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When pervasive becomes invasive What should be done about tech advances that blur the line between work and personal time?

By Kenneth James , Business Times

22 Aug 2002

LIKE many executives today, Alvin carries his work around with him. Up to now, this wired warrior's tools of choice have been a mobile phone and a Compaq iPaq personal digital assistant (PDA). In his new job at IBM Asia-Pacific, that connectivity arsenal will be further beefed up with an IBM ThinkPad notebook PC - all the better to handle the large e-mail files he keeps getting, he says. More to the point, the notebook will be linked at home to the office via VPN (virtual private network).

Is that such a good idea? Being always connected to the office would seem to be anathema to those who prefer to keep work and personal life separate. For Alvin, it was a sacrifice he was prepared to make while he built his career. With IBM, though, the trade-off seems to have turned in his favour. Thanks to technology and the computer giant's enlightened policy, he now expects to spend just two days a week at the office and three days working from home.

That's pretty remarkable when you consider that in his new job, he has to liaise constantly with team members spread across some 13 Asia-Pacific countries. But with a broadband connection to his office network and tele-conferencing facilities, provided by the company, he can look forward to getting more work done while spending more time with a baby daughter he dotes on.

Clearly, Alvin's case isn't typical. Many others worry that, as advances in technology blur the line between work and personal time, the encroachment will be into personal time, not the other way around. One reader, commenting on last week's column on the new generation of wireless handheld devices, e-mailed this cautionary note: 'There is a danger with using such a connected device. I wonder if the user realises that he's bringing his work home, or for that matter, wherever he goes, even on vacation. Is that what he wants?'

Fair point, Mr Cheong, although we should note that the dilemma has existed for some time now. A worker with a company-supplied mobile phone is, in effect, agreeing to stay connected to the office outside of company time. A top regional official ruefully recalls how, after a hectic period of activity, he escaped with his family to a holiday island somewhere in the Indian Ocean. Sure enough, his mobile phone rang, and he found himself tele-conferencing throughout his brief vacation.

The problem, though, isn't technology per se, but a changing work environment that technology has been able to exploit. People today spend many more hours working, compared with their forefathers. Blame the intense pace of business, the 'greed is good' philosophy that became gospel in the Reagan and Thatcher years, or consumers' demand for 24x7 service. Whatever the reasons, the result has been businesses needing to work their employees longer and harder in order to stay competitive against rivals who work their employees longer and harder, in an ever-widening vicious cycle.

Too often, the worker then finds work piling up, and bringing work home becomes unavoidable. Technology has only made that process easier. And let's not forget, the trade-off can work both ways, as with our friend Alvin.

It has certainly proved a boon for journalists at Singapore Press Holdings, most of whom are provided with a PC or notebook that links to the SPH network from home. A writer or editor in The Business Times, for instance, can see the kids safely off to school (while the PC downloads e-mail), clear e-mail between breakfast and a dip in the pool, call contacts or do a phone interview, and then dress up and come into the office later in the morning. The staff are appraised on results, not the number of hours spent in the office. It's great motivation.

Admittedly, this concept of worker empowerment sits uneasily with many local companies, steeped as they are in an authoritarian top-down style of management. They should perhaps pay heed to Prime Minister Goh Chok Tong's comments on stayers and quitters, and ask themselves: am I providing the kind of work environment where employees want to stay? Or is my business style contributing to turning stayers into quitters?
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