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E-mail Overload in Government: Why we can’t afford to ignore it any longer 
 

The combination of email overload and interruptions is 
widely recognized as a major disrupter of staff productivity, 
morale and work-life balance.  
 
Email overload is typically thought of as impacting large 
corporations and the needs of the public sector have 
seemingly been overlooked in such discussions.   
 
For a variety of reasons, government entities are in many 
respects far less prepared to deal with the problem than their 
corporate equivalents. In a typical corporate environment, 
the primary focus is naturally on turning a profit.  As a result, 
when presented with hard numbers that show the impact the 
e-mail overload is having on the bottom line, they are quick 
to consider how to reduce their exposure to the problem and 
recapture lost revenue.  
 
However, government entities operate with a level of 
bureaucracy that makes it a far more difficult and slower 
process for them to address these issues. 
 
Local, state, and federal governments spend $44.2 million# 
managing email and information each year. Indeed, it is 
almost impossible to work for the government and not spend 
significant time managing large volumes of email. However, 

most organisations do not measure how effectively their 
people are using email. While IT departments can measure 
how much email is being used, they don’t measure how well, 
(ie: how productively). And, of course, whatever is not 
measured is very often not managed – it’s out of control! 
 
These days, e-mail is probably the biggest time waster and 
source of frustration in modern business life. 
 
In an era of extreme belt tightening and budget cuts at all 
levels of government, there is no better time to address email 
and information overload. The following report showing the 
results of an eProductivity Benchmarking Audit conducted 
across 25 government agencies* over the past 11 years and 
highlights the impacts and financial cost of email overload in 
government. It also contains some brief insights into the data 
collected.  
 
The report has been prepared by Solutions for Success, 
Australia’s leading Workplace and Email Productivity 
Experts. Our organisation has over a decade of experience 
in partnering with those organisations keen to transform the 
email culture, communication effectiveness and workplace 
productivity for their people. 
 

# Based on ABS figures from June 2015 showing 1.9 million public sector staff at average of $23, 273 pp 
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e-Productivity Benchmarking Audit for Local Government 
 
The eProductivity Benchmarking Audit has been designed to 
give a ‘snapshot’ of the current e-mail practices in an 
organisation. It helps identify the e-mail strengths and 
weaknesses of participating staff, highlighting the points of 
greatest frustration and challenge. This report summarises all 
the audits completed on-line in the period 2016-18, along with 
key findings, observations and recommended solutions.  
 
Key findings: 

 Local Government staff send & receive an average of 58 
e-mails per day (22 sent and 36 received). This equates 
to over 12,700 messages per person, per year*! What 
other workplace process do staff perform that many times 
per year? 

 69% of e-mail volume is generated internally within 
these organisations. This means that many of the 
interruptions, distractions and lost productivity that 
results from e-mail as-an-interruption are internally 
generated! 

 37% of e-mail would be better communicated as a 
verbal conversation (either via phone or face-to-face). 
This means messages are taking longer than necessary 
to be communicated, or that messages are not being 
communicated clearly at all. 

 32% of e-mail volume is NOT immediately clear on its 
meaning. These result in misunderstandings, mis-
communications, time loss in gaining clarification and an 
increasing backlog of unprocessed and unanswered 
messages. 

 40% of messages do NOT require any action from the 
recipient! And 32% are not directly related to them at all! 

 An average of 2.38 hours per day is spent processing 
e-mail and the dollar value of this time is $27,545 per 
person per year. How much of this time could be saved 
by improved practices and redirected towards 
achievement of higher priority work, especially longer-
term projects? 

 The average number of messages in the inbox is 2691 e-
mails per person! This represents 2691 pieces of 
unfinished business (even if the only action required is to 
delete or file), resulting in clutter and distracted attention 
for new incoming messages. 

 Staff are highly distracted by new incoming messages, 
checking their inbox almost as frequently as each 
message arrives. This has a significantly negative impact 
on ability to concentrate, complete tasks, make decisions 
and overall daily productivity. 

 
* Based on 220 working days per annum 
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eProductivity Benchmarking Audit Results 

* The averages above are from all organisations that have completed this audit from March 2006 – December 2018. 
 

Survey Question 
Private 

Enterprise * 
2006-2017 

Government  
2016-18 

Government 
Your 

Council? 

How many e-mails do you receive on average each day? 39 32 36 ? 

How many e-mails do you send (new messages and replies) on average each day 26 23 22 ? 

What ratio or percentage of e-mail do you receive internally (i.e. from colleagues) 
compared to e-mail from external sources? 65% 73% 69% ? 

What percentage of e-mails received require an action from you (as opposed to 
simply being read or filed)? 56% 59% 60% ? 

What percentage of incoming e-mail is NOT directly related to your workplace role 
and tasks (i.e.: you receive them as are ‘cc’ or ‘bcc)’? 27% 24% 32% ? 

What percentage of the e-mails you receive are immediately clear to you on the 
meaning of their message? 70% 71% 68% ? 

What percentage of e-mails you receive have a message which would be better 
handled by face-to-face contact or a phone call?  30% 30% 37% ? 

How many e-mails are left in your In-box right now? 1374 624 2691 ? 

How much time do you spend processing e-mail each day? 2.32 hrs 2.33 hrs 2.38 hrs ? 

How much is this time worth on an annual basis (per person)? $32,464 $23,273 $27,545 ? 

How often during the day do you check your Inbox? (responses according to 
following scale); 

2.34 2.35 2.26 ? 1. Most of the time   
2. Whenever they arrive  
3. Randomly throughout day  
 

4. At several planned times each day   
5. Once or twice at planned times each day  
6. Infrequently 
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Results & Observations: 

 How much e-mail do we handle? Participants send & receive 
an average of 58 e-mails per day (22 sent, 36 received). This 
equates to 12,700 messages per person, per year! 1 

 
 How much e-mail is generated internally? The percentage of 

internal e-mail is 69%. This means that many of the 
interruptions, distractions & lost productivity that results from 
e-mail as-an-interruption are internally generated!  

 
The impact and cumulative effect of these interruptions should 
not be underestimated. It also means that a solution to this 
problem lies largely within our own control (by implementing 
an agreed and superior method for using and managing e-
mail). 

 
 How much e-mail is relevant? The percentage of incoming e-

mail that does NOT require an action is alarmingly high at 
40%. These are messages which are either not necessary at 
all or do not require immediate attention (ie: can be handled 
at another time), yet they still cause interruption.  

  
Many of these are cc e-mails (24%). These messages (mixed 
in with other messages that do require timely attention and 
action) cause distraction and dilution of focus and time that 
should be given to the messages that matter most.  

                                                      
1 Based on 220 working days per annum 

 Are our e-mail messages easily understood? Only 68% of 
messages are immediately clear to the receiver. This means 
that at least, resulting in misunderstandings, 
miscommunications, time loss in gaining clarification and an 
increasing backlog 32% are NOT immediately clear of 
unprocessed/ unanswered messages. 

 
 Is e-mail being used appropriately? A surprisingly high 37% of 

messages would actually be better communicated 
verbally (face-to-face or on phone) – that’s nearly one in four!  

 
This means that messages are taking much longer than 
necessary to be communicated, or that messages are not 
being communicated clearly at all. This correlates to the 
feedback that “people trying to resolve complex issues via 
e-mail” is the #2 of the most common e-mail problems (see 
page 7). 

 
 Cost of time spent on e-mail? The average amount of time 

spent processing e-mail is 2.38 hours per person (worth 
$27,545 per person per year).  

How much would the cost be if all email users in Local 
Government were surveyed? It should be noted that much of 
this time is legitimately needed to process incoming 
messages.  
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However, there is great scope for dramatically reducing this 
amount of time (by at least 25-40%) by introducing Best 
Practice processes for handling incoming e-mails (plus further 
benefits/savings from writing more effective outward 
messages). 

 
 How cluttered is the in-box? Participant’s reported an average 

of 2691 e-mails per person are currently retained in their 
in-box. This means that there is a huge backlog of 
unprocessed e-mails sitting in in-boxes (both read and 
unread, actioned or not auctioned).  

The resulting visual and mental distraction these cause, in 
addition to the dilution of attention, focus and time given to 
new incoming messages, is a chief cause of the number 1 e-
mail problem, identified as “Getting no response to your e-
mail when you send a message that clearly requires a 
response (or response is too slow)” – see page 7. In 
addition, the nagging sense of not being up-to-date is a source 
of demotivation, feeling overwhelmed, pressured and 
stressed. 

 

 

 How much are we interrupted by e-mail? This is a significant 
e-mail problem for users (see page 7) with the majority of 
users (58%) reporting that they check their in-box either 
‘most of the time’ or ‘whenever a new message arrives’. 
The impact of working in this highly interrupted, distracted and 
reactive manner results in a severe cumulative loss of focus, 
time, energy and overall productivity. This hinders and delays 
the completion of high priority or important tasks as well as 
compromising the quality of this work.  

Combined with the inability to concentrate on an intellectual 
activity requiring more than a few minutes, this has a 
debilitating effect on employees’ ability to achieve optimal 
results - reduced mental capacity causes them to work well 
below their full potential, leading to increased error rates 
(including poorer decision-making), decreased output, 
superficial thinking, and fewer new ideas and solutions are 
generated.  

E-mail as-an-interruption must be eliminated, especially when 
it can be better and more productively handled in a more 
appropriate timeframe and a more proactive manner. 
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Common E-mail Problems  
Participants were asked to rate the following typical e-mail problems on a scale of 1 (no problem) to 10 (major problem) 

Typical Email Problems B’mark  Gov 2016-18 Rank 

Getting no response to your e-mail when you send a message that 
clearly requires a response (or the response is too slow) 

1  5.54 1 

People trying to resolve complex issues via e-mail 2  5.07 2 

E-mail interruptions when you're working on other, higher priority tasks 3  4.88 3 

People who 'CC' you (and everybody else just to "cover their butt" (CYA) 
- whether you needed to know or not 

6  4.69 4 

Too many attachments or attachments that are too big 13  4.63 5 

Procrastinators who wait till last minute to request something from you 
(when they've had ample time) and then say it's not their fault… 

5  4.21 6 

Others replying to your message without including previous message (so 
that you can't remember what the original issue is) 

9  4.11 7 

Needless, one-line responses, like "thanks", "OK", "you're welcome" etc 7  3.84 8 

Subject lines that are unclear or don't match the message 4  3.84 9 

People who use Read Receipt on everything they send 11  3.83 10 

Bad grammar, spelling and punctuation 12  3.82 11 

People who send last minute meeting cancellations by e-mail which you 
don't get till AFTER you've arrived for the meeting 

10  3.73 12 

People who call you instead of checking their e-mail when you've already 
sent the same information they needed/ requested 

8  3.61 13 

Auto-responders that don't mean anything eg: ‘Thanks for your message’ 14  3.32 14 

Attachments that come without an explanation in the body of the 
message, so you don't know what they’re about 

15  3.23 15 

People who send non work-related messages that clutter up your in-box 
and distract you from your work 

17  3.16 16 

People using abbreviations, shortcuts and 'jargon' such as 4U, Gr8 etc 16  3.15 17 
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The Challenge of Mastering Email in the Modern Workplace 
Solutions for Success have been studying the impact of email on 
workplace productivity for the past decade. Our specialisation in 
this particular aspect of work-life occurred as a result of our 
experience in 1:1 coaching sessions to support time management 
training – more and more of these sessions were devoted to 
addressing email. Clients kept saying us ‘our biggest time 
management problem is email’. 
 
Email is now a major driver of communication and workload in 
most organisations. It is also cited as one of the biggest time 
wasters in the modern workplace! Modern email programs make 
it easy to send large amounts of email and also to organise and 
prioritise incoming messages and workload.  
 
Our research has found that most users have grasped the former 
without mastering the latter. For example, everyone knows how to 
send ‘cc’ messages but few know how to apply rules to sort the 
wheat from the chaff. 
 
The causes of email overload extend beyond individual skills (or 
lack of them) and into group interaction. With the majority of email 
volumes being generated within an organisation, there is great 
scope to discuss (and improve upon) agreed ‘best practices’ for 
using this ubiquitous communication tool. 
 
In light of the complex behavioural issues, simply telling users to 
curb their email sending is not sufficient – a comprehensive, 
management-driven process is also necessary. It has to delve

beyond simple exhortation into actual group behaviour to identify 
the causes of current practices & define changes needed to 
improve them. 
 
The following three solutions aim to reduce information and email 
overload by educating employees to adopt new behaviours, 
thereby modifying the prevailing organisational culture. 
 

1. Email Mastery 

2. Smart Email Practices 

3. Awareness Drive 
 
I would be happy to discuss partnering with you to deliver any of 
these solutions for your people. Meanwhile, if you have any 
questions about this report, please contact me direct to discuss – 
whatever I can do, I’m here to help! 
 
All the best! 

 
Steuart Snooks  
Solutions for Success 
Direct: 0413 830 772 
E-mail: steuart@solutions4success.com.au  
Website: www.steuartsnooks.com.au 


