Short Report on the effect of e mails on health at work

Risk assessments form the basis of our health and safety legislation in the United Kingdom (UK). They require employers to identify workplace hazards and manage risks - to prevent harm to employee health from taking place. Increased use of communication technology especially the use of emails has created stressors in a work environment: an issue which needs to be addressed.  Work place stress is identified as a hazard and as such is required to be managed. The Health and Safety Executive have produced the stress management standards on which organisations can measure their cultural traits in relation to work stress (HSE 2006). This report acknowledges that Leeds Metropolitan University are currently addressing the issues of managing stress in the workplace and will only look at the use of email.
The use of email touches all six areas of work design within an organisational culture identified to contribute to workplace stress (HSE2005).These are:
· Demands – such as workload, work patterns and the work environment

· Control – eg: how much control a person has in the way they do their work

· Support – such as the encouragement, sponsorship and resources provided by the organisation, line management and colleagues

· Relationships – such as promoting positive working to avoid conflict and dealing with unacceptable behaviour

· Role such as whether people understand their role within the organisation and whether the organisation ensures they do not have conflicting roles

· Change – such as how organisational change (large or small) is managed and communicated within the organisation.
The main piece of legislation is the Health & Safety at Work Act 1974. This requires employers to provide a workplace that is safe and healthy. The Management of Health & Safety at Work Regulations 1999 require employers to be more active about identifying risks. Thus a risk assessment is required to assess issues relating to health & safety - including stress - and make sure there are adequate controls in place to deal with the issue. Changing working practices with more home working and increased communication technology allowing access to work at all time increases  opportunities for employees to remain at work for longer hours.  In theory there are regulations guarding the amount of time we work during a week. The Working Time Regulations 1998 limit the working week to 48 hours (average over a four week period). 

RECOMMENDED ACTION – 

· As part of the overall stress management policy, although the facility to work from home for some employees has many benefits  e.g. in relation to control employees need to be reminded that hours spent working at home managing email accounts do count towards the working time directive and still needs to be managed in relation to health and safety

· Management support required as per managing stress standards

· Poor posture and incorrectly adjusted chairs and computer screens can add to stress levels at work (and other physical health effects). Therefore there are regulations as to how employees use such equipment. The Health & Safety (Display Screen Equipment) Regulations 1992 state that employers should risk assess the use of display screen equipment in their organisations and this includes the home worker. Home workers need to be encouraged to assess home work stations and any others used eg on trains or in cars.
Employees need to be aware that they are also responsible for the health and safety of their co-workers and the sending of unnecessary e mails can be as liable to cause harm to co workers as much as leaving water on a floor to cause slips and falls can do.
RECOMMENDED ACTION

· Explicit email etiquette is followed at all times in respect for the health and safety of others.

· Use clear titles for messages to assist organising

· State if an answer is required or not

· Do not ask more than one question in an e mail as this is ineffective as individuals tend to save them until all tasks are addressed

· Do not use capital letters as can be taken as shouting

· Re read your messages before you send to check content

· Do not hit the reply to all key or forward unless really necessary

· If possible place large documents on the shared drive and send a link to people to access the data if they wish

· Do not send “chain mails of forwarding to all your friends”

Employees need to be made aware of how to manage their own e mails effectively to reduce the amount of pressure on their workload

RECOMMENDED ACTION

All staff to be advised to manage e mail effectively as part of their stress management strategy,  accessible reminders on intranet eg  link for further information placed on home page for staff or possibly a “pop up”  reminder on log in

E-mail is becoming increasingly difficult to manage and can be a frustrating burden, hindering important work. Here are some tips for more efficient handling of e-mail.
· Beware of junk mailing lists. 
· Avoid giving your e-mail address unless you know exactly what is on offer. De-register from any newswires you no longer find useful.

· Delete at will. 
· Use the delete key as freely as possible. Delete all obvious junk without reading it. Do not reply to unwanted 'spam', as this will merely confirm that your account is active.

· Filter your mail. 

· Automatic systems such as Outlook or Eudora can direct your email to preset folders to save you having to sort the wheat from the chaff.

· Prioritise your mail. 

· Most programs allow you to assign different colours to e-mail from selected people. So, if e-mails from a certain person are usually important, you can colour code them and deal with them quickly.

· Don't let your inbox build up. 

· Clear it out regularly, or the stress will mount.

· Use auto-replies. 

· Some packages allow you to automatically reply when you are not available, saying exactly that.

· Keep only one or two accounts. 

· While extra accounts might appear useful, remember that more addresses means more mail. 

· Learn e-mail etiquette. 

· To help others out, always re-read your message before sending it. E-mails should be succinct and to the point. Never use upper case only, IT LOOKS LIKE YOU'RE SHOUTING! 

· Maintain verbal communication where possible. 
· Get up and talk to someone three desks away rather than emailing them this will make you healthier!
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