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CHAPTER 1

E-Mails
Technology is a useful servant but a dangerous master.

—Christian Lous Lange

When I begin a training session, I like to ask, “What gets 
in the way of you being your most productive?” E-mail is 
always at the top of the list. It seems to be a pervasive issue 

that cuts across industry and level. So I thought we should tackle it 
first!

1. Unsubscribe

One of the easiest ways to reduce the volume of e-mail in your inbox 
is to unsubscribe from mailing lists. Remember that every time you 
order something online, they will automatically add you back to their 
list.

There are a few ways to get off a mailing list. The simplest is to scroll 
down to the bottom of the e-mail and click unsubscribe. The type is 
often very small and the link hard to find…but it’s there.
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There are also services like Unroll.me (https://unroll.me) and SaneBox 
(https://www.sanebox.com) that can make the process go much faster. www.sanebox.com) that can make the process go much faster. www
Unroll.me lists all of your subscriptions and makes it very easy to select 
Keep in Inbox, Roll Up, or Unsubscribe. The Roll Up items appear in a 
digest—digest—digest so it’s one e-mail in your inbox and you can scan its contents to 
make sure you don’t miss an important offer or sale at a favorite retailer.

If you are looking for more sophisticated help with your e-mail, I suggest 
looking into SaneBox. This service uses algorithms to anticipate how your 
e-mails should be handled based on your actions. It tracks your behavior 
and makes adjustments so it becomes increasingly accurate over time.

2. Limit e-mail review

You are probably checking e-mail too often.

Michelle Klein is Head of Marketing for North America at Facebook. 
According to her presentation in May of 2016 at Social Media 
Week in NYC, adults check their phone 30 times a day on aver-
age and millennials check their phone more than 150 times a day. 
While checking is not specific to e-mail (it might also be to check 
the calendar; look at an app; or surf Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, 
and other social-media sites), it is certainly a distraction to getting 
work done.

A study done at the University of British Columbia tested the con-
nection between e-mail and stress. They instructed one group of par-
ticipants to check e-mail as often as they’d like, keeping their e-mail
application open and notifications (those pop-ups that appear and 
fade to indicate the arrival of a new e-mail) on. The other group was 
told to limit checking e-mails to three times a day. When they were 
not reviewing e-mails, their e-mail application needed to stay closed 
and the notifications turned off.
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Both groups’ cortisol levels (an indicator of stress) were checked 
throughout and the time it took to process e-mail each day was mea-
sured and recorded. At the end of the week, the two groups switched 
parameters so that both groups were tested under both scenarios.

The results? The group that checked more frequently had significant-
ly higher cortisol (stress) levels. And, although the other group was 
not able to cut back to three times a day and crept up to checking five 
times a day, on average, the time it took them to process their e-mails
was still 20 percent less.

If you are looking for ways to get time back each week, think about 
this: For an average forty-hour workweek, you could be saving two 
hours simply by checking e-mail less. A McKinsey study estimates 
that you spend 28 percent of your day on e-mail. If you round this 
to 25 percent, this means you spend ten hours a week on e-mail. 
Saving 20 percent of this time gives you two hours back a week.

Many clients have expressed concern over checking e-mail infrequently. mail infrequently. mail
They argue that it simply would not be accepted in their work environ-
ment. Knowing how many law firms and investment banks operate, I be-
lieve this is true. However, if it’s considered acceptable to be in a meeting 
for an hour without checking e-mail, the door is open.

Consider having a conversation with your boss, explaining that in 
order to do your best work in the least amount of time, you will 
sometimes need to check e-mail less frequently (say hourly, instead 
of every five minutes.) Perhaps you can come up with a way for you 
to be reached (outside of e-mail) should an emergency arise. It could 
be coming by your desk in person, texting, or calling on the phone.

We sometimes forget that e-mail is only one of many ways to commu-
nicate. Even e-mail provides opportunities for filtering to allow your 
VIP senders to chime through when others cannot.
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3. Process efficiently

Now that you know to check e-mail less often, you are probably 
wondering how to do it most efficiently. I recommend the following 
system, based on Michael Linenberger’s Total Workday Control Using 
Microsoft Outlook.

§ The four Ds
Start by DELETING unwanted e-mails.
DO anything that takes less than two minutes.
DELEGATE work that needs to be done by another by for-
warding the e-mail to them.
DEFER more thoughtful replies that require some time by 
adding the task to your to-do list.

§ Inbox Zero:
This is by no means a must, but if you are interested in achiev-
ing Inbox Zero (an empty e-mail inbox), you can. Once you 
have processed e-mails and added the tasks required by them 
to your to-do list, put all the e-mails into a Processed E-mail
Folder. This will enable you to search them, if needed, while 
uncluttering your Inbox.

§ E-mail filing: filing:
If you are uncomfortable grouping all e-mails in a pro-
cessed e-mail folder, create an e-mail filing system that is 
similar to your paper filing system. Once you have pro-
cessed e-mails and added the tasks required by them to 
your to-do list, file e-mails in their appropriate folders. 
Doing this every time you review e-mails will keep your 
inbox empty.
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4. Be concise

Brevity is the soul of the wit.
—William—William—  Shakespeare

When you scan through your e-mails, which do you read first—the
long ones or the short ones? I’m guessing you read the short ones first; 
after all, it’s much easier to knock them off.

Make it easy for your audience by getting right to the heart of the 
matter. Save the flowery descriptions for your first novel. 

E-mails should be direct and to the point. Some say e-mails should be 
no more than three sentences. I’ll let you determine the best length, 
but remember—less is more.

5. Use the subject line

One of the easiest ways to get your e-mail read is by using your subject 
line effectively. Letting your audience know the content and urgency 
of your e-mail enables them to act accordingly.

It is especially useful in prioritizing what to open and read first.
My five favorite subject line abbreviations are:

§ FYI = For Your Information
§ NRN = No Reply Needed
§ AR = Action Required
§ EOM = End of Message
§ RB = Reply By
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It is important to inform colleagues when you begin using subject-line
abbreviations. Otherwise, it can backfire on you and create confusion.

Once these five become integrated, you can slowly add others. It be-
comes a shorthand for e-mail and streamlines everyone’s e-mail sort-
ing process.

6. E-mail signature

While e-mail has become the most popular form of communication, it is 
not always the most effective. When sending an e-mail, be sure to have a 
signature on the bottom that makes it easy for others to reach you.

In addition to a phone number, consider including your address and 
links to social media. Depending on your role, making it easier for oth-
ers to connect with you may improve the odds of getting business done.

Nobody likes to be frustrated by wasting time searching the web to 
find out how they can contact you directly.

7. Avoid after-after-after hours e-mails

Today’s technology makes it easier than ever to stay connected 
to work 24-7. An idea pops into your head at 9:00 p.m., so you 
shoot off an e-mail. It gets it off your mind, but what about the 
recipient?

Have you ever been on the receiving end of after-hours e-mails? How 
does it make you feel? If it’s urgent, it might be understandable. But, 
most of the time, it is something that could wait until the next business 
day.
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Managers have told me that they instruct employees not to worry 
about the e-mails they receive outside of a normal workday…that 
they are not expected to address anything until they are back in the 
office. If something is urgent, they will let them know.

Why doesn’t this work?

Let’s assume all employees want to do the best job they can. That 
includes being responsive. If an e-mail arrives in your inbox at 8:00, 
9:00, or 10:00 p.m. and you see it, you are probably going to act on 
it or at least think about it.

While I find myself crafting e-mails over the weekend, I don’t send 
work e-mails outside of work hours unless absolutely necessary.

Not only is it disrespectful of other people’s time, but when you send 
e-mails outside of business hours, the e-mail is less likely to get the 
desired response (if it is read at all.)

After-hours e-mail has become such a big issue that as of January 1, 
2017, France has enacted a new law, dubbed “the right to disconnect.” 
Firms with over fifty employees are required to set hours (typically eve-
nings and weekends) when employees are not supposed to send or reply 
to e-mails.

8. Schedule when you send e-mails

Life is about timing.
—Carl Lewis

What can you do when you have the urge to write an e-mail outside 
of business hours?



8

S H A R O N  F .  D A N Z G E R

Write the e-mail but delay sending it. Outlook has this feature in 
its program and Boomerang (http://www.boomeranggmail.com) www.boomeranggmail.com) www
is a plug-in for Gmail. I use a Mac and purchased a plug-in called 
SendItLater, now part of MailButler (https://www.mailbutler.io) www.mailbutler.io) www
which enables me to write the e-mail, getting it off my to-do list, and 
schedule it for a specific date and time.

When you schedule an e-mail, be strategic and send it at a time when it is 
more likely to be opened and not fall to the bottom of someone’s inbox.

I typically schedule e-mails that I’ve written over the weekend 
to be sent on Monday morning at 10:00 a.m. Not only does this 
show that I respect the workday of the recipient, but it is also 
strategic.

Sending an e-mail at 10:00 a.m. gives someone time to arrive in the 
office and sort through what is in their e-mail inbox after the week-
end. This means that my e-mail is more likely to arrive into a cleared-
out inbox and increases the odds that it will be opened and read.

Similarly, avoid sending e-mails at 5:00 p.m. on a Friday when they 
may get lost during a time when the recipient is more focused on 
starting the weekend.

9. Pick up the phone

Have you ever experienced the frustration of going back and forth 
with e-mail just to arrange a time to meet with someone? It may look 
something like this:

You: Joe, let’s meet to discuss the project. Are you free on 
Wed at 3, Thursday at 10, or Friday at 2?
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Joe: Sounds great. Those dates and times don’t work for me. 
How about Wed at 4, Thursday afternoon, or Monday at 9:30?
You: No good. Monday at 2? Tuesday at 10?

I think you get the idea.

What a waste of time! Sometimes we forget that a one-minute phone 
call might be the easiest way to accomplish what might require a string 
of four or five e-mails.

Don’t be afraid to pick up the phone.

That said, if your work involves a lot of appointment setting, you 
might want to consider services such as Calendly (www.Calendly.www.Calendly.www
com) or Acuity (www.AcuityScheduling.com) which allow others to www.AcuityScheduling.com) which allow others to www
self-self-self book appointments with you from time slots you prespecify.book appointments with you from time slots you prespecify.book

10. Take disagreements off line

Although e-mail is a great and convenient form of communication, 
there are times when it is definitely not the best way to get your mes-not the best way to get your mes-not
sage across.

If you strongly disagree with someone, don’t write it in an e-mail. For 
starters, the tone of the e-mail is likely to be misinterpreted. When we 
feel anger, our writing reflects this and a message of disagreement may 
come across much stronger than intended.

From a communication and diplomacy standpoint (and to maintain 
good relationships) we are always best to take a few deep breaths be-
fore doing anything. Then, rather than writing a rant, try picking up 
the phone and having a discussion.
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Remember that it is really easy to forward e-mails to a large audience. 
If you are angry when you write an e-mail, you will not want it dis-
tributed far and wide.

11. Get rid of “sent from my…”

While I have heard opposing views, I still believe that it makes sense 
to change the default message on phones and tablets that says “sent 
from my…”

If you are sending a work e-mail while you are on the subway or wait-
ing for a doctor’s appointment, why let everyone know that you are 
not working from your office?

I do not believe, as some have argued, that it serves as an excuse for 
poor grammar or text-like e-mails simply because you are on a mobile 
device.

If you can’t do good work remotely, it is better to wait.

The only valid argument I have heard for keeping the “sent from 
my…” in the signature, is that it lets people know that when you are 
responding outside of work hours, it is not your normal workday, and 
you are simply being ultraresponsive and providing great customer 
service. It helps to manage the perception that you are at your desk 
24-7. Although, essentially, you are.

12. Project-Project-Project management softwaremanagement softwaremanagement

One of the most common complaints I hear is the overwhelming 
number of e-mails that need to be addressed each day. One way to 
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reduce the volume of e-mails is to use project-management software, 
like Asana or Trello.

These are particularly helpful when you are working on projects with 
other people. You can all access information and updates on a project 
without filling your e-mail inboxes with back and forth messages that 
may be buried.

These programs offer the flexibility to share folders with different par-
ticipants, visualize progress, and have both free and premium versions 
that are robust and easy to use.

If you are interested in giving one of these (or a different app) a try, 
I suggest you search on YouTube for an instructional video. YouTube 
videos are a free and great learning tool!

13. Gmail—unsend

For those of you who use Gmail, in 2015 they added a great feature that 
can save you from embarrassment, shame, and fear–fear–fear you–you–  know, the feelings you know, the feelings you
that surface when you realize you accidentally sent an e-mail to the wrong mail to the wrong mail
person (or before you have edited out some inappropriate comments).

To enable this feature, go to the little gear under your profile picture. 
Click on Settings. Scroll down and select Enable Undo Send. You can 
select up to thirty seconds to delay the send, and I suggest you take 
the maximum time.
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