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When we have problems with self-control, sometimes we delay tasks that we should
do immediately. But we also exhibit problems with self-control when we attend too
frequently to tasks that we should put off — such as obsessively checking our e-mail.

The danger of continually checking e-mail was crucial in the story line of the movie
Seven Pounds: Will Smith’s character checks his phone for e-mail while driving and
runs head-on into an oncoming van, killing his wife and six other people. This is just a

movie, of course, but (D'compulsively checking e-mail while driving is more common

than most of us would care to admit.

I hope that ‘you’re not that addicted to e-mail, but too many of us suffer from an
unhealthy attachment to it. A recent Australian report found that workers spent an
average of 14.5 hours, or more than two working days a week, checking, reading,
arranging, deleting, and responding to e-mail. Add to this the rise of social networks and
news groups, and you can most likely double the time we spend in virtual interaction
and message management.

I, for one, have @ Very mixed feelings about e-mail. On one hand, it lets me

communicate with colleagues and friends all over the world without the delays of *snail
mail or the limitations of talking on the phone. (Is it too late to call? What time is it in
Auckland anyway?) On the other hand, I receive hundreds of messages a day, including
many involving things I don't really care about (announcements, summaries of meetings,
and so on). Regardless of whether I care, the ongoing stream of e-mail is a constant
distraction. _

I once tried to overcome this distraction by resolving to check e-mail only at night,

but I quickly discovered that (S)this would not do. Other people expected me to do as

they do, check my e-mail constantly and rely on it as a sole means of communication.

As a result of not checking my e-mail regularly, ( 4)I ended up going to meetings that had
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been canceled, or arriving at the wrong time or place. So I gave in, and now I check e-

mail way too often, and as I do I constantly sort the messages into categories: spam and
unimportant e-mail that I delete right away; messages I might care about or need to
respond to at some point in the future; messages I need to respond to immediately; and
SO OI.

In the past the mail cart came around the office once or twice a day with a few
letters and memos — . not so with e-mail, which never takes a breék.‘ For me, the day

®)
goes like this: I start working on something and get deeply into it. Eventually I get stuck

on some difficult point, and decide to take a quick break — obviously, to check e-mail.
Twenty minutes later I get back to the task, with little recollection of where I was and
what I was thinking. By the time I'm back on track, I've lost both time and some of my

focus, and __ this outcome assuredly does not help me solve whatever problem caused

®
me to take a break in the first place.
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