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WITHIN THE LAST 12 years, email has emerged as the most 
commonly used form of written communication in the corporate 
workplace. A 1997 study, conducted by Office Team, revealed that a 
majority of American executives favored face-to-face meetings to any 
other form of communication; only 34% preferred email (Oh, 2007). 
By contrast, a 2005 survey sponsored by the Economist Intelligence 
Unit indicated that two thirds of corporate executives prefer email as 
a means of business communication compared to the next most pop-
ular options—desktop telephones and mobile phones. These are each 
favored by just 16% of those participating in the study (Economist 
Intelligence Unit, 2005).

More recently, a 2008 study performed by the Pew Internet & 
American Life Project revealed that 72% of all full-time employees 
have an email account that they use for work, and 37% of those work-
ers “check them constantly” (Madden & Jones, 2008).

Several factors have contributed to the widespread use of email. 
This form of communication is generally rapid, is more economical 
than distributing or mailing printed documents, and permits simulta-
neous communication with large numbers of recipients. In addition, 
email is highly practical for organizations whose employees are geo-
graphically dispersed.

In corporate environments, email messages have expanded beyond 
their original function as electronic versions of paper memoranda. 
Indeed, email now encompasses a broad array of genres: newsletters, 
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order confirmations, shipping receipts, account alerts, short reports, 
announcements, corporate bulletins.

However, despite the ubiquity of email in business settings, 
academic researchers have been reluctant to examine email from 
the perspective of document design. As described in the frequently 
cited definition proposed by Schriver (1997), document design is 
“the act of bringing together prose, graphics, and typography for 
purposes of instruction, information, or persuasion” (p. 11). Virtu-
ally no studies conducted by scholars of business or corporate com-
munications have focused on the integration of prose, graphics, and 
typography to achieve rhetorical objectives in email messages. Three 
major business communication texts (Locker, 2006; Ober, 2007; 
Thill & Bovée, 2007) discuss email usage in the workplace, but the 
focus of these discussions is largely on appropriate usage (e.g., 
“send people only the messages they need”) and etiquette (“avoid 
using capital letters for emphasis; the letters imply ‘shouting’”). 
Also, these textbooks tend to treat email as an electronic memoran-
dum only, rather than as a medium that accommodates innumerable 
written genres.

Guides to document design, written primarily for technical writers, 
generally also neglect to consider email as an appropriate topic for 
consideration (Kimball & Hawkins, 2008; Mortimer, 2003; Schriver, 
1997). Indeed, several researchers in the field of document design 
have concluded that email is an impoverished medium, offering few 
opportunities for creative communication (Kostelnick & Hassett, 
2003). These researchers maintain that, regardless of content, email 
messages present a merely homogeneous mixture of black type embed-
ded within a white background; email communications are, at pres-
ent, “exiled to a design wasteland” (p. 159)

This article, based on a recent case study focusing on email usage 
at a Fortune 100 company, disputes the notion that email design is a 
sterile research field for document designers and business communi-
cators. The study suggests that email messages, especially company-
wide communications originating from senior management, are most 
likely to be read by an intended audience if messages are designed to 
incorporate complex sets of visual and textual conventions specifi-
cally intended to achieve rhetorical objectives. In addition, the study 
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examines the manner by which flouting these conventions may result 
in serious communication failure.

Method

From April 2002 until December 2003, approximately 23,000 
employees of a Fortune 100 company received two email messages 
per month concerning the most effective strategies for practicing 
computer security.

These messages, called “Smart Tips,” were, on average, 510 words 
in length and provided titles intended to pique reader interest. The 
Smart Tips adopted a friendly and conversational tone and often 
attempted to entice readers’ attention with an introductory anecdote. 
The messages included colorful clip art and employed a variety of 
font styles and text colors; none of them visually resembled a typical 
memorandum-style email characterized by black text displayed 
against a white background. A sample header from this style of 
Smart Tip, together with its introductory paragraphs, is depicted in 
Figure 1.

In 2008, senior management decided to modify the visual layout 
of Smart Tips. These messages, averaging 480 words in length, were 
created as memoranda addressed to individual employees. This new 
format abandoned the use of anecdotes, avoided clip art, and pre-
sented text as black letters on a white screen. The content of these 
communications, as with the earlier messages, also focused on best 
practices to ensure computer security at the workplace. A sample 
header exemplifying this modified Smart Tip, together with its intro-
ductory paragraphs, is illustrated in Figure 2.

To assess the effectiveness of both the “old style” and “new style” 
messages, the average number of monthly responses from employees 
(measured by staff feedback represented by comments or questions 
submitted to a specially designated “Smart Tip” mailbox) was deter-
mined. The variance of responses was examined, using a chi-square 
test, to determine if the two designs demonstrated statistically signifi-
cant degrees of effectiveness.

Design features of both the “old” and “new” style messages were 
analyzed using a description of rhetorical design factors proposed by 
Kostelnick and Hassett (2003). These factors, which attempt to 
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Information Security Awareness Smart Tip
Title  : SMART TIP 2002-24: A HOLIDAY VIRUS: THE GIFT THAT 
  KEEPS ON GIVING
Date Created  : 12/16/2002 05:23 PM
Sent By  : Data Security

* Please note that this bulletin is being distributed to all Lotus Notes users.

Smart Tip 2002-24 A Holiday Virus: 
The Gift that Keeps on Giving

The Viruses of Holidays Past
Exactly one year ago this month, many PC users throughout the world opened an 
e-mail with the innocuous subject: “Hi”. The note contained an attachment with the 
name “Christmas.exe”. Thinking that it included an electronic greeting card from a 
friend, users clicked on the attachment. Suddenly, the following message appeared:

I can’t describe my fellings
But all I can say is
Happy New Year :)

Bye.

Users received a gift, in addition to the badly spelled message; the attachment 
contained a virus that mailed itself to every name in the user’s Outlook address book 
and also disabled several keys on the keyboard. And so the virus kept giving itself to 
others, until thousands of machines were affected.

Figure 1. Sample Header and Introductory Paragraphs of an “Old” Smart 
Tip
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identify major design elements that compose a document, provide a 
systematic method for exploring the manner by which information is 
shaped within a text.

Finally, causes for the effectiveness (or lack thereof) of the two 
message designs are suggested and implications for business com-
munications offered.

The Study

Kostelnick and Hassett (2003) maintain that several rhetorical factors 
contribute to the shaping of information contained within documents. 
For purposes of this study, the most significant of these factors are 
(a) genres and (b) pragmatic functions (pp. 82-83).

Security Awareness 

10/01/2008 03:27 PM 

To Sharon Dotoressa

cc

Subject Information Security Smart Tip -- Client/
Customer Queries

To: All Employees

Given the market turmoil of the last few weeks, clients, prospects, vendors and others 
may have posed questions about the company to you. While it’s important to be 
responsive and helpful when answering a legitimate question from a legitimate 
source, you should also keep in mind that there are always security risks when you 
disclose information.

To protect the company, yourself, and client confidentiality, here are a few recommen-
dations to follow before releasing information: 

•	 Client requests for information must come from a valid source. 
•	 The employee receiving a request for information must ascertain if the person 

asking is an authorized client representative before responding. 
•	 Client requests for information or for questionnaire completion must bear the 

company logo or letterhead of the requesting organization or the request may 
be turned down. 

•	 No communication with one client should expose information concerning other 
clients. 

•	 All documents and information should be vetted with appropriate management 
before release to ensure compliance with company policies and standards. 

Figure 2. Sample Header and Introductory Paragraphs of a “New” Smart 
Tip
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Genres, from a design perspective, are visual templates used by 
certain types of documents, including the arrangement of textual 
blocks on a page and the size and shape of pages composing the doc-
ument. Genres enable readers to identify a type of document prior to 
examining its textual contents. For example, a business card may be 
recognized by its size, shape, and orientation. Brochures, by compari-
son, frequently have a front panel with a title and text blocks on inside 
panels.

Pragmatic functions are used to structure information by arranging 
contents in such a manner that readers will be able to organize mean-
ing in a coherent manner. Structural cues or elements include titles, 
headings, paragraph breaks, and bulleted lists. In addition, pragmatic 
functions serve to stylize information by lending credibility to the 
document, creating emphasis, and registering an appropriate tone of 
voice. Stylistic cues include use of corporate logos, boldface, under-
lining, and italics. Stylistically, an authoritative voice may be pro-
jected through justified or centered text; conversely, a more casual 
voice may be articulated by means of unjustified margins, freehand 
drawing, or clip art.

A random sample of seven “old style” and seven “new style” 
Smart Tips was assembled and examined, using the rhetorical factor 
analysis proposed by Kostelnick and Hassett. Results of this analy-
sis are presented in Table 1. Within the table, a black circle in a cell 
indicates the presence of a feature associated with a specific docu-
ment. For example, the table indicates that none of the seven “old 
style” messages contained a “To:” field within the email heading. 
However, all seven “new style” Smart Tips contained fully popu-
lated “To:” fields.

The effectiveness of each message type was measured by deter-
mining the average number of written responses (either comments or 
questions) received from employees concerning each type. The “old 
style” messages obtained, on average, 4 responses per month. By 
contrast, “new style” documents received an average of 40 responses 
monthly. Using a chi-square test, it was determined that the “new” 
Smart Tips received a statistically significant higher number of 
responses than did the “old” messages (p = .000158).

Both kinds of messages contained approximately the same num-
ber of words and dealt with the same general topic of computer secu-
rity. Therefore, it seems plausible that the greater effectiveness of the 
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“new” messages was due largely to the selection of design elements 
that successfully attracted and sustained readers’ attention.

Discussion

The findings reported in Table 1 indicate that, other than the pres-
ence of a date and an indication of the originating source (the 
“From:” field), the “old” messages included no features associated 
with the email genre. When opened by their readers, these Smart 
Tips did not specify an intended reader (the “To: field), nor did they 
include an entry for carbon copy (the “cc:” field). In addition, the 
“old” messages did not specify a subject (see Figure 1). Finally, 
these messages included pastel-hued text displayed against a white 
background rather than the usual black type. The designers purpose-
fully employed colorful text to appeal to corporate readers; however, 

Table 1. Analysis of Rhetorical Factors Associated With “Old” and “New” 
Smart Tips

	 Type	of	Message

 Old	 New

Rhetorical	Factors 1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7	 1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7

Genre features (email)              
 To:        • • • • • • •
 Cc:        • • • • • • •
 From: • • • • • • • • • • • • • •
 Subject:        • • • • • • •
 Date: • • • • • • • • • • • • • •
 Black text/white ground        • • • • • • •
Pragmatic functions              
1. Structural cues              
 Title • • • • • • •       
 Headings • • • • •  •       
 Paragraph breaks • • • • • • • • • • • • • •
 Bulleted lists   • •  • • • • • • •  
2. Stylistic cues              
 Corporate logo     •         
 Boldface   •    • • •    • •
 Underlining    •          
 Italics • • • • •  •  • •   • 
 Freehand drawing/ • • • •  • •       

    clip art
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as indicated by the few responses received by these messages, it 
seems that colorful text failed to engage readers.

By contrast, samples of the “new” messages incorporated all fea-
tures traditionally associated with the email genre (see Figure 2).

The frequency table also reveals that the “old” messages incorpo-
rated more structural cues—especially titles and headings—than did 
the “new” Smart Tips. However, both sets of messages structured their 
texts by paragraphs, and the majority of both included bulleted lists.

The “old style” tips made extensive use of one stylistic cue, clip art, 
that was never adopted by the “new” messages. The designers hoped 
that the inclusion of clip art, together with the colorful text, would cre-
ate a visually appealing document that attracted readers to the textual 
content. However, the seeming lack of effectiveness demonstrated by 
these messages indicates that clip art did not elicit readers’ attention.

Other stylistic differences between the two sets of messages are 
minimal. Only one Smart Tip, an “old style” email, included a cor-
porate logo. Similarly, only one “old” message used underlining as 
a technique to emphasize content. Boldfaced type and italicized type 
were employed by both types of documents.

Kostelnick and Hassett (2003) maintain that prior empirical 
research has consistently demonstrated that document designs that 
conform to readers’ expectations receive greater approval than designs 
that do not meet these expectations. That is, documents that incorpo-
rate a set of conventional rhetorical factors, as understood within a 
specific discourse community, will be more effective than texts that 
flout these conventions. Findings of this study are consistent with 
the results anticipated by Kostelnick and Hassett.

Nearly every day, employees of the Fortune 100 company receive 
at least one email message from Corporate Communications. Each of 
these messages incorporates all features (e.g., “To:” and “From:” 
fields) associated with the email genre. The text of these messages 
also includes numerous structural and stylistic cues—occasionally 
including titles, headings, the corporate logo, use of underlining, 
colorful text, and visual images. Thus, the “pragmatic” features of the 
“old” Smart Tips, including the use of clip art and of colorful text, 
were not breaches of the email conventions expected by employees 
of the company.
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However, it seems that the near absence of traditional generic ele-
ments in the “old” messages represented a radical, and unacceptable, 
flouting of the corporate conventions associated with email. The lack 
of “To:” and “Subject:” fields in an open email may cause readers 
to become suspicious or confused (Kostelnick & Hassett, 2003; 
Mortimer, 2003; Schriver, 1997). As a result, the “old” messages 
failed to engage their intended readers.

Responses from readers of the “new” messages also suggest a more 
specific problem with the absence of traditional email headings in 
the “old style” Smart Tips. Every month, several readers responded 
to the “new” messages as if the communication were intended spe-
cifically for them. These readers, for example, insisted that they are 
not sharing passwords or disclosing sensitive company information 
to unauthorized parties. These responses may be due to the “new” 
messages including a “To:” field populated with the name of a spe-
cific employee. Although the population of this field occurred as the 
result of a mass merging of employee names, many readers seemed 
to assume that the Smart Tip was personally addressed to them. The 
“old” messages failed to include a “To:” field; Lotus Notes, the mes-
saging software used at this company, permits the customized design 
of email headers and, therefore, does not require the inclusion of 
“To:,” “From:,” or “Subject:” fields. As a result, corporate readers 
may have ignored the textual content, assuming that the communica-
tion was merely a mass mailing and not personally addressing their 
unique situation. This perception of an impersonal document may 
have been reinforced by the inclusion of a label affixed to the header 
of each “old” style message (“Information Security Awareness Smart 
Tip”). An additional notation appended to the header, indicating 
“Please note that this bulletin is being distributed to all Lotus Notes 
users,” states clearly that the Smart Tip is not intended for a specific 
reader.

Conclusion

Business communication textbooks and researchers in the field of 
document design generally treat email messages as if they cannot be 
designed in the same manner as brochures, reports, manuals, newslet-
ters, or Web pages. Researchers tend to view email as an electronic 
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memorandum that, with its standardized header accompanied by a 
block of user-created text, already incorporates a conventional set of 
design features. However, as documented by this case study, email in 
workplace settings is a more robust medium than is generally portrayed 
by communication researchers.

The email messages received by corporate employees—and, for 
that matter, by any home computer user—are not limited to the memo 
format. Emails serve as sales brochures, company newsletters, invita-
tions, marketing instruments, informational announcements, and a 
plethora of additional genres. One of the major factors contributing to 
the metamorphosis of email from its earlier function as an electronic 
memorandum to its current role as a platform accommodating multi-
ple genres is the development of software that can support a broad 
array of structural and stylistic design elements (e.g., clip art, colorful 
text, multiple fonts).

As discussed previously, email communications are capable of 
accommodating many of the rhetorical factors used by designers of 
print and online media. However, communications specialists must 
be aware not only of the technical capabilities of email software but 
also of the genre features and the structural and stylistic cues that are 
acceptable to members of a specific discourse community. Sensitivity 
to the readers’ expectations and to the readers’ willingness to embrace 
novel design elements will have a significant effect on whether or not 
email messages will attract and retain attention.

Email is not a “visually impoverished medium” that is, at least 
temporarily, “exiled to a design wasteland” (Kostelnick & Hassett, 
2003). Rather, as currently used in the workplace, electronic mail rep-
resents a form of communication that incorporates numerous design 
features intended to achieve rhetorical objectives. These communica-
tions, ubiquitous in business environments, are deserving of serious 
study by rhetoricians, document designers, and business communi-
cations researchers and their students.
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THE 20TH-CENTURY office is dead. According to Telework 
Trendlines 2009, WorldatWork’s new survey of more than 1,000 U.S. 
adults, the number of Americans working remotely at least once a 
month jumped 39%, from 12.4 million in 2006 to 17.2 million in 
2008 (Dieringer Research Group, 2009). Last year Congress even 
introduced bills that would encourage and expand telework programs 
in the federal government (WorldatWork, 2009). Although the disap-
pearing office boundaries caused by technological advances have 
obvious benefits for employers and employees, something else is dis-
solving along with those cubicle walls: clear limit lines of employer 
liability.
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