these questions,

as well as the number of the respondents having used and approved of each purpose5.

Table 3: Attitudes towards usage purposes of  e-mail I (Questions 19-21)

Question 19:
For which of the following purposes have you used e-mail?
(You can select several options.)

Question 21:
For which of the following purposes do
you find e-mail to be a suitable medium in
general? (You can also select options that you
have not used yourself, if you see them as generally
appropriate.)

a) For study/work-related communication, e.g. with colleagues
and other study/work contacts (10)

(11)

b) For socialising with friends, e.g. inquiring how the others are
doing, arranging to see someone, etc. (11)

(11)

c) For sending CVs or job applications (8) (10)
d) For conveying compliments, e.g. sending seasons greetings,
congratulations on a special day, etc. (8)

(8)

e) For sending/forwarding joke e-mails, entertaining chain e-
mails or tests, etc. (10)

(10)

f) For sending/forwarding e-mail petitions or appeals of a serious
nature, e.g. for a benevolent cause (3)

(10)

g) For invitations to occasions, e.g. birthday parties (7) (11)
h) For official information inquiries, e.g. approaching an
authority on some matter (10)

(11)

i) Other, what?  -
Question 20:
Have you used e-mail for any less general purposes? (You can
select several options.)
a) For condolences (2) (2)
b) For breaking up a relationship - (1)
c) Other, what? (2) (1)

     The perceived status of e-mail in comparison with more traditional media was also charted.

According to Baron, e-mail is favoured instead of phone calls or traditional letters, for

example, in social, two-person communication (2000, 227). Hence, question 29 partly aimed

at finding out whether the responses would suggest that e-mail is starting to replace other

media, with respect to some usage purposes. Table 4 below presents question 29 and the

number of selections made in favour of e-mail and other media.

5 The tables illustrating the questions of the questionnaire present the number of the respondents having selected
each option of the multiple-choice options where applicable. However, the responses given regarding the open-
ended questions are discussed in the text only.



33

Table 4: Preference between e-mail and other media (Question 29)

Question 29:
Would you rather mainly use e-mail or other
media for the following purposes? (Please mark (x) to
either e-mail or other media according to your preference.)

E-mail Other media
(for example, telephone, face-to-
face interaction or hand-
written/printed text)

a) For study/work-related communication, e.g. with
colleagues and other study/work contacts

9 2

b) For socialising with friends, e.g. inquiring how the
others are doing, arranging to see someone, etc.

5 6

c) For sending CVs or job applications 7 4
d) For conveying compliments, e.g. sending seasons
greetings, congratulations on a special day, etc.

2 9

e) For invitations to occasions, e.g. birthday parties 6 5
f) For official information inquiries, e.g. approaching
an authority on some matter

8 26

g) For condolences - 11
h) For breaking up a relationship - 11

Some open-ended questions were also included in the questionnaire, in order to complete the

views on the suitability of the usage purposes, acquired through the other questions presented

above. Table 5 below presents the open-ended questions 18, 22 and 30.

Table 5: Attitudes towards usage purposes of e-mail II (Questions 18, 22 and 30)

Question 18 For which purpose do you mainly use e-mail? (Please name only one main purpose in your own
words.)

Question 22 If you wish to further clarify your thoughts regarding any of the options given in
question number 21 above, please give your comments here.

Question 30 For which purposes would you under no circumstances use e-mail? (You can mention
any of the purposes given above or give your own purpose(s) for which e-mail is
inappropriate.)

In the following subsections, I will discuss the use and appropriateness of each suggested

usage purpose, as well as the preferences given to e-mail and other media, based on the

responses to all of the questions presented above.

5.3.1 Business-Related Communication and Official Inquiries

The responses to question 19 charting the respondents’ usage experiences with e-mail

indicated that, to some extent, the medium is used for all the suggested purposes. However, e-

6 The reason for reporting the selections of only ten informants is due to one respondent not having marked his
response in regard to this option.
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mail seems to be especially suitable a medium for taking care of different kinds of current

matters, often of factual or practical nature. Hence, purposes such as business-related

communication or official inquiries for information were mentioned as familiar usage

purposes by almost every respondent. (In this context the term business-related rather than

study/business-related communication seems well-founded, as only one of the respondents

reported being a student.) Based on question 21, these two purposes were also accepted as

suitable uses of e-mail by each respondent. Particularly business-related use seems to be one

of the main purposes of e-mail use, as half of the respondents mentioned communication

regarding business matters, when asked for their main purpose of use in the open-ended

question 18.

     What is more, based on question 29 asking whether e-mail or other media were preferably

used, the majority of the respondents reported that they prefer to use e-mail in business-

related communication. Only two respondents stated that they would rather use other media.

E-mail enjoys similar popularity in regard to official inquiries, as eight respondents stated that

they would preferably use e-mail for such purposes. These findings suggest that e-mail may

gradually begin to replace other media in preference regarding business communication and

official inquiries. The ease and convenience of the use probably account for some of e-mail’s

popularity in business communication. E-mail’s popularity compared to other media has been

noted in other research as well. E-mail’s independence from time constraints is a major

benefit in the business world. E-mail can be sent at any hour, without needing to worry about

time zones or the recipient’s schedules (Kankaanranta 2005, 170). According to one study,

“80 per cent of the respondents preferred e-mail to the telephone for business communication”,

as it can be sent to multiple recipients simultaneously, and the correspondence can be printed,

in case records need to be presented for the discussions that have taken place (see Greiner

2003). Business communication and official inquiries often involve the need to handle
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different kinds of matters with people not familiar to the e-mail user. As many people may

find personal communication with unfamiliar people difficult, part of e-mail’s popularity

compared to the other media in such contexts probably finds an explanation in the very fact

that with e-mail, no personal contact is needed. I have personally noticed that in office

settings, for example, people nowadays often consult co-workers by sending e-mail, even if

face-to-face communication was readily available.

5.3.2 Social Communication

E-mail seems to be generally used for social communication as well. The responses to the

open-ended question 18 showed that social usage was mentioned as the main purpose of e-

mail use by half of the respondents. Moreover, based on question 19, it can be noted that

everyone had used e-mail for socialising with friends. Social usage was also viewed as an

acceptable purpose of use by each respondent.

     Based on question 29, however, the popularity of e-mail is not that notable anymore. In

comparison with other media, only five people reported that they would rather use e-mail for

socialising with friends. On the other hand, it has also been argued that, to some extent,

mobile or virtual communication is starting to replace actual human-to-human interaction.

One study reports that “email has become the most popular method of communication with

friends and family, with 81 per cent of respondents using it” (see Reade 2005a). Nevertheless,

the findings of this study do not suggest such considerable popularity, as six respondents out

of eleven still prefer to use other media for social communication. Perhaps e-mail is most

frequently used for day-to-day matters concerning social communication as well. Issues of

more personal nature may, however, require other means of communication to be used.



36

5.3.3 CVs, Invitations and Compliments

Delivery of CVs, job applications, invitations and compliments has traditionally been handled

via conventional mail. However, e-mail seems to be increasingly used for all these purposes.

Especially with respect to CVs and job applications, e-mail seems to be an accepted

conveyance channel, as most of the respondents have used e-mail for this purpose, and almost

every respondent regards the medium as suited for such use. Also, in comparison with other

media, seven respondents would prefer to use e-mail. Four respondents would, however,

preferably use other media for sending their CVs or job applications. The same respondents

who had not used e-mail for this purpose would often not prefer to use it either. It seems that

somewhat older respondents would prefer to use other media. Perhaps depending on age or

particular professional fields, the use of more conventional channels is considered as carrying

more prestige. Moreover, it has been noted that employers are opposed to the general

informality of job applications delivered by e-mail. They are disturbed by "how the informal

and chummy culture of Internet correspondence has infected job inquiries” making the e-

mailed job applications resemble more of a “cover note” than appropriate cover letters (Boyle

2001). Therefore, those respondents who prefer to use other media for sending CVs or job

applications may also fear that e-mail is too informal a medium from the point of view of the

potential employer. Increasingly, however, employers nowadays request that applications

should be sent by e-mail.

     Based on question 19, today, invitations to occasions, and compliments and greetings are

neither merely delivered through conventional mail. Seven respondents reported having used

e-mail for sending invitations. Furthermore, all the respondents accepted that e-mail is a

suitable medium for this purpose. Although unanimously accepted for this purpose, five

respondents would, however, rather use other media for sending invitations. Concerning

compliments, eight respondents stated that they had used e-mail for this purpose. However,
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the appropriateness of this purpose was not quite as largely agreed on as with invitations.

Those respondents who had not used e-mail for sending compliments often did not see it as

appropriate either. Moreover, one respondent who had used e-mail for this purpose, did not,

however, see it as suitable. Such a response was, nevertheless, exceptional among the data.

On the contrary, it was more typical of the respondents to regard even such purposes as

acceptable for the medium that they had not used themselves. In this respect, the actual

respondents of the study differed from the respondents of the pilot study. The pilot

respondents mentioned in several contexts, especially in regard to conveying compliments,

that they had used e-mail for a given purpose, but, nonetheless, did not view the medium as

suited for the very purpose. The noted divergence between the Finnish pilot respondents and

the English respondents might suggest that there are differences in the preferences of e-mail

use depending on cultural or national background. The investigation of this notion is, however,

out of the scope of the current study, but it might offer an absorbing object for further study.

     The attitudes of the actual respondents as well became more negative towards the use of e-

mail with respect to conveying compliments, when asked which media they would prefer to

use. Nine informants altogether reported that they would rather use other media for sending

their greetings and only two people reported preferring e-mail in this comparison. In this

respect, however, the pilot respondents were even more unanimously against the use of e-mail,

as all of them favoured other media instead of e-mail. The example of sending compliments

shows that, even if the use of e-mail is approved of on a general level for a particular purpose,

other means of communication may still be preferably selected for personal use. Hence, the

findings of this study suggest that e-mail greetings will not make traditional cards redundant,

as has been speculated in some studies, for example, with respect to the increased use of e-

mailed Christmas wishes (see e.g., Reade 2005b).
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5.3.4 Chain E-Mails and Circulars

Articles and web sites which advise e-mail users on how to treat chain e-mails and circulars

often view these negatively. Those concerned with Internet security-related issues, strongly

advise people against forwarding chain e-mail messages (Microsoft 2005). Disregarding

technological risks, discretion is still often recommended with the forwardable messages as,

for example, joke e-mails are suggested to be found either offensive or solely annoying by

many people (see e.g., Post 2003).

     However, regardless of the general recommendations, chain e-mails of entertaining nature

seem to be generally sent and forwarded. The respondents do not seem to perceive the

circulars as especially problematic or vexatious either, as all, except the one respondent who

had not sent chain e-mails himself, stated that they regard entertaining circulars as acceptable.

Hence, it seems that the chain e-mails have become a permanent phenomenon of the e-mail

messaging culture. It has also been suggested that the e-mail circulars represent the

information age form of folklore (Kibby 2005).

     However, only three respondents reported having used the medium for chain e-mails of a

serious nature, such as e-mail petitions. The small number of users having sent serious chain

e-mails, does not seem to be a consequence of not finding these acceptable, as ten respondents,

nonetheless, stated that e-mail is an appropriate medium for a purpose of this sort. Hence, the

low usage of the serious chain e-mails may simply be due to the fact that these are originally

not put into circulation in the virtual world to the same extent as the entertaining ones.

5.3.5 Less Probable Purposes

Question 20 charted the potential use of e-mail for purposes suspected to be less probable for

the medium. The responses to this question do not, however, seem to suggest that e-mail use

would be expanding so that it would also encompass subject matters of deeply personal or

serious nature. None of the respondents had used e-mail for breaking up a relationship. Use of
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e-mail for such a purpose was also strictly disapproved. Only one respondent viewed this

option as acceptable. He, too, clarified his response further in regard to question 22, saying

that it would be too impersonal from his point of view, but taking such questions as distance

into account, he concluded that “I can see that others might” (Informant 7, male 44).

     Moreover, only two respondents reported having used e-mail for conveying condolences.

The same two respondents were also the only ones who perceived that e-mail is a suitable

medium for a purpose of this sort. It was earlier noted that the respondents were generally

fairly tolerant of others’ use, even if they had not themselves used e-mail for a given purpose.

Nevertheless, with respect to condolences and breaking up a relationship, they do not seem to

approve of others’ use either. Those respondents who gave clarifying comments in question

22, generally explained that e-mail is inappropriate for these purposes as it is too impersonal

as a medium. As could be expected, with respect to question 29, all the respondents stated that

they would rather use other media for conveying condolences and breaking up a relationship.

As it was noted that some people had, however, used e-mail for offering condolences, this

could slightly indicate that the purposes of e-mail use may, to some extent, be expanding. As

for now, such serious use is, nonetheless, scarce.

    The option “Other” given in question 20, brought on some interesting perspectives on

potential novel uses of e-mail. Two respondents mentioned that they had used e-mail for

starting a relationship. They even stated that e-mail had been the primary means of

communication at the beginning of the relationship. These responses can slightly suggest that

e-mail may begin to be used for some highly emotional and personal uses as well, at least

regarding positive issues. It is worth noting, though, that it is not an entirely novel

phenomenon that computers are involved in couple formation processes. As Suominen notes,

for example, “perfect matches” have been calculated based on particular selection criteria

with the help of computers. However, it was not until the Internet that computers could also
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provide a communicative dimension into the process of people getting to know each other.

(Suominen 2006.) Use of the Internet and e-mail as devices for forming a relationship may

hence be increasing. Studies examining text messaging of young people have reported similar

findings. Today, text messages seem to play an important role at the early stages of forming a

relationship (Kasesniemi and Rautiainen 2001, 146).

5.4 Conclusions on E-Mail as a Communication Medium

Question 19 mainly presented such usage options for which I have noted people to use e-mail.

These options were suspected to be quite generally used. All of these options turned out to be

used and also widely accepted as appropriate usage purposes of e-mail. Even such purposes

that had not been used by the respondents themselves, were often, nonetheless, viewed as

generally acceptable. The frequency of use of these purposes would need further examination.

However, especially business-related use and official inquiries seemed to stand out as largely

used and accepted purposes of e-mail use. Then again, the data suggests quite unanimous

disapproval of the use of e-mail for less probable usage purposes, such as condolences or

breaking up a relationship.

     Early guidebooks on e-mail use often viewed e-mail as a convenient medium for neutral or

positive business communication, but strictly advised e-mail users against using e-mail for

conveying highly emotional news, good or bad (see Danet 2001, 53-4). The habits of use do

not seem to have changed substantially from those early days, as most respondents still seem

to have similar attitudes towards the suitable purposes of e-mail use. The media richness

theory can be used as a tool in contemplating the findings of the analysis, (although Dennis

and Kinney (1998) have criticised its ability to account for the new electronic media). In the

following, the respondents’ attitudes towards the acceptability of the different purposes of e-

mail use will be discussed more thoroughly in the light of this theory. The media richness

theory suggests that, based on factors such as immediacy of the feedback and the capacity of
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the medium to convey multiple cues (for example, body language, voice tone, gestures), the

communication media are situated on a continuum ranging from lean to rich media. Face-to-

face communication is viewed as the richest medium with most immediate feedback and

multiplicity of paralinguistic cues. Then again, written media with few such cues and a delay

in feedback are regarded as lean media. (See e.g., Dennis and Kinney 1998; Daft and Lengel

1984, as quoted in McGee 2000.)

     In comparison with other media, it turned out that the respondents prefer to use e-mail for

business-related communication and official inquiries. The findings even suggest that e-mail

may begin to replace the other media. The leanness of e-mail as a medium is probably viewed

as suited for these purposes. As official inquiries and business communication often deal with

fairly factual and neutral matters, apparently there is no greater need for a richer medium.

However, these usage contexts sometimes also require handling subjects of more complexity.

The lean nature of the medium, such as the lack of social cues, may also be seen as a benefit

in such contexts. Hence, some people may deliberately use e-mail in order to avoid

confrontation concerning awkward or complex issues. Because of the leanness of the medium,

e-mail may sometimes, however, also be perceived as unsuited for dealing with official

matters. It seems that e-mail is not always seen as carrying the required significance with

respect to more formal issues. For example, one respondent noted that e-mailed complaints

are ”generally taken less seriously than letters” with a request to “‘put your complaint in

writing’ when that is precisely what you’ve already done” (Informant 5, male 23).

     Question 30, asking the respondents to mention such purposes that they view as entirely

inappropriate for e-mail, indicated that e-mail would not be used for communicating anything

of substantial personal importance. The issues that are seen as unsuited to be conveyed via e-

mail can be complex, serious, intimate or emotional in nature. The unsuitable subjects can

encompass both negative and positive issues, such as condolences, disputes or weddings. The
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respondents probably feel that more personal involvement is needed in such contexts. Hence,

it can be interpreted that e-mail is too lean a medium for these purposes, as it cannot provide

sufficient capacity of paralinguistic cues. The social cues are needed to convey the intended

emotional content of the message. Crystal has also noted that for serious purposes, the

telephone or face-to-face interaction are far better media, as they allow for the capacity of

vocal nuances required for expressing something of a difficult nature (2002, 126). The media

richness theory also suggests that the more equivocal or uncertain the message to be conveyed,

the richer media ought to be used (Dennis and Kinney 1998). The lean nature of e-mail may

leave room for misunderstandings. Hence, the respondents also rather seem to select a richer

medium concerning issues of greater significance, as the interlocutor’s feedback is immediate

and one can thus be assured that the message is interpreted as intended.

     Sending CVs, job applications and invitations divided opinions as regards the preference

given to e-mail or the other media. Nonetheless, it seemed that at least greetings and

compliments are much rather conveyed via more conventional media. The lean and ephemeral

nature of e-mail probably bothers those people who rather use more conventional media in

regard to these purposes. Use of a richer medium is presumably seen as adding more prestige

or importance to the delivery. These people may also hope that the recipient would take the

message more seriously if it is conveyed through conventional means. For example, it may be

easier not to react to an invitation that has arrived by e-mail than to one that has been received

personally through conventional mail. There may also be differences in opinions on which

kinds of issues people accept to be delivered to them by e-mail. For example, as sending

invitations was perceived as a suitable purpose of e-mail use by everyone, it may be that even

such people who would not themselves send invitations via e-mail, may not mind receiving

them by e-mail from others. Then again, fewer respondents accepted e-mail to be used for

conveying compliments. Hence, such people who send their greetings by conventional mail
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may also expect to receive compliments addressed to themselves through traditional means. A

concrete compliment which leaves a permanent record is perhaps perceived as carrying more

sincere effort and meaning.

     As many respondents commented that they perceive e-mail as being impersonal in nature,

it seems contradictory that almost half of the respondents still reported that they would rather

use e-mail than the other media for social communication. The examples used with respect to

this question may partly account for the responses in favour of e-mail. These may have made

the informants consider mainly issues of everyday nature, rather than the whole range of

communication taking place with friends and family. Regarding all the purposes of use

discussed, e-mail’s popularity for some people may also in part be explained by the fact that

many of the respondents do not currently live in their native countries. These people generally

seem more tolerant of e-mail to be used for all sorts of purposes. For them, e-mail probably

offers a convenient and affordable alternative for conventional media. Hence, the

communication itself may be more significant an issue for these people than the question of

the medium used, as one respondent put it: “if email were the only way then I would use it. It

would be better than no communication at all” (Informant 7, male 44).

     All in all, the findings do not seem to suggest that the purposes of e-mail use would show

notable expansion. Especially serious and negative issues are still rather dealt with through

conventional media. Very slight indication could be found that some people do use e-mail for

both negative and positive matters of emotional and personal nature. However, no far-

reaching inferences can be made based on such scarce use. Early research exploring SMS

communication also made such claims that text messaging is not suitable for especially

personal communication or matters needing thorough discussion (Kopomaa 2000, as quoted

in Kasesniemi and Rautiainen 2001, 143). However, it has been noted in more recent studies

that the usage purposes of text messaging are gradually becoming more versatile. Today, at
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least text messaging of young people does encompass very serious and difficult issues as well

(Nurmela 2001, as quoted in Kasesniemi and Rautiainen 2001, 144). Future will show

whether similar diversification of usage purposes will gradually happen in e-mail use as well.

     It has been witnessed in this chapter that each respondent uses e-mail for a variety of

purposes. It is presupposed in this study that the main purpose of e-mail use may, however,

generally define the attitude the e-mail user has towards the medium. Hence, those who use e-

mail mainly for social purposes may have a more informal view of the medium as a whole.

Then again, those who mostly use it for business-related communication may tend to adopt a

more formal attitude towards the overall use as well. The formal and informal uses of e-mail

will be examined in more detail in the following chapter, as the form and content of the e-mail

messages will be taken under closer scrutiny.
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6 FORM AND CONTENT OF THE MESSAGE

This chapter takes a look at the actual message production, starting from the consideration of

the communicative conventions that affect message writing, then proceeding to a detailed

contemplation of the features that characterise e-mail messaging. The degree of formality of

the usage practices is of special interest. The questionnaire responses as well as the sample e-

mail messages are used as a basis for examining the usage practices employed as regards the

form and content of the message. The respondents’ general attitudes towards the acceptable

uses of language within the medium of e-mail are also discussed.

6.1 Conventions Affecting the Message Production

It is probable that other forms of communication have an effect on the respondents’ e-mail use.

Before examining the actual message production, it is first considered whether the e-mail

users seem to adopt the conventions of a certain communicative tradition as a basis for their e-

mail writing. As mentioned in section 4.2.1 above, a particular model was created for

examining the respondents’ opinions as well as actual usage practices regarding the form and

language use of the e-mail messages. Along the analysis process, I observed that the

respondents seemed to form groups with respect to their general attitude towards the question

of formality or informality of e-mail messaging. This made me want to investigate whether it

can be assumed that people generally attach themselves to a certain communicative tradition,

which is either more formal or informal in nature, and bring the conventions and practices of

this tradition into their e-mail use as well. Hence, in order to aid the analysis of the styles used

in the e-mails, I created a model for profiling the informants based on these observations

emerging from the data. In the following, I will describe this model and its use in the analysis

process in more detail. It should, nevertheless, be noted that the profiling of the respondents is
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treated as a basis reflecting potential inclination towards a preference to more formal or

informal use of e-mail. However, the stylistic variation occurring on the surface level of

language use is also acknowledged. Table 6 below presents the questions and responses based

on which the grouping of the informants was carried out. I believed that questions 11 and 27

would indicate whether the respondents generally view their e-mail messaging as relating

more towards written based (formal) or speech-like (informal) registers, or to some modes in

between.

Table 6: Profiling of the respondent groups (Questions 11 and 27)

Group Which of the following would
you describe as mostly
comparing to your e-mail use?
(Q 27)

Explain briefly, where have you
adopted your e-mail writing
conventions from? (Q 11) [Key
words from responses selected]

Model to which e-
mail messaging
seems to relate

Group 1
Informant 7  Formal letters Own judgement/letter writing

conventions
More written based

Informant 9 Formal letters/hand-written letters As if writing on paper (letter-
writing conventions)

More written based

Informant 11 Formal letters - More written based

Group 2
Informant 1 Phone calls Adaptation to others’ style More speech-like

Informant 2 Face-to-face conversation Letter-writing conventions,
informality of medium,
immediacy, conversational in style

More speech-like

Informant 8 Face-to-face conversation Same way as would speak More speech-like

Group 3
Informant 3 Hand-written letters - In between (written

and speech-like)

Informant 4 Hand-written letters Work: letter-writing format
Friends: more loose style,
adaptation to others’ style

In between

Informant 5 Hand-written letters Adaptation to others’ style In between
Informant 6 Hand-written letters Letter-writing conventions In between
Informant 10 All of the above Adaptation to others’ style In between

The process of profiling the informants could be described as an abductive approach. In an

abductive analysis process, it is acknowledged that the researcher’s previous understanding of

the subject may affect the interpretation emerging from the data (Honkonen and Karila 1997,

144). In this context the data seemed to give rise to the grouping between the informants
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depicted above. However, it is likely that the extensive discussion about the informality of the

medium in literature on e-mail use has had an effect on my reading practices of the data.

Based on the model, the groups seemed to form following kinds of profiles:

     Group 1. Informants 7, 9 and 11 form group 1. Informants 7 and 11 regarded their e-mail

use as being mostly similar to formal letters. Their responses to question 11 seem to back up

orientation towards written models, as they mentioned that letter-writing, (as well as their

own judgement) form the basis of their e-mail writing. They also mentioned business-related

use as the main purpose of their e-mail use with respect to question 18, discussed already

earlier in the thesis. Informant 9 wanted to point out that his use compares to both formal and

hand-written letters. In response to question 18, he mentioned again both social and business

usage as the main purposes of use. However, when asked about adaptation of conventions in

question 11, he mentioned “writing on paper” as a model for his e-mail use. Therefore,

informant 9 is also placed in group 1. Consequently, group 1 respondents would seem to

attach to traditional written based media in their e-mail use. They also seem to regard e-mail

as being mainly suited for more formal and factual communication.

Group 2. Informants 1, 2 and 8 form group 2, as they all reported that their e-mail use

mostly compares to speech-based communication. In regard to question 11, the respondents of

group 2, too, stated that letter-writing conventions in part influence their e-mail use. However,

the respondents explicitly mentioned that they embrace the informality offered by the medium

and write as they speak or as if being in a conversation. Hence, group 2 respondents generally

seem to regard e-mail as being mainly informal in nature. It can thus be assumed that they

probably allow use of less formal, non-standard practices in their messages. Group 2 would

also seem to show some tendency towards mainly social use, as two respondents mentioned

social use as their main purpose with regard to question 18.
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Group 3. Group 3 is the largest group, consisting of informants 3, 4, 5, and 6, who all

reported that their e-mail use mainly compares to hand-written letters. Informant 10 refused to

make a single selection, stating that his e-mail use compares to all of the given options and

more. He is located in group 3, as the response explicitly indicates that his e-mail use

fluctuates in between the traditional models. Based on the responses to the other questions, it

will be further examined whether the respondents of this group rather seem to embrace the

potential for diversity of style, or whether they, too, seem to be mainly inclined towards more

formal or informal communicative traditions. In all, the e-mail style of these respondents can

be assumed to present less standard uses, as it has been noted that people tend to use practices

that deviate from the standards of written language in hand-written letters (Kesseler and Bergs

2004). Question 11 on the adoption of conventions seems to back up the tendency of these

respondents to alternate between different styles, as most of the respondents mentioned that

they observe the style used by other e-mail users and adapt their own use accordingly. Many

respondents of this group had missed the question on the main usage purpose, hence the

general tendency towards social or business-related use cannot be judged. All in all, group 3

seems to be a “chameleon group”. It appears that the respondents apply usage practices that

varyingly originate from more formal or informal communicative traditions depending on the

recipient and context of the message.

     The analysis of the data based on the group division was carried out by first entering all the

responses of the informants regarding the factors to be investigated into an excel sheet. The

responses were organised according to the group division. The analysis of each particular

practice of use or linguistic feature was conducted by subjecting the responses of the groups

dealing with the feature in question to closer scrutiny, by searching for similarities and

differences among and between the groups. One of the central interests of this study was to

consider the extent to which the linguistic features claimed to be characteristic of e-mail use
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are truly manifested in actual e-mail messaging. A business letter template adopted from

Danet (2001, 59) was selected as a tool for further analysing the claim (see Appendix 3).

Danet has also used this template for comparing the use of some features in the sample e-mail

data of her study to the standard use.

     The business letter template is highly official and standardised with respect to form and

expected usage patterns. In this study, the overarching idea is that the features that are claimed

to be typical of e-mail language often deviate considerably from, if are not even opposite to,

the standard requirements of the traditional business letter template. Therefore, the

observations made about the groups were also compared against the template. The aim was to

consider the degree of formality of the groups’ email style. This was carried out by evaluating

to what extent the groups’ e-mail use conforms to or deviates from the standards of written

language, as will be explained more thoroughly in section 6.2.3 below. The presupposition of

this study is that the more a person’s e-mail writing deviates from the business letter template,

the more closely it resembles the alleged e-mail language register and vice versa.

     Question 27 above asked about the main communicative tradition used as a model for

one’s e-mail writing. The respondents’ conceptions on the different models that they use for

their e-mail writing and on the styles they adopt in e-mail messaging were completed by

asking the respondents to describe in question 28 to what extent the context of writing the

message affects the style used. As the current status of e-mail use is fairly unrestricted and

liberal in nature, the users need to evaluate themselves what kinds of conventions they adopt

as a basis for their e-mail messaging. Hence, it was also of interest to find out whether the

respondents would hope for some guidance on e-mail writing. Question 12 was expected to

produce evaluations on the potential need for some general standards for e-mail style. Table 7

below presents questions 12 and 28, as well as the responses given where applicable.
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Table 7: Need for guidance and factors affecting the e-mail style (Questions 12 and 28)

Question 12 Do you feel a need for some training or guidance on e-
mail writing/etiquette organised e.g. by your employer?
Please explain briefly why?

a. Yes (2)
b. No (9)

Question 28 When you consider the options given in question number 27 above, do you think
that it sometimes varies what you would compare your e-mail use with, depending
on the context in which you are sending the e-mail message, (e.g. to a certain
recipient)? If yes, please explain briefly how?

    Various factors have been noted to affect the shape and tone adopted in a message, such as

the recipient, purpose or subject of the message (e.g., Crystal 2002; Danet 2001). It was

expected that the responses to question 28 could bring forward some new perspectives on

what affects the style adopted in a message. However, the responses were to a large extent in

accord with earlier research. It was mentioned that following kinds of factors affect the style

of e-mail writing:

§ Recipient
§ Context of message
§ Subject of message
§ Communicative purpose of message
§ Length of message
§ Duration of correspondence / Phase of communication

Many of these factors probably affect the message production simultaneously. The influence

of these factors on the respondents’ e-mail messaging will be further discussed later on in this

thesis with regard to the group division. In general, however, regardless of whether the

respondents mentioned with respect to question 27 that they predominantly use a more formal

or informal style, respondents of each group stated that they adjust the degree of formality of

their style as required by the context. The responses given to question 11 earlier suggested

that the respondents have not referred to guide books on e-mail writing as a model for their

own message production, (perhaps because the awareness of the existence of such guidance

material is scarce). Only one respondent mentioned that he had read some text on e-mail

etiquette on the Internet. The responses to question 12 indicated that such guidance was not
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generally wanted either. The respondents appear to be willing to retain the unrestricted status

of e-mail and freedom of choice, as they generally resisted the idea of external dictation of

regulations. Many respondents emphasised that people are capable of using their own

judgement on what is stylistically reasonable and suited in a given context, as one respondent

put it: “most people grasp a good idea of expected standards from their experiences and from

those around them - the same is true of email” (Informant 4, male 33).

6.2 Form of the Message

Former literature on e-mail messaging seems to suggest that e-mail as a medium fosters brief

and rapid interaction, which is often dialogic in nature. Hence, it seems probable that the

traditional formalities of paper-based correspondence are not always followed in e-mail

messaging. In the following sections, the form of the messages will be discussed. The

appearance of the messages, including features such as the length and layout of the messages,

as well as the use of greetings and farewells will be examined.

6.2.1 Appearance of the Message

Shortness of the message is suggested to be a typical feature of e-mail (Crystal 2002, 114). It

is generally perceived that an e-mail message should fit into a single screen view for the ease

of reading (ibid. 2002, 109). Short messages and short paragraphs in general, and replies to a

certain question or brief acknowledgements to the sender’s e-mail in particular, reflect the

dialogic character of e-mail (ibid. 2002, 114-115). Therefore, an e-mail message can often be

seen as one part of an exchange assuming a reply (ibid. 2002, 112). The dialogic character

seems to suggest that e-mail messages are formed based on the idea of conversational

interaction, typical of spoken language. The fact that e-mail messages form dialogic

sequences is noted to be a feature that is typical of no other form of written communication

(Severinson Eklundh 1987, as quoted in Hård af Segerstad 2002, 100).
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     The response practices can also be suggested to reflect a tendency towards maintenance of

coherent dialogues in e-mail messaging. This is especially probable if the respondent uses

practices of intercalation or quotation. According to Crystal, intercalation means that the e-

mail user responds to the points made by the sender by placing one’s answers within the

original message. In quotation, particular questions of the sender are copied and pasted into

the reply and answered respectively. (Crystal 2002, 118-119.) Both of these techniques are

suggested to be unique features of e-mail, made possible by the electronic nature of the

medium. These practices are also claimed to be widely used in interpersonal e-mail

communication, as e-mail users wish to avoid the need to rephrase the ideas presented by the

sender. (ibid. 2002, 118.) Based on these claims, it could be assumed that the shorter the e-

mail message and the more dialogic the response practice used, the more the idea that e-mail

is a convenient medium for purposes of conversational interaction may be supported. Then

again, to counterbalance the widely claimed conversational nature of the medium, division of

the message into paragraphs can be suggested to illustrate adoption of such means for creating

coherence and legibility that derive from paper-based writing. In this respect, conformance to

written standards can also be claimed to play a role in e-mail production.

     Questions 8-10 were aimed at examining whether the practices the respondents seem to

adopt regarding the appearance of the message show any tendency towards more formal or

informal messaging. The sample messages were also examined in order to observe the

practices employed concerning the appearance of the message in the actual use. Table 8 below

presents questions 8-10 and the responses given respectively.
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Table 8: Appearance of the message (Questions 8-10)

Question 8 Are your e-mail messages mainly
short or long in length (short message
meaning approximately 10 lines)?

a. Short (8)
b. Long (1) 7

Question 9 Do you divide your e-mail messages
into paragraphs?

a. Always (5)
b. Most of the time (6)
c. Sometimes-
d. Very seldom -
e. Never -

Question
10

How do you most often respond to an
e-mail message you receive?

a. By placing your reply above the original message (7)
b. By placing your reply below the original message (1)
c. By placing your reply within the original message -
d. By omitting the original message from your reply (3)
e. Other, what? -

The responses to question 8 do seem to suggest that e-mail is mostly used for short messages,

as eight respondents stated that their messages are mainly short. (In this context, a message of

approximately 10 lines in length was defined as a short message.) However, some differences

could be noted between the groups. The two respondents who refused to make a selection

between the options given, were respondents of group 1. They seemed to stress the fact that

they produce both short and long messages, and emphasise that the purpose of the message

defines the length. Hence, it can be suggested that these respondents may refuse to view the

medium as being mainly suited to informal and conversational communication. The sample

messages of group 1 were, nonetheless, mainly short. Then again, all the respondents of group

2 and almost everyone in group 3 stated that they mainly write short messages. Based on the

sample e-mail material, the messages of the respondents of both these groups mostly seemed

to be short.

     The responses to question 9 presented only minor divergence between the respondents and

groups with respect to the use of paragraphs. All the respondents of group 1 reported always

using paragraphs. Group 2 respondents also reported that they almost always use paragraphs.

None of the respondents of group 3 reported always using them, but only most of the time.

7 Two of the respondents refused to use the pre-selected options, commenting that their messages are neither
mainly short nor long.
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The sample messages were generally so short that the use of paragraphs proved irrelevant.

Moreover, the layout of the messages that had been forwarded to me had often become so

distorted that it was difficult to interpret the original paragraph structure used in the message.

Therefore, no solid conclusions could be made on the actual use of paragraphs based on the

data. To the extent that relevant sample data was available, the respondents of all the groups

seemed to divide their messages into paragraphs, regardless of the recipient or the purpose of

the message.

     The responses to question 10 asking about the response practices indicated that the

majority of the respondents mainly place their response above the original message and one

respondent below the original. Hence, it could be suggested that most of the respondents show

some tendency towards keeping the messaging dialogic. For if the original message is kept in

the response, there is always a possibility to refer back to what was written by the interlocutor.

Omitting the original message from the response could be seen as the least dialogic response

practice. The group division does not, however, illuminate the differences in preferences

regarding response practices, as the three respondents who stated that they omit the original

message were evenly distributed in all the groups. The examination of the sample messages

suggests that responding above the original message truly is the most general response

practice. Regardless of the practice mentioned to be used, the respondents had mostly replied

by placing the response above the original message. It should be noted, though, that the

response practice may not always be a deliberate choice, but the respondent may simply adopt

the default practice suggested by the e-mail software used.

6.2.2 Greetings and Farewells

Earlier e-mail research varies in opinions on how general the use of greetings and farewells is

seen to be. Those who suggest that these are used between people acquainted with each other

note the tendency towards informality in the usage (Crystal 2002, 100). Some scholars,
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stressing the convenience and informality of e-mail use, see the use of openings and closings

as minimal or even non-existent, regardless of whether the message is sent to an acquaintance

or a stranger (Du Bartell 1995, as quoted in Hård af Segerstad 2002, 101). It is suggested that

the header part of the message suffices for presenting the same information provided by the

use of openings and closings (Baron 2000, 238; Herring 1996, 87). My presupposition was,

however, that openings and closings are more frequently used, greetings perhaps slightly

more often than farewells. The relationship with the recipient is likely to influence the use of

greetings and farewells. However, other factors such as “subject-matter, time-pressure, and

mood” have also been noted to affect the use or omission of these practices (Crystal 2002,

102).

     Questions 13-16 were aimed at finding out whether and why openings and closings are

used. They were also intended to asses the degree of formality of the usage. Question 17

asked whether the respondents expect received messages to have these formulae of courtesy.

Table 9 below presents these questions and the responses where applicable.

Table 9: Greetings and farewells (Questions 13-17)

Question
13

Do you use greetings at the beginning of your e-mail
messages?

a. Always (4)
b. Most of the time (6)
c. Sometimes (1)
d. Very seldom -
e. Never -

Question

14

If you answered a.-d. in question number 13, please explain
briefly why you use greetings and does the use differ from
time to time?

Question

15

Do you use farewells, (other than just your name), at the
end of your messages?

a. Always (3)
b. Most of the time (4)
c. Sometimes (4)
d. Very seldom -
e. Never -

Question

16

If you answered a.-d. in question number 15, please explain
briefly why you use farewells and does the use differ from
time to time?

Question

17

Do you expect an e-mail you receive to have a greeting or a
farewell? Please explain briefly why?

a. Yes (6)
b. No (5)
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Based on the responses, greetings seem to be frequently used as the majority of the

respondents stated that they always, or most of the time, use greetings in their e-mail

messages. It can also be noted that farewells seem to be quite generally used, although, as

suspected, not quite as often as greetings. The sample messages were also monitored for the

use of openings and closings, as well as for usage of signatures. Table 10 below presents

exemplary forms of greetings, farewells and signatures used within each group based on the

sample e-mail messages.

Table 10: Examples of greetings, farewells and signatures used  in the sample messages

Group
number

Group 1 Group 2 Group 3

Type of
message

Business-
related

Social Business-
related

Social Business-
related

Social

Most
exemplary
form of
greeting

“Dear +
First name
(FN)”

“Hi + FN” “Hi” None or “Hi
there”

“Hi” None

Most
exemplary
form of
farewell

“Best
regards”

“Cheers” None (or
“Take care”)

None “Kind
regards”
or “br”

None or
“Hope all is
well”

Most
exemplary
form of
signature

FN FN FN FN or initial FN Initials or
Nickname

In the following, potential differences between the groups will be considered. As mentioned

earlier, the aim of this study was to contemplate each group’s general conformance to or

deviation from the standards of written language by comparing each group’s general practices

of use to the requirements of the business letter template (see Appendix 3). To be able to

further consider the conformance the groups present, I determined an average response for

every group with respect to each of the features examined. For example, if two respondents of

a group replied “Never” and one respondent “Very seldom” concerning a particular feature,

the average response was defined as “Almost never”. It will be later on more thoroughly
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explained how the average responses were used in the analysis for evaluating the

conformance the groups present to the standards of traditional writing.

     Concerning the use of greetings and farewells, the average response of group 1

respondents was that they almost always use both greetings and farewells. Based on the

sample data, the openings and closings were, indeed, used almost without exception

regardless of the recipient of the message. Group 1 respondents mainly used very formal

greetings and farewells with respect to business-related messages, although some instances of

less formal use of greetings could be found. The usage became less formal in social e-mails,

even though not extremely informal. Based on questions 14 and 16, politeness seemed to be

the central reason for the use of openings and closings for the respondents of group 1.

     On average, the respondents of group 2 stated that they use greetings most of the time.

Their statements on the use of farewells varied from always to sometimes. Based on the

sample messages, the use of greetings did seem quite typical in both business-related and

social e-mail messages. The tone was, however, fairly informal in business-related e-mail

messages and became even more informal in social messages. The use of farewells seemed to

be quite scarce. In business-related messages farewells were sometimes used, but they were

often of a pre-closing type. Farewells were even less frequently used in social e-mails.

     On average, the respondents of group 3 stated that they use greetings and farewells most of

the time, although some even less frequently. Based on the sample messages, both greetings

and farewells seemed to be often used in business e-mails. They were mainly informal in tone.

However, the tone of both the greetings and farewells presented greatest diversity among

group 3, ranging from extremely formal to very informal. Then again, in social e-mail

messages both greetings and farewells seemed to be often omitted. In actual fact, greetings

were left out especially often in social e-mails of the respondents of both groups 2 and 3, if

the message was a quick response to the sender’s question. As for questions 14 and 16, many
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respondents also mentioned that they omit openings and closings in conversational e-mails

sent back and forth with the interlocutor. Other studies have similarly suggested that in

prompt responses, seen as another pair of an interaction, greetings are often omitted (Crystal

2002, 100).

     When asked for reasons of use, the respondents of both groups 2 and 3 often mentioned

that the traditional conventions of letter-writing affect in the background. Many respondents

also commented that they adopt a different level of formality depending on the recipient or

context of the message8. Based on the sample messages, it seems that the traditional model

still does affect the usage practices of the respondents of groups 2 and 3 regarding business-

related messages. However, the respondents seem to have abandoned the traditions with

respect to social messages, as the actual use witnesses far more informal and nonchalant

patterns of usage.

     The respondents of all the groups most often signed their e-mail messages. In all the

groups, first name was mostly used for signing the business-related messages. (Within groups

1 and 2, though, both first name and last name were also sometimes used if the recipient was

unfamiliar.) Compared to the standard requirements, signing the message using the first name

seems fairly informal. The first name was most often used as the signature in social messages

as well, although among groups 2 and 3, an initial or a nick name were also occasionally used,

varyingly capitalised or written with lower-case letters.

     When asked about the expectancy of the use of greetings and farewells in received

messages in question 17, approximately half of the respondents mentioned that they expect

these to be used, and the other half that they do not. The opinions diverged within the groups,

hence the differences cannot be explained based on the group division. Those who stated that

they presume openings and closings to be used in received messages, especially expected to

8 Especially group 3 respondents mentioned that the time available and the importance of the message were also
factors which influence the use.



59

find them used in business-related communication. However, it was viewed as admissible to

leave these out in conversational strings of messages. Those who reported that they do not

expect a greeting or a farewell to be used, often perceived them as a nice courtesy. Although

these respondents often reported themselves using one, it did not automatically mean

expectancy of parallel behaviour from others. They seemed to emphasise freedom of style,

allowing everyone to act according to their own preferences. Quite opposite to the views

presented by the other half earlier, according to these respondents, openings and closings

ought to be used in personal e-mail messages, if anywhere.

6.2.3 Conclusions on the Form of the Message

The use of greetings and farewells, as well as the use of paragraphs clearly refer to the

traditions of paper-based writing. Then again, shortness of the message and different response

practices enabled by the electronic nature of the medium are distinctive characteristics of e-

mail, often claimed to foster conversational and informal communication. Regarding the

claims made about the form of e-mail messages in previous research, the findings of this

study do seem to support the notion that shortness of the message characterises the medium. If

the shortness and dialogic nature of the message are viewed as supporting the idea that e-mail

is ideal for rapid and conversational communication, these characteristics seem to be mostly

accepted by the respondents of groups 2 and 3. However, with respect to the response

practices, the earlier claims are not backed up by the current data as, although using somewhat

dialogic response practices, none of the respondents seem to mainly respond by placing their

answers within the sender’s message, which was seen as the most dialogic form of responding.

Based on the sample messages, the respondents rather seem to paraphrase the sender’s

question or reply without reference to the original message. I have, however, personally

detected the intercalation and quotation practices to be used in business contexts, especially,

when a response is given to the sender’s multiple inquiries. The respondents of this study,
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then again, probably do not view these practices as particularly handy or they simply do not

feel a need for especially interactive means of writing. It can also be that the possibilities

provided by the electronic nature of the medium are not yet fully facilitated. Therefore, more

interactive response practices may only gradually begin to become more common.

     Most of the respondents detach themselves from the strict requirements of the standard

paper-based writing regarding their use of greetings and farewells. None of the respondents

showed exact conformance to the requirements of the business letter template, but presented

somewhat less formal practices. Danet has also compared the use of e-mail openings and

closings to the business letter template. She noted as well that more informal usage

conventions were employed in e-mail messages. (Danet 2001, 71, 77.) However, the findings

of the current study may support the suggested informality of tone, but are not fully

concordant with the claims made in previous research. Based on the data, the use of openings

and closings does not always seem to be scarce or non-existent. In social e-mails these are

often omitted. However, at least greetings are often used in business-related communication.

Hence, it seems that the answers the respondents gave on the use of these practices mainly

seem to reflect the business-related usage.

     The claims made on the scarce use of greetings and farewells in previous e-mail research

may be explained by the fact that many previous studies have been based on public or semi-

public data. The use of openings and closings may not be seen as that necessary a practice in

one-to-many type of e-mail correspondence. In fact, early guide books on e-mail use

explicitly advised the e-mail users against the use of greetings in messages to a public forum

(Angell and Heslop 1994, as quoted in Danet 2001, 60). The current findings, however,

suggest that openings and closings play a similar role in one-to-one e-mail messaging as in

any other form of interpersonal communication. People signal all kinds of sentiments by the
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use or omission of these practices, such as politeness, friendliness, intimacy or respect

towards the recipient.

     All in all, most of the respondents seem to attach themselves to the written tradition as

regards the form of their e-mail messages. To some extent, the openings, closings, signatures

and paragraphs are used by all the respondents. Moreover, if an opening or closing is used,

most respondents also space it away from the body text, as required by the traditional

template. Then again, the claimed informality can often be noticed in the content of the

messages. The tone of the greetings, farewells or signatures is often notably informal.

Degree of formality of the groups’ usage practices

The conventions employed as regards the form of the message have so far been considered on

a general level. In the following, I will contemplate the potential differences between the

groups in more detail. As explained earlier, this study is interested in examining the degree of

formality of the e-mail use. The formality or informality of e-mail messaging was evaluated

by comparing the group’s e-mail writing habits to the standards of traditional writing. The

business letter template was used a model of the requirements of standard language. As a

basis for this examination, I first determined an average response for each group regarding

each of the features examined, as already described earlier. Secondly, using these average

responses, I evaluated how strongly the groups seemed to conform to the standards of written

language. For example, if the average response of a group was defined as “Almost never” to

use a particular non-standard feature, such as abbreviations, it was determined that the group’s

conformance to standard writing was “Strong” with respect to that feature. Hence, the usage

habits also seemed to indicate that the group’s e-mail use appeared to be fairly formal in

nature. I collected all the observations I made on the conformance of each group in an excel

sheet. I also went through all the sample messages. I determined the average number of the

deviant, non-standard practices I could find regarding each group, such as the number of
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abbreviations used. These findings were also gathered in the same excel sheet. Table 11

below presents an example of the model used in evaluating the groups’ degree of

conformance to the standards of traditional writing.

Table 11: Example of measuring the degree of conformance

Average response of
the group

Degree of
conformance to
standard writing

Number of
abbreviations found
in sample messages

Almost never Strong Very few

Example:
Frequency of use of
abbreviations

Most of the time Weak Plenty

I used the sheet as a basis for interpreting each group’s general conformance to the standards

of written language. Based on this table, I could also evaluate how well the respondents

seemed to accept the use of the deviant, non-standard practices. The table also made it

possible to compare the extent to which the attitudes presented in the questionnaire responses

matched the actual practices of use. In the following, I will consider each group’s

conformance to the standards of written language as regards the form of the message. The

model described above was also used for contemplating the degree of formality of the content

of the messages. These issues will be discussed in more detail in the following chapter.

     Regarding the form of the message, some differences can be detected between the groups

in the degree of conformance they present to the standard traditions and in the formality of

their usage conventions. Group 1 presents the strongest conformance to the business letter

template, with respect to both the reported use of paragraphs and the use of openings and

closings. Based on the sample data, the actual use also mostly conforms to the standards,

although some degree of informality can be detected in the content of the openings and

closings used. Hence, group 1 respondents seem to be most strongly oriented towards

standard writing and formal use. They also seem to value traditional practices to some extent,
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regardless of the context. Groups 2 and 3 both show somewhat weaker conformance to the

standards. Group 3 most clearly deviates from the traditional model. Based on the sample

messages, the usage practices of the respondents of both groups 2 and 3 sometimes deviate

from the standards, particularly as regards the use of openings and closings. Especially in

social messages, greetings and farewells are often omitted. Moreover, if these are used, the

tone is typically informal. Although greetings and farewells are often used in business-related

messages, informality characterises the use in these contexts as well. The respondents of

groups 2 and 3 often did mention that they vary in the use depending on the recipient and

context of the message. Hence, they seem to be well aware of the traditions. However, it

seems that they wish to retain certain freedom in their e-mail usage and use more standard

practices only when they estimate that the situation requires such use.

6.3 Content of the Message

As has been largely discussed earlier in this study, as a medium of communication, e-mail is

often argued to foster, even encourage, informal communication. In order to consider whether

this seems tenable as regards the content of e-mail messages, or whether there is room for

more formal uses as well, the actual content of the e-mail messages will be scrutinised more

closely in the following sections. As discussed above in section 3.3, Crystal (2002) has

defined the features of “Netspeak” which he sees as characterising the language of the

Internet. The features of “Netspeak” are informal in nature. Some of these features that I

regarded as most applicable to e-mail messaging, along with some other features claimed to

characterise the medium, have been used as a basis to examine the extent to which these

potential distinctive usage practices seem to be present in e-mail language use. In the

following subsections, the use of spelling, punctuation, capitalisation, abbreviations,

emoticons and ellipsis in e-mail messages, as well as editing of the messages will be

discussed.
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6.3.1 Spelling, Capitalisation and Punctuation

Opinions vary on the acceptability of misspellings in e-mails. According to Danet, many style

guides have advised e-mail users on the use of correct spelling in order to avoid

incomprehension or giving a bad impression. However, it has been acknowledged that

tolerance towards errors is increasing in the contexts of the Internet. (Danet 2001, 60-1.)

Misspellings are even argued to be a characteristic part of e-mails and to be included virtually

in everyone’s e-mail messages, when rapidly produced (Crystal 2002, 67). Those who claim

that misspellings are acceptable, probably perceive e-mail as ephemeral in nature.

     Regarding punctuation, a tendency towards nonchalant use, or minimalist or absent

punctuation has been argued to characterise the medium (e.g., Crystal 2000; Lan 2000). The

punctuation practices are also suggested to reflect the personality of the user; some making

careful effort in following the standards and some not using punctuation at all, or only using it

when absolutely necessary to avoid incomprehension (Crystal 2002, 89). With respect to

capitalisation, a tendency towards the use of all lower-case has been argued to be a typical

characteristic of the medium (Crystal 2002, 89, 123-4), described as a form of “speedwriting”

(Danet 2001, 58).

     My conception was that many people do follow the standards of spelling, punctuation and

capitalisation in their e-mails. Hence, the potential distinctiveness of the usage regarding

orthography was examined with questions asking about the use of these features. The sample

messages were also inspected in order to shed more light on the actual practices of use.

Following instances were taken into account in the examination:

• Misspellings: Grammatical spelling mistakes, typos, words written together without a
space in between, and accidental repetitions of the same word

• Capitalisation: In addition to names and sentence initial letters, for example,
capitalisation of days of the week and months, as well as capitalisation of the first
person singular pronoun “I”

• Punctuation: Use of punctuation marks such as full stops, commas, exclamation
marks and question marks, and the use of apostrophes in connection with contractions
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Table 12 below presents questions 23-26 on misspellings, punctuation and capitalisation and

the responses to these respectively.

Table 12: Misspellings, punctuation and capitalisation (Questions 23-26)

Question 23 Do you allow misspellings to occur in your e-mail
messages?

a. Always -
b. Most of the time (3)
c. Sometimes (2)
d. Very seldom (5)
e. Never (1)

Question 24 Do you omit punctuation in your e-mail messages? a. Always -
b. Most of the time (1)
c. Sometimes (2)
d. Very seldom (5)
e. Never (3)

Question 25 Do you write the initial letter of a sentence with a
capital letter in your e-mail messages?

a. Always (7)
b. Most of the time (2)
c. Sometimes (2)
d. Very seldom -
e. Never -

Question 26 Do you write proper names with a capital letter in
your e-mail messages?

a. Always (6)
b. Most of the time (3)
c. Sometimes (1)
d. Very seldom (1)
e. Never -

     Based on the responses, it seems that the attitudes towards misspellings show most

diversity among the respondents. Then again, the lower-case mentality surely does not seem

to be very typical of the respondents’ e-mail language use. The majority of the respondents

seem to take capitalisation quite seriously. The attitudes towards punctuation are also

generally quite rigid. In the following, potential differences between the groups will be

considered.

Misspellings

On average, group 1 respondents stated that they allow misspellings in their messages fairly

seldom. The only respondent who reported that he never allows misspellings belonged to

group 1. Group 2 respondents were slightly less strict. They reported that they allow

misspellings very seldom or sometimes. The respondents of group 3 reported that they allow

misspellings to occur in their messages most of the time, although some slightly stricter views
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were also presented. In other words, the respondents of group 3 seemed to be most tolerant of

misspellings. The sample data was fairly limited for proper examination of the frequency of

occurrences of misspellings. However, almost all the respondents had some misspellings in

their messages. These were mostly clear typos. These occurred in both social and business-

related messages. Only one of those respondents who had provided more extensive sample

data, did not have any occurrences of misspellings.

Punctuation

Table 13 below presents examples of the non-standard uses of punctuation and capitalisation

found in the sample e-mail messages of each group9.

Table 13: Examples of deviant punctuation and capitalisation used in the sample messages

Group
number

Group 1 Group 2 Group 3

Type of
message

Business-
related

Social Business-
related

Social Business-
related

Social

Examples of
deviant uses
of
punctuation

-Omission
of sentence
final full
stop

- -Omissions
of
apostrophes,
e.g., “Thats”
- Omission
of sentence
final full
stop

-Omissions
of
apostrophes
-Multiple
punctuation
marks, e.g.,
“!!!”

-Omissions
of
apostrophes

Omission of
sentence final
full stop
-Omissions of
apostrophes
-Multiple
punctuation
marks, e.g.,
“???”

Examples of
lower case
uses of
capitalisation

- - -days of the
week, e.g.,
“monday”
-1st person
singular “i”

-1st person
singular “i”

-sentence
initials
-names

-sentence
initials
-1st person
singular “i”
-names

On average, group 1 respondents stated that they almost never omit punctuation in their e-

mail messages. Based on the sample data, they mostly presented very standard use of

punctuation in both social and business-related messages. On average, the respondents of

9 It should be noted that these occur by no means in every respondent’s messages of the group, but generally
illustrate examples of the deviant practices found.
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group 2 reported that they omit punctuation seldom. Group 2 respondents, though, presented

most extensive variation, their responses ranging from most of the time to never. Group 3

respondents presented more uniform views on omission of punctuation. On average, these

respondents stated that they omit punctuation fairly seldom. Based on the sample messages,

the majority of the respondents of groups 2 and 3 also followed very standard practices of

punctuation in business-related e-mail messages. Deviant usage practices were only presented

by few respondents. The social messages mostly witnessed standard uses of punctuation as

well, although within both of these groups many instances of deviant practices could also be

detected. Although including instances of ungrammatical punctuation, such as omissions of

apostrophes in contractions, some deviant practices noted were also deliberate exaggerations

of the use of punctuation, such as multiple question marks or exclamation marks.

Capitalisation

Group 1 respondents reported always capitalising sentence initial letters. Proper names were

also almost always mentioned to be capitalised. Based on the sample data, standard

capitalisation was also consistently used in both sentence initial letters and proper nouns

regardless of the context. The attitudes of group 2 respondents were even stricter towards

standard capitalisation, as all the respondents reported that they always capitalise both

sentence initial letters and proper names. Group 3 respondents presented most variation in

their attitudes. Their responses ranged from very seldom to always. On average, they stated

that they capitalise both sentence initial letters and proper names sometimes. Hence,

capitalisation seems to be a factor which quite notably separates the respondents of group 3.

The examination of the sample data showed that among the respondents of groups 2 and 3,

three varying practices could be noted. Firstly, those respondents who reported that they

always capitalise, usually did use standard capitalisation in both business and social messages.

Secondly, some respondents paid careful attention to capitalising all instances of business-
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related messages, but showed notable deviation in social ones. Thirdly, some respondents

presented slight deviation in their capitalisation practices of sentence initials and proper

names in both business-related and social messages.

     All in all, as group 2 respondents typically mentioned that they enjoy the informal nature

of the medium, it is quite surprising that they present such strict attitudes towards

capitalisation. However, group 2 respondents seem to express the informality by means other

than deviating from the standards of orthography, as will be more thoroughly discussed later

on in this thesis.

Editing practices

The acceptance and use of the non-standard forms of spelling, punctuation and capitalisation

discussed above, reflect the opinions expressed on editing of e-mail messages. Hence, the

respondents’ attitudes towards editing were also charted. Scarcity or even lack of editing is

generally claimed to characterise e-mail use. Because of the rapid and spontaneous nature of

the medium and similarity to oral conversation, it has been argued that people typically do not

read through the message before sending it (Baron 1998, 157; Crystal 2002, 111; Yongyan

2000, 33). The relaxed nature and perceived impermanence of the medium have also been

claimed to explain the nonchalance towards editing (Baron 2000, 241). Errors and deviations

in punctuation, as well as misspellings have even been suggested to be the general norm, at

least among some younger users of e-mail, and therefore entirely acceptable, if not even

preferred (Wallace 2001, 63).

     In my opinion, the views presented on editing seem too narrow, as according to my

experience, some people treat editing of e-mail messages as seriously as editing of any written

text. Depending on the importance of the purpose or the receiver of the message, most users

probably make varying amount of effort on editing. Liwei also notes that the purpose of the

message has an effect on editing, suggesting that many of the non-standard practices seldom
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occur in formal e-mails (2001, 17). Table 14 below presents questions 39-40 on editing and

the responses where applicable.

Table 14: Editing (Questions 39-40)

Question
39

Do you read through and revise or edit your e-mail
messages after writing?

a. Always (5)
b. Most of the time (3)
c. Sometimes (1)
d. Very seldom (2)
e. Never -

Question
40

If you answered b.-d. in question number 39, please
explain briefly what influences the amount of effort
you put on editing the message?

The majority of the respondents seemed to express fairly strict attitudes towards the

importance of editing, claiming that they revise their messages always or most of the time.

These respondents could be found in each group. In the following, potential differences

between the groups will be contemplated.

     The respondents of groups 1 and 2 certainly seem to favour editing of e-mails. On average,

they reported almost always editing their messages. Then again, on average, the respondents

of group 3 reported revising their messages only sometimes. Group 3 respondents presented

again most variation, their opinions ranging from always to very seldom to revise the

messages. The views seemed to be fairly well in accord with the attitudes that the respondents

presented towards misspellings and punctuation, for example. Those respondents who

mentioned that they edit their messages seldom, seemed also generally more tolerant of the

deviations from standards than those who expressed strict attitudes towards editing. They also

presented more non-standard practices in their use.

     Question 40 requested those respondents who did not report always revising their

messages to describe which factors influence the amount of trouble they are willing to take

with editing. The respondents mentioned that such factors as the relationship with the

recipient, and the context, purpose, topic and importance of the message affect the effort that
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they make. The message should be clear enough for the recipient to understand. Especially the

respondents of group 3 commented that the amount of effort varies depending on the context.

In other words, it seems probable that messages of more official nature are generally edited

more carefully.

Findings in comparison with previous research

Concerning misspellings, the earlier claims find some support based on the current data in

that it seems that basically everyone has some misspellings in their messages occasionally.

All in all, however, few misspellings can be found in the sample data. The suggested tendency

towards all lower-case mentality, or minimalism in punctuation are not generally supported

either. Punctuation divides opinions, but the respondents largely report holding on to

standards regarding capitalisation. Based on the sample messages, very standard capitalisation

is used in business-related messages. Some respondents of groups 2 and 3, though, use

decapitalisation and practices of deviant punctuation, but mainly in social messages. These

non-standard uses seem deliberate means of stressing the informal tone of the message. For

example, as contracted forms as such are a feature of casual language, the occasional practice

of omitting the apostrophes in contractions seems to take the informality even one level

further. The multiple uses of punctuation marks also seem to imitate the changes in tone of

voice typical of speech.

     As regards editing, the findings suggest that lack of editing does not characterise the

message writing. Many respondents actually do seem to make careful effort to edit their

messages. What is more, although almost everyone’s messages contain few misspellings,

many respondents mention that they do, however, aim at eliminating these. The alleged

nonchalant attitudes towards editing and acceptance of misspellings are also occasionally

expressed, but these seem to be only presented by some respondents of group 3.
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6.3.2 Abbreviations and Emoticons

Both emoticons and acronyms are markedly typical features of the wired culture, used in such

contexts as chat rooms (Hale 1996, as quoted in Danet 2001, 60). Acronyms are wordings

which “are formed from the initial letters of a set of other words” (Yule 1999, 68). Emoticons

or smileys can be defined as “glyphs, usually representing stylized facial expressions, that are

created mainly from short sequences of punctuation marks and are designed to convey an

emotional tone in e-mail” (Kay 2002, 42). My assumption was that the use of abbreviations

and emoticons is to a great extent wider in the contexts of the virtual world, such as chat

rooms, but the use has been claimed to gain ground in e-mail language use as well. Even if e-

mail is perceived as being conversational in nature, it nonetheless lacks the non-verbal cues

and prosody typical of spoken language. Emoticons aim at compensating for this deficiency.

Expressing humour or intimacy (Lan 2000, 27), assisting in interpretation of the emotion

intended (Carter 2003, 35), or avoidance of misperceptions (Crystal 2002, 39) have been

mentioned as reasons for the use.

      The frequency of use of abbreviations and emoticons divide opinions in earlier research.

Early guide books on e-mail use strongly advised e-mail users against the use of emoticons in

formal contexts (e.g., Angell and Heslop 1994, as quoted in Crystal 2002, 124). According to

Baron, adults are capable of expressing the intended meaning using words and hence do not

need emoticons as auxiliary devices (2000, 242). Nonetheless, Crystal argues that emoticons

are “one of the most distinctive features of e-mail . . . language” (2002, 39). Wallace suggests

that abbreviations and simplified spellings are widely used and understood in e-mails, because

of the informality of the medium (2001, 62). Abbreviations as well as emoticons are by some

researchers suggested to be mainly adopted by younger users (Lan 2000, 28; Baron 2000,

242). Therefore, some scholars also suggest that emoticons are not a very widely adopted
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practice (see e.g., Baron 2000). Table 15 below presents questions 32 -35 on the use of

abbreviations and emoticons and the responses where applicable.

Table 15: Abbreviations and emoticons (Questions 32-35)

Question 32 Do you use abbreviations, such as btw for ‘by the
way’, in your e-mail messages?

a. Always -
b. Most of the time (1)
c. Sometimes (4)
d. Very seldom (4)
e. Never (2)

Question 33 Please explain briefly why you use/don’t use
abbreviations and give examples of your most
frequently used abbreviations.

Question 34 Do you use emoticons, or smileys, such as :) in
your e-mail messages?

a. Always -
b. Most of the time (3)
c. Sometimes (3)
d. Very seldom (1)
e. Never (4)

Question 35 Please explain briefly why you use/don’t use
emoticons and give examples of your most
frequently used emoticons.

The sample data was also examined in order to evaluate the frequency of use of abbreviations

and emoticons. Concerning abbreviations, the use of acronyms, initialisms and clippings

(shortened forms of words) were examined. Table 16 below presents the abbreviations and

emoticons mentioned to be used, as well as examples of the actual use based on the

examination of the sample messages.

Table 16: Examples of abbreviations and emoticons mentioned and observed to be used

Group Emoticons
mentioned and
observed to be
used

Abbreviations
mentioned to be
used

Examples of
abbreviations  used in
business-related messages

Examples of
abbreviations used
in social messages

Group 1 :) devil ASAP, FAO ASAP, Jan., approx. None

Group 2 :) :-) LOL, FYI Tas., initials Pic., pro., initials

Group 3 :) :-) BTW, FYI,
LOL, BR, IMHO

 pos., Fri, etc, Mon, br,
doc.

Prob., fwd, fri, btw,
mth, sis, xmas, initials



73

Abbreviations

The respondents of both groups 1 and 2 presented fairly strict attitudes towards the use of

abbreviations. The respondents of group 1 reported that they never or very seldom use

abbreviations. On average, the respondents of group 2 reported using abbreviations very

seldom. When asked for reasons of the usage, group 1 respondents seemed to reject the

phenomenon as a whole, commenting to be “old-fashioned” (Informant 7, male 44) or that “I

just don’t like shortening words” (Informant 11, female 35). Group 2 respondents reported

finding the abbreviations “disrespectful” (Informant 2, male 41) or “lazy and silly” (Informant

1, male 27). They believed that abbreviations are not well-known and worried that they can

impede understanding or cause misunderstandings. Based on the sample data, abbreviations

were non-existent in the messages of most of the respondents of groups 1 and 2. The

examples observed in group 1 were widely known abbreviations, such as ASAP. In the e-mail

messages of group 2, some examples of clippings were found, such as “pic.” for picture,

mainly in social messages.

     On average, the respondents of group 3 reported that they use abbreviations sometimes. In

other words, they seemed to be quite tolerant of the use. They, though, also commented that

they are not that familiar with abbreviations, and mainly use ones that are well-known. Many

respondents of group 3 commented that they restrict the use into informal contexts, aiming

mostly at lightening the tone of the message. However, the examination of the sample

messages showed that some abbreviations were used in both formal and informal contexts. In

the social messages the use was more versatile, including uses such as “fwd” for forward or

“Xmas” for Christmas. The business-related messages mainly witnessed usage of clipped

words, such as “pos” for possible.



74

Emoticons

With respect to emoticons, significant differences could not be noted between the groups but

there was rather notable dispersion in the opinions within the groups. Approximately half of

the respondents reported using emoticons. As a group, though, group 2 seemed to be most

prone towards the usage. In each group there were some respondents who stated that they

never use emoticons. The examination of the sample messages of these respondents showed

that this statement proved accurate. The respondents who resisted the use of emoticons did not

perceive them as very useful in representing emotions. They emphasised that they want to use

only language and words in written communication.

     There were also some respondents in all the groups who reported that they use emoticons

occasionally or often. Some of these respondents also commented that they find emoticons

overused. Nonetheless, they saw emoticons important in conveying the intended tone of the e-

mail message, especially with humorous or light-hearted messages. Based on the sample data,

the usage seemed to be fairly scarce in the messages of these respondents as well. The smiling

face seemed to be almost the only emoticon mentioned or observed to be used. Examples of

the use of emoticons could be found in both social and business-related messages, although

business-related use seemed to be more frequent.

Findings in comparison with previous research

These findings do not seem to support the suggested wide prevalence of the use of

abbreviations in e-mail messaging, as most respondents present quite reluctant attitudes

towards the use. The actual use seems to be scarce as well, especially regarding the acronyms

typical of the virtual world. Many respondents mention that the acronyms are not widely

understood. More tolerant opinions and more examples of the usage can be found among

group 3, though the usage concentrates mainly on more conventional shortened forms of

words.
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     With respect to emoticons, the claims made for and against the use in earlier research both

find support in the current findings. Approximately half of the respondents seem to use

emoticons. Hence, the emoticons do have some adult users. They are also used in business as

well as social contexts, for the very same reasons that were presented in earlier literature. The

use is, however, limited to very basic emoticons expressing humour or friendliness. Quite

unexpectedly, the use of emoticons seems to be more typical and frequent in business-related

e-mails than in social ones, especially among group 2. The respondents of group 2 generally

seem to wish to reflect their personality and involve a friendly, informal feel in their e-mail

messages. However, as it is probable that their character is better understood by recipients

who know them, there is no need for emoticons to underscore the intended tone. Then again,

it seems that emoticons are rather needed with less familiar recipients expressly as the

respondents cannot be sure that their humorous and light-hearted intentions can be correctly

interpreted by such recipients who do not know their playful character.

6.3.3 Ellipsis

Some researchers have argued that the informality of e-mail language also finds its expression

in the omissions of certain parts of a sentence, such as subjects, clausal ties, pronouns (Lan

2000, 27) or modals and articles (Maynor 1994, as quoted in Baron 2000, 193). According to

Crystal, though, the use of ellipsis is fairly marginal a phenomenon (2002, 122). Table 17

below presents question 38 on the use of ellipsis and the responses given respectively.

Table 17: Ellipsis (Question 38)

Question 38 Do you omit some elements of a sentence, such
as subjects (e.g. I, you) or articles in your e-mail
messages?

a. Always -
b. Most of the time -
c. Sometimes (3)
d. Very seldom (2)
e. Never (6)
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On the whole, the majority of the respondents seemed to present quite strict attitudes towards

the use of ellipsis. The sample data was also examined in order to see whether examples of

the use of ellipsis could be found in the respondents’ messages. Table 18 below presents

examples of the use of ellipsis observed in the sample messages.

Table 18: Examples of ellipsis used in the sample messages

Examples of use
of ellipsis:

Group 1 Group 2 Group 3

in business-
related messages

“[I’m] Not sure if..” “[It] Should be simple..”
“[I] Look forward to..”

“[It] Might be worth…”
“[I’m] Sorry about that”

in social
messages

“[I] haven’t heard..” “[I] love it!”
“[It] takes time”
“[That] sounds rather nice”

“[I] got back yesterday”
“[I’m] not sure about the..”
“[I] Am wrecked tired..”

In the following, potential differences between the groups regarding the use of ellipsis will be

considered. The respondents of group 1 took a fairly negative stance towards the practices of

omission. On average, they reported that they almost never omit sentence elements, their

responses ranging from never to sometimes. Based on the sample data, very few instances of

ellipsis were found. Group 2 respondents presented even stricter attitudes towards the

omissions, as they stated that they never omit sentence elements. However, the sample

messages revealed that this is not entirely true. Most respondents, though, only had very few

or no examples of the use. However, the messages of one respondent of group 2 witnessed

plenty of omissions of subjects, pronouns and modals. Few of these instances of omissions

occurred in business-related messages but in social e-mails plenty of examples could be found.

     The respondents of group 3 presented somewhat less strict attitudes towards the omissions.

On average, these respondents, though, also stated that they omit sentence elements seldom,

their responses varying from sometimes to never. The examination of the sample messages of

group 3 showed, however, that omissions could be found to some extent in almost every

respondent’s messages. None or only few examples were found in the business-related



77

messages. Then again, plenty of examples of omissions of subjects, pronouns and modals

could be witnessed in the social messages of some of the respondents of group 3.

Findings in comparison with previous research

The majority of the respondents present quite strict attitudes towards the omission of sentence

elements. Based on the sample data, only few examples of use of ellipsis can be found in the

business-related messages. Therefore, ellipsis does not seem to be a notably typical feature of

the e-mail language use on the whole. Thus, the alleged marginality of the phenomenon seems

somewhat supported as regards the business-related use. However, especially some

respondents of groups 2 and 3 did show uses of ellipsis in their messages. In the social

messages, even quite extensive use of ellipsis could occasionally be witnessed. Hence, it can

be suggested that informality of e-mail messaging is, to some extent, expressed by the use of

ellipsis, at least in the messages of social nature.

6.3.4 Conclusions on the Content of the Message

The responses regarding the content of the message do not seem to suggest that an overall

prevalence of deviant, non-standard practices reflecting informality would characterise e-mail

use. Although some respondents present tolerant attitudes towards the deviant practices, most

of the respondents, however, state that they favour quite standard use of language. Wide

generalisations cannot be made about the use of the non-standard practices, as the views of

the respondents diverge, reflecting the group division. Hence, the division seems somewhat

grounded in all other respects except regarding emoticons. The use of emoticons divides

opinions within, rather than between the groups. In the following, I will consider the different

outlooks of the groups in more detail.

     Judged by the reported opinions, group 1 demonstrates the strongest total conformance to

the standard requirements of the business letter template. The opinions presented are also

fairly consistent with the actual use, as only few, even no, instances of deviant uses are found
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in the sample messages. Hence, similarly as noted earlier with respect to the form of the

message, the usage conventions regarding the content of the message also suggest that group

1 respondents use e-mail in a fairly formal manner.

     Group 2 also presents quite strong conformance to the written standards, mainly in regard

to orthographic features, such as capitalisation. Thus, the usage of somewhat more informal

practices that was noted with respect to the form of the message, does not always seem to

apply to the content of the message. Quite the contrary, group 2 informants seem to present

surprisingly strict attitudes towards the importance of using standard orthography. However,

group 2 respondents show some variation in their opinions compared to group 1. Especially,

the use of abbreviations and punctuation divides opinions. The attitudes presented towards the

use of the non-standard practices are not always in accord with the actual use either. Hence, it

can also be suggested that the perceived informality of the medium may, to some extent,

induce the users to use more informal practices regarding orthography as well, even if they in

principle resist such use.

     The overall attitudes of group 3 most clearly deviate from the standard requirements of the

template. In other words, the respondents of group 3 seem to be most tolerant of the use of the

non-standard practices. Group 3 respondents, though, also present some differences in their

opinions, mostly regarding capitalisation and editing. The sample messages show that group 3

respondents are most prone to use the deviant features, as proportionately most instances of

non-standard uses are found in their messages.

     Hence, judged by the opinions presented, the group division seems somewhat functional.

The sample messages show that, to a large extent, the actual use is concordant with the

attitudes reported. Some inconsistencies can, however, be detected between the reported and

actual use, as already noted earlier. These discrepancies can suggest that the use of the non-

standard practices is generalising, even in the e-mail use of those who report favouring strictly
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standard use. Closer examination of the messages did reveal some interesting observations

about the actual use. With respect to features such as abbreviations, ellipsis, misspellings and

capitalisation, there were some respondents who stated that they always use a standard

convention or that they never, or very seldom, allow non-standard uses in their e-mail

messages. Nevertheless, few or even plenty of examples of the use of such non-standard

features were found in the sample messages of many of these respondents. There were such

respondents in each of the groups. Concerning misspellings, this seems only human.

Regardless of careful effort made to edit the messages, misspellings may still escape the eye.

Some respondents may also have responded based on their usage conventions in more formal

contexts. This would partly explain the discrepancies, if occasional deviations in the social

messages have been disregarded when responding.

     However, even the business-related messages of some respondents occasionally witness

various uses of, for example, abbreviations and ellipsis, even if the respondents deny the use.

Occurrences of these features cannot be explained by the e-mail user not noticing their

existence in the message in a similar sense as with misspellings. As regards abbreviations,

more conventional abbreviations, such as shortened forms of words are mostly used in the

messages. Hence, if the respondents only thought of the coinages of the virtual world when

responding, and did not regard clippings as abbreviations, this may have affected the

responses. Traditionally, however, standard usage does not allow the use of clippings either.

Then again, with respect to ellipsis, the respondents did not perhaps fully comprehend the

concept of omitting sentence elements. Nonetheless, if these potential explanations do not

account for the inconsistencies observed, it can be asked whether the use of these non-

standard features occurs somewhat unconsciously. The respondents would need to be

consulted in order to more thoroughly clarify why their opinions conflict with the actual use.

It seems, however, that in some respects the medium of e-mail is characterised by such a feel
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of informality that it makes it easier to use less formal features in one’s message writing. To

some extent, the adoption of the non-standard practices seems to occur insidiously, without

the e-mail user even fully realising it.

6.4 General Attitudes towards Language Use in E-Mail Messages

In addition to the questions inquiring the practices used with respect to the form and content

of the message, some questions charting the respondents’ general attitudes towards the

language use in the medium of e-mail were also included in the questionnaire. Questions 41,

44 and 45 charted the factors of personal importance to the respondents, with the intention to

assess what the respondents value in e-mail messaging and why. Questions 31, 42 and 43

surveyed the overall acceptability of the use of more non-standard practices in the messages.

Table 19 below presents these questions and the responses given where applicable.

Table 19: Attitudes towards language use in e-mail messages (Questions 31, 41-44)

Question
31

Do you think that casual and careless use of language is suitable
and permissible for e-mail messaging? Please explain briefly why?

a. Yes (8+1)10

b. No (2+1)

Question
41

Do you think it is important that your e-mail messages are correct
in spelling and well-written? Please explain briefly why.

a. Yes (11)
b. No -

Question
42

Does it bother you if an e-mail message you receive contains
misspellings, mispunctuations or non-grammatical features and
such, (and do you regard them differently depending on who the
message is from)? Please explain briefly why?

a. Yes (6)
b. No (5)

Question
43

Do you think it affects comprehension if an e-mail message you
receive contains misspellings, mispunctuations or non-grammatical
features and such? Please explain briefly why?

a. Yes (6)
b. No (5)

Question
44

When writing an e-mail message, which of
the following factors is of more importance to
you:

a. Freedom of style enabled by the
casual nature of e-mail as a medium
(5+1)
b. Clarity of the message and
conformance to writing and spelling
standards (5+1)

Question
45

If you wish to further clarify your thoughts regarding either of the options given in
question number 44 above, please give your comments here.

10 +1 markings indicate that a respondent has not wanted to make a selection between the two options.
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The responses to question 41 did not shed much light on potential differences between the

respondents. When inquired in this manner, all the respondents unanimously stated that it is

important that their messages are well-written. The respondents generally commented that it is

considerate towards the recipient to write correctly. The potential differences in the

explanations given will be more specifically referred to later on in the thesis with respect to

the group division. However, the responses to question 31 showed that the respondents do not

generally disapprove more casual and nonchalant use of language in e-mail messages either.

Almost everyone commented that such language is suitable for the medium, as long as the

context and relationship with the receiver are suited for such use. It seems that regardless of

the respondent’s own preferences concerning language use, on one hand, all the respondents

give some credit to the intrinsic value of written standards. On the other hand, most

respondents also stress that other people can act according to a style fit for their personality.

Reception of messages containing incorrect features

It has been suggested in earlier research that misspellings or mispunctuations seldom interfere

with meaning. It has also been claimed that the receiver of the message will not be bothered

about the mistakes or make judgements on the competence or credibility of the sender based

on the errors, since the receiver is well aware of the situational constraints under which

messages are written. (Crystal 2002, 111-112.) However, it has also been reported that those

who favour standard language use, may experience that a misspelled message signals that

they were not worth the sender’s effort to produce a proper message (Lan 2000, 24).

     The responses to questions 42 and 43 suggest that both of these views find support.

Approximately half of the respondents stated that they are bothered about the mistakes in

received messages and view that these can impede comprehension. Then again, the other half

had opposite opinions. Many of those respondents who mentioned that they do not make a

great deal of effort to edit their own messages, reported not being bothered about the errors in
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others’ messages. They did not generally think that understanding is affected either. Contrary

to what could be expected, those respondents who stated that they trouble themselves with

ensuring the correctness of their own messages, were not always that bothered about mistakes

in received messages, although some did mention that comprehension may occasionally be

compromised. Nonetheless, most such respondents who edit their own messages were

bothered about carelessly written messages. However, more careful reading of the comments

given reveals that the respondents’ views do not diverge that significantly after all. The

majority of the respondents seemed to be bothered about the erroneousness of a received

message if the message is official in nature. In this case the errors may affect their impression

on the capability of the sender. However, few people pay notice or make judgements based on

the errors if the sender is someone well-known to the respondent or a non-native speaker of

English.

Factors of importance in message writing

The responses to question 44 showed that the respondents of groups 1 and 2 mostly reported

favouring clarity of the message over the freedom provided by the medium. This is not very

surprising since it has been noted already earlier in the thesis that these respondents seem to

be strict about the use of standard orthography in their messages. Then again, group 3

respondents mainly selected that freedom of style is more important to them when writing a

message. However, differing opinions were also presented within the groups. The choice was

asked to be made between two quite different options, which do not need to be exclusionary.

Hence, many respondents resisted such strict selection and commented in regard to question

45 that the two options can be combined and emphasis can be given to either as required by

the context.

     All in all, the majority of the respondents seem to value the orthodox use of language. The

traditional standards are not viewed as a necessary evil but a worthwhile tool in getting the
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intended message through. A novel medium does not seem to change this basic perception.

Hence, the potential freedom provided by the medium does not, as such, make people

abandon the standard rules of language use. Some respondents do enjoy the spontaneity,

convenience and casual nature of the medium. This may sometimes also translate into

deliberately deviating from the standards, although mainly in messages of social nature.

However, the intelligibility of the message is seldom compromised. Regardless of the primary

preference, be it conformance to the standards or freedom of style, many respondents,

nonetheless, have an element of both in their e-mail use.
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7 CONCLUSIONS AND DISCUSSION

This thesis set out to examine the e-mail use of regular e-mail users. It was aimed at exploring

the users’ perceptions on e-mail as a medium as well as investigating the degree of formality

of e-mail language. E-mail use was examined based on questionnaire responses and authentic

e-mail correspondence. This chapter focuses on the main findings of the study as well as the

overall realisation of the research process. Suggestions for future research are also made. In

presenting the main finding of the analysis, the e-mail user types that were found among the

informants, quotations from the informants are used in order to enliven the discussion and

support the characteristics defined for each of the types.

7.1 Findings of the Study

Regarding e-mail as a communication medium, the analysis of the data did not present

significantly novel perspectives on the purposes of e-mail use, as the findings are to a large

extent parallel to the observations made in earlier research. People seem to use e-mail for

handling all sorts of day-to-day matters, keeping in touch with friends and dealing with work-

related issues. Occasionally, e-mail is also used as a substitute for conventional mail when

sending, for example, documents, greetings or compliments. Hence, e-mail is mainly seen as a

suitable medium for dealing with fairly neutral issues. E-mail seems to be mostly used in

parallel with the traditional communication media. Communication regarding work matters

and different kinds of official inquiries are the only purposes of use that nowadays seem to be

preferably handled using e-mail. Occasionally, e-mail may be used for more emotional or

personal matters as well, but almost exclusively with respect to issues that are positive in

nature.

     As e-mail message delivery cannot be facilitated by the use of extra-linguistic cues and as

immediate responses and reactions are not available, people are reluctant to use e-mail for
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matters of more personal significance. Especially with issues that are complex, negative or

serious in nature, e-mail is regarded as too lean a medium. As hypothesised earlier in the

thesis, a more traditional medium, most preferably face-to-face communication, is rather used

for such purposes. Use of a richer medium seems to show more appreciation of the

seriousness of the matter in question. Few informants seemed to show more tolerant attitudes

towards the use of e-mail for matters of more grave nature. Based on such scarce use,

however, there are no grounds to suggest that the purposes of e-mail use would show

significant expansion. Whether the future of e-mail will witness uses of more personal nature

as well, remains yet to be seen.

     The main finding of this study is that as regards the informants’ habits of e-mail use, there

seem to be crudely three different types of e-mail users. The three types differ from each other

in their basic orientation to the medium. The basic outlook of each e-mail user type can be

characterised as follows:

• Type 1 e-mail users regard e-mail writing in most respects in a similar manner as any

form of writing. Hence, they apply to a large extent the same standards of written

language to their e-mail messaging as they do when using more traditional written

media. They usually use standard orthography and grammar, and traditional means of

creating legibility and intelligibility to the text, irrespective of the purpose or recipient

of the message.

• Type 2 e-mail users view e-mail as informal in nature. They enjoy the more relaxed

atmosphere provided by the medium, as it allows them to express their personality

through the message writing and to employ a more conversational tone in the message.

However, these e-mail users seem to express the informality mainly by using more

colloquial vocabulary and constructions, not by breaking the standards of written

language as such. In fact, these e-mail users conform fairly strictly to the orthodox use

of orthography. They can occasionally, however, adopt some of the characteristic

features of the “e-style” in their message writing.

• Type 3 e-mail users, too, mainly treat e-mail as a fairly informal medium. They are

most tolerant of the non-standard practices claimed to characterise the use of e-mail
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language. However, type 3 e-mail users present most variation in the practices they

use in e-mail writing. They see that the context or purpose of the e-mail first and

foremost determines the style adopted. At times, these e-mail users can write messages

that are very formal and conform to written standards in most respects. Then again,

occasionally they can loosen the standards enormously. Sometimes they can also

discard the rules of orthography, which are seen as most “sacred” by the other e-mail

user types. Occasionally they can use other kinds of non-standard practices in their e-

mails as well. The stylistic differences presented in the messages often reflect the

purposes of message writing, as social or more formal messages are treated differently.

     In the following, I will summarise and discuss the different profiles of the typical groups

of e-mail users in more detail. Despite the occasional differences inside the groups, the group

division appears to be reasoned, as the e-mail users within each of the groups share

similarities rather than differences. It should be noted that the discussion about the potential

informality of the groups’ e-mail use is restricted in contemplating the informants’ use of the

features that were examined in this study. This means that only the uses of the particular

features regarding the orthography, lexicon or syntax are considered. Therefore,

contemplation of the informality as it is expressed in the overall use of language, such as the

use of more colloquial vocabulary or less formal sentence structure, is out of the scope of this

study. References to such uses are made only on a very general level.

     Group 1. The e-mail use of group 1 informants is closest to the standards of the business

letter template, with respect to most of the features examined. The e-mail users of group 1

hence present the strongest overall conformance to the standards of written language. They

also show the strongest uniformity in their opinions among the groups. Apart from few

exceptions, the views presented are also well in accord with the actual use. Their sample

messages show only few or no instances of non-standard uses. Especially regarding

orthography, group 1 conforms utterly to the standards. For group 1 e-mail users, there is no

more room for experimental uses of capitalisation or punctuation in e-mail language than in
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any other form of writing. They also seem to want to steer clear of most of the non-standard,

novel “e-style” trends, such as acronyms, leaving such uses for younger users. Interestingly,

the only characteristically virtual feature towards which some group 1 e-mail users seem to

show more tolerant attitudes is the emoticons. Group 1 e-mail users often mention that

politeness is important in communication. This may, in part, explain why emoticons are

regarded as acceptable, as they can be used to promote friendliness towards the recipient.

Comprehensibility of the message is also regarded as crucial. However, emoticons cannot be

said to violate this principle either, in a similar manner as some of the other non-standard

features, such as abbreviations, could do.

     All in all, group 1 e-mail users hence truly seem to be most oriented towards standard

writing among the groups. They seem to appreciate and cherish the inherent value of the

orthodox use of language and make a careful effort in ensuring the correctness of use. A new

medium offering a potential for loosening the standards does not tempt them to change their

behaviour. Many informants of group 1 mentioned that business-related use is their main

usage purpose of e-mail. For these e-mail users, e-mail may hence be mainly a medium for

more formal communication. In formal contexts, giving a good impression of oneself through

language use becomes stressed. This is confirmed by one informant, who comments in regard

to question 41, that she values correct spelling as it “reflects on my professionalism”

(Informant 11, female 35).

     Based on question 28 asking whether there is variation in the style adopted depending on

the context, the e-mail users of group 1 often mentioned that they become more informal with

familiar recipients. The sample messages of social use were scarce for group 1, (perhaps

partly reflecting the usage preferences). Based on the available messages, it seems, however,

that the standards are not significantly loosened in social contexts either. Hence, the

informality is probably expressed on a more lexical level. It can thus be concluded that group
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1 e-mail users do not treat e-mail as an ephemeral, convenient medium that is mostly suited

for informal interaction. They rather perceive e-mail as an electronic alternative for a

conventional letter.

Group 2. Group 2 e-mail users enjoy the informality offered by e-mail as a medium, as it

provides the potential to adopt a more conversational tone and express a more personal voice

in the messages. Many informants of group 2 mentioned that they mainly use e-mail for social

purposes, such as communicating with friends. Certain level of informality is, though,

adopted in business-related messages as well. However, contrary to what was earlier

suspected in section 6.1, the reported speech-like, informal style of use does not, somewhat

unexpectedly, seem to be largely manifested at the expense of traditional norms of writing.

Quite the opposite, the e-mail users of group 2 often express notably strict attitudes in favour

of conformance to standards. They often explicitly mention that being casual does not mean

being ungrammatical, as one respondent stresses, when he explains that, although he writes

informally, “I do use correct grammar and spelling” (Informant 8, male 33). Hence,

especially the value of standard orthography is acknowledged by most informants of this

group, similarly to group 1. This is confirmed by another informant of group 2 as well. In

connection with question 43, he stresses that standard language use is significant to

comprehensibility, saying that “that’s why we have spelling and grammar: to make spoken or

written language easier to comprehend” (Informant 1, male 27).

     The attitudes of group 2 e-mail users are not especially favourable towards the other non-

standard features examined either. In various contexts the informants of group 2 mentioned

that they wish to be considerate towards the recipient and thus do not want to compromise the

legibility of the message. This could partly explain why the basic maxims of orthographic

writing are followed so strictly. Hence, the e-mail users of group 2 use means other than

breaking the orthographic conventions for expressing the tone of informality in their messages.
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They can be noted to use non-standard practices, for example, in the use of greetings and

farewells. Especially in social messages, if used at all, the form and content of these practices

often deviate considerably from the standard use. Although a more detailed examination of

the lexical content of the messages is out of the scope of this study, it seems that group 2 e-

mail users express the informality particularly in the vocabulary they use. Uses of colloquial

expressions, such as “dude” or “fellas” can be observed in the sample messages.

     However, the e-mail users of group 2 present slightly differing opinions on the means that

they regard as suited for expressing the informality. For some e-mail users of this group, the

informality is expressed merely on a word-level and is mostly restricted to social contexts.

Then again, other e-mail users may deliberately break some conventions. For example, they

may omit the apostrophes in contractions or use multiple punctuation marks in order to create

a more conversational tone or imitate the intonation patterns of speech in their messages. Such

practices are mainly used in social contexts. However, occasionally they use these practices in

business contexts as well, as if they tried intentionally to create a more relaxed atmosphere

with some business contacts.

     Conclusively, the e-mail users of group 2 hence seem to treat e-mail as impermanent in

nature and view it to be a convenient tool for casual communication. Although used in a

speech-like manner, it is, nonetheless, perceived as a written medium in the sense that basic

standards of written language are mostly followed. Some instances of non-standard uses can

be found in the sample messages of some group 2 informants, even when they report not

approving the sort of use. Examples of such uses can be found, for example, in regard to

ellipsis or decapitalisation. Hence, the informality of the medium may gradually begin to

crumble the reported strict adherence to the standards for some e-mail users of group 2.

     Group 3. E-mail users of group 3 seem to treat e-mail as somewhat informal in nature.

They present the least conformance to the standard requirements of the business letter
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template with respect to most of the features examined. Hence, a general tolerance of the non-

standard usage practices unites and characterises the e-mail users of group 3. Especially

concerning features such as misspellings or abbreviations, some group 3 informants present

notably permissive attitudes compared to the other groups. The e-mail users of group 3 also

clearly use non-standard practices most frequently in their messages. The usage is most

typical in social messages. However, compared to the other groups, these e-mail users use the

non-standard features slightly more frequently in business-related messages as well. In some

respects, group 3 e-mail users seem to present differing opinions. Careful comparison of the

attitudes reported and the practices used reveals that the differences in the opinions seem to be

crystallised in the outlooks the informants present on the importance of orthography. Group 3

e-mail users hence seem to express the informality within differing limits in their e-mail

messages. Three slightly separate types can be detected among group 3:

• There are some e-mail users who value the standards of grammatical orthography,

especially regarding the use of capitalisation and punctuation, regardless of whether

the message is casual or formal in nature. Then again, deviation from the standards

can be expressed by other means, such as the use of abbreviations or ellipsis, although

mainly in the limits of social use.

• Some e-mail users of this group follow fairly standard practices, paying especially

careful attention to orthography, in business-related messages. Then again, in social

messages they adopt much more relaxed standards, occasionally discarding

orthographic as well as other standards.

• Moreover, some e-mail users of this group seem to present slight deviation from the

standards, including orthography, in their communication with both familiar and

unfamiliar recipients. These respondents, nevertheless, also comment that they pay

more attention to the form of the message in more formal contexts.

It is also worth noting that for those who make the effort of following the standard

requirements in more formal contexts, deviant uses often seem to carry a special meaning. In

addition to word-level informality, the use of features such as decapitalisation, abbreviations
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or multiple punctuation (e.g., !!!!!) in social messages seems to express, even emphasise, the

familiar or intimate relationship shared with the recipient.

     All in all, the e-mail use of group 3 informants seems to present most evidence of the

adoption of the sorts of practices that have been claimed to be typical of the “e-style”.

However, very few informants of this group employ these practices in their overall messaging.

Hence, among all the groups, it seems that group 3 e-mail users most clearly make a

difference between the formality and informality of style in their use. Switching between the

styles, depending on the degree of formality of the communication context seems to

characterise their use. Informants of this group also explicitly mention with respect to several

questions that the effort they put on writing the messages varies depending on the context.

The occasionally adopted more relaxed attitudes towards the standards can well be

exemplified by the explanation of one informant, that “formal emails are most similar to

letters, if you are applying for a job or communicating with somebody ‘official’. Emails to

friends are often like long text messages” (Informant 5, male 23). Another informant also

acknowledges the importance of writing well as such, but comments that “it’s an aspiration

that can be compromised in some contexts” (Informant 4, male 33). Hence, group 3 e-mail

users seem to embrace the informality, convenience and speed of transmission of the medium.

This can sometimes translate into saving the effort of following the standards, even at the

expense of orthography, but seldom, however, with the risk of compromising

comprehensibility.

     In the following, I will discuss the findings of this study on a more general level. Although

it has been discussed that the e-mail users have dissenting outlooks on e-mail as a medium

and differing principles in their use of e-mail, this does not need to mean conflicts in e-mail

communication between the different types. Quite the opposite, general permissiveness seems

to characterise the medium. The versatility and liberalism of e-mail’s current status is
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generally appreciated. Many e-mail users seem to resist the idea that a particular code of

behaviour would be imposed on e-mail use. They do not want any rules which would restrict

the freedom currently experienced and embraced. Many of the users seem to view that

individuals’ capability of judging the appropriateness of the style required should be

appreciated. Many informants explicitly state that albeit the strict standards according to

which they themselves act, they do not expect others to behave correspondingly. Hence,

somewhat more colloquial and nonchalant use of language seems to be generally accepted as

suited for the medium, as long as the context for such use is appropriate.

     The uses of such features which have been claimed to characterise the overall use of e-mail

language were examined in this thesis. It has even been argued that the non-standard uses of

particular features of the orthography, lexicon and syntax are so unique to the language use in

the electronic media that it can be suggested that the “e-style” is a variety of its own (see e.g.,

Ferrara et al. 1991; Collot and Belmore 1996; Crystal 2002). However, the current findings

rather suggest that there are various differing practices according to which different e-mail

users operate. Not everyone presents the use of such alleged characteristics of e-mail language

in their e-mail use. Hence, it cannot be said that an overall informality would describe the

medium, at least judged by the indicators used in this study to estimate the degree of

informality of the practices used. The current data rather indicates that e-mail use

encompasses fairly formal usage conventions as well. It can neither be suggested that e-mail

as such would encourage the users in discarding all traditional conventions. Certainly, the

usage practices of some, mainly e-mail users of groups 2 and 3, indicate that the features of

the “e-style” mentioned above are to some extent used in e-mail messages. So far, the usage is,

nonetheless, mainly concentrated in social contexts. It is also more typical to use some of

these non-standard features, as a means of “spicing up” the otherwise fairly conventional

writing, rather than to represent use of all these features simultaneously. There was some
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indication, though, that especially some e-mail users of groups 2 and 3 gradually begin to

adopt the informal practices in more formal contexts as well. Most notably, such practices can

be observed in the uses of greetings and farewells. These have generally become considerably

informal compared to the standard requirements of a conventional letter.

     However, the findings suggest that the e-mail users possess such communicative

competence that they seem to be quite capable of determining what sort of a style is

appropriate in a given situation and are able to adopt a more formal style if required by the

context and seen as necessary by the user. Those e-mail users who do not always follow the

standard traditions, seem to switch between the different styles quite consciously. Hence, the

repertoire of the different styles of a typical e-mail user can be said to form a continuum

between more standard and deviant practices. The user seems to determine the style adopted

based on the context and purpose of the message.

7.2 Reflections on the Research Process

In the following, I will consider the overall realisation of the research process, contemplating

the reliability and validity aspects of the study with respect to the findings as well as the

methods used. Potential topics for future research will also be discussed. As noted in the

introduction, research on private e-mail correspondence between regular e-mail users is

relatively scarce. This is due to the general perception that it is difficult to obtain sample e-

mail material from private individuals. However, it can be suggested that, to some extent, the

data acquisition process of this study challenges this outlook, as people did not seem to be

especially reluctant to yield their e-mail messages for scrutiny. On the whole, I do not assume

that this thesis would be able to give extensive and widely applicable answers to the overall

practices of e-mail use. Rather, this examination was aimed at offering some tentative

perspectives on private e-mail use. The main finding of the study was that e-mail users seem

to form groups of e-mail user types, each of which appears to have a slightly differing outlook
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on e-mail as a medium. The discovery of these groups among the informants of this study

could indicate that there are such differing basic outlooks among e-mail users on a larger scale

as well. I have aimed at describing the proceedings of the research, and especially the models

created and used in the analysis, in as detailed a level as possible. With such an approach I

have hoped to improve the reliability of the findings and to provide the reader with tools to

evaluate the procedures and means I have used in arriving at the suggestion of such group

division among the users (see e.g., Miles and Huberman 1984).

     With respect to the validity of the methods used in collecting the data, the use of the

questionnaire turned out to be successful in the sense that the informants mostly understood

the questions as intended. Two questions on formatting of the message (questions 36 and 37)

did not provide the kind of information they were aimed at eliciting. Therefore, in order to

enhance the validity of the data, I excluded these questions from the analysis. The omission

did not compromise the analysis process, as the scale of the other questions was extensive

enough to ensure sufficient amount of information on the phenomena examined. In retrospect,

it might even have been advisable to further narrow down the scope of the questions, as now

the variety of the issues examined did not leave much room for a deeper analysis of any of the

individual topics. Then again, it can also be suggested that the wide scope of subjects has

been beneficial in the sense that the inferences made about the relevance of the group division

could be based on the observation of the usage of several different features. I also aimed at

strengthening the validity of the study by using method triangulation (see e.g., Denzin 1970,

as quoted in Hirsjärvi et al. 1997, 215). As I did not want to depend entirely on the reported

opinions of the respondents in making inferences about the e-mail use, I asked the informants

to send some samples of their e-mail correspondence. That is to say, the attitudes presented in

the questionnaire could thus be compared to the observations made on the actual use.
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     Particular models were used and created in the analysis process. It was hoped that it would

enhance the consistency of the contemplation that the same models were systematically used

in observing the potential differing characteristics of each of the noted groups of e-mail users.

It can, however, be suggested that the temptation of the “elite bias”, that is “overweighting

data from well-informed … informants and underrepresenting data from intractable … ones”

(Miles and Huberman 1984, 230) is especially notable with self-created models of analysis. In

other words, it may be tempting to view the data in such a light that it would best fit the

assumptions made about the differences between the groups. However, I have tried to remain

open to all the implications to which the data gave rise. Hence, for example, instead of trying

to fit all the respondents of group 3 forcefully under the same category in all respects, I have

attempted to take into account the divergence expressed. Thus, I aimed at reading the data

more closely in order to find clarification for the dispersion presented. As a result, I admitted

that group 3 dissolves in some respects. Moreover, to enhance the reliability of the findings,

the notions made of the differences between the groups were backed up by using direct

quotations from the informants.

     Considering potential limitations of the analysis process, it is worth mentioning that there

were only very few sample messages of social nature available for group 1, which may have

had an effect on the findings. Also, the group of informants of this study was rather

homogeneous, especially with respect to education and occupation. There were fairly many

informants who even worked in professions related to language or education. This is likely to

have influenced the noted relatively high conformance to the standard use of language.

Therefore, similar analysis should be carried out using a wider selection of informants,

representing more varying backgrounds, to be able to evaluate whether the e-mail user types

discovered in this study bear any larger relevance. As the findings of this study suggest that

the standards of writing are still widely recognised and appreciated among the e-mail users
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who have had a great deal of experience in conventional writing prior to the generalisation of

the electronic communication, it would be interesting to find out to what extent similar

adherence to the standards could be observed among significantly younger e-mail users.

Moreover, as the current findings challenged, to some extent, the alleged overall prevalence

of the informal style of e-mail messages, it would be important to evaluate the degree of

formality of e-mail language using other kinds of tools and measures as indicators of the level

of formality as well. For example, examination of the stylistic variation presented on the

lexical level of e-mail language use would quite likely prove to be a fruitful approach. All in

all, I hope that this study has provided useful perspectives on the topic of private e-mail

communication, as this subject has not been explored to a great extent in previous e-mail

research. I also wish that this study will encourage others as well to carry on the exploration

of this intriguing subject to deepen and challenge the current findings.
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APPENDIX 1: Questionnaire (1/10)

QUESTIONNAIRE ON E-MAIL USE

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Instructions for filling in the questionnaire:

In regard to the multiple-choice questions:

Please mark your answer by using the bold typeface, as shown in the example below:

How often do you use e-mail (during weekdays)?

a. Many times a day
b. At least once a day
c. At least once a week
d. At least once a month
e. Less than once a month

In regard to the open-ended questions:

Please write your answer directly below the question or following the Yes/No option, as
shown in the example below:

Do you expect an e-mail you receive to have a greeting or a farewell? Please explain briefly why?

a. Yes,

b. No, because I don’t think it is…..

General instructions:

• Please answer the questions as they appear and do not alter or delete the question
statements or the answering options, as altering the questionnaire may impede the
analysis process.

• Please select only one option per question unless otherwise indicated.

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
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1. Age (2/10)

2. Gender

a. Female
b. Male

3. Education? (Please give the highest level)

4. Occupation?

5. Nationality?

6. How long have you used e-mail?

a. Less than a year
b. 1-5 years
c. 6-10 years
d. More than 10 years

7. How often do you use e-mail (during weekdays)?

a. Many times a day
b. At least once a day
c. At least once a week
d. At least once a month
e. Less than once a month

8. Are your e-mail messages mainly short or long in length (short message meaning
approximately 10 lines)?

a. Short
b. Long

9. Do you divide your e-mail messages into paragraphs?

a. Always
b. Most of the time
c. Sometimes
d. Very seldom
e. Never
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10. How do you most often respond to an e-mail message you receive?

a. By placing your reply above the original message
b. By placing your reply below the original message
c. By placing your reply within the original message
d. By omitting the original message from your reply
e. Other, what?

11. Please explain briefly, where have you adopted your e-mail writing conventions from?
Answer:

12. Do you feel a need for some training or guidance on e-mail writing/etiquette organised e.g.
by your employer? Please explain briefly why?

a. Yes,

b. No,

13. Do you use greetings at the beginning of your e-mail messages?

a. Always
b. Most of the time
c. Sometimes
d. Very seldom
e. Never

14. If you answered a.-d. in question number 13, please explain briefly why you use greetings
and does the use differ from time to time?

15. Do you use farewells, (other than just your name), at the end of your messages?

a. Always
b. Most of the time
c. Sometimes
d. Very seldom
e. Never

16. If you answered a.-d. in question number 15, please explain briefly why you use farewells
and does the use differ from time to time?
Answer:
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17. Do you expect an e-mail you receive to have a greeting or a farewell? Please explain
briefly why?

a. Yes,

b. No,

18. For which purpose do you mainly use e-mail? (Please name only one main purpose in
your own words.)
Answer:

19. For which of the following purposes have you used e-mail? (You can select several
options.)

a) For study/work related communication, e.g. with colleagues and other study/work
contacts
b) For socialising with friends, e.g. inquiring how the others are doing,

arranging to see someone, etc.
c) For sending CVs or job applications
d) For conveying compliments, e.g. sending seasons greetings,
congratulations on a special day, etc.
e) For sending/forwarding joke e-mails, entertaining chain e-mails or tests, etc.
f) For sending/forwarding e-mail petitions or appeals of a serious nature, e.g for a

benevolent cause
g) For invitations to occasions, e.g. birthday parties
h) For official information inquiries, e.g. approaching an authority on some
matter
i) Other, what?

20. Have you used e-mail for any less general purposes? (You can select several options.)

a) For condolences
b) For breaking up a relationship
c) Other, what?
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21. For which of the following purposes do you find e-mail to be a suitable medium in general?
(You can also select options that you have not used yourself, if you see them as generally
appropriate.)

a) For study/work related communication, e.g. with colleagues and other study/work
contacts
b) For socialising with friends, e.g. inquiring how the others are doing,

arranging to see someone, etc.
c) For sending CVs or job applications
d) For conveying compliments, e.g. sending seasons greetings,
congratulations on a special day, etc.
e) For sending/forwarding joke e-mails, entertaining chain e-mails or tests, etc.
f) For sending/forwarding e-mail petitions or appeals of a serious nature, e.g. for a
benevolent cause
g) For invitations to occasions, e.g. birthday parties
h) For official information inquiries, e.g. approaching an authority on some
matter
i) For condolences
j) For breaking up a relationship
k) Other, what?

22. If you wish to further clarify your thoughts regarding any of the options given in question
number 21 above, please give your comments here.
Answer:

23. Do you allow misspellings to occur in your e-mail messages?

a. Always
b. Most of the time
c. Sometimes
d. Very seldom
e. Never

24. Do you omit punctuation in your e-mail messages?

a. Always
b. Most of the time
c. Sometimes
d. Very seldom
e. Never
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25. Do you write the initial letter of a sentence with a capital letter in your e-mail messages?

a. Always
b. Most of the time
c. Sometimes
d. Very seldom
e. Never

26. Do you write proper names with a capital letter in your e-mail messages?

a. Always
b. Most of the time
c. Sometimes
d. Very seldom
e. Never

27. Which of the following would you describe as mostly comparing to your e-mail use?
(Please select only one option that best describes your e-mail use.)

a. Similar to phone calls
b. Similar to face-to-face conversation
c. Similar to formal letters, e.g. formulated business letters
d. Similar to hand-written letters
e. Similar to text messages (of a cellular phone)
f. Other, what?

28. When you consider the options given in question number 27 above, do you think that it
sometimes varies what you would compare your e-mail use with, depending on the context in
which you are sending the e-mail message, (e.g. to a certain recipient)? If yes, please explain
briefly how?
Answer:
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29. Would you rather mainly use e-mail or other media for the following purposes? (Please
mark (x) to either e-mail or other media according to your preference.)

E-mail Other media
(for example telephone,
face-to-face interaction or
hand-written/printed text)

a. For work/study related communication,
    e.g. with colleagues and other contacts ______ _______
b. For socialising with friends, e.g. inquiring how
    the others are doing, arranging to see someone,
    etc. ______ _______

c. For sending CVs or job applications ______ _______
d. For conveying compliments, e.g. sending
    seasons greetings, congratulations on a
   special day, etc. ______ _______
e. For invitations to occasions, e.g. birthday
    parties ______ _______
f. For official information inquiry, e.g. approaching
    an authority on some matter ______ _______
g. For condolences ______ _______
h. For breaking up a relationship ______ _______

30. For which purposes would you under no circumstances use e-mail? (You can mention any
of the purposes given above or give your own purpose(s) for which e-mail is inappropriate.)
Answer:

31. Do you think that casual and careless use of language is suitable and permissible for e-
mail messaging? Please explain briefly why?

a. Yes,

b. No,

32. Do you use abbreviations, such as btw for ‘by the way’, in your e-mail messages?

a. Always
b. Most of the time
c. Sometimes
d. Very seldom
e. Never
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33. Please explain briefly why you use/don’t use abbreviations and give examples of your
most frequently used abbreviations.
Answer:

34. Do you use emoticons, or smileys, such as :) in your e-mail messages?

a. Always
b. Most of the time
c. Sometimes
d. Very seldom
e. Never

35. Please explain briefly why you use/don’t use emoticons and give examples of your most
frequently used emoticons.
Answer:

36. Do you use any special formatting, e.g. bold or italic typeface, (if possible with the e-mail
software you use), or writing words with all capital letters, etc. in your e-mail messages?

a. Always
b. Most of the time
c. Sometimes
d. Very seldom
e. Never

37. Please explain briefly why you use/don’t use special formatting and give examples of the
type of formatting you most frequently use.
Answer:

38. Do you omit some elements of a sentence, such as subjects (e.g. I, you) or articles in your
e-mail messages?

a. Always
b. Most of the time
c. Sometimes
d. Very seldom
e. Never
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39. Do you read through and revise or edit your e-mail messages after writing?

a. Always
b. Most of the time
c. Sometimes
d. Very seldom
e. Never

40. If you answered b.-d. in question number 39, please explain briefly what influences the
amount of effort you put on editing the message?
Answer:

41. Do you think it is important that your e-mail messages are correct in spelling and well-
written? Please explain briefly why.

a. Yes,

b. No,

42. Does it bother you if an e-mail message you receive contains misspellings,
mispunctuations or non-grammatical features and such, (and do you regard them differently
depending on who the message is from)? Please explain briefly why?

a. Yes,

b. No,

43. Do you think it affects comprehension if an e-mail message you receive contains
misspellings, mispunctuations or non-grammatical features and such? Please explain briefly
why?

a. Yes,

b. No,

44. When writing an e-mail message, which of the following factors is of more importance to
you:

a. Freedom of style enabled by the casual nature of e-mail as a medium
b. Clarity of the message and conformance to writing and spelling standards



111

(10/10)
45. If you wish to further clarify your thoughts regarding either of the options given in
question number 44 above, please give your comments here.
Answer:

Thank you for your answers!
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APPENDIX 2: Covering letter (1/2)

Dear respondent, 4 October 2005

My name is Emmi Laiho, and I’m a student of English Philology at the University of

Tampere. I’m currently carrying out research for my Master’s thesis on e-mail usage of native

English speakers. My aim is to study various aspects of e-mail use, for example, the purposes

for which e-mail is generally used. I would very much appreciate if you could participate in

this study. It shouldn't take a lot of time.

Description of the Study

For the empirical part of my thesis I aim to do two things: 1) collect e-mail messages for

analysis from native English speakers who regularly use e-mail and 2) use a questionnaire to

acquire more detailed information. The questionnaire mostly includes multiple choice

questions and a few open ended questions on the use of e-mail. Answering the questionnaire

will only take about 20 minutes.

Approximately ten e-mail users are required as informants for the purpose of this study. The

suitable informants only need to meet the following two criteria:

• To be over twenty years of age.

• To have experience in the use of e-mail.

I’m now contacting people I myself or my acquaintances know, whom I assume would

probably meet the criteria stated above and would like to participate in this study.

On Confidentiality

All data collected for this study, including both the e-mail messages and the data

acquired through the questionnaire, will be used solely for the purpose of linguistic

analysis for this study. The handling of the data will be carried out following the

standard academic procedures on confidentiality to ensure the protection of privacy of

each informant. Therefore, only the age and gender of each informant will be reported,

and individual identities will not be recognisable based on the study.
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How to Participate in the Study

I would like to ask you to do the following:

• Save copies of the e-mail messages you send within the beginning of November, or

alternatively, if you have archived your e-mail messages or have copies of your sent e-

mail messages in a Sent mail mailbox, collect approximately ten messages you have

written during October 2005. Please ensure that these messages include some e-mail

messages you have sent to a person you are not familiar with (e.g. an authority) AND

some e-mail messages you have sent to a person you are familiar with (e.g. a family

member, friend).

• Send me ten e-mail messages by e-mail at emmi.laiho@uta.fi by Friday 18

November. About 2-4 messages of each informant will finally be used for analysis in

the study.

After collecting all the e-mail messages, I will send you the questionnaire along with

instructions for filling it in and returning it to me.

If you are interested in participating in the study, please let me know by Monday 7

November. Unfortunately I am not able to provide you with compensation for your

participation but your kind assistance will help me finish my degree and your input will be

enormously valuable for broadening our general knowledge on an area of study relatively

unexplored and novel until today. Once the study is finished (spring 2006), I will send you an

electronic copy in pdf-format, if you are interested in reading about the results.

Please don’t hesitate to contact me in case you need clarification on any matter in regard to

this study.

Thank you for participating in this study, and I look forward to receiving your e-mail

messages!

Kind regards,

Emmi Laiho

mailto:emmi.laiho@uta.fi
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APPENDIX 3: Business letter template (1/1)

KEY ELEMENTS OF BUSINESS LETTER TEMPLATE

Feature Example My notes:

(1) Opening: salutation +
formal address, title + last
name

“Dear Dr. Jones” Applies to questions
number 13-14

(2) Closing:
     optional pre-closing
     complimentary close
     signature FN + LN

“Thank you for your
consideration of this matter.”
“Yours truly”
“John Doe”

Applies to questions
number 15-16

(3) Standard syntax Applies to question
number 38

(4) Formal vocabulary Observation of the use
of vocabulary was not
in the scope of this
study!

(5) No abbreviations Applies to questions
number 32-33

(6) Standard spelling,
     typography

Applies to questions
number 23 and 25-26

(7) Standard punctuation Applies to question
number 24

(8) Layout: white space
between opening and
body of letter, between
body of letter and closing,
between paragraphs

Usage practices
regarding layout are
only briefly referred to
in this study! (Cf.
question number 9)

The model presenting the key elements of the business letter template adopted from
Danet (2001, 59).


