
Communicating Excellence 
With Technology

c h a p t e r  6

Chapter Objectives:
After studying this chapter you should be able to

1. understand the impact technology has on business and professional communication,

2. explain how emotion is expressed with technology,

3. understand how the drawbacks of technology can prevent you from excelling as a 
professional, and

4. utilize the KEYS approach to achieve professional excellence regarding communication and 
technology.

In Hanna’s position in alumni relations, she needs to maintain a broad social network; so she includes 
a link to her Facebook page as part of the signature line on her e-mail correspondence. She also 
invites many work associates to be her Facebook friends. Her Facebook page contains a photo album 
from her college days. She felt this was important to have, since she works with college alumni. While 
in college, Hanna liked to attend raves. Hanna is in several pictures in which it’s evident that she is 
“wasted,” and her friends have posted comments about the pictures that make reference to smoking 
marijuana and drinking beer. Hanna communicates professional excellence in her face-to-face 
interactions at work, but on her Facebook page, she looks like a party girl, not a professional.

As you can see from Hanna’s situation, the way people present themselves online 
does matter in professional life. Remember, even “private” electronic communica-
tion can easily become public. What do your Facebook page, text messages, and 

e-mail name say about you? What impression will others have of you based on what you 
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Table 6.1 Thinking Critically: Facebook and Online Social Networking Sites

post on online social-networking sites such as Facebook and MySpace? (See Table 6.1.) 
Is your image online different from the image you present in person? If they are different, 
how are they different? What does each say about you as a professional? Understanding 
the impact of technology on your communication is critical to achieving professional excel-
lence (see Photo 6.1).

Photo 6.1 Images such as this are what some employers are looking for as a red flag in hiring 
particular applicants. This is an example of the type of photo posted on Hanna’s Facebook page. 
Do you have any pictures posted on the web that could potentially lead to a negative impression?

As you think about Hanna’s experience, what are some ways for you to be proactive when 
your experience at work fuses with what you have posted online? Genova (2009) argues 
that employers have legitimate business interests in monitoring workplace Internet use: 
to minimize legal exposure, to increase productivity, and to avoid proprietary information 
loss. Since employees arguably have no expectation of privacy in their work on employers’ 
computers, there are few grounds for complaint if they are disciplined for straying from 
corporate policy on such use. In this heavily scrutinized work environment, it is no small 
wonder that employees crave a place to unwind and play “electronically” after hours. 
In unprecedented numbers, America’s workers are visiting online social networking 
sites (OSNs) and posting tidbits that might not be considered job-appropriate by their 
employers. Here, many postulate that they do have an expectation of and, indeed, a 
right to privacy, especially in arenas used to express personal freedoms and exercise 
individualism that have no bearing on the workplace. Whether employers agree with 
this stance, an increasing majority are using employees’ presence on OSNs to support 
discipline, termination, or simply not hiring an individual. But is this fair if those actions are 
based on Internet use off the clock?

SOURCE: Genova (2009).
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Communication and technology are important for the following reasons: (1) The way 
you communicate when using technology influences the impressions other people have of 
you, which is central to achieving professional excellence; (2) communication and technol-
ogy help you establish contact and maintain professional networks and relationships with 
coworkers, leaders, and clients (see Photo 6.2); and (3) communication and technology 
lead to a number of obstacles that can hinder professional excellence. Recall the impor-
tant role professional excellence played when you were entering and developing in the 
workplace. Put simply, the KEYS process will help bridge professional excellence with 
communication and technology and help you excel in the workplace. Before exploring the 
emergence of cyberspace as an evolving tool for professionals, let’s first look at the choices 
you have when it comes to selecting a communication channel that works best for you. Is 
e-mail the best way to get a message out? Is a text the best way to make an urgent request? 
Is your cell phone the best device for you to use when participating in a phone conference 
or interview? Table 6.2 features the pros and cons of many common devices designed to 
help us stay connected and manage information as professionals. Review the table and 
think about your technology preferences.

Photo 6.2 This photo illustrates the use of conference phone technology opening more participation in common 
professional tasks such as interviewing, planning, and negotiation.
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Table 6.2 Selecting the Channel: Pros and Cons

Channel Pros Cons

Desktop/
network 
e-mail

 • Robust software provides a full range of 
features and functions

 • Lots of storage for your e-mail messages
 • Offline access to your e-mail; you don’t have 

to be connected to your e-mail provider to 
compose new messages or read replies

 • Limited mobility; you must use your 
desktop/laptop computer or be signed 
on to your network to access software

Web e-mail  • Freedom of movement; you don’t have to 
be logged on to your own computer to send 
and receive e-mail

 • Limited features and functions compared 
to desktop e-mail software

 • No offline access to your e-mail
 • Access to attachments you might want 

to send is limited to the computer or 
network you are using at the time

Instant 
messaging

 • The instant give-and-take associated with 
phone chat; unlike standard e-mail, which 
involves composing and sending messages 
and then waiting for replies, instant 
messaging takes place in real time

 • Incompatibility issues between 
competing instant messaging software 
providers

 • Lack of the basic e-mail features and 
functions available on most desktop or 
web e-mail programs

Personal digital 
assistants 
(PDAs)

 • Portability; slip your PDA into your pocket 
or briefcase and off you go

 • Offline access to e-mail received and 
messages you are composing

 • The ability to sync your PDA to your 
desktop computer so that e-mail can be 
transferred between hardware devices

 • Touch screen technology
 • Full keyboard function (QWERTY)

 • Inconsistent coverage; if you are out of 
cell phone range, you are probably out 
of range to transmit and receive wireless 
e-mail messages

 • Although manufacturers are beginning to 
offer keypads that enhance ease of use, 
many PDAs have small keypads while 
others have no keypad at all. To write 
messages, you write or tap letters on the 
screen with a stylus or your thumb

Two-way text 
pagers

 • Portability
 • Small and lightweight

 • Inconsistent coverage; unlike one-way 
pagers (which never have great coverage), 
the coverage for two-way pagers is about 
the same as a cell phone

 • Small keypads; most people learn to type 
with their thumbs

 • Limited message size

Standard cell 
phones

 • Portability and convenience; one device 
handles phone calls and text messages

 • Coverage can be spotty
 • Small keypads
 • Limited message size

SOURCES: Flynn (2009) and Flynn and Flynn (2003, pp. 95–99).
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Table 6.3 Who’s Watching? Who Wants to Know? Will They Really Look at My Facebook?

Communication and Technology: Tools for Professionals

When you communicate by using any form of technology, you are taking part in
computer-mediated communication (CMC) (Li, Jackson, & Trees, 2008; Walther, Loh, 
& Granka, 2005). Your methods of communicating with clients, colleagues, and managers 
with technology must be thought out carefully.

Communication and technology have helped people conduct business virtually 
instead of communicating face-to-face (Couch & Liamputtong, 2008). No doubt, many 
of you are or will be members of a virtual work team—tasks and professional proj-
ects traditionally accomplished face-to-face that are computer mediated to save on time 
and travel (Schiller & Mandviwalla, 2007; Staples & Webster, 2007). When team mem-
bers are located all around the country or the world, technology is an excellent tool to 
enhance communication. But if you use technology to avoid face-to-face communication 
with people in your office, technology can become a barrier to effective communica-
tion. Similarly, social networking can be a wonderful tool for sharing information and 
maintaining professional connections. But as you learned from Hanna’s experience with 
Facebook, one area to be especially mindful of is what others can retrieve about you on 
the Internet (see Table 6.3).

Business communication experts Sherry Roberts and Terry Roach (2009) have specific 
suggestions regarding how information you post about yourself online can impact your 
professional life. Social networking once meant going to a social function such as a cocktail 
party, conference, or business luncheon. Today, much social networking is achieved 
through websites such as MySpace, Facebook, or LinkedIn. Many individuals use these 
sites to meet new friends, make connections, and upload personal information. On social 
networking websites (SNWs) that focus more on business connections, such as LinkedIn, 
individuals upload job qualifications and application information. These SNWs are now 
being used as reference checks by human resource personnel. For this reason, SNW 
users, particularly university students and other soon-to-be job applicants, should ask 
themselves the following questions:

 • Am I loading information that I want the world to see?

 • Is this really a picture that shows me in the best light?

 • What impression would another person have of me if he or she went through my site?

Although SNWs are a great way to be connected with friends, family, and friends-to-be, 
they can present problems when potential employers begin to search through them for 
information concerning job applicants. Many potential employees would be mortified to 
learn that employers could potentially read the personal information posted on MySpace, 
Facebook, LinkedIn, or other SNWs. Searches on SNWs allow employers to look into what 
is done “after hours,” socially or privately, by the applicant.

SOURCE: Roberts and Roach (2009).
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Maintaining Professional Excellence Online

Important to your study of business and professional communication is learning to assess 
and improve your effectiveness when utilizing technology in your communication (Shipley 
& Schwalbe, 2008). Since much of our communication occurs through technology, we 
must make sure we present ourselves as professionals both online and in person (Ivy & 
Wahl, 2009; Jovin, 2007; Walther, Loh, & Granka, 2005; Wright, 2004). As we move into 
the sections that follow, there are a number of things to keep in mind about technology, 
especially when writing and sending e-mail professionally. Before composing and sending 
an e-mail, consider the information provided in Table 6.4. Keep in mind that these rules 
also apply to text messages, blogs, and other electronic messages.

Table 6.4 Being Aware of E-mail

Photo 6.3 Blogs now have a presence in a variety of business and 
professional settings. In fact, some executives are now using blogs 
as a way to share information about topics such as organizational 
change or as a way to launch new initiatives.

Professional E-mail 
Communication

Have you thought about how communica-
tion has changed as a result of technology 
such as e-mail, instant messaging, social 
networking, and texting (see Photo 6.3)? 
With each change in technology, there are 
changes to our communication as profes-
sionals (Hermes, 2008; Ivy & Wahl, 2009; 
Yee, Bailenson, Urbanek, Chang, & Mer-
get, 2008). And as noted earlier, some of 
the changes that result from technology 
positively influence our communication, 
while others have a negative influence.

Using technology, such as the telephone 
or an e-mail system, allows a sender to 
avoid some of the unpleasant parts of face-
to-face confrontation. For example, if you 
had to fire an employee, you would not 

 • E-mail is never secure.

 • E-mail can lead to misunderstanding.

 • Inappropriate e-mail can lead to workplace lawsuits.

 • Your e-mail may be monitored by the company.

 • Spending too much time on e-mail can hinder your productivity and focus.

 • E-mail abuse can lead to employee termination.

 • Sending inappropriate e-mails can harm your reputation as a professional.

SOURCE: Flynn (2009).
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have to see anyone cry if you sent him or her an e-mail, nor would you have to worry about 
the physical side of an angry outburst over the telephone (Li, Jackson, & Trees, 2008). Getting 
fired over e-mail is just one example of a change resulting from increased accessibility to and 
affordability of technology. How we communicate with one another in professional settings 
continues to evolve. While some people welcome the constant evolution and emergence 
of new communication technology, others find it difficult to adjust to these changes and 
feel pressured to keep up. But it often seems that with 
every new positive advantage, there is a cost. Making 
professional connections online, keeping in touch from 
a distance, and getting information in seconds are all 
advantages to technology. On the other hand, employ-
ees shopping online or viewing porn on the company 
computer when they should be working or leaders that 
are contacted for business issues all day, every day are 
part of the cost. As communication scholars Diana K. Ivy 
and Shawn T. Wahl (2009) argue: “Technological innova-
tion regarding communication isn’t going away; it’s only going to increase as newer, faster, 
more convenient, and more affordable gizmos will continue to be developed for our [profes-
sional] use” (p. 321).

People working in businesses and professional organizations increasingly rely on their 
e-mail systems to communicate with colleagues and accomplish their work (Ivy & Wahl, 
2009; Kibby, 2005; Lawson & Leck, 2006; Shipley & Schwalbe, 2008; Thompson, 2008). 
Considering how prevalent e-mail usage is in business and professional communication, 
let’s examine this form of technology for how it impacts professional image.

As we suggested in Chapter 2, you should review and perhaps change your e-mail address 
when applying for jobs. Think about the impression a job recruiter would have when receiv-
ing an e-mail message from <pimpinout@university.edu> versus <gabe.martinez@university 
.edu> (Ivy & Wahl, 2009). Which address implies more professionalism? Which address com-
municates a better first impression? You need to think about the perception of you that others 
may form based on your e-mail (Byron & Baldridge, 2007; Ivy & Wahl, 2009).

KEYS in 
ACTION

Getting Fired Through E-mail
Mr. Billig: “Well, I finally fired Steve.”

Assistant: “Really? I didn’t even see Steve come in.”

Mr. Billig: “He wasn’t here. I sent him an e-mail.”

Assistant: “An e-mail? Really?”

Mr. Billig: “Yes, really. What’s wrong with that?”

Why do you think Mr. Billig decided to fire Steve via e-mail? Are there advantages to this 
approach? What are the disadvantages? Do you think it is acceptable to fire someone via 
e-mail? Does this communication interaction demonstrate professional excellence? How can 
the KEYS process help Mr. Billig improve decisions related to communication and technology?

Know Yourself

Evaluate the Professional Context

Your Communication Interaction

Step Back and Reflect
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But communicating effectively through e-mail 
involves much more than just having a profes-
sional e-mail address (see Table 6.5). Unfortu-
nately, many people fail to put the same level of 
professionalism into their e-mail messages. This 
can lead to the start of conflicts or the escalation 
of existing conflicts. According to Wollman (2008), 
it is very common for electronic conflicts to occur. 
Can you think of a time when you sent an e-mail 
message that was less than professional (see 
Photo 6.4)? How could you have changed the mes-
sage to present yourself with professional excellence?

Consider the following: A new associate sends 
a request to his or her team leader for informa-
tion on a work project that he or she did not 
understand during the team meeting. Examine 
the e-mail exchange that follows:

(NEW HIRE, SHAWANA)
Dear Mr. Billig,

This is Shawana. I’m the new hire on your special projects team. Can you explain the harmful 
effects of our product on pregnant women? I am having a difficult time understanding the effects. 
Thanks for your time.

Sincerely,
Shawana

(MANAGER, MR. JERRY BILLIG)
SHAWANA, I KNOW WHO YOU ARE. DID YOU NOT GET TRAINED IN THIS AREA DURING 

ORIENTATION? WE HAVE DEADLINES AND LITTLE TIME TO PLAY CATCH UP. MAYBE IF YOU 
WOULD TAKE THE TIME TO GET TO KNOW YOUR OTHER TEAM MEMBERS, YOU WOULD NOT 
HAVE TO COME TO ME. WE SURE NEED TO CHANGE OUR ORIENTATION FOR NEW HIRES.

MR. BILLIG
NEW PROJECTS MANAGER
E-MAIL: BILLIG@LACTIDES.COM

Table 6.5 Checklist for Appropriate E-mail Content

Photo 6.4 This photo gives you a sense of how negative a 
response can be to unprofessional electronic communication.

How can  
the e-mail 
exchange 
between 

Shawana and Mr. Billig 
be evaluated from an 
ethical perspective? Have 
you ever received an 
e-mail or text message 
like this? If so, how did 
you respond?

 Spell-checked to clean mechanical and grammatical errors

 Free of jokes

 Doesn’t contain harassing, negative, or aggressive language

 Illustrates professional excellence

 Free of racist, sexist, or discriminatory language

 Free of sexual language, violence, and pornographic images

SOURCE: Flynn (2009).
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What would your impression be of Mr. Billig, 
based on this e-mail message (see Photo 6.5)? Was 
Shawana’s e-mail appropriate and professional? 
How do you think this e-mail exchange will impact 
Shawana and Mr. Billig’s future communications?

Professional excellence requires you to know your-
self as a communicator. Using the KEYS approach, 
you must know what kind of e-mail style you have, 
both in sending and receiving, to see what impres-
sion you communicate through your e-mailing 
behavior. You also need to expand that self- 
analysis to all forms of CMC. For example, do you 
have a habit of using smiley faces and “lol” with 
friends? Have you carried those habits into your 
professional texts? Do you carefully proofread your 
memos but send text messages and e-mails full of 
typos and errors? Do you forward things you think 
are funny or inspirational to colleagues or other 
professional contacts? Now ask yourself, “Would I 
pass that same information on in hard copy? Would 
I repeat that joke in person?” As you analyze your 
online self, remember that you want to portray the 

Photo 6.5 As suggested in this photo, computer crashes, 
e-mail aggression, and other technology breakdowns can 
be extremely frustrating.

STORY From the Real World 

Emily and Ryan’s E-mail Affection
Emily and Ryan had been working together on a virtual team for close to a year. They also hung out after work a few 
times a month and had become friends. Emily and Ryan used e-mail constantly to get their work done. After the first 
few weeks working on the project, Emily stopped using Ryan’s name during e-mail openings. For example, Emily 
would open her e-mails to Ryan with “Hey, Sexy.” She would end her e-mails to Ryan with “Love, Em.” He really didn’t 
have a problem with Emily’s playfulness via e-mail and he began replying in a similar way. They were just having 
some fun. However, they both ended up getting in trouble with their project manager. Emily and Ryan both received 
a warning for abusing the company e-mail system for “relational purposes” and for being “unprofessional.” What can 
you learn from Emily and Ryan’s experience? During a typical day, the type of greeting or closing you use in an e-mail 
message may be the last thing you’re thinking about. When sending a quick e-mail to a coworker, you may be less 
inclined to bother with a greeting or closing; you’re likely to just fire away with your message or reply. But what about 
with people whom you don’t know very well or who are a higher status than you at work? Take a moment to think 
about the greetings and closings you use regularly in e-mails you send. Does your use or lack of a greeting or closing 
pertain to the type of relationship you have with the recipient of your message, or is it more a matter of general style 
or preference? Does who you’re sending the e-mail to impact your style? How can the KEYS process be used to help 
Ryan and Emily?
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same image and the same level of communication 
professionalism electronically that you would portray 
in person or in written, hard-copy correspondence, 
because the need for professionalism is the same. This 
is a different channel, but the same rules apply. Simi-
larly, remember that you must evaluate the audience or 
the receiver of the message. For example, some people 
love to text, others love virtual meetings, but some 
people and some topics require good-old face-to-face 

communication. If you apply the KEYS approach and carefully select the communication 
channel you use, you will be one step closer to communication excellence with technology.

Drawbacks of Technology

We recognize that communication and technology will help you be more productive, 
network, and excel as a professional. However, part of professional excellence is also 
being able to recognize the drawbacks of technology and avoid violating professional 
etiquette (explained further in Chapter 4). Those of you who excel into leadership posi-
tions should be aware of the drawbacks of technology, as the need for more workplace 
policies is emerging in business to help manage risks associated with technology (e.g., 
security breaches, privacy violations, decreased production, employee conflict, viewing 
of pornography, miscommunication; Diffle & Landau, 2007; Kelleher & Hall, 2005; see 
Photo 6.6).

Employee Surveillance

How privacy is managed in the workplace 
is certainly part of the culture that you need 
to get to know in any organization (Cozzetto 
& Pedeliski, 1996; Rule, 2007). Be aware of 
the private information you communicate to 
other people (e.g., relationship problems, 
health, money troubles), as well as the private 
information or activities you might manage at 
work (e.g., e-mail, virtual communities, online 
banking; Solove, 2008). In fact, companies and 
organizations are using workplace surveil-
lance systems, efforts to monitor and track 
employee behavior in terms of the information 
they access or communicate while at work. 
The goal of workplace surveillance is to alle-
viate productivity concerns and discourage 
employees from looking up personal banking 
information or viewing pornography at work 

Know Yourself

Evaluate the Professional Context

Your Communication Interaction

Step Back and Reflect

Photo 6.6 Computer viruses and security breaches can lead to 
professional activities and productivity being tarnished.
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(Watkins-Allen, Coopman, Hart, & Walker, 2007). In addition to blocking employees from 
visiting particular sites or tracking website surfing behaviors, companies are now asking 
employees to wave their privacy rights when it comes to using work-related e-mail (see 
Table 6.6). That is, personal or private affairs are not to be included in any company e-mail. 
Remember, the intensity of workplace surveillance depends on the industry, but holding 
a conversation on your cell phone as you walk down the hallway or sit in a meeting is 
unprofessional regardless of the topic of the conversation. Let’s explore in more detail the 
concerns or problems that emerge with communication and technology in business and 
professional situations.

Time Management

Chronemics is the study of time as communication and/or the study of time as a com-
munication function. Drawing from research on the nonverbal dimensions of time in CMC, 
Ivy and Wahl (2009) explain that, “while electronic messages occur in asynchronous 
time—messages are posted at one time, then read at another time—CMC also offers more 

Table 6.6 Ways of Addressing E-mail Security Issues

Issue Possible Solution

Technology Install firewall, antivirus, and antispam software as a minimum requirement.
Consider encryption software by weighing the chances of e-mail interception against costs of 

interception.

Policies Provide written policy as minimum requirement covering:
 • Viruses—for instance, what to do in cases of receiving suspicious mail from unknown 

sources;
 • Misuse of the system—for example, the organization’s view on what constitutes 

personal/work e-mail and appropriate/inappropriate material;
 • E-mail etiquette—such as the extent to which e-mail correspondence should replicate the 

format of written correspondence and how to handle organizational opinion in e-mails;
 • Employee privacy rights—for example, statements on whether employees should expect 

that their e-mail correspondence will be subject to scrutiny if necessary;
 • Policies on monitoring and scanning—including, for example, the extent to which e-mail 

will be subject to monitoring and scanning; and
 • Storage and archiving of e-mail—for example, statements on the permanency of e-mail 

and organizational archiving procedures.

User education Issue employees copies of the written policy.
Train employees so that they know why e-mail may be insecure—for example, e-mail 

correspondence as legally binding.
Train employees in secure e-mail handling practices—including, for example, password 

protection and discrimination in selecting recipients.

SOURCE: Table adapted from Kelleher and Hall (2005).
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interactive features, such as communica-
tion in synchronous time” (p. 332). As 
a result, e-mail systems and other forms 
of communication technology make 
employees more efficient while simultane-
ously increasing their workload (Ballard, 
2008; Ivy & Wahl, 2009; see Photo 6.7). 
Do you think technology helps or harms 
your own time management? How, if at 
all, do you use technology to help man-
age your time? What expectations do you 
have related to response time for text 
messages, e-mail, instant messages, and 
so forth?

In virtual meetings and with the use 
of messaging features such as instant 
messaging or text message composition 
on PDAs (e.g., iPhone, BlackBerry, smart 

phones), professionals can communicate with little delay between messages (Ivy & Wahl, 
2009). Indeed, technology helps professionals be more productive and stay connected 
with clients, respond quickly, and accomplish tasks despite geographic distance, travel 
time, and the like. But what are the drawbacks when we consider how much of the time 
we are wired? A good friend of ours gets so stressed out with e-mail responses and phone 
calls at work during the week that he advocates for times of being unplugged—a term 
referring to the avoidance of checking e-mail, sending text messages, watching television, 
or answering the phone (see Table 6.7). No doubt, some of you might think of watching 
television, talking to your friends on the phone, sending text messages, or listening to your 
iPod as ways to recharge—the use of technology may very well make your down time 
possible. We must also consider the demands of many of your jobs that would never allow 
several days without communication.

Photo 6.7 Managing all the information sent electronically can be 
especially distracting when you’re trying to meet a deadline.

Table 6.7 Information Overload: Ways to Manage E-mail Clutter

 • Don’t feel as though you have to respond to every e-mail.

 • Develop a strategy for managing information overload.

 • Ignore and delete what you can. Read and respond to messages that are important. 
Utilize the subject line to quickly read for junk mail and spam.

 • Time management is critical. Block out some time to delete inbox clutter.

 • Develop on organizational system with files and archives.

 • Use your professional e-mail address for work-related communication only. Set up a 
personal account to check during off time.

SOURCE: Flynn (2006b).



Chapter 6: Communicating Excellence With Technology 153

Information Overload

Spending a lot of time on tasks that seem to take away from your productivity instead of 
helping you accomplish your work can make you feel out of balance and stressed, leading 
to burnout (covered at length in Chapter 12). You might be experiencing information 
overload—when information, requests for feedback, taking on new projects, responding 
to questions, answering the phone, and completing required online classes for work on 
top of taking care of loved ones, children, pets, and other family matters leaves us feeling 
as though things are spinning out of control (Savolainen, 2007).

Contributing to information overload are several unprofessional distractions or threats 
to privacy. Here are a few examples:

 1. E-mail Forwards consist of virus alerts, chain letters, stories disguised as warnings, 
petitions or calls for help, jokes, pictures, and the like (Kibby, 2005).

 2. Spam is the use of a user’s e-mail address for a purpose to which the user didn’t 
agree. It is junk e-mail sent by “spammers” who obtain e-mail addresses by buying 
company customer lists or using programs to randomly produce e-mail addresses.

 3. Phishing is sending authentic-looking but fraudulent e-mails designed to steal sen-
sitive personal information.

As you can see, information overload is 
more than just deleting e-mails; there are threats 
to your privacy and to the overall security of 
your computer (Flynn, 2009). While informa-
tion overload is certainly a drawback to tech-
nology and serves as more of a maintenance 
function for professionals globally (Flynn, 
2006b), we want to return to the implications 
that the drawbacks of communication and 
technology have on professional excellence 
(see Photo 6.8). We turn to Barb and Alex in 
What Went Wrong? Barb’s E-mail Attack. As 
you’ll see, technology can be used to attack 
other people when romance in the workplace 
goes south.

While Alex and Barb’s breakup may sound 
rare, it should encourage you to think about 
how communicating with technology can go 
bad. Let’s face it, sometimes you may get mad 
at another coworker, but that doesn’t mean 
that the confrontation needs to be distributed 
to everyone in the company. Do you know 
someone who has the bad habit of using the 
“Reply All” function in e-mail? How would you 
respond, if at all, if you were in Alex’s situa-
tion? How could the KEYS process help Alex 
and Barb with this problem?

Photo 6.8 Are policies that establish a sense of respect and 
courtesy related to technology use a good idea? Why? Why not?

Know Yourself

Evaluate the Professional Context

Your Communication Interaction

Step Back and Reflect
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Electronic Aggression

Electronic communication allows people like Barb in any workplace situation to sit behind 
their computer screens or other digital devices and fire off responses that come in many 
forms (see Table 6.8). Professionals in a variety of industries take topics in need of discus-
sion, or that are controversial, and place them in electronic formats, often termed e-mail 
dialogues—exchanges of messages about a particular topic using e-mail, professional blog 
space, and other electronic tools to encourage participation that will hopefully lead to new 
ideas, strategic planning, and sound decision making. E-mail dialogues can be fruitful, and 
we don’t want to advocate avoidance of this type of exchange. However, there’s a draw-
back to e-mail dialogues that many of you have already experienced. The dark side of these 
electronic exchanges is electronic aggression—a form of aggressive communication filled 
with emotionality and aggression that is used by people who are interacting on professional 
topics. Topics that begin with a professional spirit can get unprofessional when people don’t 

WHAT Went Wrong?  Barb’s E-mail Attack

Barb was having a bad day. One of her coworkers, Alex, whom she had been dating for several years, broke up with 
her over a text message! Needless to say, Barb was angry—she couldn’t believe that Alex was impersonal and cold 
enough to break up with her in that way. They both worked in an accounting office at a large oil refinery. Alex and Barb 
socialized with a nice group of coworkers on Friday nights—there was clearly a social network that existed outside work. 
In order to get back at Alex, Barb wanted to make a statement. To put it mildly, the breakup got messy. She decided not 
to use a text message to respond to Alex and also didn’t want to confront him face-to-face at work. Instead, she used the 
workplace e-mail list (the same list used to organize the Friday night gatherings for everyone in the accounting office) to 
go on the attack. Barb sent a “Reply All” e-mail in response to one of Alex’s old e-mail messages and told the entire story 
about the text message breakup. As you can see, this is an example of someone using e-mail to attack another person. 

What went wrong?

Table 6.8 Tips for Avoiding Electronic Aggression

 • Would you say the same thing to someone in person?

 • Would this message be seen as unprofessional by anyone?

 • Is your read of the electronic aggression correct? Give people the benefit of the doubt 
and request a face-to-face conversation.

 • Avoid the temptation to use the “Reply All” option.

 • Avoid using obscene or threatening language.

 • Control your emotions. Revisit the issue when you’ve had time to calm down.

SOURCE: Flynn (2009).
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agree with the direction of the discussion or if particular language is used to disagree about 
a program or ideas that others support. One way to fuel the aggression is to send an e-mail 
flame—“a hostile message that is blunt, rude, insensitive, or obscene” (Flynn & Flynn, 2003, 
p. 54). Electronic aggression and e-mail flames, similar to the one we discussed in “Barb’s 
E-mail Attack,” can occur when someone posts a highly charged message to a corporate 
blog—a web log used for business purposes to improve internal communication at work or 
for external marketing and public relations—(Flynn, 2006a), a listserv—a computer service 
that facilitates discussions by connecting people who share common interests—or an elec-
tronic bulletin board—an online service that anyone, not just a subscriber, can access to 
read postings (Doyle, 1998; Hult & Huckin, 1999; Ivy & Wahl, 2009).

Professional Etiquette With Technology

The previous sections of this chapter have explored the advantages and disadvantages  
of communication and technology in professional contexts. In the discussion of the  
importance of people skills in Chapter 4, we asked you to think about professional eti-
quette when communication with technology (see Table 6.9). Again, a great place to 
begin practicing your professional etiquette with technology is in the classroom. Students 
and teachers alike are using technology in the classroom. Laptop computers, PDAs, cell 

Table 6.9 Professional Etiquette With Technology

Voice mail—your 
personal greeting

Record your own greeting.
Indicate if you will be out of the office.
Refer the caller to another person for help.
Check messages daily.

Voice mail—leaving 
messages

Speak clearly and slowly.
Leave your name and number.
Keep messages short and to the point.
Leave the date and time that you called.

Ring tones Use silent or vibrate when a ring tone might be disruptive.
Many ring tones are unprofessional—use the standard tones 

provided by your provider.

Text messaging Don’t replace all communication with texts.
Use texts that leave little room for misunderstanding.
Don’t deliver bad or good news with a text.
Don’t use text messages to have a conversation.
Don’t send texts during meetings.
Don’t type in all caps.

Cell phone usage Don’t answer your cell during a meeting.
Don’t take personal calls at work.

SOURCE: Flynn (2009).
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Photo 6.9 Text messaging, tweets, checking e-mail on smart 
phones, and ringing cell phones reflect the noise and distractions 
brought on by new communication technology.

phones, blogs, and pagers are the begin-
ning of a long list of electronic devices 
that help us manage our everyday lives 
(Flynn, 2009; see Photo 6.9). What con-
cerns, if any, do you have regarding 
technology use during class? Have you 
ever been distracted by other students’ 
use of technology? Similarly, think about 
how the use of technology (e.g., talking, 
texting, tweeting, gaming, online social 
networking) can disrupt the workplace 
experience. What do you think?

Where’s the professional etiquette 
when employees are texting their friends 
instead of taking care of work-related 
tasks? Has professional etiquette changed 
with the growth of technology? What do 
you think?

Keys to Excellence With Communication and Technology

Remember the manager Mr. Billig, who exemplified how not to respond to another pro-
fessional through e-mail? If you’re wondering if Mr. Billig continued to send unprofes-
sional e-mail messages to his staff, you’re in for a pleasant surprise. Mr. Billig started by 
telling everyone on his staff that they could call him Jerry—realizing that if he wanted 
to excel and get promoted to a higher position in leadership, he would need to improve 
his communication—especially when communicating with technology. When studying 
the KEYS approach to professional excellence as he tried to excel in the workplace, 
Jerry made some adjustments and improved his e-mail style. In fact, his employees 
noticed that he had moved on from his rigid, cold, uncivil style, and appeared much 
more positive and respectful in his communication during team meetings, as well as in 
his communication over e-mail. When examining the first key, Know yourself, Jerry 
determined that he wanted to achieve professional excellence, and part of that entailed 
improving his communication. He realized in getting to know himself better that the 
impressions other people in the company had of him were extremely negative. Not 
only was Jerry making poor choices regarding communication and technology, but he 
was also viewed as having limited people and team skills. Thus, both his electronic and 
face-to-face communication had to improve if he was to advance professionally. Jerry 
wanted to be respected as a leader and he wanted to get promoted. He examined his 
strengths and weaknesses related to all aspects of his communication (verbal, nonverbal, 
and electronic). He set a goal to be more respectful of the employees who worked on 
his team when communicating one on one, during meetings, or through e-mail. Jerry 
and Shawana (the new hire who received one of Jerry’s rude e-mails) ended up having 

You can still be an 
active listener over 
e-mail. Always
clarify the 
meaning of the 
message regardless 
of channel.
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a positive professional relationship despite the nasty message he sent to her when she 
was first hired. In all, Jerry needed to get to know himself better in all aspects of his 
communication, the use of technology being just one of them.

The next key, Evaluate the professional context, was essential for Jerry because he 
became more aware of the professional context as well as how he was coming across to 
other people when he sent information via e-mail. He became more mindful of how his 
communication could be hurtful, even if he was just trying to make a point. Jerry’s evalu-
ation of how he was communicating and who he was communicating with led his staff 
members, as well as his own boss, to see him as more approachable and professional. As 
a result, Jerry started to be considered for a leadership position that would be a big step 
in his career.

The third key, Your communication interaction, made Jerry a more professional 
communicator. He started to think before making certain statements to members of his 
team and was much more mindful about his tone and word choice in e-mails. After he 
sent out information electronically, Jerry was careful to think about how his e-mail was 
received. Thus, he would follow up with people in person after sending information 
electronically. He would follow up or ask questions such as, “Did you get my e-mail?” 
and “I hope my description of the new product was clear. Let me know if you need 
my assistance with anything that might come up.” As his communication interaction 
occurred, he worked more at planning his message and not simply relying on sending 
messages electronically. He came to realize the value 
of follow-up, respect, and courtesy in all aspects of 
his communication.

When Jerry met a new hire or after he sent out infor-
mation to his team, he engaged in the fourth key, Step 
back and reflect. Jerry became a more reflective com-
municator. He would ask himself some of the following 
questions as he stepped back and thought about the 
communication that had occurred, especially electroni-
cally: “Was my e-mail response appropriate?” “Did my 
questions in the e-mail sound sarcastic?” “Did my team think it was rude when I answered 
my cell phone during the meeting?” “Should I use all caps in my text message?” “Was send-
ing a response to everyone inappropriate?” “Did Shawana view my e-mail as negative and 
critical?” “What will my staff think if I don’t respond at all?” The fourth phase also made 
Jerry more thoughtful about all aspects of this communication, not just when he was using 
technology.

Discussion Questions

1. Discuss an example of a time when you misunderstood another person in a 
text message, e-mail, or instant message. How did you respond to the misunder-
standing? Did you and the other person clear things up in person or was it done 
electronically?

Know Yourself

Evaluate the Professional Context

Your Communication Interaction

Step Back and Reflect
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2. Do you have a Facebook, MySpace, or related account? Is there anything posted on the 
page that you think could potentially harm your credibility as a professional?

3. How do you express emotion when communicating with various forms of technology 
covered in this chapter?

4. Can the drawbacks and risks associated with communication and technology be 
alleviated with employee education and training? What experiences have you had, if 
any, concerning training or education related to security, privacy, and professional 
etiquette?

5. Have you ever experienced information overload? If so, what are some strategies you 
implement to help you with time management, filtering spam, e-mail forwards, exces-
sive text messages, and other distractions?

Terms to Remember

Asynchronous time: when messages are 
posted at one time and read at another time

Chronemics: the study of time as
communication

Computer-mediated communication 
(CMC): human communication that occurs 
through some form of technology

Corporate blog: a web log used for busi-
ness purposes to improve internal commu-
nication at work or for external marketing 
and public relations

Electronic aggression: a form of aggres-
sive communication in which people who 
interact on professional topics are filled 
with emotionality and aggression

Electronic bulletin board: an online ser-
vice to which anyone, not just a subscriber, 
can obtain access to read postings

E-mail dialogues: exchanges of messages 
about a particular topic using e-mail, pro-
fessional blog space, and other electronic 
tools to encourage participation that will 
hopefully lead to new ideas, strategic plan-
ning, and sound decision making

E-mail flame: a hostile message that is 
blunt, rude, insensitive, or obscene

E-mail forwards: consist of virus alerts, 
chain letters, stories disguised as warnings, 
petitions or calls for help, jokes, pictures, 
and the like

Information overload: when informa-
tion, requests for feedback, taking on new 
projects, responding to questions, answer-
ing the phone, and taking required online 
classes for work on top of attending to 
loved ones, our children, pets, and other 
family matters leave us feeling stressed and 
as though things are spinning out of control

Listserv: a computer service that facilitates 
discussions by connecting people who 
share common interests

Phishing: sending authentic-looking but 
fraudulent e-mails designed to steal sensi-
tive personal information

Spam: the use of a user’s e-mail address for 
a purpose to which the user didn’t agree; 
junk e-mail sent by “spammers” who obtain 
e-mail addresses by buying company cus-
tomer lists or using programs to randomly 
produce e-mail addresses

Synchronous time: communication with 
little lag time between comments
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Unplugged: referring to the avoidance of 
checking e-mail, sending text messages, 
watching television, or answering the 
phone

Virtual work team: tasks and professional 
projects traditionally accomplished face-to-face 

that are computer mediated to save on time 
and travel

Workplace surveillance systems: efforts 
to monitor and track employee behavior 
in terms of the information they access or 
communicate while at work

Ancillaries

Visit the Student Study Site at http://www.sagepub.com/keys/ for these additional learning 
tools:

 • Video Links
 • Self Quizzes
 • E-Flashcards
 • Full-text SAGE journal articles
 • Web resources




