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More and more people are 
simply ignoring e-mails 
these days. Considering we 

all use e-mail, that can be a pretty 
big problem. We still send a ton of 
e-mail, and we need folks to reply. 
Anyone who’s managed a mass e-
mail campaign can attest to the fact 
that the biggest challenge is getting 
people to just open the e-mail. 

Here are some ways to use the 
“subject” field to make sure you get 
a reply—or at least their attention.

Use the person’s Name
This is a great attention grabber. 

In the subject line, include the re-
cipient’s name and what you want 
them to do, and you’ll get results. 
For example:

•  Charles, please turn in your re-
port

•  Jenny, like I mentioned on the 
phone. . .

•  Fred, here’s what I need you to 
do

Acknowledge that they’re Busy
This is a good tip to use when 

you’ve tried to reach someone by e-
mail and have yet to receive a re-
sponse. We all prioritize our e-mail, 
and we often ignore e-mails that 
aren’t urgent or important at that 
time. It’s not that we don’t want to 
reply, it’s just that we’re busy. So if 
you’ve sent one or two e-mails al-

ready and not had a reply, then 
shoot them an e-mail with the fol-
lowing subject line: I know you’re 
busy. . .

You’re almost guaranteed to get a 
reply.

Use a one-Word Subject
Perhaps nothing is more catchy 

than a one-word subject line in an 
e-mail. It grabs people’s attention, 
and they feel compelled to open it. 
The word can be time-sensitive or 
just catchy. Here are a few examples 
of one-word subject lines that have 
gotten good responses:

• Worst 
• Heard
• #1
• Mission
• 2012
• But
• Invite
• Duh 
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We often ignore e-mails 
that aren’t urgent.

Don’t hide behind e-mail.

People already have an 
inbox that’s growing by 

the minute.
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People and Technology

Beyond the Subject Line
Once you’ve drawn people in 

with your subject line, be sure to 
use effective communication tools 
to get your message across. Here 
are some keys:

•  Get to the point fast. Deliver 
your key message in the first 
few sentences. Then follow it 
up with supporting information 
if necessary, but don’t beat 
around the bush. People al-
ready have an inbox that’s 
growing by the minute.

•  Acknowledge that you under-
stand. Before you make a coun-
terpoint, state that you under-
stand what the other person is 
saying. Without body language 
to signify understanding, it’s es-
pecially important to acknowl-
edge the other person’s point of 
view.

•  Know when to take it offline. 
There are times when commu-
nication breakdowns are bound 
to happen unless you speak 
face-to-face—or at least via 
phone or video conferencing. 
Don’t hide behind e-mail. If 
there’s any doubt that you need 
to speak in person, do it.


