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Netiquette: What Is It and How Does It Affect Business Practices?

Background

This research study is designed around a fictitious corporation, Bell, Bluford, and Hines, to discuss the problems surrounding the issue of netiquette in the business world.  Bell, Bluford, and Hines is a financial planning/stock brokerage firm.  The company has always enjoyed high revenues, but noticed in the most recent two quarters that both sales to current customers and numbers of new clients were down from previous years.
The marketing department at Bell, Bluford, and Hines completed a survey of loyal customers in an attempt to find out why the company’s business dealings were lagging.  The results of the survey surprised the management team.  As more of the company’s dealings moved online to e-mail and even instant messaging or online chat with customers—both existing and potential—the levels of professionalism with which the company usually dealt decreased with the use of the less formal means of online communication.
When the management team at Bell, Bluford and Hines discovered the cause behind their loss of revenue, they decided that all employees—from the top management down to the secretarial pool—needed to receive training in the use of netiquette when discussing any type of business transaction; however, they still needed to determine what effect netiquette (or the lack thereof) has when doing business online.  
Introduction 
The internet has become the new way for people to establish and maintain relationships; as a result, the rules for interaction must change along with the technology (Pankoke-Babetz and Jeffrey 220).  Today’s technological world requires a set of “rules” to determine how people should interact in relation to ever-changing technology.  For the sake of clarification, the term “rules” in this paper simply refers to the commonly-accepted guidelines, and does not stand for firmly-set rules to which all must adhere under the threat of consequence.  In the years since the internet first began to connect people all over the world, a set of rules referred to as “netiquette” has developed as a common ground of interaction between two parties.  Netiquette, derived from combining the terms “internet” (shortened to “net”) and “etiquette,” forms an unspoken agreement of courtesy to follow when communicating via technology.  As more and more business is conducted online, corporations have started to establish written codes of netiquette and offer training in this area to employees.

Most researchers and authors who study netiquette focus on listing and explaining the most common netiquette rules.  This research review will focus on the guidelines presented by various authors and discuss how netiquette relates to various technologies and situations.

What is netiquette?

Netiquette can be defined as a set of rules or guidelines for properly interacting online.  Netiquette refers to the courtesy that participants in the online world are expected to show one another—it can involve everything from what abbreviations should be used to making sure to use polite wordings and manners.  As most of the rules are based common courtesy, netiquette should be an extension of the etiquette used in everyday life; these rules, when followed properly, go beyond the boundaries of culture, geography, and business otherwise in place to form a distinct online “culture” made up of people from a wide variety of backgrounds (Sullivan 48).  

Why is netiquette important?

Understanding netiquette and how it affects the online community is the foundation for effective communication online (Aranda 11).  Netiquette is important in all types of business and education dealings; therefore, one should take several issues—such as cultural and technological differences—into account when participating in any type of online relationship.  Aranda stresses the importance of politeness and extra caution when dealing with cross-cultural communication (12), but netiquette is equally important in domestic communication as well, as ruining a corporation’s image is frighteningly easy.  

Netiquette and Various Technologies

Netiquette rules, while remaining generally the same, show some slight variations when dealing with different technologies; in other words, the rules come from the nature of the technology.  The main difference in online communication technologies is found between synchronous and asynchronous communication (Aranda 12).  Synchronous technologies are ones in which communication is a back-and-forth effort at the same time, such as instant messaging.  Asynchronous communication is delayed communication where one party must wait for the other to respond; e-mail, mailing lists, news groups, and other forums are considered asynchronous technologies, and each has special netiquette issues attached (Strawbridge 37-48).  The main difference in netiquette expectations between synchronous and asynchronous communication technologies is the time needed to read and respond to a message (Aranda 12).  

Another difference in netiquette rules occurs between e-mail/instant messaging and cell phone texting—in e-mail and instant messaging, the use of all capital letters is considered equivalent to shouting and is frowned upon as a sign of anger; however, the limited abilities of cell phones to type out messages make the use of all capitals when texting a non-issue.  

E-mail Netiquette

The world of e-mail has its own set of netiquette rules separate from netiquette ideas pertaining to general communication technologies.  For example, Conlin, Kallos, Pogue and many others dedicate their writings on netiquette solely to the topic of appropriate e-mail conversations.  The tool that was once considered the cure for communication issues in the workplace because of the increased efficiency it offered often causes more problems than it has solved (Conlin 114).  Problems with appropriately communicating via e-mail have hurt many companies because employees inadvertently offend a client or simply do not practice professional business techniques.  The netiquette problems faced by e-mail users include the lack of interpersonal communication/relationships, sending improper messages through company e-mail, and replacing face-to-face conversations with e-mail (Conlin 115).  Because written communication loses the nonverbal cues (such as inflection, facial expression, and body language) present in spoken communication, an easy-to-understand approach should be taken when communicating with others via e-mail—simple netiquette rules for e-mail tell the user to be careful when using all capitals as this normally portrays shouting; keep messages short and to the point; reply to existing messages rather than create new ones to keep with the flow of the conversation (Pogue and Biersdofer 275-276).  Conlin also suggests remembering that your corporate account is for business purposes; if a friend really needs to see those hundred pictures of your pets, send them via a personal e-mail account (Conlin 115).  Overall, the basic rule of thumb when communicating via e-mail, especially using a corporate e-mail account, is to never write something personal unless it is okay for the whole world to see (Conlin 115).  Kallos’ book, which covers both the business and personal perspectives on e-mail, is a well-written guide to dealing with netiquette issues and offers common-sense solutions to most problems that arise.

Netiquette and social networking

The onslaught of social networking websites has changed the way the world looks at communication.  With the entrance of sites such as Facebook and Myspace, online communication (both asynchronous and synchronous) became more user-friendly than it already was and added yet another form of communication to the wide mix of communication abilities on the internet—the personal web page.  Whereas in the past only computer geeks owned a personal web page, the new, easy access to this phenomenon paved the way for anybody who so chooses to put himself on the internet and into the view of the world.  Professional networking sites such as LinkedIn have joined the world of social networking, taking business contacts to a whole different level.  However, with the introduction of online social networking comes the introduction of a new set of netiquette issues and rules by which to navigate this strange new world of online communication.  

A new phenomenon in the world of online social networking is the practice to have an online profile for a business.  It has become common practice for businesses, both large and small, to maintain a page on social networking sites—indeed, the marketing departments at many large corporations even include a person whose sole job is to update and maintain the company’s social networking profiles.  As with the use of any form of communication, professionalism is a vital aspect of social networking in the business world. 
Netiquette in relation to social interactions

CMD and Gender Discourse

Although mainly used in the education world in online classes or portions of class that take place online, computer mediated discussions (CMD) provide another forum in which netiquette is a necessary factor.  Instructors in an online class setting should be aware of several issues pertaining to the relationships between participants in the online discussions—these issues include the difference between males and females in the way people interact both face-to-face and online.  Fauske and Wade discovered in their research studies that, while men are more likely to be aggressive and marginalize other populations in a classroom discussion, both genders tend to lean more toward being more inclusive, supportive, and connected when engaging one other another online (140-141).  Netiquette comes into play in CMD, even more so than in other types of message boards and chat rooms, in order to ensure a democratic forum for all who are involved (Fauske and Wade 145).  Setting specific netiquette guidelines in this setting often helps make expectations clear and cuts down on the amount of flaming—one of the main problems in the realm of online communication—that takes place (Fauske and Wade 147).  While this literature review is focused more on netiquette in a business setting, the insights gained by reading Fauske and Wade’s study on educational CMD and the effects of netiquette guidelines on CMD provide a glimpse into the background of disparities between the genders when interacting socially, whether online or in the real world.
Virtual relationships vs. real-world relationships

Many similarities exist between the formations of so-called “real-world” relationships—the relationships where two people have actually met one another and talk face-to-face—and virtual communities.  For centuries, groups have formed based on social norms and conventions; these groups are often established on the “principles of proximity, similarity, reinforcement, symmetry, and co-orientation” (Pankoke-Babetz and Jeffrey 221).  The same principles are basically true in the online world—communities form based on the ideas and structures that the members accept and follow.  In virtual communities, as in any society or community, a set of conventions governs the standard of behavior of the members of that community; in the online world, these sets of rules are called netiquette (Pankoke-Babetz 224).

Problem 
Many businesses incorrectly communicate online, causing poor reflections on the organization and loss of business.
Research Question 
Does the use of netiquette in a business setting improve the image of a company? How does the lack of netiquette affect a company’s image?
Variables 
Selection of Subjects 
· Participants in the study will be chosen randomly from client/customer lists at Bell, Bluford, and Hines.
· All clients will be contacted via e-mail and asked to complete a survey.

· Survey respondents who choose to do so will participate in a mock-scenario research study.
Research Methods 
· Rating surveys to measure the participant’s level of satisfaction with the corporation’s practices

· The research team will also test scenarios in which participants are asked to provide their impressions of current netiquette practices—this can be accomplished using either a mock scenario in which the research participant actually takes part in the scenario or by asking participants to observe a scenario and provide feedback regarding what they observed.
Outcomes Expected 
The researcher expects to find that the majority of people count on the same level of professionalism in online communications as they find when meeting face-to-face or talking on the phone.  The researcher should discover valuable feedback from recording observations from mock scenarios and be able to determine which areas of communication need improvement.
Definition of Terms 
Netiquette: The rules or guidelines for properly interacting online.

Rules: In this study, this tern refers to commonly-accepted guidelines, not established laws of behavior. 

Research Method and Design 
The research study will be divided into three phases:

Phase One—Identifying Research Participants

The research team—either as part of the Bell, Bluford, and Hines marketing department or a contracted marketing research group—will compile lists of potential research participants.  Information about potential participants will be gathered from available lists of loyal customers and lists of potential customers who have contacted the company in the past.  The research team will categorize these customers as follows:

· Loyal clients whose business dealings with the company have never changed

· Loyal clients whose dealings with the company have recently begun to decline

· Clients who have dealt with the company in the past but have switched their business to other corporations

· Potential clients who have contacted the company but have never contracted with the company for provision of services

· Potential customers who have filled out surveys or other information online but have not contacted the company otherwise
Phase Two—Collecting Survey Information
The research team will contact 30 randomly selected individuals from each of the five lists compiled in step one.  These 150 people will be contacted via e-mail (see appendix A for sample e-mail) and asked to participate in a survey to help gauge the behaviors of clients based on the practice of netiquette in online communications. (See appendix B for the survey).
Phase Three—Mock Scenarios
The research team will develop a series of mock scenarios for participants to read and offer feedback. The researcher will create scripts of possible problems or use actual e-mail exchanges between the company and its clients (with all names deleted for privacy).  Participants in the research study will read the scenarios and talk about their reactions to the scenarios and/or what he or she feels could have been handled differently.  (See appendix C for further instructions and observation questions for the participants.)  

Conclusions

Research has supported the idea that netiquette is a necessary facet of the online world.  Without a system of “rules” to govern the interactions that take place in the virtual world, relationships between people—even people who have never met face-to-face—would fall apart; the same sense of courtesy and etiquette by which society lives should be seen online (Sloboda 9).  While netiquette rules are unofficial and unable to be enforced, most internet users abide by them—when someone chooses not to follow the commonly accepted netiquette practices, others are often quick to point out the mistakes made and the appropriate actions that should have been taken, oftentimes in a not so subtle manner (Sloboda 9).  

Netiquette affects every aspect of the virtual world, from e-mail to instant messaging to blogs to social networking.  Just as in the real world where one can not get away from the societal standards of etiquette and politeness, the online community leaves no area where netiquette is not a factor.  This theory holds true in the business world as well, causing a loss of business or potential business when unprofessional communications cast the company in a poor light.
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Appendix A

Phase Two—Collecting Survey Information
Sample E-mail

Subject: Help us serve you better
Dear (insert customer’s name here): 
We would like to ask for your help in determining how we can better meet your needs.  In a previously conducted survey, it was determined that our communications with customers have not met the level of professionalism with which we are accustomed to dealing.  We would greatly appreciate your help in determining in which areas we need to improve in order to best serve you!

Please answer the attached survey and return via e-mail to marketing@bellblufordhines.com. Thank you in advance for your input!

Sincerely, 

Melissa Sheldon

Bell, Bluford, and Hines Marketing Research Team

Appendix B

Phase Two—Collecting Survey Information

Survey

Part 1

Please answer the following questions about yourself and your involvement with Bell, Bluford, and Hines.

1. How long have you been/were you a client of Bell, Bluford, and Hines?

[image: image1.wmf]I am not currently/was never a client of Bell, Bluford, and Hines

[image: image2.wmf]Less than one year

[image: image3.wmf]1-3 years

[image: image4.wmf]4-7 years

[image: image5.wmf]8-10 years

[image: image6.wmf]More than ten years

2. What is your primary form of communication with Bell, Bluford, and Hines?


[image: image7.wmf]Telephone


[image: image8.wmf]Face-to-face


[image: image9.wmf]Written Communication


[image: image10.wmf]E-mail


[image: image11.wmf]Other online communication

Part 2

Please answer these questions using the following scale:

1

2

3

4

5

Strongly Disagree

       Neutral


Strongly Agree
_______ Bell, Bluford, and Hines responds/responded to your requests in a professional manner.

_______ Bell, Bluford, and Hines shows the same level of professionalism in online communications (such as e-mail) as they do when communicating via telephone.

​​​_______ The typical bank has a higher level of professionalism in online communications than Bell, Bluford, and Hines.

_______ Other financial planning institutions with which you have dealt hold a higher standard of professionalism than Bell, Bluford, and Hines.

_______ Bell, Bluford, and Hines could increase their level of professionalism in online communications to provide a better view of the company.

_______ The level of professionalism displayed in Bell, Bluford, and Hines online communications is significantly less than other types of communications.

Part 3

We are currently recruiting participants to participate in further research through observing mock scenarios and providing feedback.  If you would like to take part in a research study, please fill out the information below as an agreement that we may contact you for another study.  If you do not wish to participate further, leave the questions below blank and your answers to the above survey will be kept confidential.

Name: ________________________________________

Phone Number: _________________________________

E-mail Address: _________________________________

Preferred Method of Contact:


[image: image12.wmf]E-mail

[image: image13.wmf]Phone

Appendix C
Phase Three—Mock Scenarios

Step One

The research team will determine a sample population of research participants based on responses to the survey given in phase one of the research study.

Step Two
The research team will gather e-mail “conversations” in which the company’s professional standards were not met or which cast Bell, Bluford, and Hines in a poor light due to breach of etiquette. The participants will visit the company to read the scenarios and offer feedback as to the problems they see from a customer’s viewpoint.

Questions for research participants

1. What was your initial reaction to the scenario you just read?

2. What in the previous scenario would you consider good communication?  What would you consider poor communication?

3. Do you think this communication between the company and the client reflected well or poorly on the company?

4. In what ways did this communication fail to meet professional standards of communication?

5. How did the communication medium (e-mail) affect the level of professionalism?  How might this conversation have been different if it took place on the telephone as opposed to via e-mail?

6. In your opinion, how did the lack of netiquette in this transaction affect the company’s communication with this client?

7. What do you suggest the employee should have done differently in order to improve this communication with the client?

If you were going to train the employees of Bell, Bluford, and Hines in the proper use of netiquette and business e-mail communication, what would be your three main points?
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