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Today we look back on the early industrial environment with horror 
. We know that workers of all ages were asked to use unguarded machinery for long hours. Inevitably this lead to large numbers of physical injuries as tired, young, old, pregnant workers and others especially vulnerable were physically mangled by the machines. At the time it was regarded as the workers responsibility to work at the machines rate and not do anything as ridiculous as get caught in the machinery. Today we take a different attitude, no employer would dream of asking staff to use unguarded machines, if not for altruistic reasons for reasons of self-preservation in a more litigious environment. Yet in today’s working environment we see the same “unguarded” use of IT technology
. The injuries that may be occurring are not just physical, but perhaps even more devastating to the individual, injuries to the mind. With the growth of unregulated use of e-mail and other forms of digital communication in and out of the work place are we seeing a health and safety issue developing that may dwarf asbestos in its costs and damage to individuals in the workforce.

Our attitudes to mental injuries have also changed in some areas. The time when a soldier would be shot for cowardice as a result of having a mental breakdown in combat are long gone
. Even stamping the soldiers record with the dreaded “LMF” (lacking moral fibre) is a thing of the past. We now recognise that soldiers in the past were placed in situations with little understanding of how stress levels could be managed over long periods
.

In today’s employment world we are seeing rising levels of stress amongst workers
. Governments in the UK and elsewhere are starting to recognise this as an important issue. In the UK emphasis on the importance of work/life balance has been at the heart of several initiatives.

One of the factors contributing to employee stress levels is the nature and amount of communications facilitated by modern telecommunications. We stand at the threshold of a number of communications technologies that will enable more feature rich, employee/customer communication, anytime, anywhere, texting, instant messaging Fast TCP, Broadband in the home, G3, Bluetooth and WiFi are all current technologies that we know of. We assume that they will make life better and more productive for us, and the organisations we work for, but is this true?

Perhaps before we rush to make use of new technologies we should look at the effects of the oldest form of IT based communication, e-mail and try and understand the way it effects the user and they way it is used in the organisational environment.

There are increasing amounts of anecdotal evidence pointing to a growing epidemic of what we are calling E-mail Phobia. For the purposes of this paper we can define E-mail Phobia as reluctance or in extreme cases refusal to view e-mail on a timely basis.

The extent of this problem is difficult to judge because Individuals who suffer from this affliction are often too embarrassed to seek assistance and in many cases they would rather be thought of as malingerers than possibly  “psychotic” so they keep it secret. However several firms view the issue as enough of a problem to institute e-mail free days!

The quantities of SPAM received by almost every e-mail user are a possible factor in E-mail phobia. The regulation of SPAM E-mail has come to the fore recently with the EU set to legislate against spam
 in October of 2003. The US is currently running into first amendment
 problems in trying to regulate SPAM effecting US based users

Increasing numbers of agencies other than employers, commercial organisations and personal contacts are using e-mail as a means of contacting individuals. National and local governments, professional bodies and others need to address the issue of communications burdens placed on individuals and the reduced effectiveness of an overused communications channel, such as e-mail may become.

Working from home is already a reality for 6% of the UK workforce
 using e-mail from home to keep in contact with the office (sometimes overseas), the boundaries between home and office are getting fuzzier. Issues relating to degrees of illness and incapacity mean that many workers now continue to work, when in the passed they might have rested at home for short or longer periods. Different times zones often lead to workers engaging in e-mailing outside normal office hours. These and other issues relating to emerging technologies may lead to increasing worker stress levels, for example the need to dress appropriately and tidy the home office in a video conference.

Operating in global markets is now commonplace. An increasing amount of an employee’s lifetime is spent working away from the desk. In the past non-car travelling
 between destinations (often a stressful activity in itself) gave workers time to either relax or catch up with a backlog of work. Today the ability to maintain contact with the office en-route denies workers this valuable time away from the treadmill.

The Centre for Internet Studies in West Hartford, Connecticut., believes that 6 percent of Americans can be classified as compulsive email checkers.  On workdays, 53 percent of business users check email six or more times a day, while 34 percent of users check email constantly throughout the day. Some workers keep accessing business email on holiday, at weekends and before going to bed, so as not to build up a backlog of e-mail. Is the compulsive desire to check e-mail an early sign of the onset of e-mail phobia?
 
E-mail policies are commonly used in business and other organisation, but do not address the problem of using e-mail in such a way as to minimise employee stress. They focus of existing policies include three main areas: 

1. preventing email threats such as e-mail borne viruses and the introduction of pornography, by making employees aware of an e-mail policy staff are aware of corporate rules and guidelines, which if followed will protect the company. 

2. A second area covered in email policies is the early reporting of any misconduct by asking employees to come forward as soon as they receive any offensive email. Keeping the incidents to a minimum can help companies avoid legal liability. Previous cases have proven that the existence of an email policy can prove that the company has taken steps to prevent inappropriate use of the email system and therefore can be freed of liability. 

3. Finally, if email filtering software is used to check the contents of employee’s emails, it is essential to have an email policy that states the possibility of email monitoring.  

Issues that are not normally covered that may be related to e-mail phobia are: 

1. The nature of organisational material suitable for e-mail communication

2. The volume of e-mail an individual is expected to process, 

3. The frequency of e-mail collection, 

4. The response times to e-mails, 

5. The use of filtering to relieve users from processing SPAM, 

6. Protecting colleagues e-mail addresses by using blind copies. 

7. Having appropriate chains of command, so that copies of the same memo are not sent to an individual by several layers of the management hierarchy.

What makes any individual susceptible to e-mail phobia? The basic psychological features of online environments reduced sensations, identity flexibility, altered perceptions, equalized status, transcended space, temporal flexibility, social multiplicity, recordability, media disruption, shape how people and groups behave in those realms. But that's only half the story. Online behaviour will always be determined by how those features interact with the characteristics of the people in those environments. A variety of systems might be useful in classifying those characteristics. We might focus on specific features of the user, such as the person's computer skills, goals for using the Internet, demographic characteristics (age, social-economic status, occupation, etc). There also are several comprehensive theoretical systems in psychology that could help us examine how various personality types behave in cyberspace - for example, the Myers-Briggs system or Guilford's personality model.

So what is the true extent of E-mail phobia in the workplace? What are the signs of the onset of this condition? What is the importance of personal traits in its occurrence? And what is the importance of organisational e-mail policies in preventing cases. What is the prognosis for the condition? Is there an effective cure? To what extent is the nature of email rather than the content responsible for the condition.  How does e-mail compare with other forms of electronic communication,(texting, instant messaging, etc.)in inducing stress. RSI dismissed by organisations at first diagnosis, has cost the Insurance industry many millions 
, yet it was a straight forward physical complaint that can be put right by several technological approaches. E-mail phobia and the inappropriate and excessive use of digital communications could lead to far greater problems. This issue and specifically the questions above need to be addressed by:

Governments: Local and National

Employers

Marketing Organisations.

Professional Bodies

Public Sector Bodies 

Trades Unions

Heath Professionals

Insurance Companies

Digital Communications Companies
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