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Sat: Hello everybody my name is Sat, Sat Sindhar and with me today is my colleague John 

Crowley. 

John is our mental first aider here at People, and has been making noise about mental 

health in the workplace at a very public level, but of course it’s not all that you do right? 

 

John: I’m a man of many hats, it’s just for the, you’ll probably see the mental health hat 

being worn more often, especially in recent months because it’s a growing issue, yeah. 

Sat: Yeah absolutely, I’m the MD at People and I’ve been involved in HR technology now for 

thirty years and you know I’ve seen many many different innovations and many different 

changes, but one thing that’s really peaked my interest in the last year or so is, is how do we 

reduce some of the technical noise that’s going on in the workplace. 

So as a result of that I started to dig a little deeper into some of the stats some of the 

information that was going on in the People system, and what I found was quite interesting. 

 

Sat: So in two-thousand and eighteen, we set out a bunch of emails. 

We actually sent out two million a month yeah. 

 

John: A month? 

 

Sat: A month, okay, that’s twenty-four million emails in a year. 

 

John: I thought that number said twenty-four thousand. 

 

Sat: Right  

(Laughter) 

Sat: no, no okay 

 

John: that’s a lot of emails. 

It’s a huge amount of emails, so you know it fascinated me what was actually the effect of 

sending out all these emails to employees, I know we need to tell them stuff like, your 

holiday has been authorised or you need to go and authorise a holiday or you expenses are 

pending. 

But what was the actual impact that was going on when we were sending out these types of 

emails. 

 

Sat: So, I started to dig a little bit deeper and one thing I want to say first of all is that emails 

are not evil. 

(laughter) 

So you know emails are an essential part of the business to business environment and they 

have their place and everything else but, I’m wondering John you know what have you learnt 

about what’s happening when employees or people are getting bombarded with emails? 

 

John: Well you’re absolutely right when you say emails are not evil they’re a fantastic you 

know fairly recent tool, I say fairly recent, and they’re very useful when used in the right way 

but the thing is we, we are abusing tools like email and we are over using them and this is 

making what I can only describe as noise and it’s actually affecting people’s ability to switch 
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off and too, whereas once upon a time you might’ve had a nine to five job you go home then 

you’ve got your home life you’ve not got you work life. 

The lines are getting a bit blurred because of things like flexible working, working from home, 

but the fact we are being bombarded it’s literally twenty-four-seven by emails it is affecting 

our right to disconnect from work. 

I say our right to disconnect because actually if you look at something like Frnch law for 

example, there’s actually law in France that states that employees have the right to 

disconnect, and that means that they, like employers have been in trouble for you know 

constantly bombarding employees with emails outside of their working hours, because it 

does affect your mental health and wellbeing. 

 

Sat: Right, I’m just interested you know you’re saying it affects your mental health and 

wellbeing is there any evidence out there that suggests and suggests that happens. 

 

John: Oh there’s plenty and you’ll here as well experts such as Professor Sir Cary Cooper 

talking about this a lot. 

 

Sat: And he’s talking in a session in one of the tracks yes. 

 

John: Yeah he’s talking later on this afternoon, yeah he’s sent in a video address for us, 

especially for this conference and he does mention, I think he’s going to mention all about 

emails there. 

 

Sat: Right 

 

John: So I don't want to take away too much of his thunder but in a nutshell unless it’s 

seriously important you shouldn’t be bombarding people with emails outside of working 

hours. 

Think about it like this your phone pings and you pick it up and you look at you email, you’re 

not just going to deal with that email you’re going to deal with ten or eleven different 

notifications. 

 

Sat: Right yeah. 

 

John: And suddenly you’re stuck on your phone for fifteen minutes when actually your kid’s 

waiting for you to take them to the park. 

 

Sat: Were you with me when I was on holiday doing this? 

(laughter)  

Sat: yeah absolutely so you know it’s great I was actually going to ask you one of the 

questions about the evidence it’s there, you preempted that but I think if I just look at some 

of my own experiences you know. 

 

John: Yes. 

 

Sat: Often there’s always something urgent that needs to be looked at on your phone but the 

two minutes often turns into twenty-five minutes. 
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John: It does. 

 

Sat: And the icecream I’m normally sitting there enjoying just goes, without even thinking 

about it. 

 

John: Exactly it’s all over your hand by the time you’ve finished what you’re doing with your 

phone. 

 

Sat: So I was also going to ask this concept of the right to disconnect now I know some of 

our European friends have made this actual law... 

 

John: Yes. 

Sat: Yeah and what type of impact is that having in there you know we don’t see anyone 

becoming less productive or.. 

 

John: Well no in fact if you compare the productivity of say French people overall and you 

compare that with the productivity of people form the United Kingdom you’ll see that french 

people are far more productive than people from the UK, it might look on the surface as if 

they are working less, they are paying less attention to their work and because I think in the 

UK there is a bit of a badge of honour system whereby the more hours you can be seen to 

be putting into your work, the better that looks for you. 

But actually if you compare the GDP the gross domestic product of the UK per worker to 

someone from say France or even somewhere like Germany, you’ll find that although they 

appear to be working less, they’re actually producing more. 

 

Sat: You touched on some of this on your session on presenteeism didn’t you where yeah, 

you were talking about it. 

 

John: Yeah presenteeism yeah we’ve done research which we’ve surveyed actually in case 

you didn’t catch the show earlier we did some research where we surveyed two-thousand 

UK adults and we found that four in five people are forcing themselves to come to work 

when they're not actually well enough to work. 

Because of this, it’s this culture of having to work and look good and look like we’re working. 

 

Sat: And maybe the emails that people are receiving at ten O’clock at night or… 

 

John: Yeah because you don’t you don’t want to if your manager sends you an email at ten 

O’clock at night you might not need to deal with it till the next morning and actually your 

manager probably thinks, oh I’ll send it now so that they can deal with it tomorrow morning, 

but you want to look as though you’re always alert like you’re the best employee like you’re 

really good so you will deal with it, if nothing else but to show you’re working, and that’s not 

healthy. 

 

Sat: No no I totally agree, so you know but what we don’t want to be doing right is or do we, 

just sending more emails between nine and five? 

 

John: Well I actually think if you were to send the same amount of emails between nine and 

five then what you’re sending over a twenty-four hour period it would still be healthier than 

http://www.peoplehr.com/


www.peoplehr.com 
 

Reducing Noise   5 

drip feeding them constantly over a twenty-four hour period however, if you’re going to 

condense the emails that you’re sending into a nine to five or whatever your shift patterns 

are, I certainly think it makes sense to look at ways of how you can condense them. 

 

Sat: right, okay understood makes sense.  

So you know I think, what are some of the practical steps we can take and we’ve actually 

been working on that within the People system as well, in order to look at how we can 

reduce the noise that’s going on just from these twenty-four million emails right it’s a huge 

number that’s actually been going on. So let’s take a look, so we have a new release coming 

up, my colleague Sam Radford has been talking about that in an earlier session and our 

emphasis on the mobile. 

So what we’ve done is we’ve made a decision that by default, we’re going to switch emails 

off, outside of core working hours. 

 

John: Right. 

 

Sat: Okay, so we recognise that some of you may be taking a sharp gasp at that, so we are 

going to give employees the ability to turn them back on if they want too, yeah, and it may 

well be that they want to be able to do that and some of the screens here show (07:41) that 

so this is a new notification settings screen in the mobile app and what you can actually see 

here is that, we’ve actually set the email time between nine and five-thirty which happens to 

be the work pattern of that particular employee. 

 

John: Okay 

 

Sat: So, the other thing that we’re going to do as well is we’re going to group emails 

together… 

 

John: Is that what we can see down the column here yeah. (08:06)  

 

Sat: Right okay so there’s a few notification hours because we’ve still got to put the labels on 

there, so a good example of that is that I have a number of people reporting to me, and 

every Friday then I will get a bunch of notifications coming through saying hey can you 

authorise my expenses. 

 

John: Okay. 

 

Sat: And that’s typically one after the other because we have end of Friday as our cut off 

period. 

 

John: And I guess you have one email per request right? 

 

Sat: Right, and one notification per request as well so, now instead of sending out a 

bombardment of these, what’ll actually happen is it’ll conveniently summarise those up 

together, and then just let you know that there are some expense requests or there are 

some holiday requests which are waiting for you to actually authorise, so we think that's 

actually going to be fair. 
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But I think it’s fair to say that, internally as People HR we’re going to take a little bit of a zero 

email policy towards emails flying through our platform, and to start to allow employees to 

take more control of how they get notified, so they can make the decision of whether they 

want to deal with these particular things when they’re on holiday or not yeah, okay. 

 

John: That’s good because what you’ll actually find is that most of these things don’t need 

dealing with, i mean if your critical systems go down at midnight and you have somebody on 

call who needs to really know about that then sure that’s, that’s maybe the kind of email that 

you do want to be sending out, on a night time. 

 

Sat: And mostly they’ll get a call, or a text message… 

 

John: Exactly that’s the thing there are far better mediums than email for dealing with things 

like thay. 

 

Sat: Right, exactly. 

 

John: but you don’t need to be checking your phone at eleven at night before you go to bed 

and seeing that you know Johnathon has submitted an expense report because you can’t do 

anything with that expense report until the next day anyway. 

 

Sat: Exactly. 

 

John: So why are you being notified in the night. 

Sat: Yeah, so we are really excited about this and we think that the overall impact on 

employee welfare and wellbeing will be very positive on that side… 

 

John: I agree. 

 

Sat: we’d like to hear some of your comments back as well. 

 

Sat: So in summary, I’d just like to say you know we don’t believe emails are evil, but they 

should be used responsibly and we should be careful about how many of them we are 

sending out and when we’re sending them, so that’s the kind of internal governance that 

we‘ve taken at People HR based upon their mental health strategy yeah. 

So People is going to help you do that straight away so soon you’ll be seeing some of these 

features coming in, where we’ll start to reduce the email burden outside of hours 

automatically, and then give more control to employees to make a decision on what they’d 

like to do, when they’d like to be notified and how they’d like to be notified.   

So, we’re not taking that away but we’re certainly putting the power outside of core working 

hours in the employees hands okay. 

And, lastly we are actually replacing emails with notifications, so rather than getting email 

after email in your inbox, lots and lots of our users now are actually enjoying People on their 

mobile phones, we actually send mobile notifications and we’ll condense some, so you don’t 

get a bunch of them, you’ll actually get one, then it’ll just rack up after one after the other, 

and again my colleague Sam showed that in his session yeah. 
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John: Because that’s going to help reduce the burden as well because of the anxiety you 

often feel just knowing that you have emails unread, you know you have fifty unread emails 

even though they are probably useless, or you don’t want to read them right now that can 

cause anxiety in on itself. 

 

Sat: So i’m going to try it, because I’m on holiday next week… 

 

John: Right. 

 

Sat: And so I’m actually going to turn my phone off, I’m even thinking of just leaving my 

phone at home, I don't think I'm that brave at this moment in time, but I’m certainly going to 

make sure that I switch off the noise. 

 

John: I’ll be sending you an email.  

(Laughter)  

 

Sat: Thank you everybody, thanks for watching. 
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