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Abstract. Business communications regarding a specific matter between clients and within the
organization occur regularly and concurrently. Though Real Time Communication (RTC) tools
such as Zoom, Teams and Slack are popular for internal communication, emails remain the primary
mode of communication for concurrent internal and external communication. It is important to be
vigilant of etiquette and professionalism in such communication. The following case study
documents a professionally embarrassing incident at a for-profit learning institution where the
private communication between two administrators overlapped, or “co-mingled,” with that of a
parent. Because one of the administrators made a casual comment about the parent with the other
school official, the parent was subsequently able to read the negative comment. Our case study
highlights the critical need for vigilant separation of internal and external emailing to avoid such
professionally embarrassing incidents, thus providing a valuable lesson for educational institutions
and business organizations alike.
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1.   Introduction

Effective communication informs daily successes and failures in every
organization. Organizations should take great effort in ensuring that their
communications, both internally and externally, maintain accurate information,
etiquette, and a professional voice, pitch, tone, inflection, articulation, pace and
volume.2 However, individuals oftentimes inadvertently adopt a less formal tone
by employing more casual language, thus neglecting the conventions associated
with formal business prose style. For example, when an organization

1. Authors’ Note: It should be noted that this case study is based on real events and
communications.  However the names of the parties and entities involved have been changed
and the actual text of the correspondences have been lightly edited for publication reasons.

2. Jameson, D. A. (2004), “Conceptualizing the writer-reader relationship in business prose”, The
Journal of Business Communication (1973), 41(3), 227-264. https://doi.org/10.1177/
0021943604265953.
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communicates with a client, the client expects the language to be professional and
amicable. Internal conversations can take on a more casual or even negative tone.
This shift in tone can be problematic, if, by mistake, an employee unintentionally
sends an internal message to a client. It can erode the trust between the
organization and the client. Professional and/or industry communications should
meet a consistent standard,  despite that fact that “[i]nternal and external mail are
typically very different in tone, style and delivery methods”.3 

Although technology is offering newer ways to communicate, emails are still
the main mode for internal and external communications and still tend to be the
“most heavily used medium” of communications in business organizations.4
Work emails can however “escalate anger” and “reduce productivity.”5 Possibly
business organizations now lean toward using instant messaging services for
internal communication over emails. However, many organizations in general
still prefer emails due to convenience, security, and instant notification. Zoom,
Teams, and Slack and related mediums, often referred to as Real-Time
Communication (RTC)6 have emerged, but emails or legacy communication
forms will likely continue to be the main form of communication between
organizations and their clients, especially at the initial stages of communication,
until a mutually agreeable platform is established. Although instant messaging
platforms7 now offer features for archiving messages, email remains constant and
trusted. Emails then, especially external ones, can be “regarded as a public
relations message”8 to external audiences. Internal emails, on the other hand, are
understood to be private, or non-public, and therefore in the workplace, both
employers and employees may adopt a more casual or less guarded
communication style when messaging, as such communications typically do not
necessitate meticulous consideration of content and tone. After all, internal
messaging is often believed to be private and not intended for client perusal.

3. A Complete Guide to Internal and External Communications (2023). Indeed-Career Guide:
Career Development. Retrieved July 3, 2023 from: https://www.indeed.com/career-advice/
career-development/internal-and-external-communication. See also: What Is the Difference
Between Internal and External Mail? (2023). Reference. Retrieved December 22, 2023 from
https://www.reference.com/world-view/difference-between-internal-external-mail-
5ccdb5ee93b61618?utm_content=params%3Aad%3DdirN%26qo%3DserpIndex%26o%3D7
40005%26ag%3Dfw130&ueid=25BD1ADB-4B91-484F-A390-0F412E66E62F. 

4. See Alton, L. (2022), “Email remains the top communication tool for business—here’s why”.
Business News-The American Genius: The Pulse of Today’s Entrepreneur. Retrieved October
24, 2023 and Rentz, K. & Lentz, P. (2013). Lesikar’s Business Communication: Connecting in
a Digital World. 13th ed. MaGraw Hill. (p. 23). 

5. Anna K. Turnage, “Email Flaming Behaviors and Organizational Conflict”, Journal of
Computer-Mediated Communication, Volume 13, Issue 1, 1 October 2007, Pages 43-
59, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1083-6101.2007.00385.x

6. Yu, C. (2018), “Advancing Business Communications with Real-Time Communications
(RTC) Technology”. MIS Graduate Project-Western Oregon University Library. 

7. Romford. J. (2023), “Instant Messaging at Work: Why do employees use instant messaging?”
Agility Portal-Internal Communications.

8. Rentz, K. & Lentz, P. (2013), Lesikar’s Business Communication: Connecting in a Digital
World. 13th ed. MaGraw Hill. (p. 27). 


