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Everybody hates e-mail. They hate it the way they hate television. They hate it, but they watch it. These days, people live on e-mail. They rely on it so much that they hate it. And, they hate it because it so hard to separate the wheat from the chaff. There is spam. There are messages to everyone on a list. There are messages to people who work for you that have been cc-ed to you. There are messages from your boss that have been cc-ed to you. There are messages that require action on your part. There are messages that require action on someone else’s part and are just sent to you fyi. There are continuing conversations between co-workers that you were originally in on but now you have long since lost the thread.  There are messages that require action but not right now. There are messages that require action that require you to see if that action ever takes place. Mixed in with all those are messages from your wife or children.

Very few of these messages actually need your immediate attention. In an ideal world, you should see only those. Messages that require you to do something would look different somehow. They would go to a different place. Those that required you to check on something later would be in yet another place, and so on.

Maybe this all doesn’t matter so much. It usually works out. But wait, something has changed. Now snipping companies are legally liable for messages that were received and not acted upon in the case of accidents. Maybe it is time to get e-mail right. Information is not just nice to have when you need it, you could be sued if you don’t know what you should know when you could easily have known it. Time to do something different.

Now it has become important for a computer system to actually “know” which messages require attention immediately, which require making sure that something takes place over time and which don’t really matter that much. Can this be done?

It has become important for people on a ship, like the master or the engineer, to have a system that is smart about incoming message traffic.  In the future, the supervisor will have to have a system like that.   Messages about imminent disaster must be treated differently from those about new safety regulations. And messages about a problem in a port must be considered just in time -- when a ship might be actually entering that port in order for them to be effectively acted upon. Messages about the office party must be separated from those about inventory of spare parts.

Difficult Retrieval

And then there is the problem of retrieval. You know you read a message two weeks ago that you’d like to see again because it might be relevant now, but you just can’t find it. Why not? Because it is mixed up in a list with all the other e-mails you have saved. Why shouldn’t your e-mail program be smart enough to know which e-mails still need to be acted upon, and which present you with a potential legal liability issue simply because you have opened them, and which need to go on to a to do list of some type to be checked on regularly?

Well, you wonder, isn’t that nice, but how could an e-mail program be that smart? It would have to know my business inside and out. Right. 

Is this possible? It is if you are in the shipping business. Why? Because Ulysses has devoted ten years of software development to writing down every procedure that is followed by every person in any role on a ship. That means that when an e-mail is sent regarding a procedure on a ship, Ulysses software knows what that procedure is, who is responsible for what, how significant whatever is being discussed is, and what needs to be checked when and by whom.

To put this another way, the software knows what the e-mail is about with respect to the processes on a ship. This means that the legal liability will be lessened because important e-mails will not be lost, forgotten, or not acted upon, because the system is smart enough to not let that happen. The system knows what is urgent and what is not, not because someone marked it urgent, but because it knows what the e-mail is about in the scheme of things.

It also knows who needs to know. So, if one person is sent a message that involves other people who were not sent that message, the system knows who else should have been notified and puts the relevant information on their to do lists as well.

The time of lists of e-mails piling up and not necessarily being acted upon is over. Legal liability issues won't permit it. Fortunately there is a solution. Ulysses has built the TA. Time to start relying upon it.

