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Introduction

Email overload is not a new problem, but it is not going away either. If anything, it is compounding.

Between 2024 and 2026, the volume of email did not slow down, and neither did the number of other

channels competing for attention: chat, notifications, meetings. The average employee now spends

more of the workday responding to interruptions than doing focused work.

This guide updates the data behind that problem. It looks at how much email teams handle today, what

interruptions actually cost in time and money, what the research says about the toll on wellbeing, why

shared and team inboxes make the problem worse rather than better, and what actually helps, based on

current research rather than inbox folklore.

How big is the problem in 2026?

Start with volume. Businesses and consumers send an estimated 361.6 billion emails a day worldwide,

according to the Radicati Group's most recent Email Statistics Report, and that number is projected to

reach 424.2 billion a day by 2028. The average professional receives roughly 121 business emails a day.

Email is also no longer the only channel competing for attention. Microsoft's 2025 Work Trend Index

found that the average employee now receives 117 emails and 153 Teams messages a day, and gets

interrupted by a message, meeting, or notification every 2 minutes during core work hours, adding up

to 275 interruptions across a full day.

85% of emails are read in under 15 seconds, and employees read roughly four emails for every

one they send, a pattern that looks more like triage than communication.

Between email, chat, and meetings, communication now consumes about 60% of the average workday,

leaving only 40% for the focused work most roles actually exist to do. Microsoft's researchers describe

this as the “infinite workday”: 48% of employees say their work feels chaotic and fragmented.
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The real cost of an interruption

Volume is only part of the story. What happens after an interruption matters just as much.

23 min 15 sec
Average time to fully refocus after a single interruption · University of California, Irvine

The same research found that after about 20 minutes of repeated interruptions, people report

significantly higher stress, frustration, workload, effort, and pressure. Frequent email checkers also

show elevated heart rates, a physical sign of the state of high alert constant interruptions can create.

These costs add up fast at scale. Atlassian estimates that context switching costs the global economy

roughly $450 billion a year, and that frequent context switching can consume up to 40% of a worker's

productive time. That estimate is not new either. Basex Research pegged the cost of workplace

interruptions to the US economy at $650 billion a year back in 2006, finding that interruptions cost

knowledge workers as much as 2.1 hours a day, about 28% of the workday, and that it can take 10 to 20

times the length of the original interruption to get back on track. Two decades and a much bigger inbox

later, there is no evidence the problem has gotten smaller.

What this costs your business

It helps to translate hours into dollars. Take a simple, illustrative example: if an employee earning an

average salary of $70,000 a year loses 2.5 hours a day to email, that is 12.5 hours a week, or 31.25% of a

standard 40-hour week, which works out to roughly $21,875 a year in salary spent on email rather than

the work it was meant to support. Multiply that across a team, and the number stops looking like a

rounding error.
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Team size Hours lost / week Estimated cost / year

10 employees 125 hrs/week $218,750

25 employees 312.5 hrs/week $546,875

50 employees 625 hrs/week $1,093,750

100 employees 1,250 hrs/week $2,187,500

These figures are illustrative, based on 2.5 hours per employee per day at an average salary of $70,000 a year. Your own numbers will

vary by team size, salary, and role.

Industry estimates of the per-employee cost of email overload vary considerably, from roughly $1,250

to $1,800 a year on the low end to significantly higher figures once interruption costs are included, so

treat any single number as a starting point for your own math, not a universal constant.

The hidden toll on wellbeing

The cost of email overload is not only financial. A 2019 University of Manchester study linked email

overload to increased workload stress and its associated health effects. Separate research from UC

Irvine and the US Army found that unlimited, always-on email access raises stress levels, in part

because a growing pile of unread messages creates a constant, low-level sense of urgency.

Frequent email checkers were more scattered and showed elevated heart rates consistent

with a persistent state of high alert, rather than the occasional spike you would expect from a

single stressful moment.

None of this is abstract to the 48% of employees who told Microsoft's researchers their work feels

chaotic and fragmented. Email overload is not just a productivity problem. For a lot of people, it is a

wellbeing problem too.
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Why shared and team inboxes make it worse

Everything above applies to a single inbox. Shared and team inboxes, the info@, support@, and sales@

addresses multiple people read and reply from, tend to make the problem worse, not better.

The core issue is that shared inboxes replace ownership with visibility. Everyone can see every message,

but no one is clearly responsible for any of them. That ambiguity creates hesitation: team members

assume someone else will handle a message, or delay responding to avoid duplicating someone else's

work. Over time, this shows up as slower response times and missed emails, especially once volume

climbs or requests get more complex.

Accountability becomes difficult for the same reason. Without clear ownership, it is hard to know who

responded to a given email, or whether anyone did, and managers are left reconstructing timelines

from Sent Items and memory instead of data. Duplicate replies are a common, avoidable symptom: two

people open the same message, both assume they should respond, and neither realizes the other is

doing the same thing. To a customer, that reads as disorganized. To the team, it is wasted effort.

Most teams try to compensate with manual workarounds: color categories, spreadsheets, a

quick internal message asking who is free to take something. These work at low volume, but

they are fragile, and when a team leans on them heavily, that is usually a sign the inbox itself is

missing the structure it actually needs.
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Five strategies that actually help

1 Batch, don't react.

Set two to four dedicated windows a day for processing email, and turn off notifications in

between. Research on email batching has found no loss in responsiveness or output quality when

employees check email in the morning, after lunch, and at the end of the day, compared to

checking continuously throughout the day.

2 Use the two-minute rule.

If a message takes less than two minutes to fully resolve, handle it immediately. If it takes longer,

schedule time for it instead of letting it sit half-read in the inbox. This one habit alone can

meaningfully cut inbox backlog.

3 Shift toward asynchronous communication.

Not every message needs an instant reply. Setting team-wide expectations around response

windows, and reserving real-time channels for genuinely urgent issues, reduces the pressure to

interrupt focused work for something that could wait an hour.

4 Give every shared-inbox message a clear owner.

The single biggest fix for shared inbox chaos is assigning every incoming message to a specific

person as soon as it arrives, whether manually or through routing rules. Ownership, not visibility,

is what actually prevents duplicate replies and missed messages.
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5 Know the difference between an AI assistant and an automation platform.

AI email assistants that draft, summarize, and reply are becoming common in 2026. Tools like

Microsoft Copilot for Outlook and similar assistants are genuinely useful, but they are built to

help one person handle their own inbox faster. They do not solve the team-level problem this

guide keeps coming back to: who owns a message, whether an SLA is at risk, or how workload is

distributed across a group. A faster-drafted reply does not help if two people draft one each for

the same email.

Automation platforms solve a different problem. Instead of speeding up how one person writes,

they assign incoming messages to an owner, track response and resolution times, and surface at-

risk conversations before an SLA is missed, across the whole shared inbox, not one person's slice

of it. For a team inbox specifically, that structural problem is usually the more urgent one to fix.

This is also roughly where AI earns its place, and where it does not: it works best once ownership

and accountability are already established, not as a substitute for them. A team without a clear

owner per message just gets a faster-drafted duplicate reply instead of a slower one. That

sequencing, structure first, AI second, is the whole idea behind SMAF, next.

AI ASSISTANT

Helps one person draft, summarize, and reply

faster, inside their own inbox.

AUTOMATION PLATFORM

Assigns ownership, tracks SLAs, and manages

workload across the whole shared inbox.
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Where SMAF fits in

SMAF, the Shared Mailbox Automation Framework, is a 5-level maturity model for shared inboxes. It

treats AI-assisted optimization as the final level, not the first move, the same sequence described

above: ownership and routing rules come first, AI comes after.

1 · Reactive

2 · Organized

3 · Managed

4 · Accountable

5 · Optimized

An 8-question self-assessment at emailgistics.com/smaf tells you which level your team is at today and

what is missing to move to the next.

Conclusion

Email overload has gotten more, not less, urgent. Inboxes are fuller, interruptions are more frequent,

and the research on what it costs, in time, money, and wellbeing, keeps pointing in the same direction.

None of that means the problem is unsolvable. The teams that get ahead of it tend to do a few

unglamorous things well: they protect blocks of focused time, they set realistic expectations for

response time, and, if they run a shared inbox, they replace ad hoc visibility with real ownership before

reaching for AI to speed things up.
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