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Berna: What is your current research focusing on? 

Kristine: It’s a longitudinal study where we looked at what was happening in the banks. 
The particular paper that I’ve got out at the moment focuses on one of those banks, looking at 
how mobile connectivity appeared and was influencing work in 2006 and how that had 
shifted when we came to do the second lot of interviews in 2011 and 2012. And we were 
really interested to see how being connected through mobile devices changed the nature of 
work over that time. And when I say ‘the nature of work’ I refer to that quite loosely because 
it’s in that industry which is a high performance work industry: work and non work is a very 
fluid concept. So I don’t like to talk about ‘work/life balance’ I like to talk about these much 
more fluid dynamics between work and non-work. 

Berna: How did these technologies change the nature of the workplace? What did you 
find? 

Kristine: I’ll start off by saying that there are some unique conditions around the Australian 
workplace (particularly in financial services) that mean that we have a particular view of 
connectivity that I think is slightly more extreme, or has the potential to be…and that’s 
because our workplace starts to switch off at the time when major overseas markets are 
switching on, so there’s an influence by the time difference… the fact that we are down here 
in the southern hemisphere. 

Any of the professions that are truly global workplaces that are having to consider what is 
happening outside of the Australian context – their work day is significantly extended; so the 
role of being “connected” in a more mobile way takes on a new dynamic… 

I think the key part of these findings are that… if I look at the physical reality of an executive 
walking into an interview room in 2006 compared to 2012; most of them walked in and they 
would put their device which was their blackberry device – out on the table in front of them. 
By 2011/12, they were putting two devices down on the table. So most of them are using their 
blackberry, and their iPhone – they also have their iPad, they have their laptop. 

In 2006 they were talking about ‘integration’ (they wanted all of these things integrated into 
one device: they were [also] very much talking about boundaries) … we want to be able to 
manage these boundaries more effectively…. 

By 2011/12 they were talking more about this ‘fluidity’ and instead of talking about “turning 
off” and being able to manage quite hard boundaries, they were talking about ‘managing a 
tap’ and I liken it to a faucet – we want to be able to turn in up and turn in down and we want 
to have control over that – but we don’t want to ‘disconnect.’ That in fact represents a very 
scary place for us to go… and you’ve got to take into account that in that time we’d had the 
global financial crisis, enormous redundancies in this business – even when I was there 
people were being made redundant, so much greater focus on performance criteria… They are 
very conscious of constantly being measured- whether those measures are hard measures of 
what they are bringing to the business or what their bringing financially or whether they are 
the softer measures …. How they are managing customers, what people think of them, how 
they work…so all of those things combine to mean they want control… so they want the 



organisation to provide them with the support in order for them to control this work 
environment to meet their own personal way in which they want to manage work…. 

Leslie Perlow has put out a book called ‘sleeping with my blackberry’ – it’s a study of the 
Boston Consultancy Group – where they brought in harder measures… (in a liberating 
sense..) …They are after the support, the enabling …to change the nature of the work 
structure… so they don’t want to work themselves to death… but they do want to feel as 
though they are staying in control… so they can manage these boundaries quite fluidly… ‘I 
want to have my blackberry here so I might use that all day in my work space from 6 in the 
morning to 7-8 at night, where I consider that the bulk of my work as done… but when I sit in 
that cab going home I’m still keeping an eye quietly on my emails coming through to make 
sure nothing urgent has happened… but I’m switching at that time to my iPhone, where I’m 
engaged in Twitter, where I’m Facebook, I’m on LinkedIn…I’m texting and engaging with 
the other sides of my life. During the workday I might occasionally engage in it – I might 
respond to the odd text – but I can shift and move fluidly between these devices…’ 

Berna: So the ‘switching off’ means perhaps social time is still online, but it’s not the 
work device you use, it’s the personal device? It’s not about forgetting technology all 
together that’s important… it’s this fluid movement and management? 

Kristine: Yes. Imagine that there’s a series of pipes sitting in front of you…with taps on them. 
I want to be able to turn some taps on full at certain times and turn others slightly down so 
that I can manage that full on flow in this pipe… And then I want to switch them around – so 
I want to manage those pipes. But I want the full control to be able to do that. 

Berna: These are conversations happening in the workplace? Are people walking in and 
saying ‘Okay I’m going to consult these workers on how to manage this fluid 
movement?’ 

Kristine: Well that’s the thing. So then we move to the issue ‘well how much is this a 
responsibility of the organisation – and how much do we aggregate to the individual to be 
able to do that?’ My research suggests that the individual wants these enabling conversations 
to take place – but they also want actions in those areas. They want the technological 
capabilities to be able to do that. So what we’re seeing now is this huge movement ‘b.y.o.d.’ 
(bring your own devices) That’s suggesting, ‘we’ll enable a platform – you can bring 
anything you like in – and we’ll help you to make it work.’ In some organisations this is 
happening by default… 

What I don’t want is all of these firewalls that are put up that make it hard for me to switch 
between one thing and the other. 

Maddy: By firewalls do you mean things preventing people from going on and using 
social media? 

Kristine: Yep, so that could be one of them. Or there could be firewalls around things that 
secure data, so a lot of this is around security – firewalls really get built up around security – 
people are saying ‘listen I understand the security of data but help me to be able to manage 
my workplace more effectively – you know, let’s look at some of these firewalls and see how 
necessary they are… let’s look at other ways in being able to manage this so I am able to have 
these conversations… 

The other thing is behavioural…you’ve got conversations that happen in the organisation 
around behaviours and expectations… being able to provide opportunities to people that have 
those conversations, and create more fluid and more flexible ways of working, using the 



technology itself. 
 
Maddy: So would you say there’s an expectation in a lot of businesses (particularly the 
financial sector) for people to be constantly switched on, and people want to be able to 
manage that more effectively to cope with it? 

Kristine: …There’s an expectation around availability… so you’re paid these salaries… 
there’s an expectation that you will be available. How you’re available, how you manage that 
yourself – is what is up to you…People are saying look I’ll be here for you but I want to be 
able to manage this in ways that make my life a liveable life… according to my own personal 
expectations. At certain stages of our lives we don’t want the reigns pulled in on us and being 
told when and where and how we connect – at other times, when you may have family and 
have other responsibilities – you want to be able to adjust that tap. 

Maddy: Do you think when people aren’t able to manage that balance …that’s when a 
total detox becomes more popular, and perhaps, seen as the solution? Even though it 
may not be [the solution], [do you think]… people have a tendency to move towards 
total abstinence – and perhaps that’s not solving the problem? 

Kristine: I think possibly that happens when you are at burnout. One of my interviews talked 
about his health declining rapidly – he’d worked 3 years on the trot without any breaks – he 
just felt he had to take time out – interestingly he did take time off, away from the 
organisation completely… and he came back with a new set of skills that he really thought 
about over that time. Instead of coming back and saying ‘well I’m going to throw it all away’, 
he came back saying ‘there are a whole lot of skills I have to have around managing my time 
more effectively:’ both using behavioural characteristics and the technology itself. He’d really 
learnt to manage this tap much more effectively so he didn’t get to that point. 

Berna: I went on to the ‘Big Opportunity’ blogspot that’s built by the Sydney Business 
School and I saw you wrote an article about how social media is being heavily used for 
recruitment processes. 

Do you believe societies employment prospects rely heavily on these platforms and that 
by taking a detox, you’re perhaps limiting your employment potential? 

Kristine: We have funding to study this for the next three years, so we are at the very 
beginning phases of looking at the employment cycle and the role of social media in that. It’s 
a little early for me to comment specifically on that, but in my work on personal branding – [I 
found] that if you’re not actively engaging with social media and really thinking of how you 
build a personal brand that is going to engage you in the sort of work opportunities you’re 
considering… then it’s problematic. To ‘opt out’ … I don’t think that’s actually an option. I 
think you’ll find it very difficult to get yourself in front of the people that you’re interested in 
working for… 

Berna: What’s your personal opinion of being switched on 24/7? Do you feel digitally 
bound at all? 

Kristine: I personally feel digitally liberated. I’m a mother with a full time career, and I find it 
really interesting when I read articles that suggest women are in some ways getting a raw deal 
here – I’m going to talk from a female perspective and then I’m going to shift from that. If 
anything, mobile technology for me, has enabled us to take on roles with much greater 
degrees of responsibility and still manage our home lives as well. It enables me to have 
flexible working hours, flexible space – I’m no longer confined by space and time any longer 
– and I think we may forget that while you might think of these as digital handcuffs, they also 



provide enormous amounts of liberation and it’s how you manage the technology that 
determines whether they are tools of liberation or handcuffs. 

I don’t think that’s just a gendered issue – I think that for many men it’s enabled them to 
engage in many other parts of their lives, because they’re not chained to the office so they 
may have to consider working at 11 o’clock at night because you’ve got colleagues working 
on a project in New York or London. That can be done at home, you can be engaged with it 
[at this time] … Sure your day might be a lot longer and you may be tired the next day… 
but… we have the flexibility to be able to manage those things… what we haven’t done is 
moved to a place where we haven’t redefined the nature of work… we’re just working faster 
and harder and haven’t engaged in the knowledge of the technology and some of the ways we 
can change the way we structure how we work. 

Maddy: Do you think that having an initiative, like a national day of unplugging, or a 
broad petition for a digital detox, would work specifically in an Australian contex? And, 
do you think it is needed? 

Kristine: I think we’re assuming that everybody is the same if we do that. The basic 
assumption is that through being connected to technology we’re all burning out, everyone’s 
exhausted and we’re over working. I’m not sure that’s the case. I think what we need, what 
we’re after – is the ability to make more choices… And the technology enables us to do that if 
we’re informed… So I think gaining more information… ways of sharing the ways we’re 
engaging with this technology… those are the things that excite me an awful lot more than 
this idea of digital detox which is assuming we’re all cast under the same banner. 

There’s a huge amount of hype about there about the evil of technology and it’s very easy to 
jump into that – but I don’t think they’re accurate. I think that we’re looking towards a new 
way of working and that’s very exciting… it engages a more diverse workplace, it enables 
more people to have a voice, and those things have got to be good – it’s what we’ve been 
talking about for years… more flexibility in the way we construct work – these tools enables 
us to be able to do that if we engage with them in an informed way and we start to share 
ideas. 

Maddy: So if Australian businesses are taking those steps that you found in your study 
as oppose to in the Boston case, where they were imposing more hardline restrictions, do 
you think this is a geographical distinction between work cultures? Perhaps that would 
explain why campaigns for the National Day of Unplugging has a place in America, but 
not so much in Australia? 

Kristine: Possibly. I think Australia has got a unique context when you start to look at global 
work… and that there are issues that are peculiar to this work when you start to consider [it] 
… I’m also not saying that these organisations necessarily have taken these steps by the way; 
I think they’re needed, and I think that what people are saying is ‘don’t eliminate our choices, 
enhance our choices.’ 

I’d be really interested how [the BCG model] plays out – it’s fairly new at this stage… [it 
would be interesting to see] how it evolves and whether employees embrace it or if they say 
it’s just not workable ….it might be more workable for someone in the US than it is for 
someone in Australian – it would be very difficult for someone in the Australian workplace, 
in a company like BCG, to operate under those constraints… But my next job is to go and 
talk to them and find out… 

Arguably this could be a transition…technology is fairly new, we’ve got generational 
differences, we’ve got natives vs those of us who are learning, there’s a whole lot of things 



going on in the melting pot right now so this just could be a phase that we’re going through as 
we all try to figure out how to best use this and where it best sits within our lifestyles. And 
you know we mightn’t be having this conversation in 5 years time…  it might be a completely 
different conversation. 

Maddy: Could it be that younger people have been more able to adapt to ‘managing 
their flows’ than older generations? 

Kristine: Possibly… it’s probably part of this story… I think the other part of the story though 
is that if you come in as a new recruit of one of the big banks or consulting firms you will be 
expected to work enormous hours and the possibility or potential for burnout is very high, and 
that’s not you creating that, it’s being created by those around you, and you desiring to 
achieve and to be able to work your way up in that industry. So having the tools and the 
knowledge to be able to gain some controls out of that is going to be really important and they 
may not come quite as naturally to you once you get into a work place like that. It may have 
to come more into your consciousness, and I think that’s where organisations have got a role 
to play. 

	  


