
How to overcome e-mail overload

One of the most common complaints of the digital workplace is the overuse and overabundance of email. This brief treatise on how to overcome email overload is based on numerous Internet resources, fellow colleagues, and a doctoral dissertation on the effects of email in a working context.

Step 1 – Make peace with your inbox

Benefits of email

Businesses have adopted email so readily because it provides several benefits. Email:

· Solves the problem of two-way, asynchronous communication, eliminating telephone tag. For short actions, it works extremely well, allowing people to respond on their own time. 

· Provides easy reference, documenting conversation threads and decisions and eliminates the need to revisit conversations. 

· Allows you to keep your email and task “to do” list in one place, eliminating the pre-email need to rewrite “to do’s”.

However, overuse of email leads to the syndrome of “email overload”. Having a full inbox causes stress for two main reasons:

· People equate their inbox with a “to do” list and as the inbox grows, people’s “to do” list grows, creating stress 

· Virtual clutter, like real clutter, can create an ever-present anxiety associated with the inability to find things or get organized

To aggravate this effect, people generally do not delete as much email as they should because of the desire to keep it as reference or back up. 

Management spends anywhere from 60 to 80% of their time communicating to employees and resolving issues. Remember that email is one way to conduct this communication and should be used in conjunction with face-to-face communications and telephone calls. 

Step 2 – Determine the best tools to accomplish your objectives 

The strength of email is to get or give information quickly in order to resolve simple actions. Consider using other technology to accomplish other objectives. Outlined in the table below are some common uses of e-mail and other tools available to accomplish these goals. Take some time to analyze how you use email and whether other tools are more appropriate. 

	Common uses of email
	Tools best suited to achieve purpose

	Share information, such as documents or decisions
	A shared drive or eRoom

ERoom is a web-based collaboration tool that allows you to work on documents, track multiple versions, and hold discussions and polls, and can eliminate a lot of these kinds of email

	Seek assistance, information, or advice
	Telephone, voicemail, or email

	Collaborate on files 
	A shared drive or eRoom

	Communicate events, news, status
	A website is a good tool to broadcast news and events and share information with many colleagues. An email can alert others that the information is there, but then can easily be deleted because it contains no content.

	Document actions taken or decisions made to avoid potential conflicts
	Email or eRoom


Using websites, shared drives, and eRooms to store and access documents eliminates the need to download large documents through email and can help remote users access these files more easily. Also, if you spend all day away from your computer, consider carrying a handheld device to periodically check on email. 

Step 3 – Weed out unnecessary email

Make sure that the email coming to you is important to you. 

· Use multiple mailboxes - one account for personal mail, Pfizer for business, and one account just for junk mail like e-zines, CRM subscriptions, etc. Use a free account such as hotmail or gmail for junk. 

· Never give out your personal and work email addresses to vendors, distribution lists, Internet sites, etc. 

· Unsubscribe from any newsletters that you have not read in the last three months. 

· Give your direct reports guidance on when you should be cc: ‘d on emails. Similarly, ask your manager when he/she wants to be cc:’d.
Step 4 – Find an email behavior and organization style that suits you

Determine how often you want to handle email and schedule that time to review it. Like paper, try to handle each email only once.  Consider how you work with paper and mimic that behavior in the virtual world by setting up folders to accommodate the way you like to work. Then file your emails as soon as you read them. Some ideas for folders are:

· “Urgent”

· “To do”

· “Reference”

· By date received

· By subject of emails

Or consider not filing your email at all and just flagging important items and using search for everything else. Use auto-archiving to remove items that are old, but can still be retained (see next section on archiving.)

Step 5 – Learn how to use Outlook. 

Most people are unwilling to invest the time to learn how to use their desktop tools. Although many of the features are obvious, Outlook offers a variety of functions that can help you manage your e-mail. Four useful features you should be aware of are:

· The “Organize” icon will allow you to choose folders, views, and colors for your email. Colors can help by highlighting mail from your direct superior or direct reports. 

· “Rules wizard” lets you set up rules to get automatically file or tag specific types of email. For instance, you can send all replies to meeting requests to one folder.

· The “Archive” feature will move old emails to an archive folder on your c: drive. It allows you to set different archiving rules for different folders. This way you can remove old email from your inbox without deleting them. 

· Use the  “Assign Task” feature to send tasks directly to other colleagues through Outlook rather than using an email. The recipient of the task can then add it directly to his/her task list. 

Becoming familiar with these features can help you gain control of your inbox. (To learn more about Outlook, contact PCH Computer Training.) Also, if you find yourself drowning in email, use the Out of Office Assistant and let senders know that you may not reply to email for a while.

Step 6 – Send concise emails. 

Part of the problem with e-mail overload is having to read the messages, understand the key points, and then discern action items. Writing e-mails so that the key content can be understood with a glance helps both the reader and the sender. Also, ensure that your email conveys a clear and concise message.   Work with your team to determine a standard format for e-mails. Consider the following format:

Subject line: 

· Always write the purpose of the message and the subject. 

· Use standard subjects in order to sort by topic. 

· Consider using “Action Required,” “Help Needed,”or “FYI” to determine if the message requires action. 

Body: 

· If the message is more than 3 or 4 lines, use bullets and lists for easier reading. 

· Use two sections – “Background” and “Action Items”. Label action items with dates due and responsibilities. 

To keep the message thread, respond using the “Reply button”, but not the “Reply to All” unless it is absolutely necessary. Most importantly, keep your message clear and concise. If the content of the message cannot be conveyed easily, use the phone. 

If you don’t send, you won’t receive. 

Hopefully, these steps will help you manage your inbox better and use email as the productivity tool that it is. 


1

