
10 TIPS
FOR BETTER
EMAILS
You gotta write ‘em so why not make 
them great. Write better emails... PERIOD.



Lilacs on York Creative Studios exists to support equity focused individuals 
and organizations in telling compelling stories, finding and engaging human 
connections and generally being their best. We do this through applying highly 
personalized creative strategy to the complex problems that you’re facing. We 
support with branding & design, visual & written storytelling, and business, 
organization system & management coaching.

I’m Alison K Mason, the Chief Creative Strategist at Lilacs on 
York. When you work with me, you can expect an authentic, 
‘by your side through it all’ partner because working with you 
to fulfill your mission is MY MISSION. I cater my work to equity 
focused individuals and organizations because it gives me the 
opportunity to draw the right people into the critical work that 
the world needs: beauty, access, and justice. I work with you to 
craft beautiful, unique and distinctly personal solutions… solutions 
that will move you forward.

ABOUT THIS GUIDE
I’ve written lots of emails over the years as the communications person in almost 
every group I’ve joined since I left college. I was on the newsletter committee 
when I was a teacher. I was the president of the student group when I was in 
grad school. I was the official “email sender” in the drama ministry at my church. 
Then, finally, I took over sending the all staff email for a nationwide organization 
and did that weekly for nearly two years. I’ve put thousands of emails in inboxes 
around the world for over a decade and learned lots of lessons along the way.

Emails are a way of life that we can scarcely avoid... now more than ever. Writing 
a better email IS possible and I can’t wait to show you how. Let’s go!



This advice is general but for real… 

USE FEWER WORDS. 
Make that thing as short as you can, without 
sacrificing meaning or tone. You know these folks 
out here don’t want your paragraphs and if you do 
too much, they’re really not gonna read them.

But OBVI, ‘Say Less’ is cute... you wanna know HOW.

The next four tips are my favorite ways to cut text.

QUALIFIERS: These leave space for doubt 
or interpretation which can be helpful in 
moments when you need to stay away 
from absolutes. i.e.  probably, just, basically

INTENSIFIERS: These “pump up” the 
meaning of another word. i.e. very, really, a 
lot

Both can work and even help in 
certain situations but both add bulk 
to an email, so use sparingly. 

Ultimately, you’ll do better finding a more 
precise word or phrase to illuminate your 
meaning. It’s likely going to end up being a 
shorter sentence too!

Just say less  
SAY LESS

SAY LESS: 
Reduce qualifiers 
& intensifiers 

Instead of:
I can probably have that back to you 
by end of day Thursday. 

Try: 
I will have it back to you on Friday.

HERE’S HOW IT LOOKS

Instead of:
The office was very, very quiet last night. 

Try:
It was silent in the office last night.

Instead of:
She basically won the entire tournament. 

Try:
She was the tournament champion.
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SAY LESS:
Look for repeated 
words & eliminate 
those words them

I don’t know about you but I find myself 
using the same words over and over when 
I write. I’ve trained myself to go back and 
make sure that I’m not using the same 
words multiple times.

Case in point, those two sentences that 
you just read…? I used “myself” and “same 
words” in both sentences. There is nothing 
wrong with it intrinsically, but if I’m using 
the same words in two sentences, maybe I 
only need one sentence. Like this:

“I often find myself using the same words 
repeatedly so I now make sure to go back 
and check for that.” It’s the same idea with 
fewer words… creating a straighter path to 
the point.

SAY LESS:
Write with limits

Learning how to write with limits forces you to get creative about 
how to get your point across in fewer words. I find that it’s a muscle 
that you can develop if you practice. 

In this modern age, the chances that you’ve sent a tweet are pretty 
high. If so, use that same energy with your emails. If you aren’t 
familiar with the Twitterverse and limiting yourself to 280 characters 
isn’t second nature, try one of these examples! 

Even if you can’t hit your goal, you’ll start to develop the skill of 
saying the same things more succinctly.

TRY THIS:

+ A SPECIFIC WORD COUNT
Try 50 for a short email, 100 for a 
longer message

+ A CHARACTER LIMIT
Try 285 or 500

+ A LINES LIMIT
Try 5 lines or less; or less than 15

+ NO SCROLL
It fits on one screen of your computer 
without having to scroll down
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SAY LESS:
Link don’t attach

Use Multi-Media

This tip is based on the idea that you’re 
keeping your documents stored somewhere 
in the cloud. Box, Dropbox, OneDrive, Google 
Docs… whatever floats your boat. It only 
takes one computer crash to lose YEARS of 
documents so this is a tiny plea to save your 
files somewhere other than your desktop. 

AN ASIDE

That said, sharing documents as links instead of attachments comes with at least three 
significant advantages.

1. BACK ON THIS ASIDE: Your documents are safe. Yeah, Imma say it again. My end-
of-grad-school-all-my-projects-gone computer crash is STILL a haunting memory. 
LEARN FROM MY LESSONS, PEOPLE. (If you’re suspicious of the Cloud, at least use an 
external drive!)

2. You can make updates without having to resend the email. How many times have 
you found an error in a document AS SOON AS you hit send? Links always lead to the 
most up-to-date saved version of a document so perfection is not required AND you’re 
putting fewer emails in other folx’ inboxes.

3. Without having to say something is attached, you can likely use fewer words to point 
to the document that you’re sending. 

Instead of:
My project plan is attached. Please 
let me know what you think.

HERE’S HOW IT LOOKS:

Try:
Let me know what you think 
about my project plan!

+ LINK A VIDEO, PICTURE, GIF 
OR WEBSITE
Google ‘Rickrolling’ for a fun idea!

+ USING NUMBERS AND 
TEXT? ADD AN INFOGRAPHIC! 
Piktochart is a great place to start.

This tip is just good adult learning practices. 
Nobody wants to read your long @$$ long email. 
Especially if it’s just wordsandwordsandwords 
no matter how well written it may be. When 
appropriate, give folks something to engage 
with... a picture or a link or SOMETHING! Make it 
more than just words on a screen. Folx want fun, 
interesting emails in their inboxes. Be the person 
who puts them there.

TRY THIS:
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Don’t be so serious 
(unless you have to be)

Make it clear,
then make it 
clearer

I will start by acknowledging three things:

+ Some emails are serious
+ Some moments are not appropriate for jokes
+ Some people are not naturally funny 

There is a time and place for everything, so these suggestions don’t apply universally. When 
the world is serious… be serious. BUT, when you have content that is general or tasky, try to 
infuse some life into it.

Sometimes this is easy when you’re naturally silly and thinking of funny additions comes 
naturally to you. If that’s you, and you’ve been writing emails without including your humor, 

stop that. BE YOURSELF.

If you’re saying to yourself, “That’s cute but not me.”, my advice to you is to intentionally 
think about what makes you laugh or smile. You may not be into viral videos but you are 
obsessed with your dog or cat. Let’s see ‘em! You don’t care about social media but you went 
for a hike and took awesome photos last week. Include it! We don’t want your whole album 
but you could do an easy opening where you link a single picture and say something like: 

I hope everyone had a great weekend. I went on a hike on Saturday and took some 
breathtaking photos along the way.

It makes you more relatable AND personalizes the email so your reader will be more invested 
in you and what you have to say.

All this is for nothing if folx can’t understand what 
you mean. You’ve GOT to make sure that your 
meaning & intent are clear.

There are 2 important steps to take to do this well.
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STEP ONE: READ IT AGAIN 
Now, I KNOW that none of you write emails and then just hit send as soon as you get to the 
bottom. If you know that you do that on a regular basis, quietly subtract 5 points from 
yourself, cause you know better. ALWAYS, ALWAYS, ALWAYS re-read your email before you 
send. No exceptions. 

STEP TWO: IF IT’S CRITICAL, LONG, OR SENSITIVE, HAVE 
SOMEONE ELSE READ IT.

This step doesn’t last forever. If you continue to work on getting better at this and being very 
critical of yourself AND noticing what sort of feedback you get when others read your emails, 
you can get to the point where you don’t always have to have people read your emails. But 
that can take a while.

Until your brain can think of a variety of ways that something can be interpreted or 
understood, run it by someone. Get used to having someone else read it until you can read it 
as someone else. 

AN ASIDE

There is a key element of this that cannot go unmentioned. WHO you send this 
email to matters a lot. You MUST trust the filters that you’re running your email 
through. 

HEAR ME: Your best friend at work does not automatically get this job. They might 
be a lovely human but if they regularly send emails with misspelled words or ideas 
that are misunderstood... they are not the one. And you can love them and cherish 
them… but get feedback from someone else.

Care how it looks

Please, friends. I beg you. Care how it 
looks. You’ve done all this work and your 
email is succinct, interesting and clear. 

Don’t throw it away by letting it be ugly. 
Try to make it pretty but if pretty is too 
much, at least make it neat.

GOING FOR NEAT? Try these three things.

GOING FOR PRETTY? Tip #10 is for you.

TRY THIS:

+ Fonts are consistent by type and size. If 
you have more than two fonts, you’re likely 
doing too much. Throughout the email, fonts 
should all either be the same size or headings 
one size, body copy another size. Dassit. Keep 
it simple here.

+ Colors are on brand. Links in one brand 
color and actions in another brand color. Not 
working with brand colors? Stick with black/
gray and one or two other colors that are 
easy to read.

+ Use formatting to help. Bold, underline, 
italics and/or CAPS for major heading/
divisions, subheadlines, deadlines or other 
important items.
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Formatting 
is your friend

Once you care about how it looks, thoughtful 
formatting will also take your email from good to 
great and from neat to pretty! Done well, great 
formatting enhances the meaning and clarity of your 
message, ensuring that you write better emails... 
PERIOD.

* As with most things, these DOs and DON’Ts have to considered 
situationally and don’t apply in every instance.

Definitely use colored text as highlights. It will 
make whatever is colored stand out, it brightens 
up your text and it differentiates you because 
a lot of people don’t to incorporate colored 
text on a regular basis. Try orange or turquoise 
headings. It’ll be a pleasant surprise and will 
increase the readability of your message.

Don’t let it go to your head. One, maaaaaaybe 
two highlight colors per email is great. If every 
paragraph is a different color, you’ve gone too 
far. Pull back, friend.

USE COLORED TEXT AS HIGHLIGHTS 

GET CARRIED AWAY

DO

DON’T

Bullets and numbering are SUPER helpful 
because they visually separate lists and 
important points away from a paragraph. 
Sometimes, that’s critical to understanding the 
key points of an email, so use them as needed.

Overusing underlining can get confusing 
because that’s how links are typically shown. If 
too many non-link words are underlined, it could 
cause someone to miss an important link. Stick 
to headings. Use italics for emphasis within a 
paragraph.

USE BULLETS & NUMBERING

UNDERLINE TOO MUCH

DO

DON’T

Bolding is a quick and easy way to call 
attention to a line of text. Look back at all the 
ways that I’ve used it either as a heading or 
within a paragraph. Steal that from me.

And, of course I understand that I wrote ‘Don’t 
overuse all caps’ in all caps but that’s why I said 
“overuse”. It is helpful and can work... just make 
sure that it’s for small blocks of text. Otherwise, 
it seems like you’re screaming.

USE BOLDING

OVERUSE ALL CAPS

DO

DON’T

If you wanna use a second font to make 
headlines or new sections stand out more, go 
for it! Beyond two fonts, you’re getting into risky 
territory. We have to keep it cool folx… don’t try 
to gain visual interest by adding font upon font 
upon font. There are plenty of variations within 
two fonts. You’ve got regular, bold and italic. 
That’s three different looks right there. Add 
a color and that’s a fourth. Times two for the 
other font and you have EIGHT different ways 
those two fonts can look in your email. That’s 
plenty.

USE A SECOND FONT FOR HEADLINES

USE MORE THAN TWO FONTS

DO

DON’T
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FRIENDS IN
REAL LIFE

LET’S BE

alisonkmason.com

Find me online!

@lilacsonyorkstudios

@alisonkmason
@lilacsonyork

@alisonkmason

@alisonkmason


