Writing Executive Emails That Actually Get Read
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Attention as the real constraint

At senior levels, the limiting factor on communication is rarely whether an email was sent; it is
whether it was genuinely read and understood before the reader moved on to the next of dozens of
competing messages. Writing for this reality requires a different approach than the detailed,
sequential explanation many people default to.

Principles that consistently work

Put the conclusion first. State the key point, decision, or request in the first line or two, before the
supporting context. Busy readers often only fully read the opening; if the core message is buried in
paragraph three, many recipients will never reach it.

Make the ask explicit and specific. "Let me know your thoughts" is vague and easy to defer
indefinitely. "Please confirm by Thursday whether you approve this approach" is specific,
actionable, and far more likely to produce a timely response.

Use structure to aid skimming. Short paragraphs, bold key phrases sparingly, and bullet points for
genuinely list-like information all help a time-constrained reader extract the key content quickly,
even on a first, partial read.

Separate context from decision. If background is genuinely needed, place it clearly after the main
ask, or link to a separate document, rather than making the reader wade through it before reaching
the point.

Write a subject line that states the actual content. "Update” or "Quick question" gives the reader no
information to prioritise the email against everything else in their inbox. A specific subject line,
"Approval needed: Q3 budget reallocation by Friday," does the prioritisation work for them.

A common failure mode

Long emails written to demonstrate thoroughness often achieve the opposite effect: they signal that
the writer has not yet done the work of distilling what actually matters, and they place that
distillation burden onto the reader instead. A shorter, sharper email is usually a sign of more
preparation, not less.

When length is genuinely warranted

Some communications do require real depth, a detailed proposal, a nuanced explanation of a
sensitive decision. In these cases, a brief executive summary at the top, even for a long email,
allows the reader to engage with the full detail only if and when they choose to, rather than
requiring it before reaching the key point.

Why this discipline matters
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Clear, well-structured email is one of the most frequent, and most underrated, forms of executive
communication. Leaders who write this way consistently build a reputation for clarity and respect
for others' time, which pays off well beyond any single message.
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