Digital Communication Stress Disorder (DCSD) Research Proposal

The University of Exeter is establishing the “centre for business digital communications research”, a collaboration between top research rated schools of Business and Psychology.  The focus of the centre will be to investigate human interaction with digital business information systems. With some firms now introducing e-mail free days, exponential increases in email spam and many examples of compulsive email use, there is increasing amounts of anecdotal evidence that one of the main factors in inducing stress in modern business life is the quantity and nature of digital communications. The Heath and Safety Executive recently highlighted this issue in a report on stress in the workplace. In the report the growing importance of the need for organisations to monitor and minimise levels of employee stress emerged.

One of the first new research areas investigated by researchers at the University of Exeter is the emerging phenomenon of e-mail phobia and, the possibly related issue of compulsive business email use (together known as Digital Communication Stress Disorder (DCSD). DCSD may play an increasing part in reducing the effectiveness of digital communications policies. 

One of the objectives of the research is to establish the extent of DCSD and the contribution of several factors such as, personality traits, organisational contexts, and situational contexts, contribute to their occurrence.  

A second objective is to establish what is “good practice” in terms of an organisational email policy. Current email policies do not address issues relating to stress reduction. In an increasingly litigious environment this may be a serious oversight. 

A third major outcome of the research will be a systematic set of data for future comparison. HSE guidelines on stress are going to create a situation where large numbers of organisations are likely to wish to be seen, to take practical steps to measure and reduce employee stress.  It is self evident that the volume and speed of modern digital communications are likely to have a significant effect of employee stress. As yet there is little empirical research on the levels of stress created by email and other means of digital communication. One of the purposes of the study outlined above is to provide researchers with independent measures of DCRS. These independent measures could provide the basis for an important new area of consultancy in the area of stress reduction. 

. The results of this research would be published in the form of a report aimed at business and professional users and several academic articles. Why should the ICAEW be instigating this area? Firstly ICAEW members are noted for their capabilities in processing large volumes of data. Secondly members have a history of IT awareness and use. Thirdly members as business advisors are in a position to advise clients on trying to reduce employee stress. The organisational outcomes of DCRS directly affect accountants and auditors. The methodology of the research includes the creation of a restricted access on-line survey to be filled out by participants. On completion of the survey participants will be able to compare their scores to population means. If required organisations that employ participants may get anonymous results on an organisational basis.

The cost of the research would be £12,600 because of the nature of the research  the number of participants would not effect this figure. 

