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Executive Summary 
 
The organization examined in this work is a state community college located in 

Tennessee.  It is a publicly supported two-year community college operated under the Tennessee 
Board of Regents' support. The institution has asked to remain anonymous; therefore, a 
pseudonym of Capstone State Community College (CSCC) will be used throughout the paper as 
the identifier. CSCC’s goal is to understand how technology impacts overall worker productivity 
for “general” or “non-academic” staff housed in specific units that traditionally fall under 
Enrollment Affairs, Services, or Management, specifically targeting staff within the Office of 
Admissions and Registrar. This is essential as only nineteen staff support the work housed within 
the Office of Admissions and Registrar. CSCC seeks to understand the relationship between 
employee engagement, workload, use of technology, and e-mail volume and how they are 
associated with overall work productivity and the direct increases on stress.   

 
In conducting a literature review on e-mail overload, the researcher identified critical 

studies conducted by Reinke and Chamorro-Premuzic (2014) and Dabbish and Kraut (2006) 
regarding the feelings of overload and changing landscape of communication technologies, in 
addition to research by Barley, Meyerson, and Grodal (2011), Karr-Wisniewski and Lu (2010), 
and Mehta and Mehta (2013), which explored the rapid adoption of e-mail as one of the primary 
methods for communication and information exchange connecting how additional technology 
tools create additional dependence while connecting the concept of technology overload to 
decreases in worker productivity, employee engagement, and stress. To frame a better 
understanding of the phenomenon of e-mail overload, the conceptual framework in this study 
was drawn from the work on information overload by Eppler and Mengis (2003), which 
integrated a series of topic clusters as a way to provide a visualization of the research on 
information overload.   

 
Two research questions were created to connect the context, problem of practice, 

literature, and framework.  
 
1. To what extent does the role of e-mail overload serve as a source of stress?  
2. To what extent does the effect of e-mail overload influence overall productivity? 
 
To investigate these questions, a within-person study using a sequential explanatory 

mixed-methods approach was initially targeted, looking at the use of survey data and an analysis 
of observations and follow-up open-interviews. Unfortunately, the COVID-19 pandemic struck 
during the targeted timeline when the semi-structured interviews and observations were 
supposed to occur. Due to travel restrictions, time-limitations set for this capstone project 
completion, the site's workload, and the continued health and safety concerns for the participants 
and the researcher, a decision was made to forgo any in-person observations as well as 
interviews. As a result, a cross-sectional study targeting data from this specified population was 
conducted. The study sought to determine if e-mail overload was related to increased stressors 
for staff at a post-secondary institution housed within Admissions or the Office of the Registrar. 
The data collection was completed via a survey adapted from “E-mail Overload in Academia” by 
Hole (2008).   
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Finding 1: Overall e-mail volume reflected minor to no increases for office and institutional 
level e-mails. 
 

Results showed office-level e-mail volume reflected minor increases specifically in the 
categories in the number of e-mails received and sent in a 24-hour period. This result 
signaled staff may be experiencing minor changes in their overall office-level e-mail.  
The results at the institutional level e-mail were unanticipated where volume reflected a 
decrease in three of the four categories (received, read, sent, deleted).    

 
Finding 2: Participants experienced higher levels on average of overload/stress in trying to 
efficiently manage e-mail, along with being able to read all important e-mails received.   
  

Results showed that participants had a mean of 4.36 on the first survey and 4.63 on the 
second survey out of 5.00 when managing their office level e-mail efficiently. 
Additionally, participants indicated on the first survey that the ability to read important e-
mail was at a mean of 4.55 and a mean of 4.25 from the second survey. These results 
indicated a higher level of overload/stress in these two areas specific to the participants’ 
office level e-mail. 
 
At the institutional level, e-mail participants indicated agreement, as seen in the results 
from both surveys, with a mean of 4.50, indicating close to a strong agreement that 
managing e-mail efficiently was difficult at times. Additionally, participants indicated 
reading all of the important e-mails received, with a mean of 5.00, reflecting the highest 
level of overload/stress.   

 
Finding 3: Office level e-mail engagement resulted in less of a feeling and/or experience of 
e-mail overload 
 

Both surveys provided results that helped answer one of the primary research questions. 
Specifically, question one – To what extent does the role of e-mail overload serve as a 
source of stress? The results from both surveys indicated that office-level e-mail 
engagement did result in less of a feeling and/or experience of e-mail overload with the 
average overload value being at 2.74 and 2.88 mean, compared to those participants with 
institutional level e-mail engagement for whom more acute feelings of overload were 
present being at 3.50 and 3.00 mean.   

 
Recommendations: 
 

Results of survey data indicated an overwhelming need to find a solution for the director 
and staff within the Office of Admissions and Registrar at CSCC to manage and track the office's 
e-mail volume. This is often a hidden statistic that is not tracked or reported in overall monthly 
volume. Standard data such as the number of recruits, applications received, 
admits/denies/incomplete applications are available and typically provided to show the 
admissions staff's overall workload. On the Registrar side, the standard tracking of classes 
scheduled, number of registration transactions in the system, number of transcripts ordered and 
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produced, etc., are also part of the standard fare. However, there is much-hidden work, such as 
the number of walk-ins, incoming phone calls, forms received and processed, major/minor 
program changes processed, grade changes processed, and overall e-mails both received and 
sent.   

 
Recommendation 1: Formalize the use of data tracking mechanisms for all office and 
institutional level e-mails to monitor and track overall e-mail volume for the Office of 
Admissions and Registrar at CSCC. 
 

In conversation with the Director of CSCC, the researcher learned that tracking overall e-
mail volume is not a current norm. Being able to account for e-mail and additional data 
points already collected will allow the director quantifiable data connecting back to the 
workload that the staff is experiencing specific to e-mail.   
 
Therefore, it was recommended that the site use a monthly statistics spreadsheet for both 
the Office of Admissions and Registrar. A sample spreadsheet, specific to Registrar 
duties, was provided (Appendix G) as an option for tracking different types of data 
typical to the office. Having monthly data around the number of e-mails sent and 
received at the office and institutional level will provide a means for the director to 
monitor the causes of overload, as referenced by Eppler and Mengis (2003).     
 

Recommendation 2: Experiment with the use of existing e-mail client solutions that support 
task management and productivity support.   
 

Data further revealed areas within e-mail, such as identifying importance, managing, and 
engaging with e-mails in a 24-hour period, where a tool for tracking volume is important. 
The MyAnalytics tool, which is an existing part of Microsoft 365, is uniquely designed to 
summarize data specific to the outlook tools and functionalities offered and would 
provide a dashboard view with four main areas of “insight” into one's overall workday - 
showing summary data and ways to improve focus, well-being, network, and 
collaboration while finding ways to work smarter.    
 
This recommendation specifically targeted the “Collaboration” report, where data were 
provided on sent and read e-mails over a four-week timeframe, allowing the site to pull 
monthly e-mail numbers to be placed in the implemented data tracking mechanism.  
 

Recommendation 3: Create actionable data that can determine if productivity is being 
adversely affected. 

 
With the implementation of the first two recommendations, the director would be able to 
accurately track various pressure points connected to e-mail volume, e-mail overload, and 
e-mail management. Creating a specific data set that reflected additional work performed 
by the Office of Admissions and Registrar at CSCC while adapting to cyclical pressure 
points using data to show when additional support may be required.   
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Introduction 
 

Over the last two decades, the world has experienced massive technological changes 

from the launch of the internet to the concept of e-mail (i.e., AOL), which came about in the 

mid-nineties (1995). Although initially adopted slowly, e-mail has become a mainstay in 

ordinary citizens' lives, something many people cannot imagine life without. The change in 

technologies and the increased usage of services like e-mail have modified how every 

organization handles its business. According to the Pew Research Center study in 2011, e-mail 

does not discriminate but instead encompasses all members of society. From our youngest to 

oldest, college-educated, low, high-income, and retirees, at least 92% of adults report using e-

mail to communicate (Purcell, 2011). Fast forward to today, where there is even more 

technology usage in the workplace. As employees are often working with more than one 

computer monitor, laptops, iPads, work phones, and multiple e-mails, it is no wonder that the 

increasing volume of e-mail is widely becoming a growing source of stress and a leading cause 

of productivity losses (Reinke & Chamorro-Premuzic, 2014).  

 

Organizational Context 

The organization examined in this work is a state community college located in 

Tennessee. The organization is a publicly supported two-year community college operated under 

the Tennessee Board of Regents' support. CSCC has several academic divisions including Health 

Sciences, Nursing, Humanities, Business and Technology, Social Science and Education, and 

Mathematics and Science, offering associate degrees, certificates, as well as several special 

academic programs from continuing education, honors, international education, lecture series, 

online education, service learning, and work-based learning opportunities (“About Us | Capstone 

State Community College,” n.d.).   

The community college has asked to remain anonymous; therefore, a pseudonym of 

Capstone State Community College (CSCC) is used throughout the paper as the identifier. CSCC 

sought to understand how technology impacted overall worker productivity for “general” or 

“non-academic” staff housed in specific units that traditionally fall under Enrollment Affairs, 

Services, or Management – The Office of Admissions and Registrar.  It is important to note that 

only nineteen staff were supporting the work housed within the Office of Admissions and 
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Registrar. In the everyday context, understanding the direct relationship between employee 

engagement, workload, use of technology, and e-mail volume and how they were associated with 

overall work productivity and direct increases in stress was an important item for CSCC.   

 

Definition of the Problem 

This capstone study focused on information overload induced by incoming e-mails and 

drew on the definition and research conducted by Dabbish and Kraut (2006). The study's goal 

was to understand how technology impacted overall worker productivity for “general” or “non-

academic” staff housed in specific units that traditionally fall under Enrollment Affairs, Services, 

or Management; specifically, staff affiliated with the functional areas that support or make up the 

Office of Admissions or Office of the Registrar as these offices historically have had an 

additional e-mail(s) account for inquiries and questions from the public and students. 
 

Literature Review 
 

Although the use of technology and increased use of e-mail have become drivers for most 

industries, with about 28% of an average workweek spent on reading and responding to e-mails 

(Reinke & Chamorro-Premuzic, 2014), there is concern that e-mail use is rapidly growing and on 

the brink of being out of control. The phenomenon that one cannot cope with, or process e-mails 

timely or effectively, has been defined as the feeling of e-mail overload (Reinke & Chamorro-

Premuzic, 2014).  Dabbish and Kraut (2006) more specifically define it as “email users’ 

perceptions that their use of email has gotten out of control because they receive and send more 

email than they can handle, find, or process effectively” p. 431). The concept of email overload 

can be traced to the broader construct of “information overload,” which may appear to be a 

recently added phrase used in today’s society. In fact, it has been around as far back as the 1800s 

(Edmunds & Morris, 2000). Klapp (1986)noted that one of the first social scientists to observe 

this phenomenon was Simmel, who, “in 1950, wrote of the overload of sensations in the modern 

world” (Jackson & Farzaneh, 2012, p. 524). Information overload, similar to email overload, 

refers to “a state in which the receiver cannot effectively process received information without 

interruption, causing errors and omission of information” (Klapp, 1986, as cited in Hole, 2008). 

As Hole (2008) explains, “information loses its ability to inform and instead acts like noise, 
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preventing the receiver from performing efficiently” (p. 19). 

 With an ever-changing landscape of computer-mediated communication systems, it has 

become increasingly challenging to keep up with the volume and pace of information (Hiltz & 

Turoff, 1985; Kerr, Hiltz & Turoff, 1982). No place is this more evident than with the rapid 

adoption of e-mail that has become one of society’s primary communication and information 

exchange methods. As the volume of information and emails increases, individuals and 

organizations can become overwhelmed, which as Jackson and Farzaneh note (2012), “can 

reduce productivity and performance, hinder learning and innovation, affect decision making and 

well-being and cost organizations large amounts of money” (p. 523). Tracking the volume of e-

mail communications, the numbers, both received and responded to, along with the types of 

questions and communications or transactions handled via e-mail, has vast implications. 

Knowing not just the costs associated with the technology but the implications to staffing 

retention and mental well-being are essential. Unfortunately, organizational and technological 

research has not kept current with the ways in which e-mail has changed the communication and 

organizational landscape (Dabbish & Kraut, 2006). Based on the research and information 

currently available; however, it appears that the technology-related stress experienced by e-mail 

overload is a high-level concern for a variety of organizations. 

  As Hole (2008), email was initially designed as an “economical means to communicate 

through an asynchronous channel with similar characteristics” to what is often referred to as 

“snail mail.” However, user behavior has dramatically altered email’s original purpose and has 

moved toward a more synchronous communication mode in which users expect the receiver to 

respond to messages within minutes, or hours, and not days (Hole, 2008). In 2007,  Adhoot 

confirmed that, in academia, faculty were on average spending 2.5 hours per day using email. 

For the most part, the e-mail overload phenomenon has been viewed primarily as the 

consequence of the volume of e-mail (Ahdoot ,2007). Research conducted by Hole (2008) and 

Bellotti, Ducheneaut, Howard, and Smith (2003) explain that e-mail quality and interdependence 

are also causes of overload. Research continues to blaze forward, continuing to connect how 

more technology tools can create additional dependence while also connecting the concept of 

technology overload to decreases in worker productivity, employee engagement, and stress 

(Barley, Meyerson, & Grodal, 2011; Karr-Wisniewski & Lu, 2010; Mehta & Mehta, 2013). 

Researchers like Francis, Holmvall, and O’Brien (Francis et al., 2015) explore the relationship 
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between the effects of civil versus uncivil treatment in e-mails and the human nature of how one 

responds to an uncivil interaction, which then perpetuates the influence on workload.   

In 2006, Dabbish and Kraut questioned whether email overload was “simply media 

hyperbole and a backhanded expression of nostalgia for communication methods of the past” or  

“a real phenomenon that has consequence at the individual and organizational levels?” (p. 431). 

Almost 15 years later, research continues to illuminate the critical importance of the potential 

negative impact of email overload on employees in a multitude of settings. 

 As in the case with other industries, email has fundamentally changed the nature of 

communication within higher education institutions. In the higher education literature, there are 

plenty of studies and articles connected to faculty stress, supervisory stress, information 

technology stress, and the impact of e-mail overload; however, there is a gap on the use of e-mail 

within higher education, specifically for what is classified as the “professional or general” staff.  

Surprisingly, there are vast amounts of articles and studies in existence looking at that impact; 

however, the research that has been done related to post-secondary education is very faculty 

centric, which does not capture the actual volume or e-mail overload that might be occurring at a 

staff level within a post-secondary institution outside of administrative or faculty-level positions, 

which needs to be addressed (Pignata et al., 2015).   

The existing research has shown the direct relationship between employee engagement, 

workload, use of technology, and e-mail volume is associated with overall work productivity and 

the creation of feelings or direct increases in stress (Barley et al., 2011). Other than a few studies 

and one or two articles from Australia discussing workload issues and environmental 

causes/factors for “general” or “non-academic” staff satisfaction or work engagement in higher 

education (Szekeres, 2004), the research is lacking. As in most industries, the emphasis on 

customer service and timely communication has grown, and with the invention and use of e-mail, 

expectations continue to expand. Acknowledging the effects of this principle technology used 

every day can provide insight into how the simple tools of e-mail can impact the institution, 

performance, and staffing. Looking beyond the faculty in higher education and targeting those in 

staff roles, or more accurately, higher volume work areas or functional units (e.g., Admissions or 

Registrar offices) within post-secondary education, is needed in order to round out the staffing 

structures that have already been studied.  
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Research Questions 
 

Applying the existing research and building upon the knowledge base around workload 

issues and stressors for general staff, a within-person study using a sequential explanatory 

mixed-methods approach was initially targeted, looking at the use of survey data, analysis of 

observations, and follow-up open interviews. Unfortunately, the COVID-19 pandemic struck 

during the targeted timeline when the semi-structured interviews and observations were 

scheduled to occur. With the travel restrictions, time-limitations set for this capstone project 

completion, and the site's high-demand and workload, plus the continued health and safety 

concerns for the participants and the researcher, a decision was made to forgo any in-person 

observations as well as any interviews. As a result, a cross-sectional study targeting data from 

this specified population was conducted 

This capstone study targeted a mixed office, specifically the general staff housed within 

the Office of Admissions and Office of Records and Registration (from this point forward, the 

Office of Records and Registration will be referred to as the Office of the Registrar), which were 

combined under the director and are referred to throughout the paper as the Office of Admissions 

and Registrar, via a survey format, observation, and interviews. Targeting an office containing 

both groups, as each office typically owns an institutional level, e-mail (i.e., 

admissions@xxxx.edu or registrar@xxxx.edu), where hundreds of questions come in daily, is 

why this study is limited to this group of functional staff. The hypothesis is that employee 

engagement, workload, use of technology, and e-mail volume are associated with overall work 

productivity and the creation of feelings or direct increases in stress.    

 

With this hypothesis and CSCC’s concerns in mind, the following research questions were 

identified: 

1. To what extent does e-mail overload serve as a source of stress? 

2. To what extent does e-mail overload influence overall productivity? 
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Conceptual Framework 
 

The framework selected for this project is drawn from research on information overload. 

The work of Reinke and Chamorro-Premuzic (2014) looked at the ability to cope with or process 

e-mails timely or effectively, which coined the concept of “e-mail overload,” leading to the work 

of others like Dabbish and Kraut (2006) and others targeting the stress created by technology.  

The framework specifically looked at the work done by Eppler and Mengis (2004), which 

created a series of topic clusters to provide a visualization around the research on information 

overload. “These topic clusters are the main causes of information overload, the symptoms or 

effects as well as suitable countermeasures which help to avoid the dysfunctional effects of a 

heavy information load (p. 13).” This framework reflects more of a circular, interdependent 

relationship instead of a direct cause and effect style. Thus, the use of a countermeasure 

explicitly targeting the purpose of the overload can influence other effects that can cause or lead 

to more overload.   

  

Narrowing in on the 

topic clusters, or the main 

causes, such as the 

organizational design (org.), 

information (inf.) itself, and 

information technology (I.T.), 

information overload does not 

emerge because of one of these 

factors, but instead from a mix 

of the five causes and how they 

influence the fundamental 

variables of overload. The five causes influence the information processing capacity, which is 

influenced by the personal characteristics (pers.) and the information processing requirements 

determined by the nature of the task (task). These five causes help one identify what may be at 

the root of an issue leading to overload symptoms or effects. The symptoms help determine what 

suitable countermeasures may be needed to avoid the dysfunctional effects of information load, 

Figure 1: A Conceptual Framework to Structure Research on Information Overload 

(Eppler & Mengis, 2004, p. 13) 
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which then circles back to the causes. All of this is being driven by or affected by the context or 

the system of circular and interdependent relationships (Eppler & Mengis, 2004). 

Although all five causes have merit, honing in on a specific cause, such as information 

technology, can streamline and help define the topic of e-mail overload. Information Technology 

is a significant reason why information overload has become a critical issue as the development 

and deployment of new information and communication technologies such as the internet and e-

mail are universally seen as one major cause of information overload (Bawden, 2001). Targeting 

e-mail overload as a sub-category of the broader information overload topic, there was a need to 

narrow what defines e-mail overload. The quantity of e-mail sitting in one’s inbox to the usage 

of e-mails such as task management and personal archiving to the overall time invested in 

responding to e-mails is critical when defining e-mail overload (Whittaker & Sidner, 1996).  

 

Study Design 
 

Based on the topic, time constraints, and target audience, a cross-sectional study 

targeting data from a specified population based on a specific point in time was conducted. The 

participants were selected based on variables of interest; staff affiliated with an Office of 

Admissions and Registrar with a connection to not only an office level e-mail but possible 

interaction or responsibility for an institutional level e-mail. According to Creswell (2014), 

collecting point-in-time data to determine the prevalence of an outcome at a particular moment 

in time is defined as a cross-sectional design. Utilizing this study design allowed the researcher 

to examine the occurrence of overall e-mail overload specifically related to CSCC. 

 

Variable Conceptualization and Operationalization: 

E-mail Usage:  

The survey considered the impacts of e-mail usage and, in cases where multiple technologies are 

being used, look at the aggregate effects regardless of technology.   

 

Stress:  

Looking at the e-mail type (office-level e-mail versus institutional level e-mail) the survey taker 

holds and the feelings experienced, such as being on task or overwhelmed when it comes to 
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working or supporting e-mail. 

 

Employee:   

The employee or staff member (i.e., Admissions or Registrar professional staff member) as the 

unit of analysis considered when evaluating the data, seeking insight into the concept of e-mail 

overload and stress. 

 

Baseline Data Collection: 

Baseline data and background information were captured in consultation with the site 

director for the unit. Unfortunately, no observation processes were completed to captured 

additional demographic data and constructs, such as the staff member's location in the office 

and the typical desk style and set-up. To gain more insight, it would have been valuable to 

capture additional variables such as the types of technologies used by staff when answering the 

e-mails and how much time an individual dedicates to e-mail on a daily/weekly basis. Also, 

determining if other technologies are used at work might have shown a correlation to the 

causes and symptoms referenced in the framework. These correlations would have helped 

connect any challenges staff experienced around e-mail use and management based on which 

types of technology are used for e-mail, specifically at work versus how many other types of 

technologies are required to do other aspects of their job. Connecting the cause and symptoms 

around technology use would have also given more context to the perceived stress participants 

experienced. However, knowing the number of e-mails each responder was responsible for 

(outside of work assigned e-mail address) clarified if participants were working just their work 

assigned e-mail or were also responsible for monitoring other work-related e-mail accounts.   

Additional areas of consideration would have been to look at staff perceptions 

compared to increases over time, does the employee believe an increase has occurred, and are 

they experiencing a decrease in overall motivation and an increase in stress? What is the 

relationship between e-mail usage and stress? E-mail usage can be looked at in several ways, 

and questions need to consider if the employee is only answering their work e-mail or being 

responsible for answering other e-mail boxes at work (i.e., the primary e-mail for the office, 

etc.). Also, looking at various factors around stress beyond the data, such as what position the 

responder holds in the office and how the respondent viewed e-mail interactions.  
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Survey Design: 

An online survey was distributed to 19 individuals, including the staff and director 

within the Office of Admissions and Registrar. After reviewing and analyzing the survey 

results, the researcher would then determine if there would be a need for follow-up with semi-

structured interviews with the staff to clarify the online survey responses. The instrumentation 

design captured data from a specific cross-section of the population, capturing a single point in 

time based on the survey questions and when it is administered. Construction of the survey was 

modeled and adapted from an e-mail overload survey created for Hole's thesis requirement 

(2008) (Appendix A). 

 

Methodology 
 

For Capstone State Community College (CSCC), a survey was the primary data 

collection technique (Appendix A). The survey instrument was adapted from “E-mail Overload 

in Academia” by Hole (2008). The survey was designed to be anonymous using a randomly 

generated response I.D. in place of tracking e-mails. The survey was composed of sixteen 

questions, of which the first six questions required quantitative responses about the volume of e-

mail, the next seven used a five-point Likert scale to determine experiences and stress/overload 

with e-mails, and the last three were open-ended questions regarding users experiences and 

management tactics. Participants received the survey via e-mail, using the Qualtrics Survey 

platform provided to doctoral students via the Peabody College at Vanderbilt University. 

Consent to the survey was captured via the e-mail invitation to participate. A statement was 

added to the e-mail indicating the participant had read the information about the survey and 

purpose and agreed to participate in the research project and then were directed to follow the link 

to the survey. By clicking on the link and participating, implied consent was confirmed 

(Appendix B).  

In consultation with the site director, the survey's timing was determined based on office 

priorities and when might have the best chance of response. It was determined that the best time 

to engage with the office staff via e-mail was just before the Thanksgiving holiday. It is a slower 

time for the Admissions staff's recruitment efforts and right before the Registrar’s staff handles 
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end-of-semester processing. The survey was distributed to nineteen staff housed within the 

Office of Admissions and Registrar at CSCC on Wednesday, November 20, 2019, and was open 

for response through Monday, November 25, 2019.   

The researcher also considered, based on the results from the November survey, a follow-

up site visit, at which time a series of observations and follow-up open interviews would be 

conducted. In coordination with the director of the site, it was determined that the week of spring 

break in 2020 would be the best time to come to campus and engage with staff. Follow-up was 

scheduled for the Friday of March 14, 2020. The on-site observation would provide the 

researcher with an overview of the office's layout, average desk set-up, including the technology 

utilized and any constraints staff may experience within the office environment. Additionally, the 

director and researcher discussed a few follow-up open interviews with key staff, precisely one 

or two staff that held primary responsibility for answering the institutional level e-mails in 

addition to their work e-mail.  

Since interviews can offer additional opportunities to explore how individuals interact 

within their environment and the perceptions that may underlie these actions, an open-ended 

interview's qualitative approach seemed most appropriate (Creswell, 2014). The open-ended 

nature of the interviews was intentionally built-in as a part of the research process, knowing that 

the results from the initial survey would drive possible follow-up questions or possibly highlight 

areas that could be pressure points for follow-up and discussion. By questioning participants in 

an open-ended format, the researcher could allow the participants to follow their train of thought 

and provide focus or follow-up when necessary. 

This method has been utilized repeatedly in the existing e-mail overload research, from 

the pioneers of this research, Mackay (1988) and Whittaker and Sidner (1996). Interviews were 

used exclusively to discover how the multiple uses of e-mail and different e-mail clients were 

being used. The use of this method was repeated in additional studies and research from Bellotti, 

Ducheneaut, Howard, Smith, and Grinter (2005) Bellotti, Ducheneaut, Fisher, Brush, Gleave, 

and Smith (2006), and Hole (2008), which explored additional aspects of e-mail overload. 

Unfortunately, spring break of 2020, for most post-secondary institutions nationwide, 

was when COVID-19 began to intersect with a need to make quick decisions about bringing 

students back to campuses (“Spring break forever: List of universities canceling classes or 

implementing remote study,” n.d.). Many institutions extended the spring break week to begin 
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the mitigation and spread of the virus slated to take hold of their campuses if students returned. 

As a result, most campuses nationwide began shutting down, and travel restrictions or concerns 

about traveling out-of-state began. It was decided by the researcher, due to work-related 

obligations and various travel concerns, travel out-of-state was not optimal.  

Due to the travel restrictions, time limitations, and the continued health and safety 

concerns for all parties involved, a decision was made to forgo any observations and interviews. 

In consultation with the Director for CSCC, a decision was made to run a second survey instead 

of the interviews. The researcher and director felt conducting a second survey held relevance due 

to a context change from when the first survey was distributed prior to the COVID-19 pandemic. 

The second survey afforded the unique opportunity to revisit the first survey context to see if 

participants were experiencing e-mail overload while taking a second look to see if current world 

events were causing any shift to those experiences.    

The conceptual framework on which this project was based discussed the information 

overload context, as seen in Figure 1. According to Eppler and Mengis (2004), this framework 

represents a system of circular, interdependent relationships where many factors from the causes, 

symptoms, and countermeasures aimed at overload can have significant side effects on other 

causes. Additionally, contextual factors like industry characteristics, staffing structures, and in 

this case, the argument of a global pandemic, is of crucial importance on the occurrence of 

overload (Eppler & Mengis, 2004). As Eppler and Mengis (2004) stated, “research methods 

should be applied that can capture many of these contextual factors and highlight the 

interdependencies between each of the clusters” (p. 13). Based on this argument, there was a 

change in the context of when the first survey was taken (November 2019), compared to being 

amid a global pandemic (August/September 2020); one could argue that this framework 

supported the adaptation of running a second survey. The second survey became a way to 

validate the participant’s experiences, see how the shifting context might have changed overall 

responses to the survey questions, and give the site additional context and data connected to 

participants' experiences with the e-mail overload phenomena. 

With no modifications to the questions, the same survey was sent out to participants via 

the Qualtrics platform. The second survey was also set up to be completely anonymous, with 

identical structure and tracking conditions established in the first survey, including the same 

sixteen questions (Appendix B).  
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In consultation with the director of the site, the survey's timing was again an area of 

concern, as the second survey would be distributed just a few weeks after the Fall 2020 semester 

start.  The survey was sent out to the same nineteen staff housed within the Office of Admissions 

and Registrar at CSCC on Monday, September 14, 2020, and was open for response through 

Friday, September 18, 2020. The director sent a similar e-mail as referenced in Appendix B, 

advising participants the survey was coming and asking for their participation.   

 

Data Analysis 

A pre-interview was held with the director to understand the office's organizational 

structure (Appendix C) and the office's standard layout. The physical office is primarily a cubicle 

set-up, with each staff member having a minimum of two monitors, except for the director, who 

has one large monitor. All staff utilize P.C. operating systems, except for the director, who uses a 

MAC operating system. Additionally, CSCC uses Microsoft Office as its primary e-mail 

platform. The office has three primary e-mails: graduation@cscc.edu, admissions@cscc.edu, and 

registrar@cscc.edu (the cscc.edu is a pseudonym for showing the e-mail structure only), as well 

as each staff member holding responsibility for a work level e-mail. Of the nineteen positions 

between the Office of Admissions and Registrar, only one to two staff in each area of 

responsibility – Admissions and Registrar – work the institutional level e-mail, in addition to 

their work level e-mail.   

Qualtrics, the survey system utilized, provided the ability to extract the raw data and 

provided a high-level report (Appendix F) showing the overall number of participants that 

answered questions and what e-mails they were responsible for in their jobs. From the first 

survey, of the eleven participants, 84.62% handled an office level e-mail, and 15.38% worked 

with an institutional level e-mail. In the second survey of the eight participants, 73% handled an 

office level e-mail, and 24% dealt with an institutional level e-mail (Appendix F).   

It is important to note that not every participant completed both surveys. Surveys were 

distributed to nineteen individuals with a response rate of 58% (or eleven individuals) 

completing the first survey.  Of the same nineteen individuals e-mailed in the second survey, 

there was a 42% (or eight individuals) response rate. Due to the small dataset available, both 

iterations' survey analysis goal was to limit the ability to see non-existent patterns and 

relationships. One possible solution to ensure that the data are useful and validated is using a 
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non-parametric approach. “Non-parametric techniques are based on ranks or medians. Ranks 

represent an individual's relative position compared to others but are not affected by extreme 

values (whereas a mean is sensitive to outlier values). Ranks and medians are more “robust” to 

outliers” (Scibilia, 2015. p. 5). Additionally, the removal of outliers was required in a few 

categories to ensure that the data provided were in alignment with the majority of the responses 

provided.   

Participants eight and nine in the first survey and the participants three, four, and nine 

from the second survey indicated they held responsibilities for answering institutional level e-

mails in addition to office level e-mails based on answers to the questions connected to only the 

admissions and registrar e-mails. Two outliers were removed from the categories of e-mail 

volume within the office e-mail questions in both surveys. Those outliers were in the same 

question areas in questions 5-1: current e-mails in the inbox and question 6-1: volume of folders 

created in the inbox.   

 
Table 1: Descriptive Statistics from Microsoft Excel program before removal of Outlier Data 

While removing outlier data can be a highly subjective practice, the researcher attempted 

to eliminate bias by identifying data points that would be an outlier and possibly skew the mean 

data. This review resulted in two data points in the categories of e-mail volume to be classified as 

outliers. The researcher utilized Microsoft Excel’s Data Analysis tool, which provided a series of 

analyzing options. The one chosen to determine the mean for each question on the survey was 

the descriptive statistics functionality. The descriptive statistics for questions five and six before 

removing the outlier data showed a higher mean (see Table 1) than the data after the removal 

(see Table 2) of the two outliers. 



Running Head: E-mail Overload         

 21 

 
Table 2: Descriptive Statistics from Microsoft Excel program after removal of Outlier Data 

The questions regarding e-mail overload (stress) were also statistically analyzed. The 

questions came from the thesis of Hole (2008), which was based in part on the 2003 study by 

Dabbish and Kraut (2003). The questions in the survey were adapted in order to capture three e-

mail categories. Questions one through fourteen asked the question three times specific to an e-

mail type with the expectation that participants would answer based on the e-mails they are 

responsible for managing (i.e., office-level e-mail, admissions e-mail, and registrar e-mail). 

A similar analysis in Hole’s study and this project were performed on the e-mail overload 

(question seven to thirteen questions). In Hole’s (2008) study, the researcher calculated the 

Cronbach coefficient alpha around the same questions. This statistic was used to assess the 

internal reliability of a set of items that addressed a single topic. To determine the Cronbach’s 

alpha for the data in question seven through thirteen, a code set was created with a ‘1’ assigned if 

the question was answered and a ‘0’ assigned if the question was not answered (see “Cronbach’s 

Alpha Basic Concepts | Real Statistics Using Excel,” n.d.).   

In Hole’s study, the Cronbach coefficient alpha for the e-mail overload questions was 

0.8857. In the first survey, the number was 0.8609, and for the second survey, it was 0.8727 

(Appendix E).  Both signified that the questions still reliably assessed a participant’s experience 

with e-mail overload (Hole, 2008). In connection to Hole’s research and Dabbish and Kraut’s 

(2006) findings, the Cronbach alpha result demonstrated that the aggregated responses for the e-

mail overload questions provided a clear indicator of the participant's experiences with e-mail 

overload.   
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Findings 

Eppler and Mengis (2004) stated an effort needed to be made in research methods to 

capture contextual factors such as industry characteristics, the organization's development 

stage, and staff structure. All are of critical importance for the occurrence of overload. The 

survey targeted a specified population based on a specific point in time, and the participants 

were selected based on specific industry characteristics.  Those surveyed comprised of staff 

affiliated with an Office of Admissions and Registrar with a connection to not only an office 

level e-mail but possible interaction or responsibility for an institutional level e-mail.   

 
Finding 1: 

Overall, e-mail volume reflected only minor to no increases for office and institutional level 
e-mails. 

 
 CSCC staff predominately managed an office level e-mail, with two to three staff taking 

on additional responsibilities of an institutional level e-mail. Review of the first six questions 

within the survey focused on quantitative responses connected directly to the volume of the e-mail 

reflected items like the number of e-mails currently in the inbox to how many folders in addition 

to the inbox were used. The participants answered not only their office level e-mails but also 

responded if they held responsibility for the institutional level e-mails, specifically, 

admissions@cscc.edu and registrar@cscc.edu.  

E-mail volume at the institutional level e-mail, Chart 1 reflects the average number of e-

mails participants handled in 24 hours.  E-mail categories from the number of e-mails deleted, 

sent, read, and received were asked, and the data indicated that there were only minor to no 

increases in volume.  
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Chart 1: Average Number of Institutional Level E-mail Interactions/Volume within 24-hours 

As reflected, the read and the received rate went from a mean of 60 to a mean of 47.50, 

which was only a 21% decrease in volume. There was a slight increase in the mean of e-mails 

sent by a difference in the mean of six e-mails. Participants indicated the ability to keep up with 

volume by reading the same amount of e-mails as the received category. Despite any increases or 

changes between the survey’s in-total number of e-mails sitting in one’s inbox (Appendix D: 

Chart 7), results indicated that participants still experienced minor or no increases in volume.   

At the individual office type e-mail (i.e., kelley@cscc.edu) which included e-mails 

concerning daily work duties, institutional notifications, e-mails from the campus community 

(faculty, staff, and some students), etc. overall e-mail volume (see Chart 2), indicated minor 

shifts in all interaction/volume categories.  

 
Chart 2: Average Number of Office Level E-mail Interactions/Volume within 24-hours 
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The six questions in this section connect back to Eppler and Mengis’ (2004) and the first 

testable model they created, which operationalized the five cause categories that lead to 

overload. The survey results indicated that although the volume appeared to be happening at a 

reasonable rate, the rate of incoming e-mails falls within the constructs of information itself. The 

information tells us that the overall e-mail volume, regardless of the office or institutional level, 

appeared to be increasing and decreasing between categories and surveys. Understanding the 

effects of CSCC’s e-mail volume assisted in fully understanding that overload could be 

attributed to the volume of messages received and the extra time it took to handle them, the tasks 

that may have been associated with each e-mail along with the interruptions that e-mail in and of 

themselves can create (Barley et al., 2011). Increases or decreases in volume lead to the 

symptoms of overload and “that the number of e-mails participants perceive to deal with may 

differ from the actual e-mail volume they deal with at any given time” (Reinke & Chamorro-

Premuzic, 2014). 

 
Finding 2: 

Participants experienced higher levels on average of overload/stress in trying to efficiently 
manage e-mail along with being able to read all important e-mails received.   
 
 Questions seven to thirteen used a five-point Likert scale to determine experiences and 

stress or overload with e-mails. The symptoms mentioned in the framework by Eppler and 

Mengis’ (2004) correlate with these seven questions as the intended outcome of this section was 

to indicate overall experiences and feelings of overload. The analysis of these seven questions 

brought forward an unexpected result. Participants indicated higher average levels of 

disagreement or agreement regarding overload and stress with their office level e-mails than 

those working the institutional level e-mail. For questions seven (7): I can manage my e-mail 

efficiently and nine (9): I can read all of the important e-mails that I receive, participants 

indicated agreement that a feeling of overload was present. Although participants indicated 

disagreement that overload was in play connected to locating information or dealing with 

important e-mails, participants indicated they experienced difficulty reading important e-mail 

and/or efficiently managing office-level e-mail (see Chart 3).   
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Chart 3: Feelings of E-mail Overload for Office level E-mail 

At the institutional level, e-mail participants indicated agreement, as seen in the results 

from both surveys, with a mean of 4.50, indicating close to a strong agreement that managing e-

mails efficiently was difficult at times. Strong agreement that reading all of the important e-mails 

received at a mean of 5.00 was also a common finding between both surveys (see Chart 4). 

 
Chart 4: Feelings of E-mail Overload for Institutional Level E-mail 
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working, either inside or outside the office, did not appear to mediate the relationship between e-

mail and the experience of overload (Barley et al., 2011). Instead, e-mail appeared to be related 

to overload in two specific categories, regardless of the e-mail category (office or institutional 

level e-mail).  

 
Finding 3: 

Office level e-mail engagement resulted in less of a feeling and/or experience of e-mail 
overload 
 
 Participants’ experience and management tactics looked at how many times in 24 hours 

they checked e-mail, 

specifically their office 

level e-mail and, if 

applicable, one or both of 

the institutional level e-

mails. Participants 

indicated (see Error! 

Reference source not 

found.) that they checked 

their office level e-mail 

on average 21.50 times in 

24 hours compared to those responsible for an institutional level e-mail where they checked on 

average 4.75 times in 24 hours.  Additionally, the participants' e-mail access patterns were 

consistent as the majority indicated that they typically checked e-mail whenever they saw a new 

e-mail arrived. Answers indicated a pattern of access and monitoring of e-mail throughout the 

day and an established part of their first work-related activities. 

 Many participants indicated that the e-mail client remained open throughout the workday 

and was checked repeatedly during the day, either as a prompt from an e-mail notification or 

because they had trained themselves to look at e-mail throughout the day. 

 

 

 

Chart 5: Average Number of Times E-mail checked within a 24-Hour Period 
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“Usually, every time an e-mail comes 

through.  If I am busy, I will check every 
few minutes.  I do not check e-mail after I 

have left work.” 
 

 (Participant 4) 
 

  
“As soon as the e-mail arrives and requires 
a response.  When it arrives unless I am in 

the middle of something, then after that task 
is completed.”  

 
(Participant 3:2) 

 
   

 

 While rare, two participants indicated they might check e-mail outside the workday; 

however, none of them were checking e-mail outside of the workday in the second survey. A few 

participants indicated that they had an established routine, checking e-mail every few minutes to 

every half-hour or morning, lunchtime, and after returning from meetings. As indicated by 

Participant 4, it was explicitly noted they refrained from checking e-mail outside of work hours. 

 
 

“First thing in the morning, when I arrive at the office, when I 
return from a meeting, as e-mail arrives when I am at my desk, 

and usually once from home at night.”  
 

(Participant 12) 
 

 
 

 E-mail response times were also consistent among participants, as the majority indicated 

they respond to e-mail frequently. Participant response times were anywhere from immediately, 

to every few minutes, to as an e-mail arrives to as needed.  

 

 

 

 
“depends on the urgency of the e-mail, but a typical response 

time is within the half-hour.”   
 

(Participant 5) 
 
 

“every time an e-mail arrives, I have it up continuously.” 
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 (Participant 7:2) 

 
 

 

 The participants appear to utilize some type of process to organize their e-mail queue and 

determine their preferred pattern for review response. E-mail overload did not appear to be a 

topic that all participants experienced in their e-mail based on the analysis. E-mail overload is 

subjective as it relies on an individual’s ability to process information and tolerance for 

unprocessed information to accrue (Hole, 2008).  

 According to Hole's research, only three of the eleven participants in the first survey 

would have experienced acute e-mail overload 

based on the mean of 3.00 or higher. Three 

participants indicated a higher level of overload 

than the remaining participants at 2.86 or lower. 

All three participants indicated in the initial survey 

that they experienced trouble managing their office 

level e-mail, locating information in their inbox, 

missed important e-mails, had trouble reading all 

of the important e-mails received, and generally 

felt e-mail caused some stress or overload in 

their life. The two in light green (see Table 3) 

also work an institutional level e-mail but only 

indicated the management and reading of 

important e-mails were pressure points.    

However, the second survey indicated a change 

as five of the eight participants showed a mean of 

3.00 or higher, indicating the experience of acute 

e-mail overload. The remaining three participants indicated a lower level of overload.  Only one 

(participant 4:2) of the five participants indicating acute overload, expressed trouble managing 

office-level e-mail, locating information in their inbox, missing important e-mails, having trouble 

reading important e-mails received, and in general felt that e-mail caused stress or overload in 

Table 4: Mean of E-mail Overload Variables (2nd Survey) 

Table 3:  Mean of E-mail Overload Variables 
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their life. That is compared to three participants in the first survey showing that information 

overload occurs when the decision-maker estimates they must handle more information than can 

be efficiently used. When the amount of reading matter ingested exceeds the amount of energy 

available for digestion, the surplus accumulates and is converted by stress and overstimulation 

into the unhealthy state known as information overload anxiety (Eppler & Mengis, 2004). 

Every participant provided answers related to their office level e-mail. The average 

response among the participants identified as infrequently experiencing e-mail overload ranged 

from 1.86 to 2.86 (see Table 3) in the first survey from 1.50 to 2.75 (see Table 4).  Overall, both 

surveys provided results that helped answer one of the primary research questions. Specifically, 

question one – To what extent does the role of e-mail overload serve as a source of stress? The 

results from both surveys indicated that office-level e-mail engagement did result in less of a 

feeling and/or experience of e-mail overload with the average overload value being at 2.74 and 

2.88 mean, compared to those participants with institutional level e-mail engagement for whom 

more acute feelings of overload were present being at 3.50 and 3.00 mean (see Chart 6).   

 

 
Chart 6: Mean of E-mail Overload Variables 
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Recommendations 
 

As a follow-up to the research questions concerning e-mail serving as a source of stress 

and the extent of influence on the overall productivity, I have made the following 

recommendations.  

 
Recommendation 1: 

Formalize the use of data tracking mechanisms for all office and institutional level e-mails 

to monitor and track overall e-mail volume for the Office of Admissions and Registrar at 

CSCC. 

 

Creating a method for CSCC to obtain data specific to the volume of e-mails received by 

staff in office level and institutional level e-mails is a needed mechanism. The creation of a 

tracking mechanism supports the first finding from data collected by providing a way to see the 

overall volume and specifically look for increases or decreases over time. The formal tracking 

mechanism provided was a sample monthly statistics spreadsheet (Appendix G) to track various 

types of data typical to the office. The sample is specific to a variety of duties and functions 

handled by the Registrar staff. In contrast, the sample contains more items beyond e-mails; it was 

provided as a mechanism to track monthly volume for various e-mails. The director had 

mentioned that no tracking around e-mail had been done and finding a way to show not only the 

total volume of e-mail coming into and out of the office while providing a way to allow staff to 

reflect the total e-mail engagement with their office level and institutional level (as applicable) 

monthly would be invaluable. In using a data tracking system, the director will be able to 

monitor total volume and encourage staff to have more ownership and interaction with overall e-

mail volume and tracking.   

The benefit to a centralized area for data entry, such as the spreadsheet, is in allowing 

staff to quickly interface with the spreadsheet, navigate the appropriate e-mail section, and enter 

the data needed. The excel spreadsheet was set-up to do all the mathematical calculations and 

pull the data into an overall summary reporting tab.  
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Recommendation 2: 

Experiment with the use of existing e-mail client solutions that support task management 

and productivity support.   

 
Looking inward as an office is essential, including viewing systems being used and what 

options may already be provided by the existing e-mail client granting a way for staff to manage 

overload and engagement with their e-mail. Finding two, where participants experienced higher 

levels on average of overload, and finding three, in which participants indicated less of a feeling 

of overload with their office level e-mail, align with the recommended use of a task management 

and productivity tracking mechanism. Since CSCC utilized Microsoft Outlook as their primary 

e-mail interface, it is recommended the director look to the task functionality and use a standard 

option provided with both the Microsoft Office 365 and Microsoft 365 plans called “Insights” 

(Appendix F). The tool, specifically MyAnalytics, is a personal productivity tool designed to 

help a participant track collaboration and work relationships, gain time to focus on important 

works, and improve overall work-life balance (MyAnalytics for Admins - Workplace Intelligence 

| Microsoft Docs, n.d.).  

The recommendation of using a tool uniquely designed to summarize data specific to e-

mail volume will allow the Director of the Office of Admissions and Registrar to address the 

issue of e-mail overload while also tracking overall e-mail volume. Additionally, there is a 

dashboard view (Appendix F) with four main areas of “insight” into one's overall workday - 

showing summary data and ways to improve focus, well-being, network, and collaboration while 

finding ways to work smarter.    
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  This was provided as an option for quick and easy tracking of e-mail volume by having 

the office staff turn on the Dashboard – MyAnalytics tracking for their office-level e-mails and 

the institutional level e-mails. A monthly chart is then provided (showing the last four-weeks of 

activity) in the e-mail where one could capture the overall sent and received number in e-mail 

volume for that month. An 

example can be seen (see 

Figure 2), which shows a 

sample summary of one e-

mail user's communication 

habits. While many data 

elements in this summary 

picture are of value, the 

primary one has been 

highlighted. By tracking 

both sent and read rates monthly, the director has been provided with a more accurate picture of 

the office's e-mail. Having the total volume for the period referenced in conjunction with all 

other office staff gives a more holistic picture of e-mail volume and possible pressure points that 

can lead to e-mail overload.  

A second option was also provided for use if the MyAnalytics option was not viable. 

Outlook does provide a high-level view of how many e-mails are in a folder at any given time; 

just by simply clicking on the folder, the number of e-mails in that folder will show in the lower 

left-hand corner of the client or if using the Office365 web client can be found by marking the e-

mails as unread in the folder (see Figure 3 and Figure 4). To facilitate a monthly count, a holding 

folder labeled “monthly stats” was recommended where all the sent and received e-mails for that 

month could quickly be dragged into that folder to see what the total e-mail volume was for the 

month. That number can then be added to the tracking spreadsheet that has been provided to the 

site (Appendix E).   

Figure 2: MyAnalytics Communication Habits Dashboard 
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Figure 3: Outlook365 - Web E-mail View 

 

Figure 4: Microsoft Outlook Client View 

 
  

Recommendation 3: 

Create actionable data that can determine if productivity is being adversely affected. 
 

If recommendations one and two are implemented, regardless of the various options or 

systems chosen for tracking and management, the director will accurately track various pressure 

points connected to e-mail volume, overload, and management. Allowing for a specific data set 

will show additional levels of work performed by the Office of Admissions and Registrar at 

CSCC while adapting or responding to cyclical pressure points using data to show when 

additional support may be required. Additionally, the director will be afforded the ability to 

monitor and track overall productivity within the office, monitor for items like workload, and 

ensure that the distribution of office-level versus institutional level e-mail is manageable.   

 

Study Limitations 

 
Although this study was designed to fill a gap in the already comprehensive research on 

e-mail overload and workplace stress, it is essential to remember other factors may be at play in a 

post-secondary educational setting. Some of the significant obstacles that need to be considered 

are around the use of technology today and system limitations that may exist - paying attention to 

outside variables that may affect the stress or motivation beyond e-mail usage. Keeping in mind 

the effect of the increased stressors that large volumes of e-mail have on staff, and how the 
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overall stress and volume affect overall workload and performance (Karr-Wisniewski & Lu, 

2010).   

Since the researcher is in a similar position professionally, that of a University Registrar, 

and has twenty plus years of experience tracking monthly stats for an office set-up such as this, 

some bias exists. Aware of this bias, the researcher specifically targeted the survey as the 

primary option for determining if e-mail overload existed. This tool forced the researcher to 

review raw data, analyze statistical means, and follow the processes laid out by prior research on 

this subject, eliminating any preconceived notions or expectations and instead following the data 

and results. 

The widespread lockdowns and social distancing due to the COVID-19 virus also 

restricted many types of research activities such as in-person observations, interviews, site 

visits, and the timing of follow-up surveys. The timing of COVID-19 and travel restrictions 

between the researcher and the capstone site caused changes in possible follow-up options. 

Therefore, semi-structured interviews were not conducted due to COVID-19 and time 

constraints but would have been used to clarify qualitative survey responses. These interviews 

would have been conducted to understand how the staff member interacts with e-mail and 

perceives their interactions with the “unit” based e-mail in conjunction with their daily tasks. It 

was anticipated that interviews would have taken approximately 15-30 minutes. In 

collaboration with the Director of CSCC, identified individuals would have been invited for 

follow-up interviews. All interviews would have taken place at the office location of the 

interviewee or public meeting space. Although remote/virtual options, like Zoom or Microsoft 

Teams, were available, the coordination of schedules posed challenges, preventing the 

researcher from shifting to a remote/virtual interview option. 

These on-site observations of the unit staff would have been conducted, allowing the 

researcher to observe the physical space in which the employees work, i.e., the staffing set-up, 

desk structure, technology set-ups, interruptions, or interactions.  Specifically, observations of 

the staff that holds direct responsibility for responding to the “unit” based e-mails along with 

those that only hold responsibility for responding to their own “work” related e-mail.  The 

semi-structured nature would have allowed for a starting point to the conversation and allowed 

for the ability to adapt to the interviewee's responses allowing for additional discovery. 
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The lack of on-site observations may have changed some of the researchers' 

interpretations of e-mail overload's overall effects.  Additional items such as how the e-mail 

client (i.e., Microsoft Outlook) is utilized, interactions with the client, and additional functions 

delivered in the client that assist with the organization and management of e-mails are missing, 

which would have shown the researcher how each participant interacts with these tools. The 

observation and internal interactions within the office, the participant’s familiarity with and use 

of technologies, and even their desk set-up and location, can play an integral part in determining 

outside factors beyond the survey that may play into or affect e-mail overload. 

Having a small sample size could also affect the reliability of the survey’s results 

because it can lead to a higher variability, leading to bias. The most common cause of bias is a 

result of non-response. Of the nineteen sent the survey, only eleven engaged with the first 

survey and eight in the second survey, resulting in a small ‘n.’ 

 

Conclusion 

 
E-mail is a tool through which one can identify the tasks that may be needed or 

required within the workday and set expectations or references to the tasks that may need 

guidance or direction. It is one of the quickest modes of transferring information, allowing 

instant responses between parties (Benefits Of Email – Benefits Of, n.d.). An e-mail can be sent 

at any time, despite working hours or the difference in time zones. It can be sent out to the 

whole institution, a target group, or individuals needing specific information. The ease and 

speed of sending and receiving an e-mail can help eliminate barriers allowing the “world” to 

stay connected (Benefits Of Email – Benefits Of, n.d.). E-mail also reduces hard costs, like 

paper and mailing costs, while giving both the sender and receiver an electronic record of the 

information being relayed. It provides a connection and tool for those seeking answers to 

questions or looking for assistance and acts as a portal that provides personal and professional 

information. From newsletters, conferences, training opportunities, announcements, and 

general office information, these additional e-mails help keep the participants up to date and 

informed. However, they also add to the mix of total e-mail volume and are often part of what 

can lead to the feeling of e-mail overload.   
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The importance of e-mail, not only in the business world but in academic environments, 

continues to grow. This is a communication channel that is not easily replaced, and both the 

positive and negative impacts on users have been documented in this study combined with links 

to findings in prior research. Overall, the objective was to better understand the needs of one type 

of office, the challenges or difficulties faced specific to e-mail, and use the information to 

improve their interaction with e-mail. Providing data and showing the results around e-mail 

overload can lead to improved interactions with e-mail and the leadership at CSCC while better 

tracking overall e-mail volume (Dabbish & Kraut, 2006). Being able to see trends in the data and 

finding ways to improve staff productivity and satisfaction with e-mail volume possibly.  

This capstone project provided recommendations specific to the site chosen. The findings 

and recommendations do not provide all the answers but shine a very small light on possible 

solutions and add to the growing repository of research around e-mail overload. This provided 

not just a focus on Corporate America or faculty in post-secondary education but on the 

increasing problem occurring for professional-level staff in post-secondary education that 

connects back to information overload in general. The researcher hopes the information 

presented here will open additional avenues of study, specific to the “general” or “professional” 

level staff within post-secondary education. Compared to previous studies, looking at more 

offices or staff dealing with more than one e-mail within their organization is essential. Also 

important is knowing if those staff handling “office” level e-mail accounts while holding 

responsibility for an “institutional or organizational” level e-mail are experiencing increases in e-

mail overload or the perception of overload.   

The increased complexities and need for tracking e-mail also demonstrate the need for 

more flexibility and tracking type mechanisms within today's e-mail clients. Although the main 

e-mail clients used in academia (i.e., G-mail and Outlook) provide baseline analytical tools, 

tracking overall volume and interactions monthly, daily, and hourly has value. The landscape of 

strategic enrollment management and understanding all the communication paths can guide how 

institutions build and target incoming students and prospects while maintaining existing students. 

Being able to pull data, when needed, on interactions, read rates, and overall volume is one small 

but mighty data science element that can and should be used. 

This project intended to assist one of those high-volume offices with the ability to 

identify e-mail usage and staff interaction with both work level and institutional level e-mails.  
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Providing reliable data that illuminates the effects of e-mail overload may help other post-

secondary institutions and their administrative staff understand the importance of these general 

offices while recognizing that these areas may experience a higher level of stress than other 

offices on campus.    
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Appendix A: Survey 
 

E-mail Overload       
 
Please answer the following questions to the best of your knowledge. If, for any reason, you feel 
uncomfortable answering a particular question, please feel free to skip it. To ensure that all 
responses are kept confidential, please do not include your name on this form. Thank you. 
 
1) How many e-mail messages do you receive in a typical 24-hour period? _________ 
2) How many e-mail messages do you read in a typical 24-hour period? ________ 
3) How many e-mail messages do you send in a typical 24-hour period? _________ 
4) How many e-mail messages do you delete in a typical 24-hour period? ________ 
5) How many e-mails do you currently have in your inbox? _________ 
6) How many e-mails folders have you created for storing e-mail? ________ 
 
For the following six questions, if you will be returning the survey via e-mail, 
please either bold your response or enter your response at the end of the 
question.  1: Strongly Disagree to 5: Strongly Agree 
 
7) I can manage my e-mail efficiently… 1 2 3 4 5 
8) I have trouble locating information in my inbox or folders… 1 2 3 4 5 
9) I can read all of the important e-mails that I receive… 1 2 3 4 5 
10) I sometimes miss important information or important messages… 1 2 3 4 5 
11) My e-mail interrupts my work… 1 2 3 4 5 
12) I feel stressed because of my e-mail…1 2 3 4 5 
13) Managing my e-mail is overwhelming … 1 2 3 4 5 
 
14) In a typical 24-hour period, how frequently do you check your e-mail? ______ Times 
15) When do you check your e-mail (e.g., every time an e-mail arrives, every few minutes, every 
evening, etc…)? 
_______________________________________________________ 
_______________________________________________________ 
_______________________________________________________ 
 
16) When do you typically respond to your e-mail (e.g., every time an e-mail arrives, every few 
minutes, every evening, etc…)? 
_______________________________________________________ 
_______________________________________________________ 
_______________________________________________________ 
 
**Survey Acknowledgement: Hole, J. D. (2008). E-mail overload in academia. ProQuest 
Dissertations and Theses and Scholarworks.rit.edu/theses 
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Adapted Qualtrics Survey 
E-mail Overload Survey 

 
 I am responsible for the following e-mail(s):  check all that apply 

▢ my work e-mail: @v*****.edu  (1)  

▢ admissions@v*****.edu  (2)  

▢ registrar@v*****.edu  (3)  
 

Q1-6 How many e-mail message(s)… 

 Your Office 
 E-mail (1) 

Admissions 
 E-mail (2) 

Registrar 
 E-mail (3) 

do you receive in a typical 24-hour period? (1)     

do you read in a typical 24-hour period? (2)     

do you send in a typical 24-hour period? (3)     

do you delete in a typical 24-hour period? (4)     

are currently in your inbox? (5)     

folders have you created for storing e-mail? (6)     
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Q7-13 For the following six questions, choose which rating best applies:  
 0:Not Applicable, 1:Strongly Disagree, 2:Disagree, 3:Neither Disagree or Agree, 4:Agree, 5:Strongly Agree 
 

 Your Office 
 E-mail (1) 

Admissions 
 E-mail (2) 

Registrar 
 E-mail (3) 

I can manage my e-mail 
efficiently (1)  

   

I have trouble locating 
information in my inbox or 

folders (2)  

   

I can read all of the important 
e-mails that I receive (3)  

   

I sometimes miss important e-
mails that I receive (4)  

   

My e-mail interrupts my work 
(5)  

   

I feel stressed because of my 
e-mail (6)  

   

Managing my e-mail is 
overwhelming (7)  
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Q14 In a typical 24-hour period  

 Your Office 
 E-mail (1) 

Admissions 
 E-mail (2) 

Registrar 
 E-mail (3) 

Number of times I check 
e-mail (1)  

   

 
 
 

Q15 When do you typically check your e-mail (e.g., every time an e-mail arrives, every few minutes, every 
evening, etc…)? 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 
 
 

Q16 When do you typically respond to your e-mail (e.g., every time an email arrives, every few minutes, every 
evening, etc…)? 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 
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Appendix B: E-mail Samples 
 

Follow-up E-mail from Director of CSCC 

 
Survey E-mail generated from Qualtrics 
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Appendix C: Organizational Chart 
 
Capstone State Community College: Office of Admissions & Registrar 
 
Office of Admissions 

 
 
Office of Records & Registration (a.k.a. Registrar) 
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Appendix D: Supplemental Data 
 

 
 

 

 
Chart 9: Average Number of Times E-mail checked within a 24-Hour Period  

Chart 8: Average Number of Times 2nd Round Survey Participants 

Chart 7: Average Number of Times Survey Participants Check E-mail in a 24-Hour Period 
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Appendix E: Cronbach’s Alpha 
 
Calculated in Microsoft Excel for questions 7-13 
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Appendix F: MyAnalytics Dashboard Sample 
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Appendix G: Example Monthly Statistics Spreadsheet 
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Appendix H: Qualtrics Default Survey Results Report 
E-mail Overload Survey 

November 20, 2019, to November 25, 2019 
 

QID4 - I am responsible for the following e-mail(s):  check all that apply 

 
 

# Answer % Count 

1 my work e-mail: @v*****.edu 84.62% 11 

2 admissions@v*****.edu 15.38% 2 

3 registrar@v*****.edu 0.00% 0 

 Total 100% 13 
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