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It =eems almost a hadge of pride with =ome
in the business community these days to
loudly pronaunce your daily e-mail tally to
armyone who'll listen. Hundreds? Great.
Thousands? Even better.

But does this kind of ohsession with
communications lead to hetter results at the
haottorm line — or is the opposite true? A
growing contingent of IT specialists agree
information overload —whether it be from
e-mail, instant messaging, telephone or
other means of communication —is a
serious problem within the business and

corporate community, and its only getting Gord MeCaskill, CEQ of dpoyrtz Dezign.
L =1 = [Darren Brown, OBJ)

The 284 sat down with Gord MeCaskill, CED of 4 Poyntz Dezign {10
employees), to find outwhat he does when his employvees get a hittoo
horn-hap .

OB Perhaps firstyou could tell us what you do atyvour company, and how
vou'e hadto deal with so-called information overload in the past.

MCCASKILL: Well, 4Pointz Dezign is a marketing and communications firm. We
hawe a signature product called Webpoyntz, and part ofthat is to promote
communications over theweb. So it provides the ease of manipulating content,
gathering data, and doing something with that data through a variety of different
forrms. Within that, is sort of like a membership area for collaharation, and what
wa'te trying 10 dois minimize the need for e-mail. Part ofwhat some of our
clients do iz collaborate internationally, and they found that through legacy
means —whether it's e-mail, ar a Word document, orwhatever — they were
lozing pieces of information. What we'e done iz gotten rid ofthe need o do
that, and have everybody working online atthe same time. So that's one ofthe
things we're doing ta try and limit infarmation overload.

CBJ: S that's what your company does — are there any other, internal
measures yvou take to streamline communications and limit overload?

MCCASKILL: About a yvear and a half ago, we provided some employees with a
Blackherry — a lot of people who go out on the road. And Ive found personally
with rvy Blackherry, | save ahout two hours a day dealing with infarmation as it
comes in, as opposed towaiting, sitting down, and dealing with a lot of
information at one time. So for me, it's a big time saver. It alzo allows us to
communicate effectively with aur clients and our partners, as the infarmation
COMeS in.

But the other side ofthat, howewer, is the overload component. So ifyou're trying
to get something done andvou get a series of important messages that come
in, and youe got to deal with that, well then you'e basically lost saome time
dealing with the subject at hand. Continuity plays a big factor in putting out
something of quality, 50 when you're interrupted.... Well, you're interrupted.

QBJ: Do you have any personal technigues you use to avoid heing swamped
with messages?

MCCASKILL: There's no method that's implemented within the comparry, but for
rmyself | tny not to deal with ry e-mail it 'm busy with something. I'moon the road
alot, g0 I'm not sitting behind a desk and | don't have to deal with that, in that
sense. In the office, howewer, it's a completely different scenario —when you're
in the office, my developers only laok at their e-mail twice a day. But with ry
salespeaple, it's completely different. | want them to have that quick response
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differently with your e-mail, or your phone messages, or any type of
cammunication,

QB What's wour company situation interms of wireless devices — are they
fairly standard, or does only management use thermn, and what's yvaur policy?

MCCASKILL: Ive got one developer that's got a Blackberry, 50 he's always an
and we can communicate and coordinate with that person. Each basic
department head that doesn't need to be an the road had a Blackherry, and is
part of that communication process. And my technicians who go outin the field
are all carrving Blackherries, because they need to be in constant
communication with the office, our clients, and with each other. Sa that provides
a paricular ease of communicatian with therm.

QBJ: It does provide ease of communication, but how much does it contribute to
employes information overload?

MCCASKILL: | can see it | can see itin some of my employvees, thatthey are
ovetloaded with communications, When you look at hovw some of them respond
and the time frames that they answer, yvou can see theyve created their own,
personal schedule to deal with e-mail. | have one technician who doesnt ook
athis Blackherry unless it's bhetween noon and three, and that's a result of
heing overloaded. Inthe heginning, & lot of our responses were pretty fast, but
vou can see that because we were responding so quickly, people took
advantage of that and expected it. So theywve slowed it down and tapered it down
a little hit, and to a degree they also screen their e-mails as to what's important.

OBJ: Ever have any instances of people e-mailing each other at three in the
rmarning for wark?

MCTASKILL: Oh my Gad, it's constant. Evervhody's always on, and you'd be
amazed at our e-mail history. YWe have emails going around 24 hours a day.

QBJ: Mecessary emails? Or are they of the more frivolous kind atthree inthe
marning?

MCCASKILL: There's really no frivolous e-mail in the company, mayhe like ane
per cent or something very small. But | find the emails that people send at one,
two, three, four o'clock in the morning are dealing with real issues. So with the
development team, they're dreaming up new things, putting things together,
|ooking for a response to see ifit's a good ides, that kind of stuff. And ifyou [ook
at our e-mails, lwould say | don't know when anybody sleeps.

CBJ: Do you find you have to enforce a hit of a balance, though? It's good to
have people so dedicated to their jobs, but do you have to say listen, take a
hreak' ance in awhile, as well?

MCCASKILL: Yeah, [ actually very now and again have to check outwho's daoing
what, and what their stress level iz like. And they may not know it, so you identify
it and say “ou know, take a couple days off, go away and putyour Blackberry
down and get disconnected.' But we're very fortunate, we're a young caompany
and everybody iz passionate aboutwhat we do.

THE EXPERTS SAY...

There seems to he almost a pride in having 3,000 messades inyour inkox, or
having to sitthrough a meeting and ignore eventhing everyone else is saying
hecause you're using your Blackberry. | talked to a %P of human resources of a
large carporation recently, and she estimated that out ofthe 110 e-mails per
day =he was receiving, she only needed to see five Or Six,

One ofthe comments Ive heard from one of the executive directors in here (the
federal government) is Why is evervhody sending me this message, asking for
ry opinion®? 's a bloody job they're getting paid $110,000 2 yearto dao, why
cantthey doitthemselves? And so | think it's a bit of chicken-heanedness,
along with a YA (cover your ass) mentality that's taken root.

Cne of the things I'm always struck by is that we spend huge amounts of money
an infarmation technaology, but absolutely nothing on how people cughtto use
thattechnology in a business sense. We give people harely the skills they need
to turn things on, and none of the skills they need to use these things effectivaly
inhusiness,

I've developed an online guide that's divided inta four sections: How to manage
your own time; how to manage information; how to write clear messages; and
howe to interact appropriately with colleagues.



The really big issue with e-mail, though, is that in narmal commuonication anly
seven percent ofitis words —the restis hody language, tone ofyoice, ete. So

whenyou're dealing with e-mail, you're dealing with the least capahle way we

have of communicating. Sovou have to be careful to use it atthe right time and
use itwith skill, and we're not doing either of those things right now:

Peter Turner, s-coymmunications sirategist (E-5hrink)

| guess information overload acours when the person becomes tao
fragmented, and they're unahle in a comprehensive manner to stay on task, or
stay on goal. And this occurs because of distractions. Sa ifyou get a number of
e-rmails, or other kinds of messages coming at you, and yvou don't have any
palicies of handling that within the campany, then your employees can become
distracted, and it can affect the bottom line of the organization.

Fersonally, | receive a ot of e-mails. And one of the things that | recommend
arganizations dois locate a good e-mail client, one that can be used for
searching, that integrates with other tools, that has excellent filters and
minimizes the amount of handling that you hawve to do.

And then, a lot of companies implement an e-mail client but they don't have
followy-up — in other words they don't have policies in place to help managers
effectively manage the communications they're bombarded with. With the
technology, then, you need processes to help manage that technalogy.

What kind of policies? They could be palicies against institutional spam —too
many people do blind co'ing or blind copying of messages, and 1 think policies
can be putinto place to reduce that within a business, butthey have to be
mandated. In rmy opinion, mayhe 30 per cent of business e-mail is institutional
spam, where you're being cc'd on an e-mail you have nothing to do with.

Some companies, in fact, have implemented a fine ifthere's unnecessary co'ing
and things like that.

Steven lbaraki, Canadian Information Processing Sociedy vice-presicient
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