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June 7, 2009 – Managing by E-mail?
Q: There are 6 people in my department and my supervisor interacts normally with us most of the time. However whenever a problem arises, or a mistake is made, he deals with it by communicating via e-mail, even though his office is next to us!  These e-mails -to one individual or the group- are critical, cutting, and not very constructive.  Anticipating when the day will be ruined by a nasty-gram has created a tense work environment. How do we let him know we prefer he talk to us directly? 

A: What you are describing is unfortunately common and is sometimes called “managing by e-mail”.  The supervisor has normal interactions with staff until there’s bad news; a conflict or a sticky situation with employee relations or performance.  Then it’s “hide behind the computer time” in order to lessen the discomfort of a face-to-face exchange. 
The truth is that a lot of folks in management either don’t have the training and/or skills to have difficult conversations and give constructive feedback; or simply lack the courage.  I know being an employee is stressful, but managing people and dealing with problems is also emotionally taxing.  Obviously, supervisors who are uncomfortable with this responsibility find “managing by e-mail” very attractive because it’s easier -although terribly ineffective.  

For example, the supervisor who sends an e-mail to staff notifying that they’ll have to work late, has needlessly worsened the situation.  Employees will now be upset not only about working late, but about the supervisor being “chicken” to announce it in person.  Had the supervisor delivered the bad news directly, explained the circumstances and voiced appreciation for their teamwork, employees would be much more understanding and cooperative.

What to do to help change your supervisor’s behavior?  Try this, as soon as you (or the group) receive a nasty-gram, print it, then walk the few steps to the supervisor’s office and ask to go over it.    

That way you are letting your supervisor know that talking face-to-face is how you can most effectively resolve whatever problems arise.
Warning, you must resist the (only human) temptation to fire back an equally cutting e-mail.  You will certainly lose that contest.
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