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In the time management workshops that

I run, leaders are often keen to find out

from each other how to manage their

email workload more effectively. They

point out that email is a tool to help you

do your work, and not the work itself.

Some leaders have brilliant and capable

administrative support that can handle all

of this, but most of us have to manage

our own emails. Do you feel at the mercy

of your emails, or are you an email

champion?  

How can you become an

email champion?        

The first step is to get yourself organised

and decide what you need and want

from your email management. Perversely,

this may feel like it takes more time when

you start, but it will save you time and

your team’s time in the long run. 

To assist in my email management, I
resorted to my previous military
experience. In the RAF, I was taught
about ‘service writing’ protocols at a
very early stage in my career and I have
found the main principles of service
writing very helpful throughout my
career. The principles are:

1. Accuracy

2. Brevity

3. Clarity

4. Logic

5. Relevance

In all service correspondence, it is also
made clear whether this is for ‘Action’ or
‘Information’- a habit I continue today in
email headers when organising training
programmes and events. These same
principles have been extremely helpful in
my email management.

Practical leadership tips       

Handle emails once a day

Dipping into your inbox as emails arrive is

very tempting. You might be waiting for

some key information or expecting

somebody to have already replied to the

email you sent 10 minutes ago. Take a

quick ‘sense check’ to make sure it’s

nothing urgent, then only fully process

them at the beginning or end of the day.

Set aside a daily time slot and, if you

don’t finish, continue the next day.

Leaders I have talked to about email

management tell me that they ‘work late,

early’ – getting into work an hour before

everyone else to get on top of emails

before the day starts, but then leaving on

time so they can be with their family or

friends.  
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Focus on the 20% of emails that

matter – the Pareto 80/20 Principle

The Italian economist, Vilfredo Pareto

discovered in 1894 that 80% of the

wealth was owned by 20% of the

population. This 80/20 rule states that

80% of consequences come from 20%

of causes. In a sales environment, 80% of

sales come from 20% of the customers. If

we analyse our work, we may find that

80% of the work comes from 20% of the

patients. This principle applies to your

emails too – not all of your emails are the

same and you should focus on the 20%

of ‘high value’ emails that lead to

maximum output. What is a ‘high value’

email?

My ‘high value’ emails are the ones

that help me with my business or

personal goals. My 20% ‘high value’

emails include coaching clients, business

leads and correspondence with family

and friends. Everything else falls into the

80% bracket.

For the 20% emails I usually reply to

them immediately and certainly within 1-

2 days. For the 80% emails, I take a

longer time to reply, sometimes not even

replying at all. In the past I have spent

endless hours replying in depth to queries

and questions from some senders and

have not received any acknowledgement

or feedback that the extra information

was helpful. They lead busy lives, but so

do you. 

I created a ‘REPLY BY…’ folder and file

emails that need a reply into this folder. I

set aside three days every week to reply

to emails – some weeks are different to

others because of work commitments,

but I aim for Monday, Wednesday and

Friday. That way I don’t feel pressured to

respond immediately and have time to

think it over before it’s time to reply.

You don’t need to reply to every

email

Shock! Horror! You don’t need to reply to

every email despite the temptation to do

so. We’re focussing on the 80% of emails

that fall into that ‘other’ category.

Leaders realise that it’s a lot more

effective to use your time on high value

tasks. They don’t worry too much about

replying to every single email. Reply if it

helps but, if the costs of replying are

greater than the benefits, perhaps it’s not

worth worrying about.

Structure emails into categories

Folders are there to help you organise

your time and emails. I subscribe to lots

of blogs and leadership updates. All of

these are sent straight into folders called

‘New Training Ideas‘ and ‘NHS Updates’. I

only read these folders when I want more

information on a topic. I also have what I

call main folders – for example, one

labelled ‘Accounts’ which then has sub

folders for ‘Expenses’, ‘VAT’, ‘Back-Up

Files’ and so on. I also have a ‘Follow Up’

folder in which I place emails from clients

who have changed jobs or moved to a

new company. This helps me to focus on

my 20% rule, which is to keep in touch

with business clients.

Use the ‘One Minute’ rule when

replying

If it only takes a minute to reply – do so

immediately and then file the email into

the appropriate folder. That will stop you

from allowing the email and its content

to block your leadership thought

processes. It is possible to clear out a lot

of emails in a short amount of time.

Do an audit of your inbox time

The next time you check your email

inbox, see how long it takes and time

yourself. How long does it take to absorb,
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consider, read and reply to your emails?

Then do the 80/20 check – how much of

this was actually productive?

How to handle long
emails – ACTION or
INFORMATION?       

What to do with long emails? Sometimes

an email can look like a series of journal

entries. Don’t reply in kind – follow the

one-minute rule above. If you do need to

respond, keep it brief. Is the email for

ACTION or INFORMATION? If it’s for

action, then use the rules above to deal

with it. If it’s for information, then file it in

the relevant folder. 

When you are working with your team,

here’s what you can do as a leader to

improve this situation for everybody:

• Establish a new protocol with your

team for including ACTION or

INFORMATION in the email header

• Meet or phone individuals or team

members to discuss matters, rather

than engage in lengthy emails.

Then confirm action points in a

brief email. 

Have an ‘Unsubscribathon’

During the course of a busy working

week I will have ordered things online,

subscribed to newsletters and had

another email from the gym to tell me

that there is a new Pilates teacher who

can stand on her head. I also don’t want

a Groupon voucher for £10 off a racing

car experience (how do they get this

stuff?). 

Once a month, I have an

‘unsubscribathon’ to clear out the junk

mail that lands in my inbox and takes up

my time. 

In summary, here are the top tips

for successful and efficient email

management:

1. Handle emails once a day

2. Focus on the 20% of emails that

matter

3. You don’t need to reply to every email

4. Structure emails into categories

5. Use the one-minute rule when

replying

6. Do an audit of your inbox time

7. How to handle long emails

8. Have an ‘unsubscribathon’

Emails are a necessary tool of

leadership, which should work for you,

rather than against you. If these

suggested changes seem overwhelming,

then pick one you prefer and make a

start. Good leaders make decisions and

take action.

“Emails are a necessary tool of leadership, which should 
work for you, rather than against you.”
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