
What do we do about email? Part 2
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Email is a common organisational communications and collaboration tool but
its ubiquity is being called into question. In this article, the email reduction
efforts of French IT services company Atos, the Australian Bureau of
Statistics, smaller companies like Klick and Notebook and individuals such as
Luis Suarez are discussed, and the Email Charter is outlined. The article
concludes by advising that email reduction is the happy by-product of an
effective focus on productivity rather than an end in itself.

THE ONLY GOOD EMAIL IS A DELETED ONE

Throughout my professional career, I have had to work with, around, and in spite of, email. I
occasionally wrote about it towards the end of the last decade but I did not get truly fascinated by it
until 2011. Despite the plethora of social software/collaboration/Enterprise 2.0 vendors, email has
persisted as the core collaboration tool in many organisations. Email may be ugly but it is still
important. The previous article1 reviewed what we actually know about email user behaviours. This
article reports on the attempts of organisations and individuals to move beyond email. When I was
conceiving it, I was concerned that no one would be interested. As we will see, the events of the last
few months have reassured me that this is not the case.

ATOS: PLANNING TO ELIMINATE INTERNAL EMAIL

Thierry Breton, Chief Executive Officer of French IT services company Atos, caused headlines at the
end of 2011 when he stated that his company will become “a zero email company within three
years”.2 Earlier in the year he had stated:

The volume of emails we send and receive is unsustainable for business. Managers spend between
5 and 20 hours a week reading and writing emails. They are already using social media networking
more than search, and spend 25 per cent of their time searching for information.3

In an interview with the BBC, Breton claimed:

So when we put all this together I started an in-depth study with our consulting practice to see how
many internal emails the 80,000 employees of Atos were receiving. We found on average it was over
100 emails per day. After further analysis, we realised they found 15% of the messages useful, and the
rest was lost time.4

So what is being done about eliminating email at Atos?

Atos Origin, for example … [has] set up [and is encouraging the use of] collaboration tools [such as
Office Communicator] and social community platforms, to share and keep track of ideas on subjects
from innovation and Lean Management through to sales. Businesses need to do more of this – email is
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on the way out as the best way to run a company and do business … Initial feedback is that these type
of tools reduce email by between 10 and 20% immediately.5

It seems that not all email is bad. Breton says: “I have an external email address and we don’t
intend, of course, to end external email. External email is a fantastic tool – it’s a fantastic way to
communicate between organisations.”6

The media comment around this announcement has varied from the supportive7 to the
dismissive.8 Unlike some other commentators, I do not think a corporate drive to shift collaboration
and communication away from email is necessarily a bad idea – especially if the focus is less about
eliminating email (negative) and more about more efficient or innovative ways of working (positive).
Zero email is a nice by-product of other value-generating activities, not an end in itself.

Moving away from email involves a major culture change program, and as such, it requires the
support of chief executive officers and their teams. However, such culture change programs often have
unintended consequences. It remains to be seen whether moving away from email will cure people of
bad communication habits (eg excessive secrecy and politicking or information silos) or simply allows
them to continue bad behaviour on a new platform.

AUSTRALIAN BUREAU OF STATISTICS: HARNESSING EMAIL

The Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) has taken an innovative approach to managing its
information.9 ABS has over 3,000 employees in nine different locations and adopted Lotus Notes in
1993 for its Groupware capabilities. The agency has created a framework for managing its knowledge
which allocates information and knowledge to one of three domains: Corporate, Workgroup and
Personal.

All work is considered to be produced or undertaken in one of these domains. From the beginning
of its attempts to encourage collaboration, ABS encouraged its staff to work in only two of these
domains: Workgroup or Corporate. This allows staff to clearly distinguish between whether an email is
business related or personal. Emails that are business related do get generated in the personal
environment but the process of cc’ing, copying or making them available at the Workgroup level is
simple and, more importantly, provides context. It also means that emails do not need to be transferred
to a separate records management repository or document management system. The result is that today
about 25% of ABS content is open and discoverable. This openness also results in a default “expertise
directory” that can be explored using the capabilities of current search engines (eg faceted searching
capabilities). It also minimises the impact of the cc’ing and email spamming that occurs in single-level
email systems.

ABS also has over 700 long-term workgroups and communities where discussions, email and
projects are collaborated on at the group level. Email is also used in a controlled manner for workflow
in applications. The approach has been particularly effective in terms of storage with ABS mail storage
over 600% less per employee than similar-sized government organisations. In addition, ABS uses half
as much paper as any other Australian government agency. ABS also prints substantially less than
most and a digital recordkeeping environment means that paper is essentially ephemeral and can be
recycled. ABS also uses instant messaging (around 400,000 messages per month) and blog and wiki
functionality. Blogs and wiki are proving popular for collaboration as they supplement the workgroup
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and collaborative approach. ABS still receives eight million emails a month from external
organisations and individuals so email still plays a significant role in ABS communications.10

KLICK AND NOTEBOOK: EMAIL DELETED

Klick’s decision was a little paradoxical. It is a digital agency whose business includes email
marketing – one article on its site states: “Don’t underestimate the power of email.”11 However, Klick
no longer uses email internally. Chief Executive Officer Leerom Segal states:

While email makes for a decent communication tool with clients, internally it doesn’t facilitate
collaboration and basic workflow. Email has no intelligent mechanisms for prioritization, lacks context,
lacks a framework for knowledge management, and saps accountability.12

After experimenting with off-the-shelf work ticketing systems, Klick developed its own workflow
and collaboration system called “Genome”. The system has been constantly developed and improved
by working with employees. This not only helped with adoption but also allowed new insights to be
uncovered. For example, analysis of aggregated work tickets patterns allowed better predictions of
project success and schedule integrity to be made, contributing to increased revenue and
profitability.13

Notebooks.com is a mobile computing news and reviews site. Editor Josh Smith stated:

The primary reasons we stopped sending emails are the amount of junk and the lack of speed. Even
with Priority Inbox sorting out the less important emails, we are still inundated by email on a daily
basis. This makes finding important emails from co-workers difficult. Often times, when we did find the
emails, it was too late. Either we missed a question, or worse – employees duplicated efforts, which
wasted time.14

The team now uses four main collaboration tools:
• Yammer as a social messaging service that applies aspects of Twitter and Facebook functionality

in corporate environments;
• Google Docs for collaborative document creation and editing system than can replace MS Word

and Excel for simple activities;
• Google Talk for collaborative chat; and
• Google Voice for talking and SMS.

Neither of these businesses is a huge enterprise: Klick has about 200 people and Notebooks has a
handful of staff. However, the opportunity to improve communication by moving away from email
may be easier to grasp for smaller and younger organisations than older ones. The larger an
organisation is, the harder it is to achieve agreement for a major change in work practices. The longer
work practices have to embed themselves, the harder they are to change, if you decide to do so.

GOING EMAIL COLD TURKEY

All of us find our work inbox full of email. In most cases, we simply start deleting it. Luis Suarez
decided to do something different. Suarez is a long-term IBM employee and on 15 February 2008, he
announced:

Yes, I’m giving up on e-mail! At least, work related e-mail! That’s right, this week I have launched a
new experiment, or initiative, at work where I have diverted most of my conversations into social
computing and social software tools, both internal and external.

10 Australian Government Information Management Office, APS KM Case Studies: Enabling Knowledge Management @ the
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You did what?!?! Yes, I surely did!! Just like you are reading it. Last Saturday I decided that enough
was enough and I created a post in my internal blog where I was mentioning that from that day onwards
I would not be answering any e-mails, nor write any e-mails myself either, but instead I would make the
most out of social software tools and social computing, in general, to get in touch with other knowledge
workers and collaborate further sharing and exchanging our knowledge over there.15

Suarez has been keeping up his lo-email regimen for four years now. When he began, he was
receiving 30-40 emails a day. In 2011, he received an average of 16 a week. When people send him
emails, he answers via social media and points them towards Twitter, Google+ or Connections, IBM’s
internal social network. He does use email for some things:

• managing calendaring and scheduling events; and

• hosting one-to-one confidential, or sensitive, conversations in a private manner.16

Suarez is not downsizing his email for the sake of it. He believes that moving away from email
leads to a higher quality output achieved with less effort. Open communication requires you to repeat
yourself less and automatically opens up.17

Suarez is not the only individual to attempt to reduce his email.18 Paul Jones is an Associate
Professor at the University of North Carolina – Chapel Hill and he stopped using email in mid-2011.
After six months, most of his friends and colleagues had learned to use other channels and in
November 2011 he only received 12 “real messages from real people with real requirements” (as
opposed to “evil robots” or “well-meaning robots” or “real people without real requirements”) which
is 0.4% of the 3,000 non-spam emails he received during that period.19

THE EMAIL CHARTER

The Email Charter began as a blog post by TED Curator Chris Anderson and TED Scribe Jane Wulf,
and is a private, non-commercial initiative, aimed at reversing email overload. Problems associated
with email are listed on the Email Charter website at http://www.emailcharter.org as including the
following:

The average time taken to respond to an email is greater, in aggregate, than the time it took to create.

This is counter-intuitive because it’s quicker to read than to write. So you might assume a typical email
takes a few minutes to write, but only a few seconds to read. However, five other factors are
outweighing this.

The act of processing an email consists of much more than just reading. There is a) scanning an in-box,
b) deciding which ones to open, c) opening them, d) reading them e) deciding how to respond f)
responding – which may well involve writing an email of similar length back g) getting back into the
flow of your other work. So the arrival of even a two-sentence email that is simply opened, read and
deleted can take a full minute of your available cognitive time.

Many emails contain open-ended questions that can’t rapidly be responded to. “What’s your opinion on
all this?” “How should I move forward?” Easy to ask, hard to answer.

Many emails are sent to multiple recipients. It takes no time to add another cc, but each additional
recipient multiplies the total response time demanded.
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Many emails contain additional text that has been copied and pasted from other documents or a lengthy
thread that is simply being re-forwarded.

Many emails contain links to web pages or videos. Easy to add a link. But it may take minutes to view
it.

The final version of the Email Charter is available in full on the website. It is an interesting
proposition and comprises the following 10 rules:

1. Respect recipients’ time;
2. Short or slow is not rude;
3. Celebrate clarity;
4. Quash open-ended questions;
5. Slash surplus cc’s;
6. Tighten the thread;
7. Attack attachments;
8. Give these gifts: EOM (end of message) or NNTR (no need to respond);
9. Cut contentless responses;

10. Disconnect.

The aim of the Email Charter is that it be widely read, shared and adopted. An earlier draft of the
Charter attracted 50,000 views and hundreds of comments and tweets, which have helped shape the
final version. As of February 2012, 23,475 have voted on the Email Charter site (94% in support of the
Charter), it has been tweeted 3,062 times and 14,510 people have liked it via Facebook.

CONCLUSION

I think that we have reached “peak email”20 and that our work lives of the future will contain less
email. The move may be gradual or sudden, of our own volition or decided by someone else.
However, less email in and of itself is not necessarily a good thing. More effective communication and
more productive collaboration should be the goal. This is what drives those who have been successful
referred to in this article. It also underlies the Email Charter. So the challenge for us as information
professionals is to help our colleagues and clients to be more productive rather than castigate them for
poor information practices. We need to be fully aware of the technologies (eg Twitter and Google
Docs) that can assist with this. Above all, we need to role model useful behaviours in our day-to-day
lives because if we do not, no one else will.

20 Moore M, “Peak Email: A Fairy Story” (1 April 2008), http://www.slideshare.net/engineerswithoutfears/peak-email.
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