Social aspects of place experience in mobile
work/life practices
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Abstract This chapter examines the importance of “where” mobile work/life prac-
tices occur. By discussing excerpts of data collected through in-depth interviews
with mobile professionals, we focus on the importance of place for mobility, and
highlight the social character of place and the intrinsically social motivations of
workers when making decisions regarding where to move. In order to show how
the experience of mobility is grounded within place as a socially significant con-
struct, we concentrate on three analytical themes: place as an essential component
of social/collaborative work, place as expressive of organizational needs and char-
acteristics, and place as facilitating a blending of work/life strategies and relation-
ships.

1. Introduction

Work practices are increasingly mobile, both from the point of view of spatial
mobility and in terms of mobility between roles, situations and relationships. Yet
there has been little research so far on the implications about where work is done:
mobile workers accomplish their work at a variety of locations, and such locations
are tightly connected with practices and interactions, both in terms of infrastruc-
tural support [18] and of possibilities for collaboration [22]. This chapter examines
the social character of place in the practices of a community of highly mobile
workers. It investigates motivations for mobility, both social and cooperative:
where do workers work and what affects their decisions to move in this regard?
Our findings suggest that place matters in decisions about where work is done be-
cause, among other factors, it is invested by social connotations and meanings -
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something that the design of technologies supporting mobile interaction should be
more sensitive to.

Mobility is a broad concept characterizing much recent socio-scientific re-
search and technology-related research. The new mobilities approach involves ex-
amining ‘how social relations necessitate the intermittent and intersecting move-
ments of people, objects, information and images across distance’ ([25], p. 54). It
is concerned with movement but also with the economic, social and cultural orga-
nization of distance (ibid.). Underpinning this approach is the view that human
mobility cannot be understood outside of the movement of objects and technolo-
gies: here ensembles of technologies with people, knowledge and other agents
mediate and shape everyday life. People are engaged in making work and non-
work worlds in and through the ways in which they ‘move, mobilize people, ob-
jects, information and ideas’ ([4], P. 112). We are particularly interested in how
this deep understanding of mobility is linked to the role of technology in support-
ing collaborative practices on the move, and on how mobility in both work and
life is mediated by technology.

However, most research on the role of technology in supporting practices on
the move is still overly technology-centred, focusing primarily on the design
and/or evaluation of services, protocols and applications. Studies of mobile tech-
nology use seldom extend to the broader circumstances of mobility, and almost
never to where mobile work and life practices occur. As well as this, the eve-
rytime-everywhere assumption underpinning mobile technology design and devel-
opment [14; 27] — whereby it is assumed that the needs of mobile actors are not
location or time dependent - has led to an abstracted understanding that lifts mo-
bility out of specific contexts. Although this approach makes an important contri-
bution in relation to infrastructure and access (for example, in terms of providing
robust connectivity and services), it makes little or no contribution to understand-
ing human interactions on the move [8]. As Sgrensen points out: ‘It is tempting to
assume (...) that work can be conducted at any time and anywhere through combi-
nations of global networking and mobile information technology. However, this
conclusion makes inappropriate assumptions of both the power of technology and
the inherent characteristics of work’ ([23], p. 4). Human interactions on the move -
with technology and with other people - are much more complex, and are affected
by practical circumstances related to places, organizations and social relationships:
therefore, we feel that it is necessary to look at the specific physical contexts that
mobile workers inhabit in their everyday practices, and to examine their strategies
for movement in relation to them.

Whereas early HCI research on mobility and work focused mainly on individu-
als, within CSCW there have been attempts at looking at cooperative work on the
move [1; 5]. The studies of mobile practices conducted so far are mainly focused
on collaborative aspects of the task-at-hand: for example, how mobile software
and applications support group work [13; 10] and how collaboration is accom-
plished while on the move (see for example [19]). In our study, we explore
broader social and collaborative connotations of mobility as a strategy pervading



work and life. We position our work within a stream of research in collaborative
computing looking at mobility in context, an area of study still under development
[21; 26]. In this chapter we reflect on data gathered as part of a project studying
new patterns of mobile work and life in the context of the ‘knowledge economy’:
grounded on a model of work that assumes flexibility, connectedness and spatial
and practice-related mobility [9]. Views vary with regard to which kinds of work
are most emblematic of the knowledge economy. However the main characteris-
tics of so-called knowledge work tend to include: work with codified con-
cepts’knowledge [24]; variety or varied work; interdependence with tasks done
elsewhere; individual autonomy with workers being expected to make independ-
ent judgements in uncertain contexts [2] and a tendency for work to be undertaken
across different locations and on the move [7].

Our focus is on the lived experience of these workers and how mobility charac-
terizes their work and life practices. In particular, we look at the central role of
place as socially constructed in these practices. In the following section, we dis-
cuss further how our work connects to related research on place and mobility and
how we set out to conduct our investigation.

2. Situating mobility in the social world

In our project, we make the assumption that new forms of work increasingly
have mobility inscribed in them and the need to manage fluidity and boundaries,
with technology playing an essential part in both [23]. Our argument is that such
mobility needs to be studied in context, and that such context reveals patterns of
social and collaborative practices that are closely tied to mobile strategies and
linked constructions of place. Mobility is a wide-ranging notion and previous re-
search has identified various forms of spatial mobility, differentiating levels at
which movements can take place [17] and various types of mobile activities [15].
We acknowledge the importance of these finer distinctions: although our analysis
takes place at a broader level, that incorporates these different forms of mobility
by documenting mobile practices as shaped by context. As such, our main goal is
therefore to look at mobility in context.

Notions of place can help us uncover some of the social connotations of mobil-
ity. Attention to place acknowledges the debate on distance [20] and recognizes
that communication, interaction and collaboration happen in different ways
through co-presence. By centering place it is also possible to examine how face-
to-face interaction blends with interactions established by digital means [16], and
identify the awareness mechanisms in distributed group work [11]. Thus, consid-
ering place explicitly as a lens to understand practice within a certain physical con-
text allows us to connect aspects of human activities and experiences to the quali-
ties of the environment [12]. We focus on the making of places, the boundaries
and trajectories between them, and we consider these places not just as locations



but as scenes of our experience in the world. Technology becomes a factor in the
embodied context of practice and we pay particular attention to how it mediates
activities. We are not singling out locations, but address place as the multi-layered
experience within the physical world that is simultaneously shaped by personal,
social, physical and cultural factors [6]. As such, place is defined by social interac-
tion, it is invested with social relationships as well as physical qualities.

Others have highlighted the importance of considering place when studying
mobile practices. Brown and O’Hara [3] argue that work changes place, just as
place changes work and work-time planning: places are constantly reconfigured
and appropriated by people to support their activities, and being in a particular
place affects work activities in terms of physical resources and other factors. Work
places are made and work is made in place. In their study of nomadic study
groups, Rossitto and Eklundh [22] examine how en-placed experience leads to
complex patterns of collaboration and reconfiguration of the physical environ-
ment, and argue that social and collaboration needs lead to choosing a particular
place of work.

Similarly, in our study, we argue that the conditions under which people choose
their work place are deeply socially motivated. As such, places are socially expe-
rienced and technology becomes entwined in an individual’s strategies of action.
These are social and collaborative strategies: they might not be always related to a
collaborative fask, but they are related to collaborative work and to social relation-
ships, both professional and personal. As work and life become more mobile,
workers are faced with the question of where they are done. Decisions about
where work and life take place involve considerations about interaction with oth-
ers and about the differentiated mobilities in relation to everyday movement and
long-distance travel. Moreover, turning to the question of how boundaries between
work and life, between work and personal social relationships might be blurred by
mobile work, it is clear that technology plays a central mediating role.

In the following sections we present evidence for our argument by discussing
qualitative data gathered through a series of in-depth interviews with high-tech
professionals, all living relatively mobile lifestyles. All the participants in the
study are working in the high-tech sector in senior roles (managers, directors,
CEOs, etc.) and their companies are all located in the “National Technology Park”
(NTP), a regional science and technology hub housing around 80 organizations
with strong emphasis on research and development. Although our participants
hold slightly different roles within their organization, they present the common
traits of living highly mobile lifestyles, working in positions of responsibility and
doing business in the high-tech sector, also involving substantial use of digital
technologies. We conducted in depth semi-structured interviews with 11 men and
7 women. The qualitative methodology we employed involved asking people
about their everyday experiences of work and life, their interaction with technolo-
gical artefacts as manipulated in practice and the affordances for practices they of-
fer. The interview was loosely structured into three parts: biographical questions
about the participants’ background, profession, family and lifestyle; work ques-



tions about daily activities and their integration with technologies, forms of em-
ployment, connectivity and networking practices; institutional questions regarding
their company’s choices over location, perceptions of quality of services and in-
teraction with support agencies. In order to show how the experience of mobile
work and life is grounded within place as a socially significant construct we
concentrate on three themes:

- Place as an essential component of social/collaborative work;

- Place as expressive of organizational needs and characteristics;

- Place as facilitating a blending of work/life strategies and relationships.

In the following sections, we will concentrate on each theme, presenting and dis-
cussing relevant data excerpts.

3. Place as essential component of social and collaborative work

Each place of work carries implications of a social and collaborative nature.
Workers choose to be somewhere in order to establish or maintain relationships
and to do collaborative work. Not only do some places provide structural support,
but they mean something with regard to these factors: being somewhere means be-
ing with others, working with them, a strategy of collaboration or simply co-
presence.

Jonathan!, the CEO of a software development company, talks about his
weekly work routine at numerous places:

I'm in here most days, because I just want to — we were taking on some, one or two new
people, and I just want to get the whole, you know, importance going. But tomorrow, as
an example, I'm in the city tomorrow in meetings with suppliers and S--, to see...can S--
maybe put us in the way of getting more opportunities, you know. Last week, I was in the
city on Wednesday, with C---. We got an award from C--- for — it was five companies,
[...] and ourselves, and there was two more, we got an award at a dinner last Wednesday.
What else? On a day-to-day basis, it's just really being here, being available, you know,
this type of thing (Jonathan)

Being “here”, meaning at the office, is important for Jonathan in order to estab-
lish relationships with the new people. Travelling to the city is also necessary to
make new partnerships, receive the important award, work with suppliers, and
strengthen their institutional collaboration with C---. In general, being “here” is
valued as much because it strengthens internal relationships. It’s not just about
travelling, choosing to work at headquarters is an important social strategy too.

Jack, technical director of a software firm, is also conscious of his team at the
company headquarters. When asked about why he does not like to do work from
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his home, although he travels a lot internationally and finds this tiresome, he an-
SWers:

Well I suppose because the team is here. We do actually have to meet sometime, even
though I haven't spoken to them much today and I've been away since Tuesday. And also
what we have here is we have our own Intranet, to our own sort of network internally, and
that I can't access from home. We could, but it would be too expensive and security wise
it would be a nightmare. But the main thing is just to meet the team (Jack)

There is certainly an infrastructural issue connected to headquarters (the secure in-
tranet) that makes it relevant for Jack to be there, but a technical solution could be
found to reduce the need for presence at headquarters. However, if for Jack the
‘main thing is just to meet the team’, then presence at headquarters will continue
to be necessary. As the discussion progresses, Jack agrees that he could work from
home at least some of the time and deal with queries over the phone, but chooses
not to:

Well the main thing, the reason I came in this morning is I had a teleconference with some
folks in Greece and Italy at 10, so. I could have done that at home, but. I don't know, I just
come into the office, it's handier. And all my files and stuff is here, the paper. The main
thing is to meet, is to meet the team, because like it isn't just me managing the projects.
It's about the guys doing the Web site, or software, or hardware, whatever. So it isn't just
me (Jack)

Although the presence of other resources is one factor in his decision to work at
the office for the morning, the main motivation is a collaborative one. The specific
technological infrastructure of the office and presence of ‘the team’ means that
projects can be managed more effectively and efficiently in that specific place.

Kate, chief engineer for a telecoms company, echoes this sentiment:

So I can do all of that from home, but I still feel the need to come in and be a bit more...
You have to meet people, there's a social aspect to it that you need to, you know, I
wouldn't talk to all the engineers every day on a technical level, you know what I mean,
but you would try to make sure that you met them in the canteen [inaudible] have a cup of
coffee or, you know, even you're passing in the corridor, you, you know, you ask them
how the kid is or how the wife is or how their soccer match went (Kate)

Kate’s work extends beyond her engineering skills to creating good worker rela-
tions that enable smoother collaboration when she needs to talk to her engineering
colleagues on a technical level.

Jack also talked about work with collaborators requiring long-distance mobil-
ity. His company is involved in EU projects, and, as the technical director, Jack
oversees a number of these.

This week we had our meeting in Skovia on...Well we had a series of meetings on
Thursday and Friday. So I had to prepare for those because I'm the project manager.
Eighteen partners and another five or six that came along, and we had on Thursday
morning, we had a business partners meeting, which was totally business — pricing,
markets, all that sort of stuff. And then at 12 o'clock, we had the official launch by the
municipality of Skovia where we had the TV cameras along and journalists and all that
sort of stuff (Jack)



In his role as project manager, Jack needed to prepare for the trip and the meetings
in Skovia. He also participated in a number of collaborative activities, some more
focused and others regarding the visibility of the project, such as dealing with the
journalists. Jack is well aware of the implications of working both at headquarters
and in faraway locations: in the interview he goes on to describe his preparation
for long-distance trips in order to work at his best with his international collabora-
tors, as well as organizing things so that he can keep a connection with headquar-
ters (for example by booking a hotel with good internet access so to be contactable
by his home team). Therefore, even if his mobility means that he will not be in the
presence of both groups of collaborators while he is in Skovia, his practice is con-
scious of having to maintain a collaborative link with them.

The choice of work place is not only between home, the office and some away
location. Mobility also involves work being done while on the move. For example,
Saul, software marketing manager, made the decision to travel to the city by train
when he was involved in a project there, because working on the train helps him to
focus on the work to be done collaboratively when he arrives in the city.

I'd go from here early in the morning, but I had the train ride up and the train ride down.
And what that meant was that if I was going up to meet you, I'm coming to meet you,
you're busy doing all your stuff at your desk because you're at your desk and you're doing,
you know, twenty minutes of this and ten minutes of that, and you know, a quarter of an
hour of that, and a phone call, and so on. And I had three hours on the train to do
absolutely nothing except think about [you], and to focus on the meeting. So I was
extremely effective in that time (...) I have nothing else to do except prepare for you.
(Saul)

When the work activities of such high-skilled workers are readily mobile, they
are constantly making decisions about where and when particular aspects of their
work are done. The above quotes emphasize the ways in which particular tasks
and collaborations are only possible in particular places. These places are under-
stood and inhabited primarily with regard to relations with particular others, so
that certain tasks can be completed, or the way is eased for other kinds of work to
be achieved. This is exemplified by the very nuanced collaborative strategies that
the participants deploy with respect to doing work at particular places. The places
themselves come into existence as such via the social and collaborative motiva-
tions of the workers.

4. Place as expressive of organizational needs and characteristics

Places are not only socially significant to individuals, but also to entire organi-
zations. The relative significance of particular places, whether the company prem-
ises or a home office, will depend also on the organizational culture: the place of
work is related to the social relationships within the organization. Where the orga-



nization is and where its people are matters. Jonathan is a managing director but
also funder and owner of his company: one of the first decisions he made was the
actual placement of the company itself.

I just felt I would like to come in here because it was having the address of the
Technology Park nowadays, is because we're providing more services rather than just
boxes and hardware that it would give us a bit of an umpf, we'll say, in that sense.
Number two, it suited. I live in K----, you know, and it suited a number of people as well,
this particular area. C----- , if you go to R----, as an example, it's just very, very closed in
and the companies are on top of each other (Jonathan)

Being in the NTP expresses the values of the organization: it is a meaningful
address for customers to recognize the company’s degree innovation and quality
of service. Moreover, there were practical concerns regarding where the workers
live, and how placing the company in the NTP would suit the members of the or-
ganization.

The organizational structure of the company is also motivated by the relation-
ship with clients in other cities.

What we have, we call it a sales office in C---, which in reality is now a number with a
service office. So if you ring C---, it's answered here. In the city, the software company
has a small office [there] which we use, but it - there's nobody permanently based there.
So for all intents and purposes (...) we have a sales office in the City, a sales office in C---
, but here is really where everything happens. (Jonathan)

The company is associated with other places: one of the remote offices has only a
nominal presence, the other remote office doesn’t have permanent staff but com-
pany employees go there when clients in the city need them. The organization is
therefore physically structured around three places to aid the relationships with
clients.

The organizational aspect of choosing a place of work for the company is not
something that involves only the institution, but also the particular workers. For
example, Charles, chief technology officer for an online services company, has
made significant decisions about his personal work places: he does his day-to-day
work from home and goes to the office for particular events, such as important
meetings, although he lives not far from headquarters.

I find that the advantages outweigh any disadvantages, our client base is everywhere. This
means we can provide support for them, not practically 24 hours, but I can respond to
support an issue at 11 pm, having the ability to do that. Whereas some people in their
office, it is a situation that means that the door is closed at 5pm and stuff like that, and
that’s necessary in some instances. But my type of work, I like embedding our work in
what we do, so it is fairly seamless and we don’t mind doing it like that (Charles)

The indeterminacy of place with regard to where clients are located, and the
embedding of work in his home life arise for Charles from an organizational cul-
ture of fluidity and multi-locatedness: he feels that being at home allows him to
work beyond the boundaries of an office and provide clients with better support
while being present for his family.



Place also contributes to building organizational culture internally and not only
with respect to customers and other external stakeholders. Dan, managing director
of a software consultancy firm, expresses this view with regard to having people
work in the office although they could easily work remotely.

One is to do with purely looking at results, and we don't purely look at results. We look at
the actual individual as well and them fitting into the actual organization and creating a
culture in the organization (...). If you're at home, you might feel that - well you have to
prove yourself at home and you might be on Google, you might be searching different
technical forums on the Internet trying to find the answer to your solution doing more
reading. Whereas in your office, you can just say to one of the other guys in the office,
“can I bounce something off you? Can I use you as a sounding board?” And those sorts of
things, it's about team building (Dan)

The office is seen as a site of more efficient work via instant collaborative
problem solving, and this in turn strengthens organizational culture. Dan says so
explicitly when he suggests that working from home could isolate workers from
colleagues, rather than support the team.

Another participant in our study, Angela - managing director of a small soft-
ware firm -, when talking about her long distance mobility, mentions both aspects
of the organizational significance of being somewhere that were expressed by
Jonathan and Dan. Angela travels a lot internationally because she wants her cus-
tomers to see that the company cares for the personal contact. She explains how
she sees her role as someone representing the organization to customers and part-
ners, especially when establishing a relationship with a new client.

People know where you're coming from, they know the bigger picture, and they know
where you're going in general. So I find that the, actually spending time [with clients],
particularly at the start up project phase is worthwhile. And then we would use the
teleconferencing and emailing and that afterwards, and Skype, you know (Angela)

She also explains how she is happy to travel because all the other workers are
back at the office and instantly contactable for updates and problem solving — she
is mobile so that others can be productive at headquarters in responding to cus-
tomer issues raised some distance away in her meetings with clients. In Angela’s
example, the choice of where work happens is motivated by both how the organi-
zation relates to clients and how it works and strengthens its capacity internally.

5. Place as facilitating a blending of work/life strategies and
relationships

Throughout our study, we have collected examples of how the participants’
mobility is a constant blend between work and life places and of how the choice of
place of work is connected to social relationships within both work and private
life. Because high-skilled work relies more on specific skills and abilities rather
than static infrastructure, much of this work can be done in many places. We saw
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examples of how different people make different decisions on where to work, al-
though generally motivated by social factors, hence creating a potential fluidity
with regard to boundaries between work and life.

Charles has an office at the home he shares with his wife and two children.

I go to my home office, and use things like email and Skype (...) we also use social media
tools like Twitter and LinkedIn to keep in touch with people. And in the office we also
use tools like Yammer, collaboration tools like that to share documents and stuff like that.
That would be generally the set up. Then I get my children and have lunch. So that’s
basically how we work (Charles)

In this description of how his company works, getting the children and having
lunch are part of the same flow outlining how the company (which he refers to as
“we”) operates. Work and family tasks blur at Charles’ home and this flexibility
between work and life is also heavily mediated by technology. Although family
and work tasks may be negotiated in a fluid way, some boundaries are defined:
Charles chooses to leave one of the work technologies out of his home space.
Charles’ bedroom is kept work-free and Blackberry-free.

Well, I"d certainly keep the Blackberry out of the bedroom for sure. In that case, you do
have to have and set up rules when you don’t let that interfere with your personal
relationships. (Charles)

As we saw in the previous section, Charles’ decision to work from home has to do
with his view on how the organization can best support clients. On the other hand,
Sara, the owner of a web development agency, also works from home, however
she explains her preference almost entirely in personal terms:

But my preference is to work at home. (...) It's a preference. I could do it from here and I
could do it from anywhere in the world as long as there was an ashtray and some
broadband, but I - it's just a personality thing really. I think I'm just a home body and I,
you know, I like my husband being around. And you know, we have lunch together. I
think you get into a groove and your best stuff happens where it happens (Sara)

The ambiance of home is conducive to work productivity and once connected
by efficient broadband Sara’s optimum work context and her home body
personality preference can be achieved. She also mentions how the presence of
her husband (who also works at home), a deep personal relationship, is one of
the reasons for her choice.

Saul’s company is based in the NTP, but he lives in C---, about 100
km away, because of family reasons: his first wife is based there with their 2
kids and his second wife, also with kids of her own, has a job there. Saul’s
work practices are highly mobile not only because of the nature of his job, but
also because of his personal situation.

If I'm travelling, I take my work with me if I can at all. So I might, say work a Tuesday in
the National Technology Park (...) have meetings there, stay Tuesday night, work
Wednesday in the hotel or in the office, and work, come on down to C--- maybe late on
Wednesday or on Thursday morning, you know? (Saul)



His decision to use his home as workplace for some days, and to work at head-
quarters on other days is connected to his personal life strategies. This also means
creating a temporary work place in the hotel he stays at on the days when he is at
headquarters.

The motivation to move a significantly long distance away from home and of-
fice could also be personal and similarly requires work strategies to be adapted
around that place. For example, Angela spent an entire summer in Spain so that
her son could learn Spanish.

I was (...) just outside Malaga. So our day was pretty much the same as it would have
been here, as in the school had very good wireless connections. So when he [Angela’s
son] was in class from 8 to 12, I would have done my day's work but done it in half a day.
And then in the afternoon, he would have been off with activities with his friends, and
then my nine-year-old daughter, my mother-in-law and extended family came out for
different periods, so we kind of had our holiday then in the afternoon (Angela)

In the interview she goes on to explain how there here were issues in communicat-
ing effectively with the rest of the team back at headquarters, particularly when
trying to collaboratively solve a problem. Nonetheless she was pleased with her
decision as it was made for important family reasons and she arranged her work
strategy to fit around that. Angela also talks about her average day when she is at
the NTP, and how she also moves her work between office and home.

I find what I have to do at home is...I have to say that there's one particular room that's
work only. So it's kind of like an office. And when I close that door, it has to be a bit like
closing the door here, because the danger is (...) sometimes you will just, you know, you
might be doing, you know, something family, and you say, OK, I'll just go in for ten
minutes and I'll check email. Now ten minutes becomes an hour and an hour can become,
you know, you can get dragged into it (Angela)

Here we see that Angela has spatially confined her work to one room while she is
at home, and her strategy of balancing between work and life relies on the physi-
cal configuration of the place in order to keep a definite separation. Angela
chooses to do work at home, but closing the door to her home office means dedi-
cating herself to family: although her work is in a room nearby she can keep work
activities separate from her personal life at certain times.

Nancy, head of marketing for a green technology company, often increases her
spatial mobility by extending business trips with days working at her boyfriend’s
house in the city in order to spend more time with him.

Yeah, to see my boyfriend, yeah. I tend to go up more, partially because, well sometimes
I'm up in the city anyway for business, or for work, sorry. We're sponsored by Enterprise
Initiative and so often we have meetings with them. So if I'm up in the city anyway for a
meeting on a Thursday or a Friday, I would stay over (Nancy)

However, staying overnight in the city makes planning more difficult. Nancy goes
on to explain how her decision to work from her boyfriend’s house leads to extra
planning in order to make sure that everything she needs to do her work is with
her.
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I had a meeting in the city on a Thursday, and I asked could I work from [boyfriend’s]
home on the Friday, which was no problem (...). And I just had to kind of go through my
desk and make sure that I had all my stuff, and then take the laptop and, you know, that
(...) It would kind of scupper things if I went, oh damn, the thing that I need is down in the
Technology Park, you know (Nancy)

For some of our participants, work and life are fluidly negotiated while for others
work is done at home to facilitate family demands: it can be characterized by fur-
ther planning and be managed by defining boundaries. In some cases these differ-
ent approaches are defined in terms of personal preferences and in others they are
required because of the specific needs of children or partners. However, all these
examples demonstrate the ways in which the places described by participants are
invested by complex blends of work and life relationships. These blends are expe-
rienced as an opportunity for some, and a constraint for others: overall, they high-
light how mobility is very often not only work-related mobility; that places matter
for professional and personal relationships and, subsequently; that the range of in-
teractions that mobile workers perform on the move are linked to both personal
and professional considerations.

6. Discussion and Conclusions

In the previous sections we have shown examples of how focusing on where mo-
bile professionals conduct their practices can reveal important aspects of mobile
work and life. The data highlights how, in order to understand mobility more
richly, it can be useful to extend accounts of tasks and practices by looking at the
context of activity. The notion of place helped in this analysis as it allowed us to
consider explicitly the physical context of interaction as a blend of structural char-
acteristics and human experience. We argued that place is socially constructed and
is therefore an important consideration in portraying how people do mobility with
respect to collaborators and other stakeholders. The data show that places of work
are essentially connected to social and collaborative relationships and that their
meaning also emerges from such relationships. Jack, Jonathan and Kate all explain
how their decision to do work at their company’s headquarters although they
could work as easily from another location is linked to their understanding of how
important being in that place with co-workers is to establish a good partnership
with them. Their motivation is about working on collaborative tasks, but also on
establishing and maintaining a positive personal relationship with their co-
workers.

Moving to other locations is also socially motivated: Jonathan talks about
the many stakeholders that he physically travels to ensure face-to-face contact is
maintained and conveying the importance of being there with them. Jack, an expe-
rienced manager of international projects, has developed a keen sense of the im-
portance of his presence at particular places for the success of the project.
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Moreover, the trajectory between one place of work and another and the ways in
which mobility is physically accomplished also carry social meanings: Saul ex-
plains how his choice of travelling by train rather than by car is about having time
to concentrate on the person he will meet once he arrives in the city, and on the
work to be done together. This is part of a larger strategy for managing places of
work in relation to collaborators and other stakeholders, and directly links with
our second point: that places are expressive of organizational needs and values.
Where the company is placed in the first instance certainly has a meaning for po-
tential customers: we see in our data that the NTP is chosen not simply for its
business infrastructure but also because it makes it possible to associate an organi-
zation with values of innovation and professionalism. Besides this institutional
concern, individuals see their place of work as representative of the mission of
their organization: Charles identifies working at home as representing his avail-
ability to customers beyond the office (intended as a confined unit of space and of
time). On the other hand, Angela physically travels to customer sites to show the
dedication of her company to its customers. The chosen places of work may be
different in these two examples, however they both show how organizational con-
cerns drive the decision to be somewhere in particular. In another example, Dan
talks about how being somewhere with co-workers is a way to build an organiza-
tional culture internally: this example shows how organizational concerns related
to place are not only directed to clients and external partners, but also to the team
of co-workers within the same company.

The final set of examples relates to what Biischer and Urry [4] refer to as the mak-
ing of work and non-work worlds through mobility: places of work carry with
them life concerns, sometimes in more pronounced ways than others. The choice
of being in a particular place may be entirely dependent on life demands, and in
that case the environment is adapted to fit work requirements. In other situations,
places are a blend of work and life and certain strategies need to be put in place to
maintain balance between them and to successfully achieve both professional and
personal goals.

Overall, we have shown how where people do mobility matters and that the where
is almost always connected to social relationships. We see this as a contribution
towards redefining mobility as a spectrum notion: mobility cannot be seen as a rei-
fied concept but as a set of possibilities. It reconfigures itself in manifold ways
through practice, and reconfigurations of spatial, temporal and informational mo-
bility emerge through different practices. Technology is an essential part of the
practice and discourse of knowledge workers: it is not just about functionality, but
about the style of work and life that technology mediates. The study presented in
this chapter contributes to current research on understanding and designing mobile
collaborative systems by pointing out how social concerns surrounding mobile
work go beyond the cooperative execution of tasks and performance of collabora-
tive activities and by highlighting how understanding the interrelationships be-
tween place and mobility is essential to grasp the social and collaborative motiva-
tions of movement. It also highlights the increasing significance of place in
decisions about where mobile work is to be done as this work is increasingly made
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mobile by the affordances of technologies and associated newly imagined combi-
nations of work and life.
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