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New technology can be a boon
to busy staff — but only if the
correct training and development
processes are put in place.

Jill Flint-Taylor warns that
without careful planning and
monitoring, technology can cause
more problems than it solves

Technology is designed to
support and to facilitate
increased efficiency — but it
doesn’t always work out

that way

Jill Flint-Taylor is a director of Robertson
Cooper Ltd www.robertsoncooper.com

New technology
— friend or foe?

January I looked at managing workload to keep

the balance right — too little workload pressure
and the risk is boredom, lack of motivation and
“rust-out”; too much and the risk is stress and
burn-out.

I now want to delve a little deeper and pay spe-
cific attention to one of the elements that is meas-
ured when I help clients to audit workload pres-
sures — the extent to which people are troubled that
the technology in their jobs has overloaded them.

Clearly technology is designed to support and to
facilitate increased efficiency — but it doesn’t always
work out that way. So what is it that goes wrong
when people report being overloaded by technology?

Some of the answers to this question are quite
straightforward — for example, people can easily
become overloaded by the introduction of new
technology if training is inadequate, or if the devel-
opment and testing process has failed to pick up
numerous bugs or workflow issues inherent in the
new system. However, when organisations exam-
ine the causes more closely many relate less to the
technology itself than to other factors that may not
be as easy to predict or manage.

It will probably come as no surprise that one of
the most common issues relates to the problems
associated with email. Much has been written
about phenomena such as “e-rage” and “flame
mail”, where angry and ill-considered emails are
sent on the spur of the moment. More generally, it
is now widely recognised how difficult it can be to
sound empathic in an email — surprising then, how
often you still hear about email being used to com-
municate bad news such as redundancy or dis-
missal. These well-known issues can have an
impact on how overloaded people feel by email
because poor communication can exacerbate stress
reactions, but there are other more direct problems
that seem to be escalating at an alarming rate.

One of the most significant of these is the grow-
ing trend to use email (or indeed instant messaging
services) to conduct real-time conversations. Of
course, this can also be seen as an example of tech-
nology at its most helpful, especially in the case of
virtual teams or organisations operating across the
globe. However, getting the benefit from this
requires very careful management and discipline at
both the individual and organisational levels. It is
no good advising people to check their emails a
limited number of times a day to avoid overload, if
the consequences of this are that they are regularly
left out of the decision-making process.

There is also a very fine line between using
email to facilitate flexible working on the one
hand, and creating a culture where it’s unaccept-
able to be off-line during evenings, weekends, hol-
idays and even sick leave, on the other. The latter
is a pattern that is becoming increasingly familiar

I n the Management Clinic column I wrote in

to us, especially where commitment to organisa-
tional objectives is high. It is important for man-
agers to work hard at getting this balance right, as
it is easy for them to underestimate the impact of
their own email behaviour and the risks associated
with exploiting high levels of commitment among
employees.

Similarly, email provides a very useful record of
what has been discussed and agreed, but this can
be too easily abused by those who write unneces-
sary emails to cover their backs — something which
is deeply embedded in the culture in some parts of
the public sector. Copying many people in to an
email can be a good way of keeping others
informed and involved, but these days it is all too
often exploited by those whose intention is simply
to promote their own interests and play politics.

A number of teams have told me recently that
they have benefited from attending a course on
how to manage emails. The key here is for the
entire team (or ideally the whole organisation) to
participate in the course. In this way the helpful
principles and learning are widely recognised and
those who try to implement them are more likely
to be supported, or at least less likely to be misun-
derstood. It is also critical that managers’ behav-
iour is consistent with the principles taught on the
course, both in relation to their own email activity,
and in allowing others to implement the email
management strategies that they have learnt.

Apart from email, there are a range of other
pressures that may be misleadingly attributed to
technology when the real problem lies elsewhere.

Across the public sector there is an overwhelming
tide of change programmes and most of these have
one or more new technology systems at their heart.
This often leads to a situation where management of
the change becomes synonymous with the develop-
ment and introduction of the new system. This, in
turn, can lead to a failure to pay sufficient attention
to other aspects of the change — such as the impact
of the new working practices on those involved. In
these situations, when people complain about the
new system overloading them, the problem is often
not with the system itself but with the new ways of
working that it has been designed to support. This
can often be exacerbated when the marketing
around the change promotes the fact that the new
system will make everybody’s life easier — expecta-
tions are raised, only to be dashed when problems
arise soon after implementation.

One important conclusion to draw from these
examples is that managers should be careful not to
take complaints about technology at face value, or
worse still, dismiss them. Staff feedback regarding
technology may be a symptom of wider cultural or
change management issues that are putting at risk
the wellbeing of employees and the productivity of
the organisation.
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