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Have you recently received an email auto-reply saying: I'm currently on business trip with limited access 

to e-mail? These days, it’s hard to imagine where in the world you must go in order to secure limited 

access to email. What the message really means is something like “I don’t have time now; I’m seeing 

someone face-to-face! The point is that technology now enables us to be connected all the time – from 

BlackBerries and ultra-portable iPads to Wi-Fi and 4G. Indeed, we no longer hear much talk about 

being on-line or off-line anymore. Unless on long-haul flights, the reality of today is that most knowledge 

workers can be reached more or less 24/7.  

 

As a consequence of modern connected life, we are living in a time characterized by reaction at the 

expense of reflection. Communication technologies have radically compressed our notion of time 

creating increased expectations of an ever more rapid response from colleagues, clients and suppliers 

as well as from friends and family. To “compete” in this now-ist culture of instant gratification, one must 

act quickly and often think later. Although much depends on the job, industry and culture you are 

working in, we are finding that spontaneity and speed are presiding over the measured and drawn-out.  

 

Many people who have happy personal lives credit them to flexible work arrangements and personal 

control of time. The other way around is also true. People who are highly satisfied with their jobs, often 

report increased satisfaction in their personal life. In this aspect, telecommuting and flexible work 

arrangements have proven to be positive for most of those who use them, with the benefits outweighing 

the consequences.1 But the jury is still out when it comes to long-term effects, as technologies, such as 

mobile phones, add to the intensification of work and lack of downtime. With current and future 

technology, the question of managing the intersections of life becomes ever-so-more relevant. 

 

Basic integration of work-life and family-life is nothing new, as it dominated most of humanity until the 

industrial revolution.2 With conflicts between work and family, we may experience less satisfaction, 

however there can also be spill-over and enrichment where work may add value to our personal lives 

and vice versa. But who benefits and who suffers in this new age of connectivity? 

 

Are you a separator or an integrator? 

 

We examine the impact of technology on work-life balance on two levels; individual and organizational. 

At the individual level, we must look to a person’s preferences and behaviour, namely if he/she is an 

                                                 
1 See for example: Wajcman et al. (2010). Enacting virtual connections between work and home. Journal of Sociology, 46(3). 
2 See an account of this in the wonderful (slightly dated) book : Hochschild, A.R. (1997). The Time Bind. New York, Metropolitan Books. 
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“integrator,” a “separator,” or somewhere in between the continuum. For a separator it is easy to tell 

where work-life ends and family-life begins and there are clear boundaries between professional career 

and family aspirations. Some never email work-related matters from home and prefer not to discuss 

work issues with their family. For integrators, however, it is very difficult to define when work stops and 

personal life begins. Only the old-fashioned employee time-clock might help to really turn integrators 

away from work. Interestingly enough, the employee time-clock, which once served as a tool to control 

workers, in today’s connected world may have a place in protecting knowledge workers from working 

too much. But where does one put such a device if the workplace is everywhere? 

 

The second level to consider is that of an organization. Many companies today establish an array of 

work-family policies including flex-work hours. Some even operate under ROWE (results-only-work-

environment), measuring employee results as opposed to the number of hours spent on the work site. 

These initiatives are meant to help people find better balance in their lives, to create higher loyalty and 

commitment, and to eventually increase work-related performance.  

 

For many, these may sound appealing, but such systems may lead to happiness with integrators and 

not separators, or vice versa. For example, people who seek separation are less satisfied with 

integration policies. If you are a separator and your manager is an integrator, think about the conflicts 

this can create due to different working styles and expectations. Imagine celebrating your son’s birthday 

on a Saturday with your family while being bombarded with urgent emails and phone calls from your 

manager. If you ignore them, Monday morning you may be met with resentment.  

 

On the other hand, if you are an integrator and your company does nothing to help you in that direction 

(flexible work arrangements, authorized home connections, or devices that enable 27/7 connectivity) 

you may become frustrated or unhappy with the conditions. Imagine working from home all evening 

only to show up late the next morning and get “the look.” And is it fair that you have to invest in work-

supporting technology yourself?  

 

These conflicts are becoming increasingly relevant as the millennium generation enters the workforce 

and as information technology changes our lives for good and bad. We like to think that we are in 

charge of technology but the fact is, technology is often in charge of us, as it takes over the way we 

work and live.  
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managers. To make this happen we need to discuss openly the boundaries (or lack of) between work 

and home, on and offline, because they are antecedents to many work related issues and conflicts. 

Think of telecommuting, dress-codes, use of social media and company computers, and a range of 

elements of corporate life. The way we approach them is deeply founded in our internal 

separator/integrator compass.  

 

Finally, each organization needs to set clear boundaries for its work culture, norms and policies. It’s far 

better for the organization to take control than to leave individual managers to impose rules driven by 

his or her personal standards. Remember, people often leave an organization because of their manager 

– not because they are unhappy with the organization! 

 

In the distant future, however, the entire dichotomy of integrator/separator may collapse for knowledge 

workers due to technological advances, new generations, new organizational structures and simply the 

increasingly integrated way we work. The best employers will need to figure out how to redesign work 

processes and policies in order to benefit both their competitiveness and productivity, and, at the same 

time, the lives of their employees.  

Dr. Karsten Jonsen is a research fellow at IMD specializing in organizational behavior. 
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