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media-communications ecosystem that 
is starkly divided. There are members of 
the “inbox-zero” crowd, like John Meza, 
communications director for Rep. Beto 
O’Rourke, who aim to “process” all their 
unread messages every time they check 
their email, extracting the necessary infor-
mation and filing or deleting their messages 
throughout the day. (“It’s almost mus-
cle memory now,” Meza says.) And then 
there are members of the inbox free-for-all 
crowd—who don’t.

“I feel terrible about it, but I’m in too 
deep,” says Chris Cillizza of The Washing-
ton Post, who has no system for managing 
his messages. (His inbox has about 125,000 
emails in it, though only 341 were unread 
when we spoke.) He says at this point, 
the idea of sorting through his email is so 
daunting that his only real way out would 
be to delete everything and start fresh. “I 
have no good options,” he says. “I have the 
nuclear option and that’s it.” Dave Weigel of 
Bloomberg (21,000 unread) says he gener-
ally doesn’t feel bad about his laissez-faire 
approach, but he acknowledges that things 
do occasionally get lost in his inbox: “I’ve 
missed things, and I don’t know how to rec-
tify that,” he says. “I’ve never come up with 
a good system.”

“There are zero-inbox people, and every-
one else,” says Rosie Gray, a reporter for 
BuzzFeed Politics who has nearly 30,000 
unread emails in her inbox—a number she 
says doesn’t bother her: “I respect their 
thoroughness, but that’s not who I am.” 
Gray is skeptical about the benefits of an 
inbox cleanse, and she’s not the only one. “I 
still have to determine whether or not this 
matters,” says Alec MacGillis, whom I used 
to work with at The New Republic and who 
recently joined ProPublica. “I keep waiting 
for someone to tell me if there is any real 
downside—besides just feeling unclean.” 
Pearce agrees: “Inbox-zero is the paleo of 
email,” he says. “It’s totally arbitrary and 
requires so much energy.”

Most in the inbox-zero camp, on the 
other hand, can’t imagine an alternative. 
Zeke Miller, political reporter at Time mag-
azine, cringes at the thought of people who 
let their inboxes go. “That’s just terrify-
ing,” he says. “I’ve seen inboxes with thou-
sands of unreads, and that’s like nails on the 
chalkboard for me.”

Alyssa Rosenberg of The Washing-
ton Post strives for inbox-zero to a point 
she deems both “embarrassing ” and 

on itself,” he says. But he doesn’t worry about 
missing important emails, because, he points 
out, there are so many other ways to contact 
him. And if something is truly important, the 
sender will usually follow up. “I function on 
an emergency system, where I will respond  
when a crisis comes to a head in my inbox,” 
he explains. 

Most everyone has to deal with the 
drudgery of managing email, but few face 
as significant a daily onslaught as Washing-
ton journalists and communications staff-
ers. It’s not unusual for a plugged-in hack or 
flack to get many hundreds of emails a day. 
(A recent report from the Radicati group, 
which does worldwide market research on 
the subject, projected the average num-
ber of business emails received per user 
per day in 2015 to be 88.) Recently, I asked 
approximately 25 D.C. communications 
staffers and reporters how they handle the 
deluge. What emerged was a portrait of a 

One of the first things 
Sarah Corley, the commu-
nications director for Rep. 
Tom Cole of Oklahoma, 
teaches new press interns 

is her meticulous email-management sys-
tem, which involves some 170 folders and 
subfolders into which she sorts every elec-
tronic message she does not immedi-
ately delete. Within her folder for media 
requests, Corley has subfolders for both 
national media and Oklahoma media, and 
subfolders within those subfolders for indi-
vidual publications. Corley aims to leave 
the office with zero emails in her inbox at 
the end of every workday. 

At the opposite end of the spectrum is 
Matt Pearce, a national reporter for the Los 
Angeles Times, who describes his inbox as “a 
failing banana republic.” (When we spoke, 
his “unreads” had surpassed the 4,000 
mark.) “It’s a system that’s totally collapsing 
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WHAT IT’S ABOUT
If Obama’s 2008 presidential campaign was 
the first to experiment with the power of social 
media, the 2012 cycle presented the first real 
opportunity to study its impact on electoral  
politics. Farrar-Myers and Vaughn did that and 
more, commissioning 13 research papers on the 
effects of new media on the political landscape, 

looking at everything from whether Facebook “likes” translate into votes to the 
hyperpartisanship of newspaper comment sections. Controlling the Message 
presents each study and its findings, collectively painting a nuanced portrait of 
social and other new media’s current place in politics. 

TARGET D.C. AUDIENCE
Campaign managers; digital directors; ad-makers; online-community managers; 
editorial-page editors; professional tweeters; political scientists.

BEST LINE
Success “is far more likely to come to those who blend traditional campaign  
fundamentals with modern social media than to those who ignore or underem-
phasize the former while focusing on the latter. The seemingly revolutionary 
nature of new and social media causes people to forget a simple fact about them: 
new and social media are tools to convey a message, not the message itself.”

TO BE SURE
It is too early draw any firm or final conclusions from the research that has begun to 
roll in on the relationship between politics and new media, so readers should enjoy 
this fascinating work without taking it as gospel. This is particularly true because 
social science can be slippery in general: As the authors of one chapter note, trying 
to establish a causal relationship between a campaign and an individual’s or group’s 
behavior “is a bit like the research on violent video games. It stands to reason that 
there should be some effect, but documenting this effect is empirically difficult.”

ONE LEVEL DEEPER
Digital directors and social-media gurus may want to check out the study by  
Meredith Conroy, Jessica T. Feezell, and Mario Guerrero on the connection 
between Facebook use and notions of civic duty. Their work includes evidence 
that active Facebook users are more likely to donate to or volunteer for campaigns 
and participate in rallies, boycotts, and petitioning—a rejoinder to those who 
deride “clicktivism” as a substitute for real-life engagement. 

THE BIG TAKEAWAY
The great democratization of politics that new media was expected to usher  
in has yet to arrive. The major political parties and corporate media still control 
the process; they have simply transferred their efforts to new platforms.

—Zach C. Cohen
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Book“obsessive.” And while her organizational 

scheme doesn’t guarantee perfection, she 
says, it “combats the horror” of letting her 
emails pile up. “I was a dedicated letter-
writer when I was younger,” she says. “So I 
feel a moral shame about emails left unan-
swered.” She’s not alone: “My basic philos-
ophy is that people get lost in email when 
they don’t keep up,” says inbox-zero-er 
Matt Bai, a national political columnist for 
Yahoo! News. Neglecting your email leads 
not only to clutter but to unresponsive-
ness, he says, “which is more than a failure 
of organization—it’s inconsiderate.”

Not everyone falls neatly into one camp 
or the other, of course. Kate Bernyk, press 
director at the Center for Reproductive 
Rights, says she has never been able to stick 
to any filing system for her inbox, but her 
job leaves her no choice but to be diligent 
about reading and deleting, at least. “In 
media, everyone has an urgent deadline,” 
she says. “So I have a huge anxiety to be as 
responsive as possible.”

For the most part, those buried in unor-
ganized messages say they want to do bet-
ter. “I feel terrible about it,” Cillizza says. 
“I’ve spent whole days unsubscribing 
myself from press releases and mailing 
lists to try and stanch the flow. Even that 
doesn’t really do it.” MacGillis also some-
times wishes he could change his ways. “I 
feel all of the usual guilt, shame, and inade-
quacy,” he says. One House member’s press 
assistant—who asked not to be identified—
admits that he once aspired to an empty 
inbox, but he receives 800 to 1,000 emails 
per day and has found it impossible to  
keep up. When I ask how many unreads he 
has, he quickly replies: “Important ones? 
Zero.” (He has roughly 800 unread mes-
sages that don’t fall into that category, he 
allows.) “I was an inbox-zero person for 
the first four months,” he says. But then he 
took on more responsibilities, “and my life  
fell apart.”

It isn’t just the inbox-infinity people 
who see the virtues of the other side. Chris-
tine Jacobs—communications director of 
governance studies at the Brookings Insti-
tution, and a zero-inbox person—says, of 
the other team, “In a way, they might be 
healthier.” But Bai doesn’t think he’s miss-
ing out on anything: “That would make me 
crazy,” he says about the prospect of letting 
his inbox spin out of control. “I’d need ther-
apy for that. But then again, I can’t walk by 
a crooked painting and not straighten it.”
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