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Experts estimate that by 2013, every adult in the world will own a mobile phone. 

Mobile technologies are one of the fastest growing and most widely adopted technologies 

in history. This study seeks to understand the impacts of an increasingly mobile culture in 

the United States, focusing on how being “always on” impacts individuals' relationships 

with work. Being always on refers to an individual’s propensity to remain continuously 

connected to the world through a web-enabled, mobile technology device, such as an 

iPhone or BlackBerry. Influenced by Clark's (2000) work-family border theory, I 

conducted 49 in-depth interviews, in order to develop a communicative model of being 

always on. The model is characterized by using new mobile technologies, needing to be 

connected, blurring boundaries between work and non-work spheres, identifying with 

work, working long hours, and having work-life balance. Being always on is linked to a 

strong work identity and desire for control over one's time. However, being constantly 

connected with a smartphone also means being more connected to work; it has become 

easier to work longer hours, have work leak into personal time, and slowly but ultimately 
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lose control over the boundaries between work and non-work domains. Ironically, 

individuals who are always on in order to gain more control over their time may actually 

end up giving up more control than they gain. However, always-on individuals actually 

feel like they have an appropriate work-life balance, which complicates traditional 

understandings of the meaning of “balance.” Instead, these findings suggest always-on 

individuals actually “atomize,” a term that refers to the breaking down of communicative 

tasks into small pieces to can be completed anywhere, at any time, enabling flexibility 

and control.  
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Chapter One: Introduction 

According to the Pew Research Center, more than 71 percent of adults in the 

United States currently access the internet at some point in their daily lives, from home, 

work, and any number of public locations (Horrigan, 2006). More than half of American 

adults have accessed the internet from a mobile device (Horrigan, 2009). In early 2009, 

more than 88 percent of Americans owned cell phones, and some experts believe that 

number will reach 100 percent worldwide by 2013 (Elkin, 2009). comScore (Lipsman, 

2009) data suggest that smartphone penetration, which encompasses web-enabled mobile 

phones such as BlackBerries and iPhones, accounts for more than 20 percent of the U.S. 

mobile phone market, and that number is growing rapidly. Mobile phones have quickly 

become one of the central communication and information channels for most adults in the 

United States.   

Couple this growth in mobile phone adoption with the proliferation of laptop and 

netbook computers and the increasing prevalence of wireless internet access, and 

together, these technologies form a nearly seamless web of connectivity, a state of 

perpetual contact, where an individual is “always on.” With my dissertation, I seek to 

understand the implications of being always connected to the world via mobile 

technologies, with the ultimate goal of developing a better understanding of how being 

always on shapes individuals’ experiences at home and at work, as well as the ever-

shifting balance between these two spheres. In the United States, we are quickly 

approaching the point of perpetual contact, where we can be reached at any time in any 
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place. Cascio and Shurygailo (2003) refer to this as the “new paradigm of work—

anytime, anywhere, in real space or in cyberspace” (p. 362). How does this state of being 

always on impact communication and relationships with work?   

With such a large percentage of people using these relatively new technologies, it 

is important that we understand how this usage affects our lives. Technology use among 

individuals tends to fall along a broad continuum; some people cannot seem to ever turn 

their cell phones off, even when they are at home or on vacation, yet others use their 

phones only for emergencies. Some people are required to keep phones on at all times 

because of their jobs, and others are constantly using their phones to project an image of 

status or importance. Increasingly, however, there are fewer people who simply refuse to 

use a mobile phone at all. Most people use a mobile phone every day in some capacity. 

This new reality has serious implications to our lives, both as members of 

organizations and as people living in contemporary U.S. society. The implications 

include learning more about how to be productive at work, how to effectively 

communicate across physical and temporal distances, how to manage a multitude of 

communication technologies and a vast amount of information, and how to balance work-

related and personal concerns. All of us deal with these issues every day, even when we 

are not at work. Understanding them can help us be more productive and healthier 

members of our increasingly mobile and connected society.  

Background 

I find this topic intriguing from both academic and personal perspectives. I have 

long had an interest in communication technologies and their social and communicative 
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impacts. I am not young enough to have been born with an email account and Facebook 

page, nor am I old enough to remember what life was like before computers and cable 

television. As I grew up, I saw mobile phones, the Internet, and laptops move from rare to 

essentially ubiquitous. Witnessing this transition has fascinated me. I feel like my 

generation has experienced one of the most significant and rapid technological changes in 

history, and it affects nearly every member of our society.  

I got my first mobile phone when I turned 16, but I was one of the first people in 

my high school class to have one; I was carefully instructed to use it only in case of an 

emergency. That was only 13 years ago. I got my first personal computer – a desktop 

with a 13-inch CRT monitor – when I went to college in 1998 and bought my first laptop 

a few years after that. In college, I used instant messenger programs like ICQ and AIM to 

talk to my friends and opened my first webmail account at that time. I now depend almost 

entirely on Gmail for my email needs. I joined Friendster, one of the first popular social 

networking sites, in 2003, and later signed up for accounts on Facebook and Twitter. I 

bought my first web-enabled phone in 2007 and switched to the iPhone 3G in early 2009. 

Now, I check my email constantly. I am officially a technophile; I love being connected 

and will readily admit that my iPhone has changed my life for the better. I am the 

prototypical example of the always-on person I seek to understand with this study. While 

I might be an extreme case, I am a member of a large and fast-growing group.  

Recently, I was at a party with a diverse group of friends; some were colleagues 

from graduate school, some were peers from the Austin tech community, and the rest 

were social acquaintances and partners of other attendees. We were sitting around a table 
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talking, and I noticed that seven of the eight people around the table had iPhones and six 

of those iPhones were visible. Three were on resting on the table, two were being used 

and one was idle in someone’s hand. This example is a little out of the ordinary, but not 

terribly uncommon. It seems like I know more smartphone owners than I know non-

smartphone owners. I do not know many people over the age of 15 who do not have a 

mobile phone of some type.  

Mobile phones and smartphones are everywhere. What makes this fact 

particularly relevant is that this simply was not true ten years ago. The rapidity with 

which mobile phones have saturated our society is astounding. It is also a highly 

significant change; mobile phones enable forms of communication that were previously 

not possible. This ability for anytime, anywhere communication has numerous important 

implications for our lives, and it is essential that we understand the impact mobile 

communication has on our society as a whole and for us personally. This study is one part 

of that effort; in this paper, I seek to understand what it means to be always on and how 

we manage being always on.  

In particular, as a scholar in organizational communication, I am interested in the 

impact being always on has on our relationship with work. When we carry miniature 

communication devices with us everywhere, we are more connected to everything, 

including our workplaces. What happens when work-related communication is never 

farther away than our pockets and purses? Through this study, I hope to understand more 

about how we manage boundaries between our work lives and our non-work lives when 

they are increasingly overlapping and connected. 
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Chapter Two: Review of Literature 

In this literature review, I will define the term “always on”, both in terms of what 

it is as well as what it is not, by reviewing existing definitions and studies of similar 

concepts. Then I will explore a number of potentially important concepts to 

understanding always on, including possible causes, the technologies necessary to be 

always on, and possible effects of constant connection. Finally, I will end this review 

with a discussion of work-life literature, with a specific focus on the work-family border 

theory, which is a particularly relevant theoretical perspective for this study of being 

always on. 

Definitions and Related Concepts 

There are still few academic studies of being always on; it is a relatively new 

phenomenon that has not existed long enough to have been extensively studied. Web-

enabled smartphones have only been mainstream for about two years, and wireless 

internet growth has accelerated rapidly in the past five years. As new as these 

technologies are, however, a number of scholars have been and are currently studying 

related concepts, which I will review here. None of these exactly capture the full essence 

of always on, especially in an organizational context, but all of them contribute in some 

way to our understanding of this concept. 

In their 2002 book, Katz and Aakhus describe the concept of perpetual contact. 

Through an extensive exploration of mobile phone use, Katz and Aakhus address how 

“mobile communication changes the nature and quality of social behavior and 
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organization” (p. 301). The term perpetual contact connotes the ability to contact anyone 

at anytime from anywhere. Perpetual contact is an ideal, a form of “pure communication” 

that does not yet exist due to social and technological limitations – though we are getting 

closer and closer – but it is nearly identical to the idea of being always on. In this study, I 

use the term always on to refer to the state of being constantly connected, which has 

communicative, informational, and psychological implications, differentiating it from 

perpetual contact only insofar as perpetual contact suggests a singular focus on 

communicative elements. So far, there is some theoretical work but very little empirical 

research on perpetual contact; as such, Katz and Aakhus’ book is an important addition to 

a review of always on literature.   

Another related concept is multicommunicating, a process Reinsch, Turner and 

Tinsley (2008) define as “engaging in two or more overlapping, synchronous 

conversations” (p. 3). They describe multicommunicating as a particular form of 

multitasking. Multitasking suggests that an individual is working on multiple tasks at 

once, whereas multicommunicating suggests that an individual is interacting with 

multiple others at once. Multicommunicating is a more cognitively sophisticated behavior 

than multi-tasking and is enabled by increasingly sophisticated information and 

communication technologies (ICTs). An example of multicommunicating would be an 

individual talking to one person on the phone while using instant messenger to talk to 

another person. Multicommunicating is a very common practice in the workplace; Turner 

and Reinsch (2007) found “that business communicators can and do intentionally allocate 

their personal attention across a number of ongoing, interleaved conversations” (p. 52). 
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As ICTs become more advanced and further integrated into our work lives, 

multicommunicating will certainly increase. Individuals who are always on are likely to 

multicommunicate. Being always on is more than simply multicommunicating, but 

understanding the process and effects of multicommunicating can help us understand 

being always on. 

Gergen (2002) discusses the idea of absent presence, which he describes as the 

“growing domain of diverted or divided consciousness invited by communication 

technology, and most particularly the mobile telephone. One is physically present but is 

absorbed by a technologically mediated world of elsewhere” (p. 227). This term is not 

synonymous with always on, but an important element of being always on. Individuals 

who are always on also manage their absent presence (or they should be, if they are not). 

This phenomenon is quite common; when a mobile phone rings or vibrates, it intrudes 

into a person’s physical environment. Even if she does not actually answer the phone or 

check her messages, for a moment her attention is diverted to the mediated world 

available to her through her phone. How a person manages her absent presence will likely 

play a role in how she is always on. Turkle (1995) calls this behavior continual co-

presence, the management of one’s multiple selves – both physical and mediated – that is 

enabled by mobile communication. 

Reinsch, Turner and Tinsley (2008) also discuss a concept they term connected 

time. Connected time is an outcome of multicommunicating, a result of conducting 

multiple conversations at once, and refers to an individual’s availability for 

communication. Reinsch et al. write, “in connected time a person was assumed to be 
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capable of interacting with multiple individuals and likely to be doing so” (p. 19). 

Connected time is quite similar to being always on; the main distinction between them is 

that being always on implies an overall attitude, even a way of life, whereas connected 

time refers to a specific communicative state. One could be always off and multi-

communicating. Being always on describes a person’s lifestyle, and connected time refers 

to a person’s temporal state. 

On the technical side, disciplines such as telecommunications, computer science 

and human-computer interaction refer to being always on with terms such as ubiquitous 

computing, anytime/anyplace computing (Davis, 2002), and everyware (Greenfield, 

2006). These terms refer to the technological condition where information and 

communication processing capabilities are built into a variety of devices and objects, and 

users can access these computing capabilities from nearly anywhere; they are no longer 

chained to a desktop computer connected with wires to a corporate intranet. Mobile 

smartphones and web-enabled netbook and laptop computers, as well as the ever-

expanding web of public wireless internet access (wifi) are representative of these 

technical concepts and are the essential hardware components of being always on. 

Without these technical components, the communicative and social state of being always 

on could not and would not exist.  

In addition to these relevant concepts, there are a few references to the actual 

phrase always on in academic literature. For example, Agre (2001) details some of the 

challenges of the “always on world,” which include interruptions, divided attention, 

addiction, and boundary management. In her book, Baron (2008) discusses the costs and 
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benefits of being always on. She approaches this issue from a linguistics perspective, but 

her book includes a number of important contributions to our understanding of what it 

means to be always on. Most importantly, Baron lays out several fundamental changes in 

language brought about by the extensive use of communication technologies. First, 

people have a “growing ability… to assert control over when we interact with whom” (p. 

5). Mobile phones and other communication media allow us to interact with others when, 

where and how we want to. For example, if I want to arrange dinner with a friend, I can 

choose to email, call, text message, direct message on Twitter, or send a Facebook 

message to that friend, knowing she will likely get any of those messages within a few 

minutes and can respond at her convenience. Being always on gives people control over 

their interactions. Second, Baron suggests that, since we write so much, each individual 

piece of text is not of very high quality. With the increasing prevalence of so many 

different communication media, people engage in a great deal of communicating. In a 

single day, an always on individual will probably send a few dozen emails, update her 

Facebook and Twitter statuses several times, write a blog post, comment on other blog 

posts, compose and reply to ten text messages, and write a number of other short 

electronic messages. However, since there are so many of these messages, each 

individual message is often quickly composed and sent off without much attention being 

paid to grammar, content and editing. Finally, Baron predicts what she calls the “end of 

anticipation” (p. 7). Since we have so many micro-interactions with others in numerous 

multiple media throughout the day, we have less catching up to do when we meet these 

people in person. We are already aware of the little things going on in our friends’ lives, 
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due to Facebook, Twitter and IM status updates; we can stay up-to-date on their jobs, 

families, even where they ate dinner last night. This end of small talk is a significant 

communicative change and has a number of implications for interpersonal and 

organizational communication.  

The phrase always on is quite common in popular parlance. It refers to the state of 

being continuously connected to the telecommunications grid via any number of ICT 

devices, specifically those that are both mobile and web-enabled. A person is always on 

when she keeps her mobile device on or nearby her person all day (and all night) long.  

Already, the term always on is somewhat problematic. Semantically, being 

always on implies an action or behavior: a person who is always on should be constantly 

engaged, always doing something or talking to someone. Physically, it is impossible to be 

always on. Therefore, the focus of this study may technically be something more akin 

to being always available. However, I am purposively using the term always on because 

it is a close approximation of the phenomenon I plan to study, as well as a commonly-

used and recognizable phrase.  

Being Always On 

In order to study being always on, I need to clearly articulate the communicative 

concepts I expect to be related to being always on. There are social and technical factors 

that contribute to a person being always on, as well as a number of outcomes of being 

always on. I will explore those communicative processes here.  

Possible causes of being always on. First, I will discuss some of the potential 

contributing factors to being always on. This includes polychronicity, technology 
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orientation, a need to remain available, organizational norms, and identity and 

identification.  

Polychronicity. The first, and one of the most researched of the individual-level 

antecedents, is a person’s polychronic orientation. Much of this research relates to 

multitasking behaviors at work; a person has a polychronic (as opposed to monochronic) 

orientation if she is able to manage (and seeks out) doing multiple tasks at once. 

Additional work on polychronicity has investigated possible relationships between an 

individual’s polychronic orientation to personality and demographic variables. Bluedorn 

(2002) found that individuals with high polychronic tendencies are also likely to view 

change positively, have a high tolerance for ambiguity, a desire to achieve, are impatient, 

and are often late. These individuals also tend to experience less stress and 

conscientiousness than their peers with monochronic tendencies. Bluedorn also found 

evidence that suggests polychronicity is also positively related to some extent to 

productivity and job satisfaction. 

            Turner, Grube, Tinsley, Lee and O’Pell (2006) argue that polychronicity is related 

to ICT use, which is an important element of the always on model. Turner and her 

colleagues found: 

IM necessarily demands polychronic abilities because it often involves multiple 

messages at any one time. E-mail supports the polychronic management of time 

because it also allows an individual to perform multiple tasks at once (talk on the 

phone while answering e-mail or instant messages). These communication 

technologies contribute to a message environment that could be overwhelming to 
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someone with a low polychronic orientation but stimulating to someone with a 

high polychronic orientation. (p. 239) 

Turner and Reinsch (2007) feel that “multitasking has become synonymous with the 

communication technology–infused workplace of today” (p. 36). ICTs such as instant 

messaging and mobile phones allow users to engage in multiple conversations and 

activities at once. An individual with the propensity to multitask and a high polychromic 

orientation will be more likely to be always on.   

Technology orientation. Turner and her colleagues’ work leads to another 

important antecedent of being always on: technology comfort and orientations (Gant & 

Kiesler, 2001). Some individuals are more comfortable with technology than others. 

Some individuals like using technology more than others. Comfort level and inclination 

toward technologies will likely influence an individual’s choice to be always on. 

Particularly, certain technologically-inclined individuals may be more likely to purchase 

smartphones, which are often considered more technically complex than their non web-

enabled phone counterparts.  

           Need to remain available. Certain individuals feel the need to make themselves 

always available. This pressure to be always on can come from internal sources, as well 

as external ones such as a managerial or job requirements. Some people feel compelled to 

keep their cell phones on all the time; some people stay logged into IM clients long after 

the work day is over. The reasons for wanting to remain available are numerous, but 

could include projecting an image of importance, wanting to remain “in the know,” or 

even addiction. Nardi and Whittaker (2002) found that participants liked to know if and 
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when others were available, even if they did not want to engage in interaction at that 

particular moment. Nardi and Whittaker refer to these as “awareness moments”, which 

“produced a certain feeling in people, rather than accomplishing information exchange” 

(p. 85). 

Organizational norms. Yates and Orlikowski (1992) suggest that organizational 

norms are important to ICT use. Stephens and Davis (2009) found that organizational 

norms influence individual ICT use, particularly when employees observe their 

coworkers using devices in particular ways, such as for multitasking during meetings. 

Sornes and Stephens (2004) found that “subcultures will have their own norms with 

respect to ICTs” (p. 109). Smaller groups within organizations, such as work teams and 

friendship groups, as well as the organization itself will play a role in an individual’s ICT 

use (El-Shinnawy & Markus, 1998; Markus, 1994). In addition, ICT usage norms are 

often influenced by supervisors and managers (Igbaria & Chakrabarti, 1990; Stevens, 

Williams, & Smith, 2000; Turner et al., 2006).  

Identity and identification. It is quite possible that factors such as organizational 

identification and commitment will influence an individual’s always on behaviors. An 

individual may demonstrate her commitment to her job by remaining accessible even on 

weekends. Similarly, a highly identified employee may be more likely to remain always 

on than a less highly identified employee. Some occupations require being always 

accessible, such as physicians (Zerubavel, 1990) and public safety personnel. Many 

press-related occupations are 24-hour a day jobs, since the global news cycle never turns 

off. On another level are customer-service representatives, technical support staff, 
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salespeople, even those in the advertising field (Ladner, 2008). These latter occupations 

are not matters of life and death, but are driven by financial pressures to be always 

available to customers. Finally, some occupations may not explicitly require being 

always on, but it has become normalized as a part of that culture, often as a marker of 

success or importance.  

One of the preeminent organizational communication scholars of identity, Cheney 

(1991) has explored the processes of identity management and identification, focusing on 

how people manage multiple identities. Identification is the process of association with 

other individuals and organizations in order to “grant us personal meaning and… place us 

in the matrix of the social order” (Cheney, 1991, p. 17). Identity is the product of the 

process of identification. Individuals identify with other individuals, as well as with 

groups, occupations, and organizations; all people have multiple social memberships and 

multiple targets of identification (Wenger, 1998). The combination of these associations 

creates an individual's identity.  

As Gossett (2002) noted, “Because we spend so much of our time in the work 

environment organizations are logical targets with which to identify” (p. 387). When an 

individual identifies with a workplace organization, this is organizational identification. 

Dutton, Dukerich, and Harquail (1994) define organizational identification as “the degree 

to which a member defines him- or herself by the same attributes that he or she believes 

define the organization” (p. 239). They find members base the strength of their 

identification with an organization on what they believe to be the central values of an 

organization, as well as what they believe non-members think of the organization. Scott, 
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Corman and Cheney (1998) expand this definition of identification to include the 

“forging, maintenance, and alteration of linkages between persons and groups” (p. 304). 

In this sense, identification is a dynamic, negotiated discursive process between 

individuals and organizations; identifications are complex and continuously changing 

(Kuhn & Nelson, 2002). 

Related to the concept of organizational identification is that of personal and 

professional identity. It is important to carefully distinguish between identification and 

identity. Scott et al. (1998) discuss how identity “includes core beliefs or assumptions, 

values, attitudes, preferences, decisional premises, gestures, habits, rules, and so on. 

Identities, ideally speaking, provide us with relatively stable characteristics that make up 

the self” (p. 303). Individual identity is created from one person’s various interactions 

and organizational memberships. According to Gioia (1998), identity “constitutes what is 

somehow core to my being, what comprises the consistently traceable thread that is ‘me’ 

over time, and what somehow distinguishes me from a myriad of other people” (p. 19). 

More than that, however, identity also functions to link a person to a similar group or 

class of others, such as an organization. Scott et al. (1998) explain, “Each identity 

references certain norms and other ideas about who we are, how we are to act, and what 

is important to us. An identity makes further sense in terms of defining who we are and 

who we are not on the basis of social memberships” (p. 303). The authors see identity 

functioning as an anchor, which suggests certain immutable qualities about a person, 

even though identities will evolve over a person’s lifetime. Furthermore, identities are 

highly context-dependent. Certain targets of identification will be more salient at certain 
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times. Scott, Corman and Cheney indicate that identification is “somewhat changing and 

fluid in practice and as having an essential relationship to activity. During certain situated 

activities, some identifications are more likely than others” (p. 326). 

 Burke (1937) believes individual identity is a “combination of partially 

conflicting corporate ‘we’s’” (p. 264). Since most individuals are members of myriad 

organizations, this is an important aspect of any study involving organizational identity. 

For some members, their work organization is the most important membership to their 

identity, but others view their work as “just a job.” As Cheney (1991) notes, the 

“inherently paradoxical nature of these multiple identifications and identities” can be 

complex to manage (p. 141). An individual will have various targets for identification: 

her particular job in an organization, a department or division, the organization, her 

occupation and professional affiliations, social or community organizations of which she 

is a member, and probably many others.  

Larkey and Morrill (1995) point out how little is known about how people 

develop and maintain organizational identifications and propose that “narratives of 

identity may provide clues to the ways in which people manage the shifting and multiple 

identifications with their organization and its many faces” (p. 209). As Fine (1996) asks, 

“Given the situated quality of identity work, the question is not only what occupational 

identities are possible, but under what conditions of work are particular identity choices 

made?” (p. 92).  

  Occupational and cultural identities play a role in being always on; some cultures 

value this behavior more than others. In the United States, for example, many white-
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collar working adults wear mobile phones as a badge of pride and responsibility. The 

U.S. working culture in general is more focused on long hours as a representation of hard 

work and productivity, as compared to European cultures that value personal time and 

longer vacations. 

 In addition to these social and communicative factors that could contribute to 

being always on, there are a number of technological considerations to constant 

connectivity.  

Technologies contributing to being always on. Being always on depends 

heavily on the availability of information and communication technologies; without ICTs 

we simply could not be always on. The specific ICTs individuals use to be always on 

vary from smartphones like BlackBerries and iPhones to laptop and netbook computers, 

just to name a few. For this project, I will take a variable-centered approach (Nass & 

Mason, 1990), which emphasizes how the variables of any given technology are more 

useful to understanding its use than the specific technology itself. Any number of 

particular ICTs may share one or a set of variables that make them attractive for 

remaining always on; these variables include size and portability, as well as speed and 

web access. As such, I will not focus on one or even a few specific technologies in this 

study. The distinction between individual technologies is less important than ever, as 

devices become smaller and more highly sophisticated technologically (Katz & Aarkus, 

2002). Nearly all new mobile phones are web-enabled, and as wireless internet access 

becomes cheaper and more ubiquitous, we will soon be able to access the internet from 

all our devices at anytime. Because of this, I am less interested in the different ways 
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individuals use their BlackBerries and their laptops than I am in the ways in which they 

use any personal communication technology to remain always on. 

Over the past 15 years, mobile telephones, known in the United States simply as 

cell phones or mobiles, have drastically changed the contemporary communication 

landscape. In the past five years that landscape has changed even more with the 

availability of web-enabled smartphones with a great deal of computing power, such as 

the BlackBerry and iPhone. Mobile telephony research primarily addresses voice calls, 

text messaging and more recently, web browsing. 

Campbell and Russo (2003) investigated the social construction of mobile phone 

use in friendship and family relationships. They found that participants viewed the phone 

as a “collective social resource” (p. 329) to coordinate in-person meetings and share 

knowledge. Others have found that mobile phones serve to establish and maintain social 

networks (Johnsen, 2003; Licoppe, 2003). Plant (2001) has written about a number of the 

norms and rules for appropriate mobile phone behavior across the world. In particular, 

she talks about the mobile phone user’s “bi-psyche,” which results from managing both 

the physical space in which an individual is located as well as the conversation space that 

exists as a result of a phone call. She writes, “The mobile requires its users to manage the 

intersection of the real present and the conversational present in a manner that is mindful 

of both” (p. 50). For example, if someone takes a phone call while at dinner with other 

people, she might leave to table for the phone conversation, both to hear the phone 

conversation better and out of consideration for her dining companions. This is very 

similar to Gergen’s (2002) idea of absent presence. Others attempt to classify types of 
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mobile phone users along a variety of categories. One useful classification for 

conceptualizing a model of being always on is Vermeir’s (2007). He describes three 

categories of mobile users: notime, nowhere users, who are never on; sometimes, 

somewhere users, who find themselves in the middle of the always on continuum; and the 

anytime, anywhere users. These are the always on individuals. 

            Mobile telephony research is an appropriate foundation for my study of being 

always on, as the mobile phone is one of the primary means for being constantly 

connected. This is also the set of literature that most closely relates to the core issues of 

being always on, and I will draw on it heavily throughout my dissertation work. 

However, being always on does not depend solely on the mobile phone; it also requires 

the availability of a variety of ICTs that access the internet. 

The internet technologies that are most important to being always on are those 

that enable real-time communication and information-seeking. Though individuals may 

not always use these ICTs synchronously, they have the capability to enable synchronous 

interaction. This includes instant messaging, email, and search and retrieval technologies. 

Nardi, Whittaker and Bradner (2000) found a number of uses for IM, including 

quick questions and clarifications, coordination, scheduling, keeping in touch with 

friends and family outside of work, and conducting impromptu social meetings. Garrett 

and Danziger (2007) found that frequent IM users differ from infrequent IM users in 

several ways. Specifically, more frequent IM users are more likely to multitask. Garrett 

and Danziger also suggest that IM “could further enhance work-related communications” 

by allowing control over presence availability information (par. 40). IM is still a recent 
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addition to ICT research, but a number of newer studies explore its use in both social and 

organizational settings (e.g., Donghun & Chang, 2007; Flanagin, 2005; Fox, Bukatko, 

Hallahan, & Crawford, 2007). One aspect of being always on is that the boundaries 

between social and work communication may be less prominent; individuals can use 

ICTs to communicate with friends or family members while at work, just as they can use 

ICTs to conduct work-related interactions while at home.   

            Across both the mobile telephony and internet literature, there are a number of 

common themes that help us understand being always on. I am interested in patterns of 

ICT use, the ways individuals use these technologies in their daily lives, and specifically 

how participants use their mobile devices to structure their work and personal lives. 

Effects of being always on. Most of the research that relates to being always on 

focuses on a set of possible or observed consequences of being always on, which are 

often classified by whether they have a positive or negative impact. Based on studies of 

technology use and multicommunicating, I can construct a foundation on which to 

understand both the benefits and the challenges of being always on. Since what we know 

about multicommunicating and using other ICTs does not fully account for all the effects 

of being always on, the consequences discussed in these pages are only a starting point 

for my dissertation. I expect that being always on does share some outcomes with these 

other forms of mediated communication, but I also expect other outcomes to emerge in 

my research. The following section, then, can only describe possible outcomes based on 

similar research. 
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Benefits. Positive – or beneficial – outcomes can include elimination of time and 

space constraints, better coordination and planning, increased communication, enhanced 

productivity, even individual image management. The first of these positive outcomes is 

being able to communicate from anywhere at any time. Katz and Aakhus (2002) suggest 

that mobile phones can “liberate individuals from the constraints of their settings” (p. 7), 

which allows individuals to remain available no matter where they are. For example, if a 

father has to stay at home with a sick child, he can still be reached for important work 

matters. Communication technologies are often praised for their ability to free users from 

the constraints of physical space. In addition, ICTs can connect people to work at all 

times, allowing business to continue even at times when an employee is not normally at 

work. Individuals can also remain available to their families at all times. For some 

individuals, they may need to remain available in the case of an emergency or a specific 

planned event (e.g., a man whose wife is nine months pregnant). For others, they may 

simply feel more comfortable knowing they can be reached anytime and anywhere. A 

number of participants in Nardi, Whittaker and Bradner’s (2000) study used IM regularly 

to stay in touch with family members throughout the work day. 

Another positive outcome is productivity. A BlackBerry can be a useful 

“instrument for managing practical affairs” (Katz & Aakhus, 2002, p. 8). In general, 

technologies allow individuals to complete tasks more quickly. Nardi, Whittaker and 

Bradner (2000) found that IM allowed individuals to complete tasks more quickly, since 

others were likely to respond quickly to instant messages. Cell phones give individuals a 

great deal of control over activity coordination, setting up in-person meetings, making 
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logistical arrangements, rescheduling events and the like. Using synchronous ICTs, all of 

this can be done in real time. 

Some individuals may remain always on to reflect a certain status and image. 

Some people may feel that by remaining available at all times to employees and 

supervisors, they project an image of commitment and responsibility. Mobile phones can 

be a signal of importance or status (Green, 2003; Schlosser, 2002), but they can also be 

perceived as annoying and unnecessary in the wrong settings (Ling & Haddon, 2003). 

Individuals can use their phones to deliberately create a public persona: 

On a train, for example, a mobile can be used as a way of broadcasting a great 

deal of information to a pretty much captive audience. In some contexts, even the 

presence of the mobile can be used to inform the audience that this is a person 

with a life, a person of the mobile world. Calls can be invented for the purpose, in 

which case the mobile can communicate even when it is not in use. (Plant, 2001, 

p. 49) 

In general, more work needs to be done to explore the perceptions of an individual’s 

image as a result of being always on. 

Costs. There are also a variety of possible negative consequences to being always 

on. These potentially harmful effects include loss of privacy and control, information 

overload, interruptions, deterioration of work and personal life boundaries, and addiction. 

One of the most oft-cited negative outcomes is overload and loss of control. This can 

come in the form of unwanted interruptions or too many simultaneous interactions. For 

example, Rennecker and Godwin (2003) note how the characteristics of IM may lead it to 
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be perceived as interruptive and contributing to information overload. Many scholars 

suggest that today’s communication and information-rich environment can lead to 

overload (de Bakker, 2007; Edmunds & Morris, 2000). In addition to information load, 

users are often concerned about losing control over their communication and even their 

lives. Middleton (2007) studied BlackBerry users in Canada and found that, even though 

users initially felt that their BlackBerries gave them more control over their 

communication, their BlackBerries actually served to reinforce systems of organizational 

control over employees. 

A heavily communicative result of being always on is divided attention. 

Managing multiple conversations at once can lead to poor quality interactions. Some 

studies have found that IM helps individuals manage interruptions to be more productive 

(Garrett & Danziger, 2007), while others suggest that ICTs lead to more interruptions 

(Nardi, Whittaker, & Bradner, 2000). Turner and Reinsch’s (2007) work on 

multicommunicating is useful in helping us understand the communicative effects of 

divided attention, as is the plethora of work on multitasking in fields such as psychology 

(e.g. Rogers & Monsell, 1995).    

An even more serious effect of being always on is that of individual addiction. 

Some people feel as if they cannot turn off their devices; some feel physically ill when 

they are away from their email for too long. This is evident in the popular use of the term 

“CrackBerry” to refer to the BlackBerry model of smartphone. BlackBerry addiction has 

been a prevalent topic in mainstream news media; some articles even note how heavy 
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users may experience thumb pain and phantom vibrations (Joyce, 2005). Scholarly 

research on this issue is scant, but is a vital piece of being always on. 

Another negative outcome is the lack of work-life balance, or an “erosion of the 

public-private distinction” (Katz & Aakhus, 2002, p. 8). The challenge of negotiating and 

maintaining healthy boundaries between work and personal activities is increasingly 

difficult in an always-on world. Golden, Kirby and Jorgenson (2006) discuss some of the 

possible effects telework and ICT use may have on work-life boundaries, namely that 

boundaries become blurred. To further interrogate this issue, they propose research 

focused on answering questions such as “how do individuals resist (and enable) blurring 

of previously distinct boundaries [between work and home]?” (p. 162). Ladner (2008) 

found that while mobile technologies free employees from the physical constraints of an 

office, they blur the border between work time and personal time. Research about work-

life boundaries has recently garnered a great deal of attention from organization and 

communication researchers (e.g. Buzzanell et al., 2005; Cowan & Hoffman, 2007; 

Ellison, 2004).  

             Though I (and often the authors of the aforementioned literature) organized these 

possible consequences into a set of benefits and another set of costs, the actual impact of 

being always on is far more complex than a simple list of pros and cons. Depending on a 

number of factors, some outcomes could have both positive and negative effects. For 

example, organizational commitment, identification and satisfaction are all potentially 

related to being always on, but without more research, it is unclear to what degree being 

always on leads to higher or lower commitment and satisfaction. It seems likely that 
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being connected can be a positive experience, but feeling forced to be connected against 

one’s will is negative, as are over-connection and addiction. Through this project, I hope 

to come a more comprehensive understanding of being always on that allows for a 

complex set of consequences that do not necessarily fall cleanly into either the positive or 

negative categories.   

Work and non-work spheres. Finally, advancements in mobile technologies and 

an increasingly always on world certainly have an impact on individuals’ boundaries 

between their work and non-work spheres.  

Much of the foundational work-life literature views home and work as separate 

domains; this literature tends to attempt to understand the ways individuals manage these 

domains and the effects of various domain interactions. Domains can be integrated or 

separated (Kanter, 1977; Nippert-Eng, 1996). Integration between work and non-work 

spheres involves complete overlap between the two worlds; a person who has integrated 

these spheres would make no distinctions in their behaviors and emotions in either space. 

Alternatively, a separator keeps the two spheres completely distinct, allowing no overlap 

between worlds. Clark (2000) is clear to note that there is no desired position on the 

continuum between integration and separation; individuals can be satisfied and 

productive at any point on this continuum. Staines’ (1980) spillover theory suggests that, 

even with careful separation between the domains, work can spill over into home and 

home can spill over into work. Kirby, Golden, Medved, Jorgenson, and Buzzanell (2003) 

prefer to refer to work and life domains as “contextual frames” (p. 7), because of the 

permeable nature of the boundaries between the domains. Kanter (1977) refers to the 
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“myth of separate worlds” (p. 8), suggesting that work and home are in reality not that 

distinct. In reality, there is a great deal of overlap between the two spheres, and as such, 

is far more complex than a simple study of work and home.  

According to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, the average American worked 

199 more hours in 2000 than did the average American in 1973, which is almost five 

additional work weeks per year (Schor, 2003). As Philipson (2002) writes, the United 

States is a “nation in love with work" (p. 2). Many Americans define themselves by their 

work. Gini (2001) believes work “literally names us, identifies us, to both ourselves and 

others (p. 2). Not only are employees working more, but advances in communication 

technologies continue to blur the boundaries between work and home, as well as provide 

new ways to manage those boundaries (Caporael & Xie, 2003; Darrah et al., 2002; Edley, 

2001; English-Lueck, 2002; Golden & Geisler, 2007). For example, Golden and Geisler 

(2007) found four ways individuals manage work-life boundaries with their PDAs: 

containing work, integrating the self, transitioning work and protecting the private.  

If employees are working longer hours, we need to understand what impact those 

longer hours are having on employees. A number of authors have explored the ways in 

which overwork impacts employees (Ciulla, 2000; Galinsky, Bond, Kim, Backon, 

Brownfield, & Sakai, 2005; Gini, 2001; Philipson, 2002; Schor, 2003). One of the main 

concerns of these scholars is the impact overwork has on work-life balance and family 

relationships (Edley, 2001; Golden, Kirby, & Jorgenson, 2006). Hochschild (1997) finds 

that, for many employees, the stress of managing a successful work life and a fulfilling 

home life can be difficult. This can even result in some individuals finding relief from 
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home responsibilities at work. For these employees, home feels like “another workplace” 

(p. 37), where “quality time” with family members is a required, even forced interaction.   

From an organizational perspective, encouraging employee work-life balance can 

have its benefits. In her book, Hochschild (1997) found two distinct types of 

organizational policies intended to encourage work-life balance: policies that keep 

employees from worrying about home issues while they are at work, such as daycare 

facilities, and policies that attempt to keep employees from worrying about work issues 

while they are at home, like flex-time and paid family leave. Many organizations 

implement alternate work arrangements like telework and flex-time to give employees 

flexibility in where and when they work (Garrett & Danziger, 2007; Sullivan & Lewis, 

2001). In general, employees feel positively about organizations that encourage flexibility 

with these types of programs (Kirchmeyer, 1995; Scholarios & Marks, 2004). Cowan and 

Hoffman (2007) explored employees’ definitions of flexibility in depth, finding that 

employees conceptualized balance in terms of flexibility in time and space, as well as 

evaluation and compensation. However, several studies have suggested that flexibility in 

work arrangements, particularly on the time dimension, actually results in higher 

employee stress (Ballard & Seibold, 2006; Golden & Figart, 2000). Employees who take 

advantage of flex-time, for example, often find themselves working longer hours or 

during what would normally be their time off.  

Work-family border theory. Clark (2000) developed work-family border theory, a 

comprehensive theoretical explanation of the communicative and social conditions of 

work-life boundaries. Clark describes three types of borders: physical, temporal, and 
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psychological. All three border types have some degree of permeability and flexibility. 

Permeability is the degree to which a border can be penetrated. Flexibility is the degree to 

which a border can move or shift. Blending occurs when borders are permeable and 

flexible. Blending produces borderlands, the areas that involve both work and family 

domains. Finally, borders have strength. Strong borders are those with little permeability, 

flexibility and blending; weak borders have a great deal of blending. 

Border-crossers are individuals who maintain these borders. Lave and Wenger 

(1991) classify border-crossers as either central or periphery to a domain. Central 

participants have high influence in and identification with the domain; periphery 

members have little influence within the domain. Border-keepers are those domain 

members who are particularly influential in shaping the strength, permeability and 

flexibility of borders. In the work domain, border-keepers are often supervisors and close 

co-workers. In the home and family domains, border-keepers are spouses and partners, 

children and close friends.  

As part of work-family border theory, Clark (2000) developed a set of 

propositions about work-family borders and their impact on work-family balance. When 

domains are similar, weak borders lead to work-family balance. But when domains are 

different, strong borders lead to work-family balance. When participants are central to a 

domain (i.e. they have influence in that domain), they can control their borders better, 

resulting in greater work-family balance. Balance also results from several factors related 

to the communication between a border-crosser and other domain members, including 

supportive communication from other domain members who are highly aware of the 
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other domain and are committed to the border-crosser. Finally, if domains are highly 

different, there will be less across-the-border communication.  

 In her paper introducing work-family border theory, Clark (2000) clearly 

differentiates between work and family. She even refers to them as “two different 

countries where there are differences in language or word use, differences in what 

constitutes acceptable behavior, and differences in how to accomplish tasks” (p. 751). I 

would argue that referring to the non-work domain as the family domain artificially 

narrows this domain for many people. For example, younger employees may not have 

spouses and children, but consider their friends to be as integral to their lives as older 

employees consider their family members. A number of other authors refer to the 

domains as work and life, and some even call them work and private (Ladner, 2008). I 

will generally refer to the work domain and the non-work domain for the duration of this 

project, which takes an organizational communication perspective to these issues. I prefer 

the term non-work, because alternatives such as life, family, home, and 

private presuppose certain relationship arrangements and behaviors, and I hope to avoid 

those kinds of assumptions.  

Research Questions 

On a large scale, I seek to understand what it means to be always on. I want to 

know how individuals make sense of being always on, their expectations and behaviors, 

and the effects of constant connectivity. However, for this project, I will narrow my focus 

to one aspect of this larger issue. As a scholar of both the organizational communication 
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and communication technology disciplines, my primary interest lies at the intersection of 

those two areas. Hence, my first research question addresses that intersection:  

RQ 1: How does being always on shape participants’ experience at work and at 

home? 

I am particularly interested in the role being always on plays on individuals’ relationship 

to work and how they negotiate their work-life borders. Work-family border theory is a 

useful and comprehensive approach to work-life issues and will be the framing 

theoretical model for this study of being always on. It seems likely that mobile 

communication and information technologies would impact the borders between the work 

and non-work domains in a number of ways, both positive and negative. Thus, my second 

research question is:  

RQ 2: How does being always on impact work-life borders? 
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Chapter Three: Methods 

In this chapter, I will clearly explain this study’s methodology. First, I will detail 

the methods for collecting data, including information about participants. Then I will 

discuss my data analysis methods and potential methodological weaknesses.  

Data Collection 

According to Denzin and Lincoln (2005), “Qualitative researchers stress the 

socially constructed nature of reality, the intimate relationship between the researcher and 

what is studied, and the situational constraints that shape inquiry… They seek answers to 

questions that stress how social experience is created and given meaning” (p. 10). This 

study does just that; it attempts to understand how participants make sense out of being 

always on. To do this, I utilized qualitative methods, specifically interviews. I was 

interested in the stories participants told about their experiences being always on. 

Qualitative research is uniquely suited to answering questions of how and why. The 

questions I am most interested in answering are how and why questions. 

The primary data collection consisted of three rounds of formal in-depth 

interviews as well as numerous conversational interviews and informal discussion 

(Spradley, 1979) over 18 months, resulting in formal interviews with 49 participants and 

296 pages of single-spaced transcripts and notes. All interview protocols can be found in 

the appendix. Participants signed consent forms and were guaranteed complete 

confidentiality, and their names have been changed in this paper to protect participant 

confidentiality.  
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Round one of data collection involved a wide variety of participants from a 

convenience sample (Lindlof, 1995). I began contacting individuals with whom I had 

previously discussed my study, asking them to participate. After interviewing those 

individuals, I asked them to refer me to others who may be interesting or relevant 

participants. During this round, I did not exclude any interested participants, no matter 

their propensity to be always on. In the first round of data collection, I interviewed 15 

participants. These interviews were all conducted in a one-on-one co-located 

conversation and they were audio-recorded and transcribed. These interviews lasted an 

average of 50 minutes, ranging from 30 minutes to 100 minutes and resulted in 159 pages 

of transcripts.  

In the first round of interviews, I asked participants first about the details of their 

work, encouraging them to talk about how, when, and where they work, as well as how 

their work relates to their personal identity. The second set of questions dealt with 

participants’ use of communication technologies. I asked them to talk about their work 

and personal use of various tools, as well as the ways their technology use has changed. 

Finally, I asked a set of questions about work-life boundaries. I asked about being always 

on, asking each participant to define that term. I also asked about work-life balance and if 

each participant considered herself a workaholic (only one person in the whole sample 

answered yes to that direct question) and listened to varied accounts about their 

commitment to their work.  

I began round two of data collection efforts after an initial round of coding, which 

led me to the conclusion that I needed to focus my efforts on finding people who fulfilled 
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one of two criteria: those who considered themselves always on or those who had been 

always on at some point in the past. At this point, I determined that these individuals 

provided more theoretically salient data; they were personally familiar with being always 

on and would be able to discuss their experiences in depth. Participants who used a 

variety of mobile technologies often discussed a number of interesting situations and 

perspectives about being constantly connected; individuals who were not as highly 

connected had less to say on these topics. I interviewed 13 individuals in this second 

round. Some of these interviews were conducted via instant messenger and email, and 

some were traditional in-person interviews. Conducting interviews via email and other 

electronic media can be as effective as conducing them in person, if the researcher is 

careful to follow certain data quality guidelines (Denscombe, 2003; Meho, 2006). For 

this study in particular, since I am dealing with a tech-savvy sample, online interviewing 

techniques are appropriate. I was careful to clearly explain all questions in writing and 

give participants several channels through which to ask questions. All interviews, 

regardless of medium, were transcribed, resulting in 90 pages of transcripts for this 

round. I asked first about work, second about technology, then about being always on, 

and concluding with work-life boundary questions.  

After another round of data analysis, I determined that the participants who were 

providing me with the most insight about these topics were those who had web-enabled 

smartphones like iPhones and BlackBerries. These devices are the most sophisticated 

personal communication technologies in the world; they are both phone and computer in 

a portable and relatively affordable package. Therefore, for the third and final round of 
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data collection, I only spoke to individuals who owned web-enabled mobile phones, 

resulting in 21 additional interviews. This final data collection effort was extremely 

targeted and consisted of only a few questions; the average interview in this round lasted 

15 to 20 minutes. These interviews were conducted mainly via instant messenger and 

email, and resulted in 47 pages of transcripts. This interview protocol was much more 

concise and consisted of fewer questions than the previous two versions. I addressed each 

of the four question areas – work, technology use, being always on, and work-life 

boundaries – but asked only the most conceptually-central questions, e.g. “Describe your 

work-life boundaries. How important are these boundaries to you?” For a full list of 

interview questions, see the appendix. 

Participants 

Due to the explanatory nature of the project, I wanted to collect data from a wide 

variety of individuals in order to capture a diverse set of perspectives on this issue. I 

looked for participants who fulfilled three criteria: were currently (or recently) at least 

partially employed, were at least 18 years old, and had a mobile phone. This study 

focuses exclusively on adult American workers. Literature suggests there are a number of 

age-related, cultural and national differences in norms and expectations for technology 

use; for example, in Japan it is considered rude to make voice calls in public spaces, but 

in the United States, this practice is not only accepted, but quite common (“The 

Apparatgeist”, 2010, p. 56). The purpose of this study is to understand what it means to 

be always on in the United States, and future studies will address these intercultural 

differences.   
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As a group, these participants are well-educated and technically-savvy. More than 

half are men (male = 67.3%, female = 32.7%). Participants are fairly young, with an 

average age of 31.9 years (mode = 28, median = 29), and a range of 20 to 53 years old. 

Participants worked in a variety of industries, with a majority in engineering (20.4%), 

software (18.4%), education (12.2%), marketing/public relations (10.2%), 

journalism/media (6.1%) and accounting (6.1%).  

Very often, qualitative samples of organizational research are selected because 

they are unique or especially interesting, and not just because they may provide 

generalizable results (Martin, 2002). This particular sample is intriguing for several 

reasons. First, it is diverse; I deliberately interviewed individuals from dozens of 

organizations and many different industries in order to gain a broad perspective of being 

always on. Second, it comprises mainly early technology adopters, as it evidenced by 

participants’ smartphone ownership. Early adopters are often trendsetters for the rest of 

the population; they test out and set precedents for how later adopters will use certain 

technologies. Finally, it is fairly large. Quite often, qualitative studies will focus on a 

small set of 20-30 participants. This study includes almost 50 individuals and allows for a 

very wide set of perspectives.  

Data Analysis 

Since much of this study is driven by a limited set of open-ended research 

questions, I took a grounded theory approach to analysis, allowing the data to speak for 

themselves instead of being forced into a preconceived theoretical framework. Grounded 

theory, or “the discovery of theory from data-systematically obtained and analyzed in 
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social research,” is a form of comparative analysis (Glaser & Strauss, 1967, p. 1). At its 

core, grounded theory is an inductive approach to qualitative analysis. The researcher 

“generates conceptual categories or their properties from evidence; then the evidence 

from which the category emerged is used to illustrate the concept” (p. 23). Glaser and 

Strauss stress the importance of being “theoretically sensitive,” which includes issues of 

sampling, data collection and analysis. A researcher needs to enter a site with a degree of 

familiarity to the general concepts and ideas she will find, while at the same time being 

open to new and unexpected experiences. Finally, a researcher should recognize when 

she reaches saturation, when “no additional data are being found whereby the sociologist 

can develop properties of the category” (p. 61). Saturation is reached by studying 

multiple events or incidents over time, with varied participants until no new examples 

arise.   

 After conducting the first round of open-ended interviews, I began initial data 

analysis. I analyzed these data using Glaser and Strauss’ (1967) constant comparative 

method. First, I read through the transcripts though the lens of my overarching research 

question – How does being always on shape participants’ experience at work and at 

home? – to find emergent themes and areas of theoretical interest. Based on this initial 

analysis, it became clear that I needed to focus on participants who were (or who had 

been at some point) highly connected. Early in the study, I thought I would find 

interesting perspectives from individuals who were not always on, but this simply was 

not the case. Many of them responded with a variation of “that has never appealed to 

me”, but could not elaborate further on that point and had no particular conceptual 
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reasons for their limited use. They had no particular energy for what they had not done. 

Because of this, I decided to narrow my focus in subsequent interview rounds. Based on 

this round of analysis, I edited my interview protocol to be shorter and more targeted to 

the always-on areas (see appendix).  

 After completing a second round of interviews, I conducted a second round of 

open coding. A number of themes began to emerge around four key areas: work 

behaviors and expectations, technology use, work-life issues, and the causes and 

consequences of being always on. My early interview protocol was quite long and several 

of the inquiry areas were redundant, and the second version of the protocol was only 

slightly shorter. For the final round of interviews, then, I decided to eliminate all 

questions except for the items directly addressing one of these four areas. This resulted in 

a concise but powerful final interview protocol and allowed me to focus on the most 

theoretically salient issues. 

 Throughout the months-long third interview round, which finally resulted in 21 

additional interviews, I spent hours constantly analyzing and reading through the data. I 

initially found 14 themes in this round of analysis, which I soon combined into 10 total 

themes. These themes were narratives of being always on, ranging from stories about 

aspects of participants’ occupations and workplaces, to the role mobile phones and web-

based technologies play in their lives, to struggles to maintain balance between their work 

and non-work lives. Five of the 10 themes related directly to work and five of these 

themes related to technology.  
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 I reached theoretical saturation after 45 interviews. I had four additional 

interviews scheduled, which I completed and confirmed saturation. At this point, I 

continued to refine my coding scheme, resulting in seven final themes. These themes will 

be explained in detail in Chapter 4.        

Methodical Limitations 

One of the main potential problems with this study’s methodology is the 

perceived lack of rigor inherent in qualitative research. Denzin and Lincoln (2005) state it 

bluntly, “The work of qualitative scholars is [often] termed unscientific, or only 

exploratory, or subjective” (p. 8). Elaborating, they point out how many critics claim 

qualitative “researchers have no way of verifying their truth statements” (p. 8). Other 

detractors to qualitative research claim an inability to generalize to a larger population, to 

confirm theory, or to make any claims to objective truth in general.  

One way to address the issue of truth in qualitative research is to be rigorous in 

both data collection and analysis. Owen (1984) used three criteria to flag something as 

important in his data: recurrence, repetition, and forcefulness. Recurrence happens when 

“at least two parts of a report had the same thread of meaning, even though different 

words indicated such a meaning” (p. 275). Repetition is the “explicit repeated use of the 

same wording” and forcefulness is a vocal or written inflection “which serve[s] to stress 

and subordinate some utterances from other locutions” (p. 275). Using criteria such as 

these helps ensure consistent, meticulous data analysis. Throughout my analysis, I 

specifically looked for repeated ideas and words, as well as instances of particular 
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emphasis. In the online interviews, participants often included their own cues of 

forcefulness, by bolding or putting asterisks around important words.     

In addition, qualitative researchers should constantly engage in reflexivity, “the 

need to write in the first person (‘I’) – to analyze how the eye of the beholder affected 

what was seen” (Martin, 2002, p. 225). Being reflexive includes both being aware of 

one’s own impact on the data, as well as being clear and explicit about any potential 

biases in the research report. In fact, it is important for any researcher, qualitative or 

quantitative, to be clear in a paper’s methods section about the painstaking steps she used 

to complete a systematic and exhaustive study. With qualitative research this is especially 

important, since it is much more difficult to replicate ethnographic methods than it is 

questionnaire or experimental designs. In qualitative research, researchers should be 

searching for verisimilitude, or the feeling of narrative fidelity, that what is being 

explained could be real or true. Interpretations should feel true and appropriate, both to 

the researcher and the participants. Conducting member checks is an essential element of 

increasing the accuracy of interpretation. I have conducted many personal checks of these 

data, by comparing participants’ experiences with my own, as well as multiple member 

checks; I have shared my written results with three different participants and all have 

verified these findings.  

Another problem with any ethnographic or qualitative study is time. Being able to 

spend enough time in the field collecting data is a challenge to every researcher. With 

grounded theory specifically, a researcher cannot accurately predict when she will reach 

the point of saturation with her data. Creswell (1998) calls the grounded theory method a 
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“zigzag process” of going back and forth between data collection and data analysis; this 

is a very time-consuming process, one with no predictable end. In his groundbreaking 

study of Teamsterville, Philipsen (1975) spent 30 months in the field over the course of 

his ethnography. I was fortunate to be able to spend a great deal of time on this study. I 

conducted interviews over a period of 18 months, allowing me ample time for protocol 

iterations and concept refinement.  
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Figure 1. Model of Being Always On.
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Chapter Four: Results 

Data analysis resulted in seven salient themes. From these themes, I developed a 

component model of being always on (see Figure 1 below). This model includes the 

technological, work, and work-life boundary issues experienced by participants who are 

always on, and explains how participants’ experiences at work and home are shaped by 

being always on. In addition to the six core components of being always on, data analysis 

revealed one additional significant theme. Though this theme is not necessary an element 

enriches our understanding of the concept. In the following section, 
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There are six main components of being always on. Together, these six themes 

form the definition of being always on developed in this paper; all six are required to be 

always on. First, a person must have the technology necessary to be always on (i.e., a 

web-enabled mobile device), which in many cases leads to not wanting to disconnect 

from that technology. To be always on, the technology and connection enabled by it must 

lead to overlap in work-life boundaries. For those individuals whose personal identities 

are linked to their work, they work longer-than-average hours, and the overlap in their 

work-life boundaries actually results in work-life balance. These six themes together 

result in being always on. Before delving any further into the interactions between 

themes, however, I will first discuss each of the themes in detail.  

My Technology Use Has Changed  

Participants were asked to think about the technologies they use now compared to 

what they used five to 10 years ago. Everyone noted significant changes. For many, their 

mobile phones are now central to their communicative lives. All participants discussed 

how the devices and software they use now are faster, smaller, more mobile, and far more 

ubiquitous and integrated into their lives than they were 10 years ago.  

Most participants noted how much more available they are now than they used to 

be and how much more they use their devices. For example, Rusty – a 21-year-old 

college student with a part-time job unrelated to his future career plans – explains, “There 

are rare occasions that you would not be able to access me, such as during church, while 

I'm at a movie, or while I'm meeting or eating with other people. Otherwise, I'm usually 

very easy to get a hold of.” Contemporary mobile phones have better coverage, longer 
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battery life, and cheaper and larger subscription plans, so participants depend on their 

phones to keep them connected no matter where they are. Michelle, founder of a software 

startup and self-described entrepreneur, observes, “I use [the internet] like crazy now. 

Ten years ago, I hardly even used email. Now I'm an early adopter of everything and am 

online every waking hour. Literally. I don't go anywhere without my iPhone or my 

laptop.” Other participants noted how much more connected they are now, both in terms 

of time and access. Miranda, a 29-year-old high school vice-principal, says, “I sleep with 

my cell phone in my hand, and literally am glued to the computer or my cell phone at all 

hours of the day. I feel like I keep up with work, friends, family, news, and politics much 

more efficiently than I did five years ago.” 

Like Miranda, every single participant noted how their interpersonal 

communication has been impacted by changes in their technologies. Everyone uses more 

forms of mediated communication today than they did ten years ago, and all participants 

have more access points than ever. For Daniela, a marketing intern:   

Everything has moved online. I no longer mail letters or even make many phone 

calls. Everything is texting, emailing, tweeting, or Facebook messages. Even my 

voicemail simply directs people to my email address or requests that they text me. 

I don't have time to make phone calls unless I know the recipient only 

communicates in that fashion or prefers it to other technologies. 

Daniela is 20 years old; she has had a cell phone since she was in middle school and 

cannot remember a time when she did not have an email account. She was one of many 

participants to note how she prefers to use short, immediate media for her interactions 
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(e.g. text messages, Twitter). Many of the younger participants, particularly those who 

were born in 1980 or later, dislike using the phone for voice calls.  

 In her interview, Daniela also mentioned how she will use a non-preferred 

technology if she knows the recipient prefers it. This was reflected in a number of other 

interviews as well. Since participants have so many choices for interaction, even within a 

single device, they are constantly faced with the decision of which channel to use. This 

results in savvy and sophisticated media consumers who understand the subtle rules of 

appropriate channel choice. Participants even distinguished between appropriate uses for 

seemingly similar tools, like Facebook and Twitter.  

Another big change in how participants use technologies is the portability or 

mobility of these devices. Karen, an accountant, feels the switch to a more portable 

computer has enabled her to be more connected. She says, “Going from a desktop to a 

laptop to an iPhone over the past several years has definitely increased my connectivity. 

It's a bit overwhelming at times, but awesome when I need to be connected every 10-20 

minutes for huge personal things.” Stephen, 32-year-old software engineer, explains how 

his use is similar:  

The gadgets I use are smaller and I have more of them in more places. When I 

was in college for the first time I had a computer at home and at school. That was 

it. Now I have a laptop that I take on extended trips, a desktop at home and work, 

and a phone for in between. I am more connected than ever and I love it. 

Most participants are very proud of their technologies. In my first round of interviews, 

the iPhone was brand new, and had only been available to the public for about nine 
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months. At this point, iPhones were still pretty rare and iPhone owners seemed to feel 

their phones were a badge or token of their membership in a special club. These 

participants who had iPhones in the early interviews would almost always display them 

on the tabletop while we talked. Some would obsessively polish the phone’s touchscreen, 

and others would periodically touch their phones, as if to assure themselves it was still 

there. Throughout data collection, participants would often show me their phones and 

point out particular features they considered useful or innovative.  

Several participants noted changes in why they use these technologies. Everyone 

still uses them to communicate, but many also noted the various information and 

productive uses of mobile phones and laptop computers. In particular, a number of 

participants stressed the utility of real-time access. For Lee, a software developer in his 

mid-30s, “The rise of social networking sites (LinkedIn, Twitter) makes it easy to tap my 

circle for answers to technical questions. I don't have to rely as much on search engines.” 

Shane, who works in accounting, has “become more reliant on it for its quick access to 

information needed to make decisions.” Stephen, an IT consultant, uses his technologies 

to make his life faster and easier. He explains the convenience:  

It allows me to automate portions of my life so I don't have to keep track of the 

small stuff. My bills are paid for me. My check is deposited for me. I even get 

reminded about birthdays, anniversaries, and appointments with little effort on my 

part. I no longer have to remember phone numbers or email addresses. I don't 

even need to look up the correct spelling of words. I spend less time worrying and 

more time teaching, learning, and connecting. 
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Most participants talked about the convenience of the information capabilities of their 

smartphones and portable computers, focusing on finding the information they are 

looking for in a timely fashion.  

Another big change is the capability and uses of mobile phones. Ten years ago, 

many participants had mobile phones, but they were expensive and had limited monthly 

minutes. None of them had web access, cameras, or applications; they were simple, 

portable telephones. Now, almost every person I interviewed has a web-enabled mobile 

phone with numerous functions. Perry, a 24-year-old software developer, says, “My 

BlackBerry is more an email and internet device than a phone, although I certainly use 

the latter feature as well.” Juan, who works in real estate, reflects:   

Ten years ago I didn't have a cell phone! Now it is easy to carry a phone with you 

that does everything that you need it for: calendar, contacts, web, IM, SMS, RSS 

feeds, etc… I have the ability to stay connected and constantly in touch with my 

business clients, and friends and family. It doesn't replace personal contact but it 

is more efficient when trying to cram everything into your day. 

Some participants seemed almost amazed by the capabilities of their devices, starting 

sentences with phrases like “Can you believe my phone does this?” and “Ten years ago, I 

never would have imagined I would have something that does this.” 

When asked, most participants felt their lives were better off with their mobile 

phones. Some, like Johnson, a graduate student in education, even claim they could not 

survive without their phones. As Miranda states, “Five years ago I could have lived 

without my cell phone; now I go into panic attack mode if I do not have it.” Johnson 
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explains, “I have noticed that my reliance on email has increased over my use of phones 

for work communication but not personal communication. Being that my phone holds 

both capabilities, I don't think I can survive without my phone.” 

There are downsides to all this new technology, however. Benjamin, who works 

in marketing for a large consumer products company and prides himself on always 

having the newest gadgets, complains that it “continues to increase in the amount of time 

and reliance I invest in the technology devices… the addiction seems to get worse over 

time.” Other participants expressed a degree of concern over their dependence on these 

devices. Overall, however, participants’ attitudes toward their technologies were 

overwhelmingly positive. This positive inclination toward technology leads to the second 

aspect of being always on: not wanting to disconnect. 

I Need To Be Connected 

As the first theme demonstrated, for most participants, having mobile internet 

access anywhere at any time is incredibly important. Regardless of what they connect to, 

whether it is for work or for personal reasons, a majority of participants had positive 

reactions to being always on. Most appreciate how easy it is to remain connected using a 

mobile phone, and they enjoy the feeling of being freed from certain physical and 

temporal constraints. They like this freedom so much that many participants feel 

uncomfortable when they are disconnected. Madison says she feels “so disconnected 

when I turn [my devices] off. Like I've missed a big event, whether in regards to my 

family, friends, work, or just news in general.” Another participant compared this feeling 

to not wanting to take a nap as a child, because she did not want to miss anything.  
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 For some participants, they want to remain available in case of emergency. For 

these individuals, the main function of a mobile phone is its connection to friends, family, 

and emergency services. Stephanie, a journalist, explains:  

I'm pretty good at always having my cell [phone] with me, but I think it's more of 

me worrying about if there's an emergency. Some nights I'll put my cell phone on 

silent, but I usually like leaving it on because I worry about some scenario where 

someone's in a car crash and they're dying, and I get a call saying, ‘Come to the 

hospital, so and so is about to die!’ And getting the message next morning and 

they're already dead. I know that's kind of an irrational fear, but what if? So I'm 

really hesitant to just totally get rid of it. 

Most participants expressed the necessity of some form of mobile communication access 

no matter where they are.  

 For most participants, the ability to be connected anytime has several distinct 

benefits. Many talked about how, with GPS and map software on their mobile phones, 

they will never get lost again. Even in the most secluded geographical areas, they can still 

find detours, nearby towns and the roads they’re looking for. For others, the ability to use 

their mobile devices to leave the office during the day but still remain connected to work 

allowed them flexibility and even freedom. Kim, who works for a large computer 

manufacturer, noted, “As long as I can get everything done in a timely manner, my 

manager does not mind if I am in my cube or on my couch at home. This flexibility helps 

me prioritize all things in my life on a day-to-day basis.” This allows individuals more 

control over where they work.  
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 For some participants, the desire to be constantly connected borders on addiction. 

Reba, a public relations professional, has the urge to check her messages constantly, 

saying, “I turn [my phone and laptop] off when I'm on a plane ride and I do still have the 

urge to check them.” Rusty, one of the youngest participants in the sample, says, “I 

generally don't set my iPhone down until the minute I go to sleep, which is also when it 

charges. It and my Twitter app are the last thing I see before I go to bed and the first thing 

I see when I wake up.” Possibly the most connected participant in this sample is Erik, an 

open source software expert in his late 30s. He is almost literally always on; he says, “My 

devices are always on. I sleep an average of 3-4 hours a night.” These participants 

represent one of the darker sides of being always on: compulsion and dependence. 

Though no one in this sample considered her/himself an addict, news stories in the 

popular press would suggest that addiction is possible and may even be prevalent among 

the very highly connected.  

All of this connectivity does have an impact on individuals. A number of 

participants noted how they sometimes need to “get away” for a while to recharge both 

their device batteries as well as their emotional ones. For James, a journalist in his late 

30s, the occasional break from his technology is refreshing. He says:  

I consider myself to be always on. I think the only time that I am not thinking 

about work is when I really force myself to get away. It only happens once a year 

or so, when I go on a long vacation. But even then I usually come back with some 

new ideas that I want to try because I had been thinking about work anyway. 
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Kelly, a realtor in her early 40s, also believes that breaks from constant connectivity 

refresh her. She says, “To stay balanced, I need to make sure there are times when I 

unplug. This doesn't mean I do it a lot, but I do it sometimes.” Kim will turn her devices 

off in two situations: “when I travel on a plane or [when I go to] my cabin.” For Kim, “as 

long as it is a conscious decision to turn the device off, I feel good. It does feel like an 

escape of sorts. Very quiet. As long as I know if I need to I can turn things on again, 

things are good. Maybe it's a control thing.” Regarding when they connect, participants 

note how important control is; if they decide when to connect or disconnect, they are 

satisfied. If they do not get to control that access, it can be a source of stress instead of 

freedom. The element of addiction further complicates the control issue; some 

participants seem to have convinced themselves that they want to be as connected as they 

are, when in fact, they may be over-connected. Regardless, this constant connectivity can 

lead to an overlap in work and non-work boundaries.  

My Boundaries Overlap 

Participants were asked to discuss the boundaries between their work lives and 

their non-work lives. While some participants work to keep these boundaries clear and 

distinct, many do not. Participants with overlapping boundaries are often very active 

technology users and early adopters; they have already upgraded to the new model of 

iPhone, purchase new laptops every year, and own numerous gadgets and personal 

technologies. Very often, participants with overlapping boundaries are young and expect 

flexibility in their jobs and in their personal lives. They complete work tasks at home and 

engage in personal activities at work.  
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Throughout the interviews, a number of participants used words such as “blur” 

and “overlap” when discussing their boundaries. Many used these words in a positive 

way, explaining how they enjoyed blurring the boundaries between their work lives and 

non-work lives. Some participants relate work-life boundaries to physical boundaries, 

noting how work is no longer contained in a single physical space. As Kim explains, 

“Work matters and personal matters get mixed together. I think it's good to be flexible 

since the boundaries are no longer defined by walking in and out of a building. Instead of 

focusing on how the line is so blurry these days, I define what work is for me that week 

or day.” Others describe their boundaries as internal and identity-related. Grayson, who 

owns a software company, reflects, “Well, as an entrepreneur I've chosen that [my work 

and non-work spheres] overlap about as close to 100 percent as anyone [can manage]. In 

general I love what I do so it would be strange for me to treat work as something that 

wasn't a part of my life.”  

Many participants discussed how communication technologies make it difficult to 

maintain strong boundaries between work and non-work spheres, as the technologies 

themselves enable both work and personal communication. For example, Frances, a 45-

year-old insurance salesperson, says, “Boundaries are important, but very hard to keep 

apart with a BlackBerry.” James explains this idea further:  

I have a hard time keeping work and life separate. And it gets increasingly more 

difficult as technology gets more pervasive. Twitter has brought work home. 

Good broadband connections have done the same. My iPhone has brought that 
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connection even closer. I have to force myself to not think about work when I 

want to get away. 

Most participants cite their mobile phones as the main link between their work lives and 

non-work lives, due in part to the fact that all communications are delivered to the single 

device. Rich, an educator, observes, “I blend business with pleasure 24/7. I always have 

my phone near me. If a work email pops in the inbox I almost always address it 

immediately, regardless of time of day.” Madison apologizes for her blurred 

technological boundaries, saying, “Gosh, I wish my personal use were different from my 

work use. They seem to blend together these days. I check my work email constantly; the 

same goes for my personal account.” Others called attention to social networking tools 

like Twitter and Facebook, noting how difficult it is to distinguish between work friends 

and personal friends on those sites. Some participants, like Lee, used different tools for 

different groups. He says, “I try to keep my content on a given site either personal or 

business. Facebook is mostly personal, Twitter is mostly business.”  

For some participants, their work roles contribute to their overlapping boundaries. 

Kelly, the realtor, observes, “My work is a relationship business so the boundaries are 

blurry.” She aims to develop relationships with others in a variety of industries and 

occupations, because, as she explains, to be successful in real estate, one needs to know 

everyone. Kim, who works in marketing and public relations, uses sites like Facebook 

and Twitter to promote companies and their products to customers, and often feels like 

she is unique for her profession. “A lot of social media types blur the line of work and 
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personal,” she says, “but I've always believed that making a clear distinction would be 

best for my quality of life (i.e. I have a life outside of work).”  

Several participants have seen changes in their boundaries between work and non-

work, depending on their current jobs. Kevin, a small business owner, remembers when 

he had clear boundaries between his work and non-work lives. “When I worked for a big 

company a boundary was definitely in place,” he says. “I would log off work when I 

walked out of the office and wouldn't log back on until I arrived the next morning.  

Absolutely no checking work voicemail or email, no exceptions.” He felt that he was paid 

for a certain amount of work per week, and he would not go beyond that. Now, however, 

he owns a small software company, and has very few lines between his work and non-

work spheres. He feels that he is far more responsible for keeping up with work-related 

matters now that he owns his business.  

For others, working from home gives them the flexibility to do personal activities 

and household chores during the work day, knowing that they could make up the work 

time later. In these cases, the boundaries between work and non-work are purposively 

blurred, allowing participants control over when they engage in work interactions. For 

Benjamin, it is a matter of efficiency. He says, “It seems that combining them is more 

efficient and practical. I'm not sure why you would ultimately want to keep them 

separated.” When he works from home, he is able to help care for his new baby and assist 

with household tasks, giving him and his wife more control over their lives.   

The participants whose boundaries overlapped the most were often those who 

enjoyed their jobs and identified strongly with their work.  
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I Am What I Do 

Though a few participants do not identify with their work, a number of 

participants indicated work is the most important thing in their lives. For these 

participants, work is closely tied to their personal identities and they take great pride in 

their jobs. They work long hours and many of them socialize frequently with work-

related peers. They are often in positions of authority and responsibility at work. Most 

importantly, these participants are constantly connected. 

The main reason participants cited for the link between work and personal identity 

is simply that they enjoy working. Grayson, who reports working 70 or more hours a 

week, says his job is important to his personal identity because “the work that I do is 

something I really enjoy doing. I would be doing this as a hobby if I didn’t have it as a 

job. It’s something I want to do.” James, who works for a large newspaper, told a very 

similar story:  

I do work a lot, but I bring a lot of that on myself. My bosses would be okay with 

me dropping some things when I'm off duty but that's just not my personality. It's 

okay though, because I'm a huge news junkie. If I weren't employed by the 

newspaper, I'd still spend my nights surfing news sites anyway and mailing my 

friends about the weather and interesting news items. I identify a lot with my 

work. It's not so much that I have conformed to this job; it's more that I'm already 

this type of personality, and the job just fits me. 

A number of other participants had similar feelings, using words like “fun”, 

“challenging” and “satisfying” to describe their work. Michelle, a co-founder of a 
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software startup, declares, “I really love what I do for work, so I don't feel like I work too 

much. This is who I am.”  

For some participants, work is central to their personal identities because of where 

they are in their lives. Kim, who is 24 years old, reflects, “As a young professional my 

job is a part of who I am since that is what most people in my social circle have in 

common (job, rather than children, elderly parents, marriage, school)… It does influence 

what I talk about and who I spend time with outside of work.” Many of the participants 

who identify most strongly with their work are in their 20s and 30s.  

 For others, it is a matter of time. Work defines who they are as people just 

because they do it more than anything else. Some, like Devin, who owns a small 

business, have life circumstances that require them to work long hours.  

Sadly, it defines a lot of who I am: sole breadwinner, step-dad, husband, 

caretaker, homeowner. And since I was cleaned out during my divorce and started 

over nine years ago at 40, I am now behind the curve and need to make up time 

for retirement, weddings, etc. So the job and the income… are core to who I am. 

Some participants work long hours because of financial necessity, others because there is 

a lot of work to do.  

Some participants recognized that, although other people identify strongly with 

their jobs, they do not. For example, Sarah, an administrative assistant in a law firm, says, 

“If I really, really enjoyed my job, I could see myself being tied to work more, if it were 

interesting to me and I really felt motivated and I felt like I was advocating for something 

and I believed in what I was doing. But I haven't quite found that yet.” Sarah graduated 
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from college only two years ago; she has yet to find a satisfying career path and openly 

admits she does not like her job and is in search of a new one. Andrew, who is 28, 

expresses a similar sentiment: “I have not yet found a career and still find myself working 

jobs while I attempt to settle into something I truly want to do. Once my job and personal 

thought processes begin to dovetail, I am sure it will be harder to discern the difference.” 

Individuals who enjoy their jobs, or are at least highly identified with them, are often 

always on. They feel a connection to work, which leads to checking in beyond standard 

work hours. Completing work tasks outside standard work hours often means working 

longer-than-average work weeks.  

I Work a Lot  

Many participants noted how particular aspects of their jobs and their 

organizations influence them in being always on and working longer hours. Certain 

occupational and organizational conditions play an important role in how long 

participants work each day, and how connected to work they feel they should be 

throughout the week. These conditions include an employee’s position in the 

organizational hierarchy, if she works from home, whether she feels she has to prove 

herself or compete with coworkers, and her job role or occupation.  

One of the most commonly cited reasons for working longer than normal hours is 

an employee’s position in the organizational hierarchy. The higher an employee 

progresses in an organization’s hierarchy, the more that person is expected to be 

available. Participants discussed how they feel middle and upper-level managers in their 

organizations are expected, even required, to be reachable by phone after work hours, 



 57 

answer email messages on the weekends, and generally work longer hours than lower-

level employees. As Jim, a 53-year-old mid-level manager in a telecommunications 

company, summarizes, “I think for the most part [being always on] is almost expected 

when you reach management.” Thomas, a financial advisor, observed,  

Anybody at the senior client service or senior manager of client services [level] 

has a BlackBerry and anybody above that does, too. And they’re the ones who are 

doing a lot of traveling and they’re connected a lot. The transaction folks and 

mid- and lower-level managers don’t. It is definitely built into the hierarchy - 

when you move up, you have to be more connected. 

Thomas is one of the “transaction folks”, and much of his work happens during the day 

when stock markets are open for trading. He has not been given a BlackBerry, nor do his 

supervisors require him to check email or be available after standard U.S. business hours. 

Madison is in a similar position in the marketing firm where she works. She says,  

The higher up you are in my organization, the more on you must be. All of my 

supervisors have BlackBerries that are paid for by the company and in return they 

are expected to answer emails and messages throughout the day, regardless of 

their schedule. Being a little lower down in my company's hierarchy, there are not 

such high expectations on me or others in my position. 

Like Thomas, Madison has not been issued a company phone, and is not expected to 

work or be available much more than the standard 40-hour work week.  

Participants who work from home feel like they work longer hours and are 

connected more than their exclusively in-office peers. Many of them noted how work was 
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never physically far away, and they often drifted back into their home office after 

standard work hours and on weekends. Sam, who oversees medical trials, has a home 

office and travels several days a week to check in on trials across the southeast United 

States. When asked if he feels like he works a lot, Sam observed, “Yes, I do feel like a 

work a lot. I think it is because since I work from home; I am never able to truly separate 

myself from it. Working from home does allow for more flexibility, but again, the work 

is always there so I often find myself returning emails at all hours - just one more!” Perry 

has recently started working from home. When he moved from the main corporate office 

to his home office, he intended to follow clear rules about when he was working and 

when he was not, but those rules did not stick. “Originally, I meant to shut the office door 

at 6:00 p.m. and not answer emails or do any work,” he admits, “but this does not work.” 

With work physically nearby, it can be difficult to stop working or to turn it off.  

A number of participants indicated they feel they need to be always on to prove 

themselves or to compete with coworkers. For these individuals, working more and being 

highly accessible is one way to demonstrate commitment and dedication to their 

supervisors. This was felt more often by younger, less senior employees, but some 

higher-level or older employees expressed this feeling as well. Frances, a 45-year-old 

woman, observes that “others in the workplace are responding to email all the time. To 

keep up with my coworkers, I feel I have to do the same.” Frances spent a great deal of 

time talking about the boundaries she tries to maintain between her work and her personal 

life, noting how difficult it is to maintain these boundaries when she thinks her co-

workers are remaining available after work hours. Catherine, a public health researcher, 
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says, “Whether it’s good or bad, [being always on] is a way to differentiate yourself from 

other co-workers.” In her organization, a medical research facility, an employee is “more 

of a go-getter [and perceived as] more accessible” if she works longer hours and responds 

to emails in the evenings and on weekends.   

Finally, an employee’s occupation plays an important role in how connected that 

person is. Most participants gave examples of types of occupations where one would be 

expected to work long hours or be always on: physicians, salespeople, entrepreneurs, 

politicians. Johnny notices in his organization that “managers and salespeople all have 

BlackBerries.” Catherine explains, “For a medical doctor, for example, there's no concept 

of work-life balance; you're always on call. They can't not be on call. But they wouldn't 

be able to make their job to stop after 9-5; they're on 24 hours a day.” Johnson, a doctoral 

student who also works full-time, feels that working long hours now will pay off in the 

long term. He makes sacrifices now in order to reach certain goals in the future. He says: 

Due to my current work-life status, I am constantly working. It almost feels as 

though personal life interferes with work life right now. So, I am unable to keep 

my work and personal lives separate. I do believe boundaries are important and 

when I am in a place that I can accomplish this, I will. But currently I can't. 

Erik oversees an international software group, and because he interacts with co-workers 

across the globe, he has to be at work during other time zones’ business hours. This 

results in him working well over 40 hours per week. In fact, he claims to work upwards 

of 80 hours a week, and refers to his work as “a 24/7 job.” 
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A number of participants own their own businesses or define themselves as 

entrepreneurs. These individuals discuss working very long hours and feeling guilty when 

they are not at work. Many of them describe themselves as workaholics and all felt work 

was central to their identities. This was the largest self-identified always on group in the 

sample. Nick, a self-employed web designer, notes how being always on “has risen 

dramatically after becoming self-employed. Yes, something horrible. I checked my email 

while ordering a sandwich at Subway yesterday.” Frank, the owner of a pharmaceutical 

manufacturing company, discusses the boundaries between his personal life and his work:  

When you own a small business, there pretty much is not a line separating the 

two. I try to avoid work email while doing personal social things. I wish there was 

more of a line like I had when I worked for a large company but the fact is with a 

small business, it is hard when you bend over to satisfy clients. 

Frank carries his BlackBerry with him everywhere, and checks his email every few 

minutes, even when he is relaxing with friends or family. For Frank and many other small 

business owners, being always on and working very long hours is directly related to their 

livelihoods. If they are not working, they are not making money. 

Sarah’s manager is a lawyer and owns the firm where she is employed. She 

knows he is always on because:  

He owns his own firms so I know he's more concerned about money coming in. I 

know he works on weekends; he takes work home. I know that he prepares 

questions and sometimes keeps working past midnight. He comes in Saturdays 

and Sundays. But he has a very different reason - once you become a lawyer, with 
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litigation, you always have to be on, someone's always going to want to be able to 

contact you, whether it's other attorneys or clients or work in general. 

Not only does Sarah’s manager own his business, he also works in an always-on 

occupation, both of which contribute to his tendency to work very long hours. This 

sentiment was reflected by many of the entrepreneurs I interviewed, especially the 

software startup founders. I interviewed four software startup founders in this sample; not 

only do they typically work long hours and use the newest communication technologies, 

but they are also easy to access in Austin, Texas, which has a large concentration of high-

tech workers. One of these entrepreneurs is Michelle, who sums up the startup sentiment, 

“I'm co-founder of a startup, which necessitates my constant attention. I work every day.” 

Working long hours can wreak havoc on one’s work-life balance. However, many of 

these always-on individuals feel like their balance, while not typical, is appropriate. 

I Have Work-Life Balance 

Participants were asked to think about their work-life balance. Interestingly, many 

people talked about balance in terms of time spent at work; some feel they spend too 

much time at work, some not enough. There is a definite perception of what makes an 

appropriate balance, and a number of participants seemed apologetic or embarrassed by 

their particular balance. A majority of the participants, however, believe they have 

achieved work-life balance, though their individual definitions of what that balance is 

varies greatly among participants.  

In fact, only a few participants admitted not having balance at all. Nick, a small 

business owner, jokes about his lack of balance. “No, I certainly don't [have balance],” he 
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says. “My sense of humor has devolved into Internet Explorer 6 jokes, I care more about 

the condition of my laptop than my car, and generally should relax more.” Nick is one of 

the very few people in this sample who admitted they were imbalanced. He later 

explained his lack of balance is temporary, and he is working long hours now to build up 

his business so that he can relax later.  

 Most participants feel they have an appropriate work-life balance. For Johnny, 

work-life balance is “the ability to go home and enjoy oneself without work getting in the 

way, and the ability to do work without life getting in the way.” He feels like he has 

achieved that balance, stating, “My job is low-stress and has few after-work 

expectations.” Madison finds balance by “[finding] the things that make me happy 

outside of work and [making] them priorities by ensuring they take up a sufficient 

amount of my time on a weekly basis.” Most participants (with full-time jobs) work 

between 35 and 50 hours a week, allowing them plenty of time outside work to pursue 

other non-work-related activities, hobbies, and time with friends and family. 

However, some participants feel imbalanced even with a standard work load. 

Thomas, for example, works a typical 40-hour work week, but he would like to work 

less. He believes he has balance for now, however, explaining, “I don’t aspire to work a 

whole, whole lot of hours. I want to be at home, doing the things I enjoy more. If I could 

work fewer hours, you know, 30 hours a week and still make the same money, then that 

would be good. But that’s not the way it works. So I think 40 hours a week is fine.” A 

few others felt that they would also like to work less, but most participants in this sample 

were satisfied with the amount they work.  
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In particular, some participants explained how, while their particular balance 

between work and life might not be a “normal” balance, they feel like it works for them. 

This group works 50 or more hours per week. Benjamin discusses this phenomenon, 

explaining how he feels balance is achieved: 

[Balance is] making sure your overall lifestyle is healthy, enjoyable, and 

fulfilling. If one becomes obsessed with any particular component (be it work, 

personal, or other), one is not likely to be happy in a long-term manner. The key 

question to ask is do you think you have a problem? If you think you do, then you 

do. Otherwise you don't. It relies heavily on self-perception. 

Ray, who is in his early 40s, considers himself in a non-traditional but “ideal situation.” 

He works approximately 60 hours per week and explains, “Do I really want to work less? 

Not really; I think I'd get bored. I don't think I could sit at home and watch ‘Ellen.’ I'm 

not one to want to go work in the yard or build a birdhouse or something. I enjoy what 

I'm doing and until I stop [enjoying] it, I'm gonna keep doing it.” Grayson also feels like 

there are popular perceptions of what work-life balance should be. He says:  

I think it's a false dichotomy. I think there's this general assumption that work and 

life are two circles in a Venn diagram and if one overlaps the other that work has 

somehow intruded into life and you're out of some mystical balance. That said 

there are times when I get burnt out or feel that I'm not paying attention to things 

outside of work and I do feel like I need to re-balance. 

The idea of re-balancing, of making balance adjustments, was very common among the 

heavy workers. Stephen, a 32-year-old software engineer, admits, “To be truthful, I don't 
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keep my work and personal life in balance.” He explains his imbalance with the metaphor 

of a teeter-totter:  

Sometimes I am working against a deadline and I work longer than I should and 

that takes away from my personal life. Sometimes I just need to get away and I 

disappear for a couple days and take a vacation. That takes away from my work 

life. I just try to make sure the teeter-totter never stays on one side for too long. 

These participants may work more than the typical American 40-hour work week, but 

feel like they still have an overall balance.  

Participants often define balance in terms of flexibility and control. Sam says, “In 

some ways, yes [I have balance], since I have a fairly flexible schedule. However this 

sometimes backfires as my project timelines change frequently so I may find myself 

working on vacation or weekend to meet deadlines.” For Sam, flexibility contributes to 

work-life balance, but being forced to work during what is typically personal time 

detracts from work-life balance. Bianca, a 30-year-old graphic designer, recounts a story 

about when she first started her current job:  

When I met with our CEO after I got hired… he went through a scenario where he 

was trying to explain the culture or philosophy of the flexibility we have in our 

time. If you need to leave at 3:00 to go to the dentist or pick up the kids, that’s 

okay. But you still have to get your work done, and that’s fine. What he said was, 

he always gets home and has dinner with his family by 6:00. But sometimes he 

has to keep doing [work] stuff after he has dinner. He said, ‘Sometimes my wife 
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gets angry about that. And just because I come home doesn’t mean I stopped 

being the CEO. I have to keep doing both.’ 

Bianca enjoys the flexibility built into the culture of her workplace, but like Sam, 

sometimes feels like she works more than she should to make up for personal use of 

company time. Stephanie recently started a new job, and was led to expect a great deal of 

freedom and flexibility in her work day. She explains how her expectations as a new 

employee were not met: “I was told the company really believes in a work-life balance, 

and now that I've been there for a while I'm not really sure how true it is. There is 

flexibility, but not that much. I think if there was a lot of work-life balance, we'd be 

allowed to work from home more and have more flexibility.” Bianca feels like she does 

not have complete control over her so-called “flexibility,” leaving her feeling frustrated 

and somewhat powerless.  

Kim also believes in the importance of flexibility, saying, “I feel like I have a 

successful work and personal life. I realize that the lines do cross at times, but I do not 

see either suffering. Rather, the fluidity and flexibility of my life seems to allow personal 

and work to benefit one another.” Ray, an executive who has successfully started and 

sold several companies, has a great deal of personal freedom in his work. He explains his 

unique situation:   

I definitely work more hours than the average individual, but I'm able to decide 

when those hours are for the most part as opposed to having those hours decided 

for me. I can decide, ‘Hey, it's more important for me to go to a yoga class right 

now.’ I still have a lot of responsibilities in my life, that are more or less 
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mandatory responsibilities, but at the same time, I can manage those 

responsibilities within a certain window. I have a pretty big pasture to run in. 

More than half the participants interviewed used the word flexibility when discussing 

work-life balance. Balance depends heavily on flexibility and control, which for these 

participants, is often enabled by communication technologies.  

Participants also explained specific ways they find or regain balance. Many of 

them simply step away from their communication technologies from time to time. Jeff 

says, “While I have my phone with me constantly, I try to turn off on the weekends and 

relax, work in the shop, do chores, etc…” Daniela says she “[tries] to disconnect one day 

every month or two;” she needs one day when she physically removes herself from her 

mobile phone and computer, and when she does not sign into her email account or social 

networking sites. A number of other participants described using vacation, exercise and 

entertainment as ways to unplug and rebalance. No matter how the balance is achieved 

and the proportions between work and non-work it takes to achieve balance, the always-

on participants are successful in achieving it.  

The six themes – changing technology, wanting to be connected, overlapping 

boundaries, identifying with work, working long hours, and having work-life balance – 

comprise being always on. However, in addition to these six core themes, one additional 

related theme emerged from data analysis. Though this theme does not contribute to 

being always on – in fact, it runs counter to the tenants of the always-on model I just 

described – it reflects an important minority in this sample and I would be remiss if I did 

not include it.  
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If I’m Not at Work, Then I Don’t Work 

A small, but vocal minority of participants drew a very clear line between being at 

work and not being at work. For these people, when they are physically at work they 

engage in work activities, but when they are not physically at work they simply do not 

work. For these participants, work is a physically and temporally bounded activity and 

they strictly enforce those boundaries.  

For some participants, they have no reason to be connected to work outside of 

their regular work hours. For example, Erica, a technician in a physical science 

laboratory, spends most of her time at work conducting experiments and writing research 

reports. Her work has to be conducted in the laboratory; she cannot take much of it home. 

She elaborates: 

When I go home I don’t have to talk about work, I don’t have to think about 

work, because there’s no homework, there’s nothing that really carries over, 

especially with the work I do. There’s nothing that’s critically important at all 

times to get done… There’s never any pressure to finish something at a certain 

point, so I don’t carry a lot of that pressure with me if I’m at home. 

Several other participants could not take their work home or complete many work tasks 

outside of the typical work day, for a number of security and practical reasons. 

Other participants drew their own intentional lines between their work lives and 

non-work lives. Kim states it simply, “For work, I've been very clear about when I'm on 

and [when I’m] off' the clock.” Madison feels the same:  
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I try to leave work either at the office or within the confines of work day if I've 

been working from home. I try to complete the tasks I need to for the day and then 

leave for home. I'd rather leave work late so I can go home and not work than 

leave work at an earlier time and work more at home. If I've been working at 

home, then I try to cut off work at a particular time and then not return to it later 

in the evening. 

Marcus also echoes this idea, saying, “Work emails stay at work, personal emails are 

dealt with either during lunch or in the evening when I’m ready to deal with them.” For 

Sarah, the decision is a completely personal one. She explains, “I don't feel like I have to 

be connected to work; I don't worry about work when I'm at home. If I make a list before 

I leave work, I do it the next day.” These participants refuse to breach the physical 

boundaries of the work and home domains.  

Several participants note how they feel like they needed clear boundaries between 

their work and non-work lives so they do not turn into workaholics. Erica is one these 

individuals, and says, “I like having my distinct space to do work because otherwise, I’m 

kind of one of those people who has a hard time separating work from home, so I’d 

probably be doing work a lot more.” Keeping her work in the laboratory is a 

precautionary measure.   

A commonly-noted reason participants cited for not connecting to work when 

they were not physically at work was the role their jobs play in their overall personal 

identities. Sam provides a descriptive analogy:  
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For me the job itself is not very important to my personal identity. Actually 

having a job is the most important thing. I took a skills assessment test once and 

the results indicated that I was a ‘generalist.’ The counselor explained that for 

generalists a job was like a coat; I could take it off and easily try on another one. 

 It was not part of my identity. I feel that is fairly accurate for me. For others 

(specialists), the job was like their skin; it defines who they are. 

Later, Sam explains how “I like to be able to put work completely aside so I can focus on 

other aspects of my life.” A number of other participants said they would never feel like a 

job is important to their personal identity, so they leave their work at work. Ellen, who 

works in publishing, simply states, “Because my work is part of my life, it does not equal 

my life. I don't get my identity from what I do, but from who I am. I am not allowed to 

work over 40 hours a week!” Catherine feels very strongly that people can identity too 

much with their jobs: 

I always think that people who are working [all the time] are very one-

dimensional. And a lot of times that job is all they are. And they eat, sleep and 

breathe it and maybe for a good cause, but if you ask them what they do for a 

hobby, or what their social circles are like, you don't get very far in the 

conversation. My job is not the be-all, end-all, nor do I want it to be. 

A few other participants expressed a similar disdain for people who work long hours at 

the expense of what they considered a balanced personal life.  

 These individuals cannot, by the definition I have developed in this paper, be 

considered always on. They may have smartphones and laptops, and they may use their 
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computers for hours a day after work and on the weekends, but they are not always on. A 

key distinction of this model is a connection to work beyond standard work hours, 

leading to complexities in managing work-life boundaries and balance. Being always on 

requires involvement in both work and home domains.   
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Chapter Five: Discussion 

The goal of this project is to understand how web-enabled mobile devices and 

other new communication technologies help create an always on culture, where 

individuals are constantly connected to each other and the world. Further, I want to 

understand how individuals make sense of being always on, and how being always on 

impacts their communication, their work, and their personal lives.  

I began to explore these issues by asking the question, “How does being always 

on shape participants’ experience at work and at home?” Using this question as a guide, I 

embarked upon an 18-month data collection effort that resulted in 49 formal interviews, 

countless informal conversations and hours and hours of observation. From these data, I 

developed a six-part model to answer this question. This model, as explained in Chapter 

4, helps us understand the ways being always on impacts individuals and their 

communication; mainly, it clarifies how being always on shapes and is shaped by a 

person’s work, work-life boundaries, and technology use. This model alone, however, 

does not fully explain just what it means to live and work in an always-on culture. In the 

following pages, I will delve further into these issues to interpret the previously described 

themes.  

Developing an Organizational-Focused Definition of Always On 

The phrase “always on,” as I have used it here, does not literally mean to be 

always on, continuously engaged in an information or communication exchange. Instead, 

it implies an availability or readiness for interaction, made possible through technological 
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means. To be always on, one first needs an information and communication device in 

close proximity, preferably on one’s physical person. This device should have reliable 

internet access, as well as both voice and text messaging capabilities. Most importantly, 

this device should be portable or mobile and turned on at all times (though it may be 

silenced or muted at times). Once the technological conditions to be always on exist, the 

social and personal conditions must also be in place. To be always on, one must have the 

desire to be connected (as well as the desire to not be disconnected).  

 From a general perspective, being always on does not necessarily suggest being 

always connected to work. There are myriad opportunities for interaction outside the 

work domain. For the purposes of this study of organizational communication, however, I 

am specifically interested in the overlaps and interactions between work life and non-

work life. Therefore I conceive of being always on as having an important work 

dimension. Work may be only one of many possible interactions enabled by being always 

on, but it is core to my particular exploration of the term. To be considered always on, 

one must be in some way always connected to work. This is possible by having access to 

work email on a mobile device, for example. If my iPhone buzzes to alert me that I have 

received new email, I will not know until I open my mail application whether that email 

is related to work or a personal matter. Work and non-work interactions co-exist in the 

same technical space.  

Technology Creates, Destroys and Otherwise Shapes Domain Boundaries 

Given that one of the core components of being always on is experiencing the 

overlaps and interactions between the work domain and the home domain, boundary 
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management is of the utmost importance to this study of being always on. Boundaries 

between domains are made more permeable through mobile technologies; with mobile 

devices, it is much easier for personal concerns to intrude into work time and for work 

concerns to intrude into personal time.  

Boundaries between domains tend to fall into one or more of three categories: 

temporal, physical, and psychological (Clark, 2000). Boundaries can have varying 

degrees of permeability, and permeability in one boundary does not guarantee 

permeability in another boundary. By definition, the more permeable a boundary, the 

easier and more likely it is to be crossed. For many participants in this study, being able 

to cross boundaries enables a flexibility or freedom they enjoy. Individuals express 

happiness when they can take care of a personal concern while at work or on work time, 

such as picking a child up from school and checking personal email accounts. This kind 

of flexibility allows employees to keep their personal lives in order while not feeling 

completely restricted by work constraints.  

While boundary-crossing may be freeing, it is certainly not free. There is a 

cognitive cost to interruptions, whether they are multitasking type interruptions or 

context-switching type interruption (Nardi, Whittaker, & Bradner, 2000; Rogers & 

Monsell, 1995). Even the threat of interruption imposes a cost. For example, if a person 

keeps her iPhone in her handbag or pocket, it vibrates with every new email and text 

message. Each buzz imposes a cost, even if she does not take her phone out to check on 

the message. She hears or feels the vibration, which imposes an emotional cost. Should 

she check her messages? Who is trying to get in touch with her? Could it be more 
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important than what she is doing right now? Questions like these turn into worries, which 

cross the psychological boundary and interfere with her personal domain. In the same 

way, receiving personal text messages or using the mobile Facebook application while at 

work imposes a productivity cost on workplace tasks.  

Web-enabled mobile devices enable users to both create and cross boundaries 

between domains, furthering what Kanter (1977) refers to as the “myth of separate 

worlds.” When individuals carry in their pockets a four-ounce device that connects all 

their spheres, there is going to be overlap between the spheres. The issue then becomes 

one of control. Who has control? Does the technology control the user, or does the user 

control the technology?  

Using Technology to (Re)Gain Temporal and Spatial Control 

One of the most-discussed issues in these participant interviews is control. Over 

and over again, participants talked about control – some had it and others wished for it. 

Both technology and work choices impact participants’ control over the temporal and 

physical boundaries between their work and home domains. Some participants have 

control over their physical boundaries, while others feel more in control of their temporal 

boundaries. Some participants have a great deal of control over both time and space, 

while some have no control over either.  

Some participants feel like they have very little control over their time or their 

space. They have jobs where they must physically work in an office, often for long hours, 

even when they do not necessarily want to be there. These participants are always on 

because they feel like they have to be.  
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Another set of participants feels they have control over their spatial boundaries. 

Those who are in control of their physical surroundings can choose to work from 

alternate work spaces such as their homes or coffee shops; they are not tethered to a 

specific office location. Members of this group do not necessarily have control over their 

time, however, and as such, feel like they have to be always on. For many of these 

participants, they feel being always on is more acceptable because they have flexibility 

over their spatial boundaries. For example, some of the self-employed participants noted 

how they feel like they have to work all the time, but at least they can work from home in 

their pajamas or from coffee shops with comfortable couches. They choose to sacrifice 

some of their time to have the flexibility to work where they want to.   

A large number of participants feel they have control over their time. Some 

participants who feel they have control over their temporal boundaries have flexible work 

that can be completed outside of traditional business hours. Many of these participants 

are information workers; they work more with information such as documents and 

computer programs than with physical objects. The members of this group choose to be 

always on and are not forced to be always on. In addition, other participants feel they 

have control of their time because they work 40 to 45 hours a week; they only spend the 

minimum time required at work, and thus closely control their personal time.  

A small set of participants feels they control both their temporal and physical 

boundaries. These individuals are the most always on and are the biggest technophiles. 

Of the people in this group, many are executives and entrepreneurs, but some of them are 

ex-workaholics. Take Ray, for example. Ray describes himself as a reformed workaholic; 
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he has taken steps so that he can work where and when he chooses to. He has few 

requirements on his time that he does not set himself. Many of the entrepreneurs in this 

sample stress how they work for themselves specifically to be in charge of their own 

time. Even if they work more hours than is typical, they work for themselves, and that 

work time is still in some ways their own. 

Being always on is highly linked to control. In this sample of highly-connected 

individuals, a majority of them choose to be always on. Whether this is a function of 

convincing themselves they want to be, or whether they actually want to be, these 

individuals wear their connectedness with great pride.   

Individuals with control over only one boundary – whether it is temporal or 

spatial – often rationalize this lack of control due to some other perceived benefit. For 

some, they sacrifice some control now in hopes of earning it back later in their lives; 

these individuals subscribe to the “work hard now to reap rewards later” model. Others 

give up some control to earn a higher salary or work in an interesting position or 

organization. In this sense, then, they are knowingly giving up control instead of having it 

taken from them without their permission. 

The individuals who claim they have complete control over both temporal and 

spatial boundaries are an interesting group. These are almost all entrepreneurs and 

executives; none of them have much in the way of a supervisor. They are their own 

bosses, or are at least near the top of the organizational hierarchy, and have nearly 

complete autonomy at work. However, they are often the ones who are the most 

connected and work the longest hours. Several participants claim they work more than 70 
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hours a week (two say they work 90 hours or more per week), but explain these long 

hours by describing how much they love their work and how they work long hours 

because they are working for themselves. However, if someone spends 70 hours or more 

every week doing one thing, it would seem like that thing controls the person. This begs 

the question – what is the relationship between being always on and workaholism? These 

data suggest identity may play a role in this relationship. 

Constructing Identity through Work and Technology Choices 

Throughout many of their interviews, participants made sense of being always on 

by explaining how important their work is to their personal identities. Certainly, work is 

important to how a person defines herself; at a minimum, full-time workers spend more 

than a third of their waking hours at work. When employees start checking in on work 

after standard work hours, that one-third increases. A few extreme cases in this sample 

work more than half of their waking hours (70-100 hours a week). For these participants, 

there simply is nothing else in their lives more important than their work; they are what 

they do. Others are not always on because they simply do not care about their work 

enough to sacrifice personal time for it; they work the required time every week – they 

may even enjoy their work when they are at work – but when the work day is over, they 

are done. Work does not define them. 

 But for the others in the middle, those who work 40-60 hours a week (making up 

a majority of this sample), care about their work, and consider it an important – though 

not the most important – aspect of their lives, the relationship between work and personal 

identity is more complex. When work is part of a person’s identity, work plays an 
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important role in constructing how a person spends time. Participants who identify to a 

moderate degree with their work are more likely to check work email on the weekends, 

work occasional late nights, and generally think about work more. For some, this 

represents straightforward commitment to their jobs, but for others, it is passion for their 

work. Regardless of whether it is commitment or passion, it brings with it the desire to 

keep track of work when not at work. As technology gets smaller, cheaper and more 

accessible, it becomes much simpler to keep track of work. An employee who feels the 

need to keep track of work even when she is not at work – whether she is driven by 

interest, responsibility, or guilt – will use mobile devices to assuage that need. The 

technology allows work to seep into personal time, which can lead the more-connected 

employee to feel anxious or guilty. What was a responsible commitment to work has now 

become a pervasive and insistent distraction from personal time.   

In this way, identity management becomes boundary management. Individuals 

must choose how much time to devote to work, which reflects in a very public way how 

much they care about their work. Individuals must manage organizational impressions 

from supervisors and co-workers, as well as personal impressions from friends and 

family members. Someone who works 60 hours a week could be perceived as a very 

hard, successful worker, but he could also be seen as an imbalanced workaholic who will 

not spend appropriate time with his family.  

People who work quite literally all of the time do not have the same conflict. They 

have committed to defining themselves solely by their work, at least for now. They know 

they will work long hours, and they accept, if not even enjoy, it. It is in many ways 
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simpler to work all the time; there is not much else to think about. It is also difficult to 

achieve; it is a rare case where a person can work 90 or more hours a week without any 

interruption from personal matters.  

Organizational communication scholars have thought extensively about 

identification (Cheney, 1991; Kuhn & Nelson, 2002; Scott, Corman, & Cheney, 1998). 

Traditionally, organizations have been employees’ main targets for identification, but as 

we move toward a more mobile workforce, other targets become just as, or even more, 

important. Specifically, an employee’s occupation or job role may be more salient than 

the organization where she happens to perform that role. In this study, very few 

participants identified strongly with the organizations where they worked. This is not to 

say they did not like the places they worked; in fact, many of them seem very satisfied 

with their workplaces. However, most participants felt more connected to the type of 

work they do than the place they do that work. This supports recent work in occupational 

identity that suggests that, in some situations, an individual’s occupation may be a more 

significant target for identification than the organization itself (Fine, 1996).  

 However, when an individual owns the workplace organization, as was the case 

with several participants in this study, this complicates the identification question. I 

interviewed several entrepreneurs who own their own businesses; these participants often 

work very, very long hours and identify strongly with being a small business owner. For 

these participants, the work organization is more than just the place they work; it’s a 

physical extension of their selves. When the work organization is an individual’s own 

creation, the organization is part of her and her identity. Because of this, she will work 
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longer hours and feel work-related emotions more strongly. The success of the 

organization is tied directly to her productivity; if she does not get something done, it is 

possible no one will. In addition to entrepreneurs and small business owners, certain 

other occupations share this autonomous self-responsibility, such as academics and 

artists. Business owners are always on because they feel that they have to be.   

This reflects many of the tenets of organizational identification proposed by Scott, 

Corman and Cheney (1998). This study – and this group of always on, 40-60 hour work 

week employees in particular – illustrates the importance of understanding overlapping, 

multiple identities. As Scott et al. explain, context is incredibly important to determining 

when certain identities are more relevant than others. This study suggests that one 

important contextual or temporal factoring that brings out a certain organizational 

identity is the smartphone-enabled interruption of work into a non-work sphere. When a 

woman checks her work email on a Saturday or receives a work-related phone call after 

work hours, her occupational identity is triggered, even if she was not previously thinking 

about work. A mobile phone becomes a link to organizational identity. As an always-on 

individual becomes accustomed to work interactions seeping into her non-work domain, 

her occupational and other organizational identities become more and more relevant to 

her overall personal identity.  

 In addition, a number of participants feel it is important to be always on, 

regardless of work circumstances. They identify with being highly connected. In the past, 

research has suggested mobile phones and other visible technologies can signal a certain 

status to others. This may be less true now than it was in the early days of the mobile 
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phone due to the fact that nearly everyone has a mobile phone now, but it is likely still 

true for some. Owning an iPhone or BlackBerry, for example, does imply a level of 

financial success, which could reflect a level of success at work. These devices cost 

several hundred dollars, which is more than many people can afford to spend on a mobile 

phone. More than financial status, however, one of these phones implies a degree of 

technical savvy and connection that others simply cannot have. Some participants 

explicitly addressed this status issue, saying that everyone in their industry has a 

particular kind of phone (for example, software developers own iPhones, while 

salespeople own BlackBerries). If an individual in that industry does not have that kind of 

device, he loses credibility.  

 For the always-on individual, a significant part of her identity is connected to 

being always on, which is intrinsically linked to her relationship with work. For the 

always-on model I have developed here, to be considered truly always on, a person must 

identify with her work to the point where she must be connected to it outside standard 

work hours.  

Bigger Domains, More Connection and Lots of Friends 

Participants felt like their phones gave them access to more connections to friends 

and family members. Some past research suggests that mediated communication and 

social networking sites weaken relationships, even causing social isolation (McPherson, 

Smith-Lovin, & Brashears, 2006). This study does not support those findings. In fact, 

almost all participants noted how much more frequently they interact with their friends 

using their mobile devices.  
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In the past, staying in touch with friends or family members was much more 

difficult; it required making a telephone call, visiting in person, or sending a letter. 

Today, individuals have myriad touch points; they remain in constant low-level contact 

with their friends throughout the day. Social networking sites like Facebook and Twitter 

allow people to stay updated on even the most mundane goings-on in their friends’ lives. 

It is much easier to feel close to someone when they post a dozen status updates every 

day. Real-time channels like instant messaging and text messaging allow for short, 

synchronous conversations, and longer form media like email allow for more in-depth 

interactions. There are just so many ways to reach out to loved ones that it is hard to not 

stay in close contact.  

 A recent Pew study supports these findings; the researchers found that internet 

and mobile phone use is actually related to larger and more diverse social networks 

(Hampton, Sessions, Her, & Rainie, 2009). This study supports those findings. 

Participants described having more frequent interactions with more communication 

partners, when comparing their communication now with their communication ten years 

ago. A number of participants talked about how many people they initially met online, 

through a social networking tool like Twitter, and then eventually met in person. They 

can then stay in touch with those new contacts through the same online tools. Not a single 

person in this study mentioned feeling more isolated or experiencing weakened 

relationships now compared to ten years ago, before they used most of these 

technologies. 
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Finding Balance in Work-Family Border Theory 

In her work-family border theory, Clark (2000) lays out a set of propositions 

concerning the various ways work-life borders influence work-life balance. Though this 

study did not explicitly set out to test these propositions, many of them are supported by 

these data.  

Clark’s (2000) first proposition states that when work and home domains are 

similar, weak borders lead to work-life balance. But when domains are different, strong 

borders lead to work-life balance. This may account for the seeming discrepancy between 

working long hours but maintaining work-life balance; many of the participants who 

work long hours considered their work an important part of their personal identities. One 

even said if he was not being paid to do his job, he would do it as a hobby. For these 

highly identified individuals, the work domain is very similar to the home domain, and 

permeable, flexible boundaries are positive for those individuals. For other participants, 

their work is completely unrelated to other parts of their lives, and they are happiest when 

they can leave work at work and not think about it until they go back to work the next 

day.  

As Clark (2000) writes, when participants are central to a domain (i.e. they have 

influence in that domain), they can control the borders between their domains better, 

resulting in greater work-life balance. These data clearly bear out this conclusion; 

participants who felt in control of their work lives also discussed having work-life 

balance. Being influential to a domain generally implies having some degree of control 
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over goings-on in that domain; this could be formal control, such as position in the 

hierarchy, or informal control, like position in the organizational social network.  

According to Clark (2000), balance also results from several factors related to the 

communication between a border-crosser and other domain members, including 

supportive communication from other domain members who are highly aware of the 

other domain and who are committed to the border-crosser. These claims highlight the 

importance of communication to work-life balance and are supported by this study. For 

example, many participants who feel they have balance between their work lives and 

personal lives discussed supportive spouses and family members. Though I rarely asked 

questions about family support directly, it came up in most interviews. Participants with 

encouraging and supportive family members and friends often expressed contentment 

with their work-life balance.  

Finally, when it comes to work-life balance, this study demonstrates the 

importance of a context-specific definition. I talked with workers from all over the 

employment spectrum, from part-time employees who work 20 hours a week to business 

owners who work 80 or 90 hours per week. There was simply no relationship between 

hours worked and amount of work-life balance. In fact, many participants who worked 

more than 50 hours a week feel like they have an appropriate balance and several 

participants who work a more standard 40-45 hour work week feel overworked. The 

participants who worked the most – 70 or more hours per week – all reported being 

happy with their work-life balance. Work-life balance is highly subjective; one person’s 

balance is another person’s imbalance. 
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Chapter Six: The Bastardization of Balance 

From these data, one thing becomes clear above all else – the term balance is 

highly problematic. Ethnographers are always looking for contradictions and 

“breakdowns” in their data, where there are significant and interesting differences in 

participants’ perceptions (Agar, 1986). In this study, the breakdown that stands out most 

is how participants perceive balance. A majority of participants discussed how their 

particular version of balance might not work for everyone, but it works just fine for them. 

After hearing this sentiment nearly 50 times, I began to think that it is not a problem with 

these participants, but it might instead be a problem with the idea itself.  

In addition, one of the goals of a grounded theory study is to develop theory. 

From these data, I will generate a theoretical alternative to work-life balance. This 

alternative to balance is grounded in these data and developed through constant 

comparison; it is even named using a participant’s own words (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). 

In this chapter, I will thoroughly interrogate work-life balance. First, I will review the 

relevant literature on it from the organizational communication and management 

disciplines. Then I will discuss balance and its related concepts as it appears in this 

dataset. Finally, I will propose a theoretical alternative to balance. 

A Review of Work-Life Balance in Organizational Communication  

Work-life balance has a long history in organizational communication, and in the 

related disciplines of management and organizational behavior. I reviewed some of this 

literature in chapter two of this paper (see pages 24-29). Since this is a grounded theory 

project, however, I could not fully anticipate the important role that balance would come 
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to play in my discussion, so this section will be a more in-depth exploration of the work-

life balance literature, particularly as it relates to organizational communication and 

technology. In addition to the hundreds of articles published in this area, there have been 

several special journal issues dedicated to work-life balance and work-life boundaries, 

including the International Journal of Human Resource Management (2007) and Human 

Relations (2010). I also want to note that I am certainly not the first scholar to point out 

the problematic nature of the word balance itself (e.g., Golden, Kirby, & Jorgenson, 

2006; Hattery 2000).  

Work-life literature is situated in the context that work and nonwork domains are 

separate and as Parasuraman and Greenhaus (2002) point out, often perceived to be in 

conflict with each other. Much of this stems from the Western understanding of work in 

the 20th century – when most of the main research in this area was conducted. Since the 

Industrial Revolution, work has taken workers away from their homes, into a wholly 

separate and distinct space; with the adoption of massive machinery and all-new means 

of production, workers had to go to where the machines were. Prior to this time, work 

and home were linked as they had been for thousands of years. Families farmed, created 

goods inside their homes, and ran their lives and businesses together (Booth, 1993). 

However, the Industrial Revolution broke down these traditions and created the modern-

day workplace. It is this conception of workplace as both a physical and temporal 

location that exists outside “personal” localities that has informed much of our seminal 

organizational communication research. With the technological innovations in 

information and communication technologies that enable remote, flexible work 
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arrangements, this conception of the workplace begins to seem outdated, particular for 

the growing population of knowledge or information workers. 

The concept of work-life balance, then, originates in a workplace that looks very 

different from the workplace of today. Much of the contemporary U.S. workplace is 

mobile, changing, and ICT-dependent. Employees demand flexibility and control over 

their work conditions, and in many instances, are afforded that flexibility and control 

through web-enabled ICT devices like laptops and smartphones. These arrangements, as I 

have demonstrated already, have significant impact on issues related to work-life balance.   

We can agree that the phrase work-life balance suggests an equilibrium or 

stability between the work and nonwork domains. Beyond that, however, scholars differ 

as to their preferred definition or even whether or not work-life balance can even exist. In 

his introduction to the special edition of the International Journal of Human Resource 

Management on work-life issues, Fleetwood (2007) writes, “It is unclear whether [work-

life balance] refers to: an objective state of affairs, a subjective experience, perception or 

feeling; an actuality or an aspiration; a discourse or a practice; a metaphor for flexible 

working; a metaphor for the gendered division of labour; or a metaphor for some other 

political agenda (p. 352). The phrase work-life balance is over-used in so many areas of 

discourse – in public contexts, in human resources and management circles, in news 

media outlets, even in conversations around the dinner table – but is actually rarely used 

in academic publications much anymore, because so many scholars find it so troubling.    

Since many scholars consider the term balance to be problematic, they choose 

instead to discuss work-life issues in a variety of ways. Studies explore work-life conflict, 
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overwork and work intensification, work-life integration and separation. The following 

pages explore each of those areas in turn. 

Work-life conflict, or the idea that time spent in one domain takes away from time 

spent in another, is a powerful and pervasive one. As Parasuraman and Greenhaus (2002) 

write, “The pressures arising from one role interfere with participation in the other role or 

detract from the quality of life experienced in the other role” (p. 301). There is a great 

deal of valuable work in this area of work-family conflict. A number of studies explore 

the causes of work-family conflict, which include time and identity concerns, as well as 

external stressors (Adams, King, & King, 1996; Aryee, 1992; Higgins, Duxbury, & 

Irving, 1992; O’Driscoll, Ilgen, & Hildreth, 1992). This work also addresses the 

consequences of work-family conflict, which include feelings of guilt, stress and 

dissatisfaction (Edwards & Rothbard, 2000; Kreiner, et al., 2009; Netemeyer, Boles, & 

McMurrian, 1996; Rice, Frone, & McFarlin, 1992). 

A common theme in work-life literature is overwork and work intensification. It 

has been a particularly common theme lately, as U.S. workers work longer hours now 

than ever before. In 2004, more than 10 million Americans performed at least seven 

hours of job-related work per week at home outside of standard work hours and without a 

formal agreement to do this work (United States Department of Labor, 2005). This is one 

reason the average American now works approximately 199 more hours per year than her 

counterpart did in 1973 (Schor, 2003). 

Technology further enables this spillover. Technology-assisted supplemental 

work (TASW) is a form of distributed work where employees perform work tasks at 
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home after regular working hours using ICTs (Fenner & Renn, 2004). Mobile phones, 

high-speed internet access and affordable computing systems equipped with software that 

is often as sophisticated as what employees can access at work, make it much easier to 

get work done at home. In the case of TASW, this work is in addition to what is required 

of an employee during the work day. Small amounts of TASW can quickly add up. For 

example, take the manager who checks her email two or three times a night on her 

BlackBerry. She only takes 15 minutes to read new emails, reply to one or two important 

messages, and then signs out. If she does this every weekday after work, she has now 

spent an additional three hours per week simply checking in on her email after work 

hours.   

Research on the impact of TASW suggests there is a relationship between TASW 

and work-family conflict. Fenner and Renn (2010) found that “workers who actively 

transitioned back and forth between family and work activities while at home produced a 

more permeable or integrated boundary between both domains that, in turn, produced 

higher levels of reported work-to-family conflict” (p. 76). Similarly, Kossek, Lautsch, 

and Eaton (2006) found that employees who separated their work lives from their home 

lives reported less conflict. In addition, in Fenner and Renn’s (2010) study, a number of 

participants enjoyed the flexibility enabled by TASW. However, “a nearly identical 

number complained that it had become increasingly difficult to disconnect themselves 

from work when away from the workplace” (p. 77). This is not at all surprising, given 

what we already know about being always on. 



 90 

 Related to the concept of overwork is that of work intensification. Kelliher and 

Anderson (2010) explore the effects of flexible work on work intensification. They found 

that in exchange for flexibility and control over their work conditions, employees are 

prepared to work harder. In addition, they found that many employees perpetuated this 

exchange without the explicit requirement of the organization and were quite satisfied 

with this arrangement. Kelliher and Anderson found evidence of:  

Enhanced levels of organizational commitment and feeling the need to reciprocate 

the benefit of flexible working afforded to them by their employer. We explain 

the apparent paradox of satisfied and committed workers alongside abundant 

evidence of work intensification, by contending that in addition to imposed and 

enabled intensification, flexible workers were extending some additional effort on 

a discretionary basis. (p. 98) 

Work intensification can be a seemingly voluntary way to demonstrate commitment to an 

organization, even while exercising a degree of flexibility.  

A number of scholars prefer to talk about work-life interactions in terms of 

integration and separation and the management of boundaries between domains 

(Ashforth, Kreiner, & Fugate, 2000; Kanter, 1977; Kreiner et al., 2009; Nippert-Eng, 

1996). Integration between work and nonwork implies overlap between the two domains; 

a person who integrates these spheres would be comfortable mixing work with home and 

vice versa. Conversely, a separator keeps the work domain completely distinct from the 

nonwork domain, allowing no overlap between the two. Clark (2000) notes that there is 

no ideal position on the continuum between integration and separation; individuals can be 
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satisfied and productive at any point on this continuum. Staines’ (1980) spillover theory 

suggests that, even with careful separation between the domains, work can spill over into 

home and home can spill over into work. When work and home boundaries are 

permeable, work stresses will impact home life and vice versa. Though Staines’ 

conceptualization of spillover focuses more on how experiences at work can impact home 

life (e.g. hard physical labor at work leads to less physical activity at home after work), 

this study can extend a definition of spillover to include interaction leakages. For 

example, when boundaries between work and home become permeable through mobile 

communication devices, spillover is even more pronounced, to the point where personal 

interactions spill over into work time and work interactions spill over into nonwork time. 

Spillover becomes an almost tangible spilling of one domain’s interactions into another 

domain’s space. 

Typically, work-life issues are discussed as primarily two-pronged – work and 

home (or family/life/personal). Balance becomes incredibly complex when attempts are 

made to include other domains. Warren (2004) suggests that it is much more difficult to 

maintain balance between domains when more than two are included.  

Kreiner, Hollensbe, and Sheep (2009) see the “work-home interface as a 'socially 

constructed' boundary between the life domains of work and home” (p. 705). As such, an 

employee is constantly negotiating with her environment, and coping with the disparity 

between the balance she desires and the balance she achieves in reality. Kreiner et al. 

note how being always available to both work and home through technology can be 

challenging, resulting in work-family conflict and various negative boundary violations. 
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However, it can also allow for domain integration and work-home balance. This reflects 

others’ findings in this area (Boswell & Olson-Buchanan, 2007; Valcour & Hunter, 

2005). Kreiner et al., however, used grounded theory to develop a comprehensive list of 

boundary work tactics, coping mechanisms for managing the balance between work and 

home. 

 Balance is both a verb and a noun; it is both action and outcome. In much of the 

work-life literature, the balance generally referred to is the outcome form, where balance 

is something people strive to achieve. Balance as verb is the act of managing 

participation in multiple domains, while balance as noun is the outcome of being 

appropriately distributed across domains. Work-life balance is a metaphor. Picture a scale 

at equilibrium, where weights are evenly distributed so that the sides hang level. 

Achieving work-life balance is keeping that scale in check, so that one side does not 

significantly outweigh the other side. The sides do not have to hang exactly level, as long 

as the scale does not tip over. Maintaining work-life balance is the act of balancing those 

scales – removing weight from one side when it gets too heavy. 

Balance is Subjective and Therefore Meaningless 

As I suggested in chapter five, balance is a deeply subjective concept. What feels 

like balance to one person feels like imbalance to another. As we continue to use 

communication technologies that blur the boundaries between work and nonwork, our 

notions of balance are evolving. Our perceptions of balance between work and nonwork, 

as well as our perceptions of balance between being connected and being disconnected, 

are highly dependent upon a number of factors. I have explored many of those factors in 
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this paper, including occupation, identity, number of hours worked per week, demands 

from friends and family, technology preferences, need for control and flexibility, even 

personality characteristics. However, what stands out most from this sample is the desire 

to be always on. Always-on individuals talk about “balance” in interesting ways.  

 When I asked participants how they define balance, I heard myriad explanations, 

which I reviewed in detail in chapter four. Some definitions reflected traditional thinking 

on work-life balance, such as an “overall lifestyle [that] is healthy, enjoyable, and 

fulfilling” and includes “appropriate” amounts of both work and nonwork activities. 

Others defined balance in terms of how many hours they worked per week; a 40-hour 

work week allows for work-life balance, but a 70-hour work week does not. Only a few 

participants quantified balance in this way, however, and those were generally 

participants who felt they were already working too much. For example, Thomas, who 

typically works 40 to 45 hours per week, explained how he feels imbalanced because he 

would like to work less and “be at home, doing the things I enjoy more.” For most 

participants in this study, a 45-hour work week would be well within the range of 

appropriate work-life balance, but for Thomas, it is not.  

A number of participants pushed this problematic characterization of balance 

further, recognizing their shifting priorities and the contextual nature of balance. For 

example, one participant defined balance as “acknowledging the things in our life that 

make us happy and allow space for them, that we constantly prioritize what is important 

to us and choose things other than work when necessary.” Another simply said, “It 

depends.” Yet another explained that her form of balance “works for me and I ‘feel’ 
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balanced.” For a majority of participants in this study, balance is variable. Even within 

their own lives, what feels like balance on one day might not feel like balance on other 

days. Balance has so many different meanings that the word has become essentially 

meaningless.  

 Beyond this situational and ever-changing concept of balance, I am further 

troubled by the ideal implied by the term balance. This term suggests there is some 

perfect balance for which we should all strive to achieve. If we can just work a certain 

number of hours per week, and spend another set of hours playing, then we will have 

achieved balance. Balance implies that work is bad, so we should not do too much of it. 

This is problematic in so many ways, not the least of which suggests that if one does not 

reach this ideal balance, that person is deficient or imbalanced – a workaholic. As one 

participant in this study said, work-life balance is “Tinker Bell, fairy-land and corporate 

HR propaganda.” Balance simply does not exist, and to continue to use the term balance 

– whether it refers to the balance between work and life or the balance between being 

always on and sometimes turning off – serves only to further its problematic impact.  

A New Model of Being Always On 

If not balance, then what term better describes the way we negotiate these issues? 

This idea is not balance; it is atomization. Our interactions, our responsibilities, and our 

time are atomized, or fragmented. Throwing away previous notions of balance and its 

unobtainable ideal of the “right” way to spend one’s time clarifies the model of being 

always on I present in chapter 4. I reworded the sixth and final component of being 

always on to be I atomize (see Figure 2). Being always on contradicts traditional 



 

definitions of balance; people who are always on are by definition imbalanced. However, 

this is not necessarily negative or unhealthy. It simply is. 

Figure 2. Revised Model of Being Always On.

Being always on means 

information, interacting with numerous others throughout the day and night, and 

maintaining a constant connection to the outside world. This can be empoweri

overwhelming at the same time. Many people feel the effects of information overload, for 

example (de Bakker, 2007; Edmunds & Morris, 2000

according to the model I have developed here, one must effectively manage the

information and communication flows. 

Propositions. Based on this reconceptualization of the term balance as it applies 

to being always on, I would like to posit a set of propositions about what it means to be 
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Model of Being Always On. 
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according to the model I have developed here, one must effectively manage these 

Based on this reconceptualization of the term balance as it applies 

to being always on, I would like to posit a set of propositions about what it means to be 
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always on. The five propositions – priorities change; work versus life is a false 

dichotomy; borders are artificial distinctions between overlapping areas; technologies 

enable connections; and we do not balance, we atomize – together construct a more 

complete portrait of what it means to be always on and the role our relationship to work 

plays in that portrait. 

Priorities change. The first proposition addresses the flexible, changing nature of 

managing always on interactions. There are so many different possibilities for interaction; 

it becomes more difficult to predict who will be on the other end of the line when the 

phone rings. Technical advances like caller ID and transcribed voicemail allow us to 

know exactly who is calling, but only after the phone has rung. At any point in the day, I 

could receive a work-related or a personal phone call; my interactions are rarely limited 

by the time of day or physical space I happen to occupy.  

Because of this, our priorities are constantly changing. On some days, even during 

some minutes or hours during a day, one part of life may take precedence. That focus can 

change quickly, however, and achieving some sort of balance is almost impossible. 

Always-on individuals demand the flexibility to change what is important at any point in 

their day, where they choose what to focus on, how long to focus on it, and what that 

means to them. They manage what they do and when they do it, and they know that they 

can change that priority when it makes sense to them.   

Work versus life is a false dichotomy. Among the features afforded us by mobile 

technologies is the ability to communicate anywhere at any time. We can work from 
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alternate spaces during non-standard work times. We can easily attend to personal 

matters during work hours. Work and life are linked.  

People who are always on consider work an important part of their personal 

identity. For them, they work when they need or want to, regardless of whether or not 

they should be at work at that time. This includes activities like checking email on the 

weekends, staying up late to finish a project, and meeting a client for drinks in the 

evening. Work is an important part of life, and for always-on individuals, work is life. 

Trying to separate work into its own sphere is artificial at best, and dangerous at worst. 

Several participants in this study expressed feeling guilt when they worked long hours, 

noting that they often felt like they were letting down their families by working instead of 

spending time with their loved ones. What makes this particularly difficult is how several 

participants really love their work, and would choose to spend most of their time working 

if they did not feel obligated to spend time in the other sphere.   

Balance suggests that separate domains are in conflict with each other, and that 

one is always trying to take something away from the other. Balance suggests that life is 

a zero-sum game and there is some ideal proportion for which we should all strive. In 

reality, participants don't seem to perceive it this way. When they talk about balance, they 

seem to be trying to force someone else's framework upon the way they live. Almost all 

participants seemed to think their realities – their balances – were somehow failing to live 

up to some external expectations of how they should spend their time. Participants who 

worked a lot were very careful to point out that even though this distribution of time 

might not work for everyone, it works for them. Even participants who worked a standard 
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40-45 hours a week felt overworked or underworked; everyone rationalized their 

proportions of work to life.  

Borders are artificial distinctions between overlapping areas. Using terms like 

boundary and border to describe the physical and temporal lines between work and 

nonwork is another artificial distinction. These terms suggest concrete lines that separate 

two distinct areas, like geopolitical borders. Even using terms like permeable to describe 

a boundary’s blurriness does not fully capture the essence of being always on. When a 

person is always on, borders are eliminated. With a smartphone, I can interact with 

someone or some piece of information from any part of my life at any point.  

Furthermore, smartphones enable activity chunking; I can begin a task in one 

place and complete it later in another place. New ICTs offer numerous asynchronous 

means to manage communication; in fact, more of our interactions are more 

asynchronous than ever before. This asynchronicity means tasks can be broken down into 

small pieces and interweaved through our days. We do not need to be physically in an 

office to complete work-related tasks; we can complete them from our cars, our homes, 

the mall, even our children’s schools. We can complete them in small pieces throughout 

the day. 

Technologies enable connections. Though this study focuses more on 

smartphones than any other technology, smartphones are simply an example of the larger 

phenomenon of being always on. People connect to the world with a number of different 

technologies. Smartphones are unique in some of their features – for example, they are 

highly portable and very fast – but are just one interesting communication technology. 
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We could look at any number of ICTs and discuss the ways we use them to be always on. 

What is true about all ICTs, regardless of specific feature sets or technological 

capabilities, is that they connect us to other people and to information. Distinguishing 

between one specific device or another is not the goal of this paper, and I would argue 

should not be the goal of the communication scholar. One device enables myriad means 

for communicating.  

We do not balance, we atomize. Finally, I want to once and for all stop using the 

word balance to refer to how always-on individuals in the United States manage their 

relationship with work. Balance means so many things to so many people that it means 

nothing to anyone. It does not fully capture the essence of being always on, which is 

characterized by managing a number of interactions and information exchanges through 

communication technology devices. This is an act of atomization, not of balance.   

Atomization is the process of breaking something into very small parts or 

fragments and tending to the discrete units separately. In this study, numerous 

participants described how their lives are broken up into chunks; they move from task to 

task throughout the day. One described how her typical day goes: she has one hour to 

make progress on a work project, then 30 minutes to grab a quick lunch, five minutes to 

check her email while she runs errands, and so on. Her life is characterized by short 

spurts of time where she completes small tasks on her to-do list. Portable, web-enabled 

technologies contribute to this chunking. For example, I know I can check my email 

while waiting in line for the movies, so I do not need to take care of all the email in my 

inbox before I leave my desk. Similarly, if my husband needs to ask me a question about 
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our health insurance, he can send me a text anytime and I can answer him when I am free, 

even if I am in my office on campus. I can start a task, complete part of it and save my 

progress on my laptop computer, and then pick up where I left off later from my iPhone. I 

am not bound by the temporal or physical borders that mark a particular work or nonwork 

domain; I can tend to the atoms as they fit into my life.  

Atomization  

The phrase work-life balance has been a useful way to talk about work for a very 

long time. This phrase makes sense to us; we only have so much time each day, and work 

takes up a lot of what little time we do have. However, I feel that balance is no longer the 

best way to describe the way we arrange the blocks that are the chunks of our time.  

So, what is the best way to describe this concept? I prefer atomization. 

Atomization is the way we negotiate our relationship with work. We should spend less 

time worrying about balance and more time considering how the pieces of our lives all fit 

together. It is not as important how much time we spend at work compared to how much 

time we spend at home. It is not important to try to figure out which domain a particular 

activity should be counted toward. We need to embrace the blurriness and overlap that 

characterize our relationships with work. Because it is a relationship – and an important 

one at that – and it deserves its own language.  

None of this is meant to deny in any way the existence of workaholism or lessen 

the impact of the negative consequences of overwork, but instead is an attempt to 

position our relationship with work in a new perspective. Discussing work in opposition 
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to life or home or family is artificial, simplistic and outmoded. We should instead discuss 

our lives in terms of atomization.  

 The phrase atomization in this context comes from Grayson’s interview. Though 

multiple participants referred to this idea of chunking or breaking tasks down, Grayson 

spoke about it most eloquently and actually used the word atomization. He says, “[I 

experience] life in ‘chunks’ of interactions. The atomization of interactions enabled by 

mobile devices that permit asynchronous messaging mean that we can more easily 

interleave tasks that would previously have required a distinct temporal and physical 

context to achieve.” Grayson is a 29-year-old software startup founder; he describes 

himself as an entrepreneur. He works very long hours (he works seven days a week, for 

12 or more hours most days). More than that, however, he was one of the most reflective 

and thoughtful interviewees with whom I spoke. In most interview-based qualitative 

research projects, there are a handful of interviews that stand out because a particularly 

insightful and well-spoken individual demonstrates considerable knowledge in the area of 

study. Grayson is one of those individuals in this study and his use of the word 

atomization is an apt and descriptive way to explain this concept.  

Atomization is both process and outcome; it is both a verb and a noun. The 

process of atomization involves breaking up our lives into small, manageable chunks. 

The outcome of atomization is a continuous flow that incorporates both work and non-

work activities into one stream over which individuals maintain control.  

The twin pillars of atomization are flexibility and control. Flexibility, as described 

by this study’s participants, involves the ability to change direction midcourse, the ability 
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to sense and adapt to situational and environmental stimuli, the ability to break a task into 

smaller pieces that fit in the always-on life. Control refers to an individual’s power to 

shape this process; atomization does not originate from external sources such as 

supervisors, family members or even society. An individual is responsible for her own 

atomization.   

Atomization is aided by the existence of sophisticated ICTs like smartphones, 

netbook and laptop computers, and dependable wireless and mobile internet access. 

Without tools like these, atomization would not be possible. To atomize, one needs to be 

able to complete tasks regardless of physical or temporal context; these activities are 

enabled by advances in technologies.   

Finally, atomization is a core component of being always on. The always-on 

individual described in this paper is a mobile and engaged communicator. Her 

interactions are not tied to a physical place or a temporal space; she is always connected 

and can engage in an interaction when and where she wants. Her technology devices 

enable these interactions, but she in turn uses the technology in ways that make sense to 

her. To be truly always on, she must break her large tasks into small ones that she can fit 

into her fragmented and flexible life.  
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Chapter Seven: Implications and Conclusions 

Implications 

Organizations and employees need to recognize and address the issue of 

overlapping spheres. Boundary-crossing is only going to increase as the technologies that 

enable crossing become more and more pervasive. First, and most importantly, all parties 

need to understand that this is happening.  

Employees want, even expect, flexibility. Quite simply, the technology exists to 

allow employees to work flexible hours in various locations. Many employees expect to 

be able to take advantage of this, and given the opportunity, will choose jobs where they 

are afforded this flexibility. However, with flexibility comes responsibility. Employees 

need to set clear expectations and communicate clearly about where and when they are 

working. Organizations and supervisors should develop guidelines for appropriate 

behaviors, and make sure those guidelines are clearly communicated and easily available.  

This can have a significant impact on organizational structures. Over the past 20 

years, organizations have flattened, and more employees work from home and other work 

spaces. These “new” organizational forms (Poole, 1999) will continue to evolve as 

communication technologies, and the social expectations that come along with them, 

evolve. Given the technical capabilities of even these early-model smartphones, it is 

likely organizations will continue to adapt and further encourage alternate work 

arrangements. 
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Individuals should think carefully about what form of work-life balance works 

best for them and their families. Having supportive and understanding friends and family 

members can help employees feel balanced. Open communication between the employee 

and significant domain members, in both the work and non-work spheres, can help ease 

tensions between spheres. As previously discussed, individual preferences for balance 

vary a great deal, so every employee should decide for herself what works best. However, 

all employees should be aware of the negative impacts overwork can have on their 

relationships, as well as their physical and emotional health.  

Limitations 

As with any qualitative study, there are limitations to both my sampling method 

and my sampling size. This is in no way a random sample, nor is it large enough to 

represent a significant portion of the larger population. However, it is a relatively large 

qualitative sample; I interviewed 49 individuals for this study. In addition, I was very 

rigorous in both my data collection and analysis. I spent 18 months collecting and 

analyzing data, which provided a very in-depth perspective of the issue. I clearly 

described my methodical process in this paper. 

I interviewed a number of participants over instant messenger and email. Though 

mediated research methods have matured significantly in recent years, they can be 

considered less rich than in-depth, in-person interviews (Schneider, Kerwin, Frechtling, 

& Vivari, 2002; Selwyn & Robson, 1998). For example, the mediated interview 

transcripts in this sample were, on average, about two-thirds the length of the comparable 

in-person interviews. However, given this highly tech-savvy sample, I do not believe 
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these mediated interviews were less useful or less rich than the in-person interviews; the 

participants in this study are well-versed in and skilled at communicating online. In fact, 

their shorter transcripts may be due to the fact that mediated and online interactions often 

have to be more concise than in-person interactions, and these participants are 

accustomed to being more direct in communications.  

In addition, my particular perspective has certainly influenced my thinking about 

these issues. I am a self-confessed technophile and believe that overall, new 

communication technologies improve our interactions and relationships. Throughout this 

project, I have done my best to recognize and be transparent about my personal views 

about technology, while allowing the participants to speak for themselves in their 

interviews. By following rigorous data analysis techniques, I hope that I have eliminated 

as much bias as possible. 

Future Research 

Mobile technologies have and will continue to be a ripe area for communication 

research. As these technologies become more entrenched in our daily lives, they deserve 

more attention in our field. In the field of organizational communication, for example, 

Scott (2009) notes the lightning fast growth of mobile technologies, and points to that as 

an important area for future research. I echo his call; mobile technologies are perhaps the 

most significant technological innovation since the internet itself and deserve their own 

research. In just three years, it is anticipated that every adult person in the world will have 

a mobile phone. Outside of the organizational discipline, all areas of communication 

theory could benefit from incorporating more work on mobile technologies. It seems 
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particularly pertinent in studies of health communication (How does mobile, real-time 

access to health information impact physician-patient interactions?), and interpersonal 

communication (What role do mobile technologies play in strengthening or weakening 

romantic and familial relationships?), among others.  

We need to continue to study issues related to work boundaries and management, 

especially in an increasingly mobile world. This study, along with other research cited in 

this paper, suggest an increasingly overlapped life, where individuals continue to mix 

work and non-work interactions. We need to engage in more work to understand the 

implications of these blurred boundaries. We should also develop research-based coping 

mechanisms and practical recommendations to help people deal with being always on. 

A number of studies suggest Americans work longer hours now than they did in 

the 1970s and earlier. If these studies are accurate – and we have no reason to doubt 

many of them – it is essential that we understand both the causes and effects of longer 

work days and weeks on workers, their families, and their organizations. We need to 

understand the role mobile, as well as other sophisticated information and communication 

technologies, play in longer work hours. In this study, I only touched on the connection 

between being always on and workaholism, but it is a topic that should be investigated on 

its own. Workaholism is sometimes called the “respectable addiction” (Killinger, 1997) 

and there is some debate as to whether it is even a legitimate addiction. However, some 

research suggests workaholics are less satisfied at work and are generally less happy than 

their non-workaholic peers (Burke & Fiksenbaum, 2009). If this is true, we need to better 

understand the communicative implications of addicted workers. 
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In addition to the communicative implications, we need to understand more about 

work addiction in general. With roots in health sciences and psychology, addiction is 

traditionally viewed as a physical compulsion to consume a particular substance 

(generally alcohol or narcotics), but addiction can extend to other behaviors as well. 

Addiction is “characterized by (1) recurrent failure to control the behavior 

(powerlessness) and (2) continuation of the behavior despite significant negative 

consequences (unmanageability)” (Goodman, 1990, p. 1404). Based on this definition, 

work could be an addiction for some people, especially when it negatively impacts work-

life balance, relationships with friends and family members, and the addict’s physical and 

mental health. Workaholism is a serious disease that demands further investigation, 

particular in organizational communication. We should explore the causes and contexts 

that contribute to addiction.  

 Finally, the area of occupational identity still has a great deal of room to grow. 

With a more mobile workforce, occupations are important targets for identification, often 

surpassing organizations as the main identification target. We need further research that 

attempts to understand the implications of an occupationally-identified workforce. This is 

bound to have an impact on organizational tenure and commitment, for example. 

The Mobile, Modern Me 

The pace of contemporary technology change is fast. Ten years ago, mobile 

phones were simple telephones, enabling voice-to-voice contact and little else. Today, 

mobile phones are portable computers, and it seems as though everyone owns one. As 

soon as three years from now, experts estimate mobile phone adoption will be at 100 
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percent worldwide; more people will own mobile phones than own a landline telephone, 

television or computer.  

 Smartphones, such as the iPhone or BlackBerry, among the many other models, 

come equipped with full web capabilities, allowing users to access the internet from 

anywhere at any time. Many smartphones have built-in GPS and office productivity 

software. They can make phone calls and send electronic messages, including SMS, 

email, and IM. They allow users to search for information and make purchases on the go. 

And these are just the early models – the iPhone has been available to consumers since 

June 2007 – so, future advancements will only enhance their features. Augmented reality 

applications, for example, will drastically change the way mobile phone users interact 

with their physical surroundings.  

Accompanying this technological change is a social change. The more integrated 

and ingrained in our lives these devices become, the more they impact our behavior. This 

project is an attempt to understand, at least in some small part, the ways we use mobile 

technologies and how we structure our communicative lives with them. One thing is 

clear: people love their phones. They also love the flexibility and control that their 

phones enable.  

The participants in this study talked at great length about how important 

communication technologies are to their work and personal lives. For many participants, 

they cannot imagine their lives without email, instant messaging and mobile phones. 

They do not want to disconnect; being always on is essential, even definitive for them. In 

interviews, many participants would place their phones on the table between us, 
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displaying them for me and everyone around us to see. People with iPhones obsessively 

polish their delicate touchscreens, wrap them in protective rubber jackets, and store them 

in separate pockets from their keys and wallets. Smartphones signal more than success 

and technological prowess; they signal a form of modern day intelligence. A smartphone 

owner is never more than a few seconds away from an answer to any question. A 

smartphone owner is a walking, talking Encyclopedia Britannica; she is an instantly-

gratified, constantly-connected, always-on Google.  

However, being constantly connected with a smartphone also means being more 

connected to work. When the technical capability exists to carry a communicative link to 

work in your pocket at all times, people will use it. This is not necessarily negative; 

having more flexibility can be helpful and stress-relieving. However, it also means that it 

is easier to work longer hours, have work leak into personal time, and slowly lose control 

over the boundaries between the work and non-work domains. All new technological 

innovations carry with them some costs along with their benefits; we just need to know 

what those costs are and if they are worth the price.  
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Appendix: Interview Protocols 

Interview Protocol – Round 1 

1. Tell me a little a bit about your job. 

a. How long have you worked in this job? At this organization? In this industry? 

2. Describe your typical work week.  

a. How long do you work in the average day?  Week?  Does this change? 

b. Do you ever work nights?  Weekends?  How often? 

c. How much of your work time do you spend in meetings? 

d. How often do you travel for work? 

3. Do you ever work from home?   

a. How often? 

b. Does anyone else in your house work from home?  

4. Tell me about your communication technology use at work.  What tools do you use?   

a. How often do you use email/IM/cell phone/blog? 

b. Do you have a iPhone/BlackBerry/PDA/smartphone? How do you use it? 

How often? 

c. Do you have internet/email on your phone?   If no, why not?  If yes, why?  

How do you use it? How often?   

5. Do you use different tools at work than you do at home?  How is your work use 

different from your home use?  

6. How has your technology use changed over the past five years?  

7. Would you consider yourself always on?  Why or why not? 

a. What contributes to your being always on? 

b. Has this changed over the past few years?  In what ways? 

8. Do you feel as if you have to be always on?  Why or why not?   

9. What are the always on norms in your organization? 

a. Does your boss encourage/discourage being always on? 

b. Do you feel like there are norms for your occupation/industry?    

10. Do you know someone who is always always on?   

a. How do you know this person is always on?   

b. What do you think of this person?  Is s/he effective? Productive? Annoying? 

Rude?  

11. Do you ever turn all your technology devices off?    

a. When do you turn them off?  Why do you turn them off? 

b. Are there any “no technology allowed” rules at work?  

c. Do you have any “no technology allowed” rules at home?  

d. What is your reaction to the 24-hour-no-technology experiment?   

12. When you hear the phrase “work-life balance,” what do you think of? 

a. Do you think you have work-life balance?  Why or why not?     
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b. What is your ideal work-life balance?   

c. Describe your work-life boundaries.  How do you keep work and life 

separate?   

d. Do you take work-related phone calls/emails/texts/IM at home? On vacation? 

13. How does your technology use impact your work-life balance? 

14. Do you consider yourself a workaholic?   

a. Do you know people who are workaholics?  How do you know they are? 

 

Interview Protocol – Round 2 

1. Tell me a little a bit about your job. 

a. How long have you worked in this job? At this organization? In this industry? 

2. Describe your typical work week.  

a. How long do you work in the average day?  Week?  Does this change? 

b. How often do you work nights?  What about weekends? 

c. Do you feel like you work a lot?  Not a lot?  Why?  

3. Do you ever work from home? How often? 

a. Does anyone else in your house work from home?  

b. Do you ever work from third places, such as coffee shops, coworking spaces, 

etc…? 

4. Do you feel like you identify with your work?  How important is your job to your 

personal identity? 

5. Tell me about your communication technology use at work.  What tools do you use?   

a. Specifically, how do you use email/IM/cell phone/blogs at work?   

6. Do you have a iPhone/BlackBerry/PDA/smartphone?  

a. What do you use it for?  

b. Do you have internet access on your phone?  What do you use it for? How 

often?   

7. Do you use different tools at work than you do at home?  How is your work use 

different from/similar to from your personal use?  

8. Do you ever turn all your technology devices off?  If so, under what circumstances? 

How do you feel when you turn them off? 

9. How has your technology use changed over the past five-ten years?  

10. How would you define the term “always on”? 

11. Based on your definition, would you consider yourself always on?  Why or why not? 

a. How has this changed over time?  

12. Do you feel as if you have to be always on?  Why or why not?   

13. What are the always on norms in your organization? 

a. Does your boss encourage/discourage being always on? How can you tell? 

14. What are the always on norms for your occupation/industry?    

15.  Describe your work-life boundaries. How do you keep work and life separate?   

a. How important are these boundaries to you? 
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b. Do you take work-related phone calls/emails/texts/IM at home? On vacation? 

16. When you hear the phrase “work-life balance,” what do you think of? 

a. Do you think you have work-life balance?  Why or why not?     

b. What is your ideal work-life balance?   

17. Do you consider yourself a workaholic? Why or why not? 

 

Interview Protocol – Round 3 

1. What kind of cell phone do you have? Does it have internet access? 

2. How is your work use of communication technologies (email, IM, cell phone, social 

networking sites) different from/similar to from your personal use? 

3. How has your technology use changed over the past five to ten years?   

4. Would you consider yourself always on? Why or why not?  

5. Describe your work-life boundaries.  

a. How do you keep your work life and your personal life separate? 

b. How important are these boundaries to you? 

6. Do you feel like you have work-life balance? Why or why not?  

7. How many hours do you work in the average week?   

a. How often do you work nights and/or weekends?   

b. Do you feel like you work a lot? 

8. Tell me a little bit about your job. 

9. Do you consider yourself a workaholic? Why or why not? 
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