
A 2019 study looked at long-term trends in the health 
of a group of nearly five thousand Swedish workers. It 
found that repeated exposure to “high information and 
communication technology demands” were associated 
with “suboptimal” health outcomes. Translation: e-mail 
is making us sick. The irony is not lost on me that I am 
communicating this point through the very medium 
that is compromising our health, yet I believe this to 
be so and am wrestling with the remedy to this 
particular technological malaise. 

The need to interact with each other is one of the 
strongest motivational forces that humans experience. 
The flip side of an evolutionary obsession with social 
interaction, is a corresponding feeling of distress when 
it is impeded. Our instinct to connect is accompanied 
by an anxious unease where we neglect these 
interactions. I must confess that I check my InBox before my feet even hit the floor in the morning. 
The 2019 study concluded that the unfortunate side effect of overwhelming e-mail communication is 
that it constantly exposes us to social distress and anxiety. If you (can) remember back to the last 
time you were on a plane, the first thing passengers do after the plane has landed, is to check their 
email. You can hear the collective sigh of relief when the Flight Attendant announces that it is safe to 
use your mobile devices again. 

In the office, one of my iPad Pros is dedicated to nothing but email communications. Yet the study 
points out that in the frenetic approach to professional collaboration, we produce messages faster 
than we can keep up with them. A sense of defeat comes from when replying to one, finding that 
three more have arrived in the meantime. Worse, this doesn’t change when we're outside of normal 
working hours -home, at night, the weekend or on vacation, because we cannot escape the 
awareness that messages are piling up in our InBox. A related article in the New Yorker <here> 
expands on this, pointing out that employers who give workers time off from email, increase job 
satisfaction and ultimately employee retention. 

It is useful of course that e-mail allows us to communicate instantaneously with almost friction or 
cost. But humans are not network routers. Just because it’s possible for us to send and receive 
messages without interruption during our waking hours, doesn’t mean that it is a sustainable way to 
exist. Technologies serve us best when we deploy their new efficiencies with intention, with an aim 
to improve the human condition. This is something to think about this weekend -and perhaps even 
take our minds off of our InBox.

Be safe, be well!
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