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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 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 

the central communication and information channel for most adults in the United States.   

Couple this astounding 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 

place. Cascio and Shurygailo (2003) refer to this as the “new paradigm of work—
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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 and 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 everyday lives, both as members 

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

range from learning more about how to be productive at work to how to effectively 

communicate across physical and temporal distances, to managing a multitude of 

communication technologies and a vast amount of information to balancing 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 

expensive and rare to essentially ubiquitous. It might be simply witnessing this transition 

that has fascinated me, like so many of my undergraduate and graduate school peers. I 

feel like no generation before mine has experienced so rapid a technological change that 

affects 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 Yahoo and Hotmail accounts at that time. I now 

depend almost entirely on Gmail for my email needs, and connect six different email 

addresses to my main Google account. I joined Friendster, one of the first popular social 

networking sites, in 2003. I later signed up for accounts on Facebook (in mid-2005) and 

Twitter (in early 2007). I bought my first web-enabled phone in 2007 and switched to the 

iPhone 3G in early 2009. In my house, there are no fewer than four computers running at 

once, and I personally connect two 20-inch flat panel, widescreen monitors to my desktop 

computer. I generally have two or three web browsers running on my computer at any 

given time, each with at least five tabs open. I check my email constantly. I am officially 

a technophile; I love being connected and will readily admit that my iPhone has changed 
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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 

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 certainly do not know anyone over the age of 15 who does 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.  
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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 

computers 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. 

 

  

 


