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Information and Communication Technologies and the Work-Life Boundary

Introduction for Special Themed Section

Co-editors: Donald Hislop, Petra Bosch-Sijtsema, Angelika Zimmermann

The two papers published here emerged out of a subtheme that was organized at
the 2012 European Group for Organization Studies (EGOS) Colloquium in Helsinki,
Finland. The general aim of the subtheme was to contribute towards addressing
gaps in the academic literature on the relationship between information and
communication technology (ICT) use and the nature of the work-life boundary. We
adopt a similar ontology to Orlikowski (2007) and Wajcman (2006) when
examining work-related technology use. Thus, rather than assuming that
technologies have intrinsic properties which determine their impacts, we assume
that technological artefacts and social processes are mutually constitutive and
inseparable. In examining the relationship between ICT use and the work-life
boundary, the concern is thus not with the ‘impacts’ that ICTs have on this boundary,
but how this boundary, and the domains of work and non-work are constructed
through the active way people utilize various ICTs. The papers here therefore place

a central focus on people’s agency in shaping the way they use these technologies.

The importance of examining such issues is partly related to the growing academic
interest in the topic of the work-life boundary that has emerged in recent years.
However, it is also due to the growing extent to which technologies such as laptop
computers, tablet computers and smartphones?! are being used as devices to both
carry out work-related tasks, and to manage the work-life boundary. While
obtaining accurate up-to-date statistics on the extent to which people are using

these technologies for such purposes is challenging, anecdotal evidence suggests

L A smartphone is a generic label for mobile phones which not only provide call and
text functionality, but also gives users access to mobile email and internet as well as
other functionality such as calendaring and cameras.



that such technologies are becoming ubiquitous work tools for a significant

proportion of workers.

Research on the relationship between ICT use and the work-life boundary has
already produced a number of insights. Firstly, work-related ICT use can create a
sense of ‘anytime, anywhere’ contactability that may result in work increasingly
encroaching into non-work time, and the work-life boundary becoming blurred and
permeable (Orlikowski 2007, Sarker et al 2012). However, research by Wajcman et
al (2008) contradicted these findings, and concluded that people had the ability to
limit such impacts through the way they used their mobile phones. This links to a
second key insight from relevant research, which is that the way people use these
technologies to carry out work activities and manage the work-life boundary are
highly diverse and also that they provide people with the means to manage the
work-life boundary in ways which reflect their boundary preferences. See for
example Golden & Geisler’s (2007) study of personal digital assistant use, and

Matusik & Mickel’s (2012) study of smartphone use.

However, due both to the fact that research on this topic is relatively embryonic, and
that the pace at which these technologies are developing is significant, many gaps in
knowledge still remain. Firstly, much of the research has typically focussed
narrowly on managerial and professional workers (Hislop & Axtell 2011). This is a
significant limitation as a heterogeneous range of workers makes use of these
technologies in their work. Secondly, much of the research has concentrated largely
on the way in which the demands of work impact on the non-work domain,
neglecting to adequately account for how demands in the non-work domain impact
on the work domain. The two papers published here add to knowledge on this topic
in various ways. Firstly, they examine the experiences of neglected types of workers,
with Sayah examining self-employed contractors in German’s IT and media sectors,
and Gold & Mustafa examining self-employed home-based workers. Sayah’s paper
also highlights the complexity of the work-life boundary by acknowledging its two-

way directionality, and its multiple dimensions. Finally, Gold & Mustafa’s paper



highlights how people perceived a need to be constantly available to respond to
client calls (‘client colonisation’) even though they used a range of different

strategies to attempt to switch off from work.

Finally, thanks to everyone who participated in the EGOS subtheme, who submitted
papers for consideration in this special issue, and who acted as reviewers for
submitted papers (Axtell, Golden, Halford, Licoppe, Nansen, Panteli, Richardson,
Tietze).
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