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EMAIL: A LOVE-HATE RELATIONSHIP

Email is broken. Or, more precisely, email has broken us. On a regular basis it inspires hatred, guilt, anxiety, anger, and despair. The very last thing we think about when we think about email is its utility. And yet we know it’s a useful and necessary part of our everyday lives.

The true source of our love-hate relationship with email is that we treat it like a task when it’s actually a tool. We cede control of our workday—and our to-do lists—to the dictates of others in pursuit of a mirage called “inbox zero.” Rather than focusing mindfully on what’s outgoing, we strive futilely to keep up with what’s incoming.

Have our ambitions shrunk so small that this is actually a worthy goal? A goal for which we will thrust aside meaningful work along with the chance to do something good in this world? That may sound melodramatic, but can you deny that email distracts you from your creative ambitions on a daily basis?

In this book we’ll flip the script on the way you approach email—shifting from a perspective of blind, numbers-based “productivity” to a mindset guided by your creative priorities. This is not simply a collection of rules for better email etiquette or whittling down the number of messages in your inbox; it is a guide to holistically revamping and repairing your relationship with email.

We will start at the root of the problem, taking a quick but eye-opening tour through the neuroscience and cultural baggage that shape our conflicted feelings about email. Next, we will build on that understanding to develop a new strategy for approaching our inboxes, one that focuses on putting the task of achieving meaningful work goals first and using email as a tool to achieve them.

Finally, we will proceed to a series of tips on style that will show you how to compose emails that will get the results you want, whether it’s pitching an entrepreneur on investing in your startup or declining unwanted inquiries without guilt. And should you want to dig even deeper into the mechanics of email, a special, back-of-book “cheat sheets” section provides tactical scripts for sticky situations, everything from getting clients to pay you to managing angry customers.

By the time you finish Unsubscribe you will have mastered how to think about, manage, and write email with less anxiety and more grace, freeing you up to focus on the work that really matters—the stuff of building a legacy, not just keeping busy.
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PART ONE: PSYCHOLOGY

WHY EMAIL MAKES US CRAZY


She checked her email too often, like a child eagerly tearing open a present she is not sure she wants.

—Chimamanda Ngozie Adichie1




QUESTIONING OUR EMAIL HABITS

To quote the great psychologist Ernest Becker, we are choking on truth.2 In this Internet age we have so many answers, so much data at our fingertips, that it can be hard to remember the value of asking the right questions, of truly reflecting on a problem before you rush to fix it.

When it comes to our conflicted relationship with email, there are a number of nagging questions that merit deeper meditation: Why do minor misunderstandings in email inspire such outsize anxiety? Why do we feel like we owe everyone who emails us a response—and guilty if we can’t give one? And why do we get such satisfaction from attaining “inbox zero,” even when we know it’s ultimately meaningless?

I believe that understanding why we behave in certain ways can be an incredibly powerful tool. Once you grasp the underlying motivations driving your actions, you are empowered to question those behaviors and react differently in the future. As Clayton Christensen, an eminent researcher on innovation, has said,


Questions are places in your mind where answers fit. If you haven’t asked the question, the answer has nowhere to go. It hits your mind and bounces right off. You have to ask the question—you have to want to know—in order to open up the space for the answer to fit.3



So before we plunge into answers and how-to advice, let’s examine exactly why email makes us so crazy. In the next few pages we’ll dig into the strange brew of brain chemistry, social customs, and technology bias that drives our email obsession. Each essay will close with a question that’s designed to crack open the way you think about email and offer a new perspective.

After you complete this little therapy session, you will have the proper foundation to begin building an effective email strategy and style as well as a wealth of ammunition for defending yourself against email’s many psychological evils.


The Rat Brain: Why Email Is So Addictive

Everyone hates email. And yet we can’t stop checking it. Recent studies show that office workers dip into their inboxes on average a whopping 74 times a day and spend roughly 28 percent of their total workday on the task of reading and responding to email. What’s more, scientists have established a clear link between spending time on email and stress: the more frequently we check our email, the more frazzled we feel.4

It seems irrational. Why do we spend so much time doing something that has such a negative impact on our well-being? The fact of the matter is that even though we may not care for the content of every email we receive, many of us are addicted to the act of checking email. It activates a primal impulse in our brains to seek out rewards. And in this regard we’re not very different from rats.

Back in the 1930s, psychologist B. F. Skinner invented a device called the “operant conditioning chamber,” now known as the Skinner Box, which he used to test behavioral theories on rats. Skinner wanted to see what effect different kinds of positive reinforcements like food pellets and negative reinforcements like electric shocks would have on the animals.

First, he experimented with putting the rats on a fixed schedule of behavior reinforcement. For instance, if the rat pressed the lever inside the box, it would receive a food pellet. If it continued pressing the lever, every hundredth time the rat would receive another pellet. Press the lever 100 times, get a reward—that was the system.

Skinner also experimented with a variable schedule. In this scenario the rat didn’t know when the reward was coming. It might have to press the lever 20 times to get a pellet, or it might have to press the lever 200 times to get a pellet. The system was random, and the rat could never know exactly when the reward was coming.

Surprisingly, the rats were significantly more motivated when they were on the variable schedule. Skinner found that even if he took away the rewards for the rats on the variable schedule, they would keep working, furiously pressing the lever for a very long time before giving up—much longer, in fact, than the rats on the fixed schedule would.

Is this starting to sound familiar yet? For better or worse, humans respond to positive rewards very similarly to rats. And as Dan Ariely, a behavioral economist who studies the irrational actions of humans, explains: email is a near-perfect random rewards system.5
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Do you want random rewards or real rewards?



Most of the time when you “press the lever” to check your email messages, you get something disappointing or bothersome—a communication from a frustrated client or a boss with an urgent request. But every once in awhile you press the lever and you get something exciting—an email from a long-lost friend or, if you’re really lucky, a video of goats jumping on things. And it
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