The Five Golden Secrets of Reading and Managing Email

The Perils of Email and Information Overload

In today's so-called information society, emails have become an ever-pervasive presence.  Email is one of the largest sources of information flows globally, second only to the telephone. The International Data Corporation estimated there were 31 billion emails sent daily in 2002. This figure is expected to double by 2006. Globally, an average 667,585 terabytes of emails are sent per year.  When you consider that one terabyte is equivalent to 1,000,000,000,000 bytes or 50,000 trees made into paper and printed, the amount of emails being exchanged is just phenomenal.

The sheer volume of emails means many people are unable to devise simple and effective strategies to manage information flows.

A study conducted in 1996 by Reuters found information overload was a major cause of stress in the workplace.  Two out of three respondents blamed information overload for affecting work relationships and loss of job satisfaction. With the number of emails sent annually set to reach 62 billion by 2006, emails will no doubt become an escalating source of information overload and workplace stress.

This newsletter will pass on the golden secrets on how to manage the formidable email monster.  Many people spend two hours or more per day on email.  Slashing this email reading time will enable you to better focus on core priorities, or simply spend less time working late at night and over the weekend.

Golden Secret #1: Don't Spend All Day Slaving Over Your Email

Your email should be a communication tool used to save you time and help you work more effectively and efficiently. It should not take over your working day. The following tips are designed to cut the time spent on the day-to-day management of email. You'll be surprised how much time is saved, just by making minimal changes.

*  Allocate a fixed amount of time to reading emails each day.

*  Do a high priority session first and if time is exceeded, stop.

*  Try to deal immediately with each email you open. If you don't think you have the time to deal with an email, don't open it. Otherwise you will be spending precious time reading it again when you deal with it later.

*  If you are the boss and you are swamped with hundreds of daily emails why not delegate email reading to someone else, so that only the most important and relevant information reaches you.

*  Ensure you have modern anti-spam system in place. It is estimated spam will account for 50% of email traffic by 2006!

*  Create targeted email groups and encourage people to use them - allow simple group removal, so group emails can be sent quickly and efficiently.

*  Only have one email account - forward all other emails to that account reliably.

*  Skim through old emails once a week - get a perspective on how life has changed and what your follow up has been like.  Judge your response to events and adapt your responses accordingly.  This is a great opportunity to review and reflect.  You can become a better time manager if you reflect on how you spent your time this way.

Golden Secret #2: Have a Lean Inbox and Archive, Regularly

A healthy inbox should contain no more than 10 to 20 messages. A large inbox is like having a desk piled with clutter.  It makes it hard to focus on the most recent and most important events. In addition, scrolling through countless emails everyday while checking your inbox wastes time - you might even miss seeing an important message. The key to saving time is to ensure only the latest and most relevant emails are in your inbox.

*  Move messages to an 'Inbox Archive' at the end of every day. Alternatively rename your inbox every week with the date, for example: inbox_May3_04.  You can still find these older emails with your email keyword search facility.

*  Automatically file routine emails using 'folder movement' filters. This will save you time from manually sorting them out.

*  Use your email search facility to locate emails and familiarize yourself with your program's advanced email search features. In this way, you will be able to access emails easily without sifting through your inbox.

*  Do not fuss with creating folders and manually shuffling email. It is hard to separate complex work into clear-cut categories, which often overlap and change over time. If you have 100 emails per day and 200 folders, this means an extra 100 decisions you must make each day, and each decision has 200 possibilities!  Save yourself this enormous decision making load by not moving your emails around between folders.  Remember, if you need to find an email, you can use the advanced email search facility in your mail program.

*  Sort your emails with color filters. By color coding your emails, you will know what they are about and what to do with them at a glance, without reading them again. For example, you could code urgent emails red, to remind you which emails have to be dealt with by the end of the day.

*  Do not delete your emails, unless they are spam. In the business world, every correspondence counts. As emailing often forms a vital paper trail, deleting emails may result in the loss of important information such as the terms of a contract or customer details, forever. You never know when this information will be needed again. Instead, take advantage of your computer's archive facilities, and you will safeguard against losing important information.

Golden Secret #3: Good Subject Headings are Important

Inefficiencies occur as a result of poorly labeled subject headings. The subject is the most important component in an email - think of it as a headline for a newspaper article. Subjects should include the most important and relevant information in an email. Everyone in the organization should be encouraged to write meaningful subject headings.

Poor email subjects

*  Boardroom.

*  Question.

*  For your approval.

*  When will it be ready?

*  To all staff.

Unclear email subjects like the ones above make it difficult to determine email content. Faced with meaningless subjects, recipients are less able to see which emails have to be dealt with first, without reading them all. This can result in important messages being missed. For example, the email labeled 'Boardroom' does not specify a time, and if recipients decide not to read the email until the next day, they may miss a meeting scheduled for that afternoon.

Good email subjects

*  CRC meeting : Boardroom 2pm 5 May.

*  Where is the Dexter Inc Dossier?

*  Can you approve J C. Aldus travel plans to South Dakota.

*  We need the GoodInc report by 3pm on the 7th May.

*  Reminder - all staff meeting today 1pm 5th May.

Put simply, good email subjects should be as clear and specific as possible, so the recipient knows the contents of the email and its urgency, simply by reading the subject. This will result in happier recipients who will spend less time slaving through email, as well as making certain important messages are not missed.

Good subject headings, when relevant, include:

*  The timeframe/deadline.

*  The action to be taken.

*  The people involved.

*  The place.

Golden Secret #4: Use the Right Email Address Field

TO, BCC or not to CC? That is the question. People are often confused about which email fields to use when addressing their messages. It is important to know when to use each address field, so recipients have a clear idea of what is expected of them. Using the appropriate field will also protect the privacy of recipients, when necessary.

TO:

*  This field is the one generally used to address all emails.

*  Recipient action is usually required, unless 'No action required' is cited in the body.

CC:

*  An abbreviation of 'carbon copy.'

*  This field is used for informational purposes only.

*   No action is required by the recipient.

*  Never use for very long lists of people, as many people do not like their email addresses displayed to everyone.

BCC:

*  An abbreviation of 'blind carbon copy.'

*  Preserves email privacy - recipients entered in this field will not be visible to other recipients.

*  Appropriate when recipient details are 'sensitive' and you do not want recipients to know the other recipients, e.g. clients, vendors.

*  Ideal for long recipient lists because it protects recipient privacy.

Golden Secret #5: Know When Not to Communicate By Email

There are some instances when it is more efficient to communicate in other ways. Emails can be a significant time-waster when other modes of communication, such as the telephone or meeting face-to-face are more appropriate. Remember, emails can be sent instantaneously but they may not be responded to immediately. This could mean sitting around and waiting, when an issue could easily be resolved by picking up the phone.

Meetings

A well organized face-to-face meeting is often more efficient than exchanging emails. There is more potential for misunderstandings and omissions to occur via email, when it involves complex information and negotiations need to be made back and forth. As a general rule, if a discussion takes more than three exchanges, arrange an alternate mode of communication.

Angry emails

An angry / aggressive email wastes time and achieves little. Remember that angry emails have permanence and are not an indication of professional conduct. People with differences should be encouraged to talk rather than email.  Ensure people in the organization are made aware of the appropriate tone to be used in emails. Sensitive emails should be cross-checked before sending and there should be an 'email delay' system in place, so emails can be revoked. Ideally, other modes of communication should be used to communicate contentious or divisive issues.

Take Control of Your Information Flows

These golden secrets will not solve all your information overload woes, but they will help you better manage the furious pace and volume of emails in today's information society.

Managing and prioritizing emails for easy access will ensure you are not a slave to your email and allow you to focus on your work. Keeping your inbox small, using automatic filters, and learning to use your email search facility, will cut down on email time. Labeling emails with clear subjects and using email address fields properly will save your recipients' time and make certain important emails get through. And remembering some things are more effectively and efficiently communicated in other ways, will ensure that email is a time-saving asset, not a time-wasting liability.

In today's information society, we have a breath-taking wealth of information available at our fingertips, communicated through dazzling new information technologies such as email, the internet and mobile phones, to name a few. But the secret to ensuring this information translates to useful and applicable knowledge, and therefore business success, is to employ strategies to take control and manage it.

