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Abstract 

In the past decade, adoption of mobile communication devices has exploded, permitting 

greater connections between users but also permitting work to expand into the home. 

Many employers offer flexible working arrangements to employees, to maximise 

productivity and to support better work–life balance. Knowledge workers in the digital 

economy face challenges to balance work and home, with technology-enabled flexible 

work practices. Knowledge workers’ expectations of where and when work is done are 

changing, as are notions of career success and career progression. Instead of traditional 

career paths, contemporary careers are more fluid and flexible. 

In the information technology sector in Australia, there is little research about how flexible 

knowledge workers shape work–home boundaries. There is scant evidence explaining the 

influence of masculine-dominated organisational culture on flexible workers, and the 

drivers and consequences of flexibility stigma. There is a lack of research on the strategies 

that knowledge workers use to navigate their careers in a flexible work environment. 

This thesis reports the results of an exploratory case study of a single multi-national 

company in the IT sector in Australia. I interviewed 54 employees that were using flexible 

working arrangements and I collected policy documents and corporate reports. I analysed 

the data using qualitative thematic text analysis. 

The findings show that most participants preferred work–home integration over 

segmentation. Organisational culture was dominated by an atmosphere of urgency and 

crisis, leading to norms of constant availability, getting the job done, doing long hours 

(though weakened), and being measured by output. Participants carefully crafted work–

home boundaries, using high flexibility and high permeability, making seamless micro-

transitions between work and home. Sometimes, they cloaked their actual work location, 

or crafted micro-invisibilities to attend to home or family demands, then returned to work 

later in the day. Ultimately, they used technology-enabled flexible work practices to craft a 

reputation of high availability. Career outcomes differed between cohorts: part-time 

women suffered career penalties; participants who worked from home had neutral career 

outcomes; and men who took a leave of absence enjoyed career premiums. 

The study contributes to knowledge by reworking boundary theory for flexible knowledge 

workers. Boundaries are now easily dissolved, with mobile devices acting as vectors for 

cross-boundary penetration. Another contribution is the finding about different career 

outcomes for different modes of flexible working. Not all men are penalised for flexible 

working; while women still experience flexibility stigma. A novel contribution is that 

careers are bounded while the work–home interface is now boundaryless, for flexible 

knowledge workers in the IT sector. Finally, this study contributes a new model of the 

behaviours and capabilities required for career development of knowledge workers. This 

new career model has six components: individual agency, smart output, visibility, 

collaboration, networking and manager support. 

  



 
 iii 

Certification 

I certify that the substance of this thesis has not already been submitted for any degree 

and is not currently submitted for any other degree or qualification. 

I certify that to the best of my knowledge any help received in preparing this thesis, and all 

the sources used, have been acknowledged in this thesis. 

 

 

Justin Field 

 

  



 
 iv 

Table of Contents 

Acknowledgements i 

Abstract ii 

Certification iii 

Table of Contents iv 

List of Tables viii 

List of Figures ix 

1. Introduction 1 
1.1 Context of Research 1 
1.2 Motivation for the Study 2 
1.3 Statement of Problem 3 
1.4 Aim and Scope 4 
1.5 Significance of the Study 4 
1.6 Overview of the Study 5 

2. Literature Review 7 
2.1 Balancing Work and Home 8 

2.1.1 Work–Life Balance, Conflict and Enrichment 8 
2.1.2 Boundary Theory and Border Theory 9 
2.1.3 Long Hours 12 
2.1.4 Organisational and Legislative Support for Work–Life Balance 13 
2.1.5 Flexibility Stigma 16 
2.1.6 Summary 17 

2.2 Organisational Culture 18 
2.2.1 Organisational Culture as Variable or as Root Metaphor 18 
2.2.2 Definitions of Organisational Culture 19 
2.2.3 Work–Family Culture 20 
2.2.4 Organisational Culture and Normative Control 22 
2.2.5 Organisational Culture and Careers 23 
2.2.6 Summary 24 

2.3 Technology and Work in Knowledge-based Organisations 24 
2.3.1 Affordance Theory 24 
2.3.2 Technology and Blurred Boundaries 25 
2.3.3 Telecommuting and the Domestic Workplace 28 
2.3.4 Summary 29 

2.4 Developing Careers 30 
2.4.1 What is a Career? 30 
2.4.2 Shifting Career Paradigms and Demographic Change 31 
2.4.3 Content Theories of Career 35 
2.4.4 Process Theories of Career 36 
2.4.5 Process and Content Career Theories 37 
2.4.6 Wider Theories of Career Development 40 
2.4.7 Career Success 41 
2.4.8 Summary 43 

2.5 Research Question and Sub-questions 44 

3. Methodology 47 
3.1 Justification for Qualitative Approach 47 

3.1.1 Justification for Relativist Ontology 48 
3.1.2 Justification for Subjectivist Epistemology 48 
3.1.3 Justification for Exploratory Case Study Method 49 
3.1.4 Justification for Interview Method 49 
3.1.5 Insider Status 50 

3.2 Site, Population and Sample 52 



 
 v 

3.2.1 Approaching Saturation 53 
3.2.2 Confidentiality 54 
3.2.3 Information Needed 54 

3.3 Study Design and Preparatory Steps 55 
3.4 Data Collection and Creation 56 

3.4.1 Interview Template 56 
3.4.2 Conducting Interviews 58 
3.4.3 Documents 59 

3.5 Data Preparation 60 
3.5.1 Transcription Rules 60 
3.5.2 Transcription Process 60 
3.5.3 Preparation of Documents 61 
3.5.4 Preparation of Sociodemographic Data 61 

3.6 Data Analysis 61 
3.6.1 Overview of Data Corpus 62 
3.6.2 Analytical Roadmap 62 

3.7 Ethical Considerations 66 
3.8 Quality and Trustworthiness of Conclusions 67 

3.8.1 Objectivity and Confirmability 67 
3.8.2 Dependability 68 
3.8.3 Credibility and Authenticity 68 
3.8.4 Transferability 69 

3.9 Limitations of the Study 69 
3.10 Conclusion 71 

4. Results:  Context, Culture and Technology 73 
4.1 Organisational Context and Sample Demographics 74 

4.1.1 Characteristics of the Tech Workforce 74 
4.1.2 Characteristics of the Sample 75 
4.1.3 Corporate Policies 79 
4.1.4 Knowledge Work at Tech 83 

4.2 Work–Life Culture at Tech 84 
4.2.1 Ideal Worker, Devoted Mother and Breadwinner Father 84 
4.2.2 Gendered Nature of Policy Use 86 
4.2.3 Organisational Time Demands 86 
4.2.4 Supervisor Support 91 
4.2.5 Co-worker Support 93 
4.2.6 Attributes of Ideal Remote Workers 94 

4.3 Affordances of Communication Technologies 94 
4.3.1 Overview of Devices, Technologies and Affordances 94 
4.3.2 Email and its Affordances 95 
4.3.3 Instant Messaging and its Affordances 96 
4.3.4 SMS Messages and their Affordances 98 
4.3.5 Desk Phones, Smartphones and Softphones 98 
4.3.6 Video 100 
4.3.7 Summary of Affordances 100 
4.3.8 Intersection of Work–Life Culture and Communication Technology Affordances 101 

4.4 Conclusion 102 

5. Results:  Crafting Boundaries and Building Careers 105 
5.1 Background 106 
5.2 Preferences for Segmentation versus Integration 106 
5.3 Defining the Work–Home Boundary 107 
5.4 Work–Home Boundaries are Flexible 108 

5.4.1 Flexing Hours to Manage Tech Demands 109 
5.4.2 Flexing Hours to Collaborate Globally 110 
5.4.3 Flexing Hours to Manage Home/Family Demands 112 

5.5 Conditions where Work–Home Boundaries are Inflexible 112 
5.6 Controlling Flexibility: Keeping a Time Balance Sheet 113 
5.7 Work–Home Boundaries are Permeable 115 



 
 vi 

5.7.1 Drivers of Work–Home Permeability 115 
5.7.2 Work Demands Penetrate the Home Domain: Workday Nights and Weekends 116 
5.7.3 Work Demands Penetrate the Home Domain:  Non-working Days for Part-timers 118 
5.7.4 Home Demands Penetrate the Work Domain: Sick Children 118 
5.7.5 Working with Children at Home 119 

5.8 Conditions where Work–Home Boundaries are Impermeable 121 
5.8.1 Drop-off and Pick-up 121 
5.8.2 School Events 121 
5.8.3 Dinner, Bath and Bedtime Story 122 

5.9 Micro-transitions: Interweaving Home Demands During the Work Day 123 
5.10 Controlling Permeability 124 

5.10.1 Managing Mobile Device Connectedness 124 
5.10.2 Filtering Using Elaborate Heuristics 125 
5.10.3 Guilt-free Entitlement 125 

5.11 Outcomes of Boundary Work 126 
5.11.1 Crafting a Reputation of High Availability 126 
5.11.2 Micro-invisibilities 127 
5.11.3 Loneliness and Isolation 127 

5.12 Taking a Leave of Absence 127 
5.13 Intersection of Flexible Working and Career Outcomes 129 

5.13.1 Career Outcomes of Part-time Participants 129 
5.13.2 Career Outcomes of Participants Working From Home 135 
5.13.3 Career Outcomes of Participants with Leave of Absence 139 
5.13.4 Flexibility Stigma 141 

5.14 Summary of Findings 144 
5.15 Conclusion 146 

6. Results:  Career Success and Career Satisfaction 149 
6.1 Career Success 149 

6.1.1 Personal Definitions of Career Success 149 
6.1.2 Subjective Career Success 150 
6.1.3 Objective Career Success 153 
6.1.4 Salary Disappointments 154 
6.1.5 Change in Career Success Definition Over Time 156 
6.1.6 Climbing the Ladder 157 
6.1.7 Summary 158 

6.2 Career Satisfaction 159 
6.2.1 Perceptions of Career Satisfaction 159 
6.2.2 Manager Support for Career 163 
6.2.3 Stuck on the Career Plateau 164 
6.2.4 Intersection of Career Success and Career Satisfaction 165 
6.2.5 Summary 166 

6.3 Conclusion 166 

7. Discussion and Conclusions 167 
7.1 Principal Findings 167 

7.1.1 Contemporary Ways of Working 167 
7.1.2 Contemporary Ways of Balancing 169 
7.1.3 Reshaping Roles, Identities and Norms 173 
7.1.4 Differential Career Outcomes and Flexibility Stigma 174 
7.1.5 Bounded Careers and Boundaryless Work–Home Interface 178 
7.1.6 New Career Model for Knowledge Workers 179 

7.2 Implications for Theory 182 
7.2.1 Boundary Theory and Border Theory 182 
7.2.2 Career Theories 183 

7.3 Implications for Practice 183 
7.4 Reflections as a Researcher 185 
7.5 Limitations of the Study 187 
7.6 Future Directions for Research 188 
7.7 Conclusion 189 



 
 vii 

References 191 

Appendix A: Interview Template 220 
A.1 Consent 220 
A.2 Demographic Data 220 
A.3 Employee Questions 220 
A.4 Manager Questions 221 

Appendix B:  Supplementary Interview Questions 222 
B.1 Participants Working From Home 222 
B.2 Participants Working Part-Time 222 
B.3 Participants with Unpaid Leave of Absence 223 

Appendix C: Participant Profiles 224 

Appendix D: Research Questions and Answers 226 
 

  



 
 viii 

List of Tables 

Table 2.1 Boundary management styles along the segmentation–integration continuum 10 
Table 2.2 Affordances of communication technologies 25 
Table 2.3 Categories of protean careers 31 
Table 2.4 Relationship between subjective and objective career success 43 
Table 3.1 Information required to address research question 55 
Table 3.2 Overview of study design 56 
Table 3.3 Thematic qualitative text analysis process 62 
Table 3.4 Codes from transcription memos 63 
Table 3.5 Codes from literature review and theory 64 
Table 4.1 Workforce composition data for Tech with industry sector and national comparisons 75 
Table 4.2 Overview of participant demographic data 77 
Table 4.3 Overview of participant employment data 78 
Table 4.4 Overview of participant household and family characteristics 79 
Table 4.5 Affordances of principal communication technologies 101 
Table 4.6 Intersection of cultural norms and communication technology affordances 102 
Table 5.1 Flexible working times for global collaboration 110 
Table 5.2 Participant rules for keeping a time balance sheet 114 
Table 5.3  Attitudes of part-time participants about working with children at home 119 
Table 5.4  Participant tactics for managing mobile phone connectedness 124 
Table 5.5 Illustrative quotes of part-time participants about career outcomes 130 
Table 5.6 Illustrative quotes of work from home participants about career outcomes 135 
Table 6.1 Career success orientation breakdown by gender and age 150 
Table 6.2 Career success orientation breakdown by household composition 150 
Table 6.3 Measures of subjective career success 151 
Table 6.4 Measures of objective career success 154 
Table 6.5 Perceptions of career satisfaction 159 
Table 6.6 Career satisfaction breakdown by flexible working arrangement 159 
Table 6.7 Career satisfaction breakdown by gender and age 161 
Table 6.8 Career satisfaction breakdown by household composition 162 
Table 6.9 Career satisfaction breakdown by career success orientation 165 
Table C.1 Participant profiles 224 
Table D.1 Research questions mapped to findings and conclusions 226 
  

  



 
 ix 

List of Figures 

Figure 1.1 Overview of thesis and study 6 
Figure 2.1 Overview of literature review structure and topics 7 
Figure 2.2 Model of career success dimensions and outcomes 42 
Figure 2.3 Intersection of flexible working arrangements and career outcomes 44 
Figure 2.4 Research themes arising from literature review 46 
Figure 3.1 Overview of method chapter structure and topics 47 
Figure 4.1 Structure of findings and results 73 
Figure 4.2 Overview of organisational context, culture and technology structure and topics 73 
Figure 4.3 Categories of participants in study sample 76 
Figure 4.4 Tech cultural norms arising from organisational time demands 87 
Figure 4.5 Principal communication devices and channels at Tech 95 
Figure 5.1 Overview of boundaries and careers chapter structure and topics 105 
Figure 5.2 Cognitive map of drivers of career outcomes for part-time participants 131 
Figure 5.3 Cognitive map of drivers of career outcomes for participants who work from home 136 
Figure 6.1 Overview of career success and career satisfaction chapter structure and topics 149 
Figure 7.1 Overview of discussion and conclusions chapter structure and topics 167 
Figure 7.2 Career model for contemporary knowledge workers using flexible work practices 180 
 

 

 

  




