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Introduction
The world changed drastically in the past few decades with a large majority of these changes 
due to the increased infiltration of technology in society. This alters the way individuals think, 
interact, and complete their tasks (Marius, 2012). Schmidt, Pfleging, Alt, Sahami and Fitzpatric 
(2012) mentioned that abundant access to ICT did not only improve the world but also 
transformed society drastically. According to Rincon, Vecchi and Venturini (2012), these 
advances in ICT brought about a technological revolution, which modified not only the manner 
in which individuals conduct business but also the way in which people complete daily 
household activities. Currently, a 24/7 working culture exist, largely due to the connectedness 
provided by ICT (Piazza, 2007). Everyday items are becoming ‘smart’ (i.e. smartphones, smart 
cars, and smart homes) with the ability to connect and provide information at the touch of a 
button, mostly to increase the quality of lives for its users. In an attempt to stay abreast with 
these changes, governments are investing billions to convert cities into smart hubs, connecting 
people to city-wide WiFi networks. These networks provide up-to-date information on 
government programs, traffic, as well as local attractions and restaurants. Organisations are 
also adopting this trend by investing large capital in ICT in order to remain competitive, and 
also increase efficiency and cost-effectiveness (Tusubira & Mulira, 2004).

Currently, technology is advancing rapidly. In 2014, the International Telecommunications Union 
(ITU) (Delmas, 2014) reported a mobile cellular subscription rate of 6.95 billion. The number grew 
from 2.2 bn in 2005, thus, illustrating a growth rate of 212% in 9 years. This also indicates that 

Orientation: Technology has become part of society’s everyday functioning, changing rapidly 
and providing widespread mobility. Employees are moving towards a continually connected 
lifestyle, a situation in which information and communication technology (ICT) seem to have 
become omnipresent.

Research purpose: The overall objective of this research was to investigate the influence of ICT 
on employees’ work and personal lives.

Motivation for the study: The impact of ICT on the work and personal lives of employees has 
never been researched before, which motivated the current study.

Research approach, design and method: A qualitative research design, with a sample of 25 
employees, was followed. Semi-structured interviews were conducted to collect data, and the 
interviews were recorded, transcribed, and processed through thematic analyses.

Main findings: Five themes with sub-themes were extracted: The positive and negative 
experiences of ICT both within the work and personal lives of employees, the increased 
expectations brought about by ICT usage, and the role of ICT on relationships. Findings 
highlighted that although ICT are generally perceived as positive, employees should make a 
conscious decision in managing their ICT to decrease the negative impact thereof on their 
work and personal lives.

Practical/managerial implications: Overall, the general positive experiences of ICT outweigh 
the negative experiences, and findings almost suggest that as the quantity of communication 
increased, the quality of conversations decreased.

Contribution/Value add: This study provides a holistic understanding of the impact of ICT on 
the work and personal lives of employees.
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almost 96% of the global population currently owns or 
operates a mobile phone. The ITU further reported a fixed 
broadband growth rate of 105% between 2007 and 2014 with 
an astonishing growth rate of 763% for mobile broadband 
devices during the same time period. Not only is there a 
growing usage of ICT devices but the amount of devices 
available increased as well. Two other groups of devices 
providing access to the internet for communication and 
information purposes (i.e. tablets and gaming consoles), also 
show a rise in sales.

More recent research in the field of ICT seems to focus 
more  on the influence or impact certain ICT devices – or 
the  particular usage of such a device – have on a specific 
environment or concept. The main focus is usually centred 
within the education environment (how technology can be 
used to improve teaching) and on the impact of ICT diffusion 
in general (Achimugu et al., 2010; Kumar & Prasad, 2014; 
Leask & Pachler, 2013; Lindquist, 2013; Shirazi et al., 2010; 
Tolani-Brown, 2010; Van der Knaap, 2014). Other research 
also focuses on aspects such as productivity (Kılıçaslan et al., 
2013), innovation (Arvanitis & Loukis, 2014; Higon, 2011), 
and performance of organisations (Arvanitis & Loukis, 2014; 
Higon, 2011; Kılıçaslan et al., 2013; Preda et al., 2014; Saltari 
et al., 2013).

Within the work environment, it seems most research is 
focused on the influence of ICT on certain industries or 
organisations (Hall et al., 2013; Higon, 2011; Livingstone, 
2012; Ollo-Lopez & Aramendia-Muneta, 2012). It is evident 
that current research often ignores the possible influence 
these devices could have on the individuals or employees 
concerned. Studies that do indeed investigate ICT’s impact 
on individuals or employees follow a quantitative research 
approach (Berkowsky, 2013; Fallahi, 2011; Koutamanis et al., 
2013; Salehan & Negahban, 2013; Zorn, Hector & Gibson, 
2008), with only a few studies employing mixed-method 
approaches in their research (Lasrado & Bagchi, 2011; 
Lindsay et al., 2007) and none utilising inductive, explorative 
approaches.

Research purpose and objectives
Based on the introduction, this study aims to explore the 
influence of ICT on employees’ functioning in various work 
environments (as opposed to certain industries or 
organisations). This will provide a holistic understanding of 
the impact of ICT on the work lives of employees and how it 
in turn affects the personal lives of employees. Therefore, the 
specific objectives of this research are (1) to explore the role of 
ICT on employees’ work life, (2) to explore the role of ICT on 
employees’ working relationships, (3) to explore the role of 
ICT on employees’ personal life, and 4) to explore the role of 
ICT on employees’ personal relationships. In the next section, 
a literature review will aim to state the perspective of the 
study, conceptualise ICT in order to provide a general idea of 
what the concept entails and to explore the impact of ICT on 
the work lives and personal lives of employees.

Literature review
Constructivism paradigm as perspective in the study of 
information and communication technology

Defining information and communication technology: 
Although various definitions of ICT exist, Stahl et al. (2010) 
mention that applying the broad term of ICT allows one to 
focus on a range of views and technologies. Stahl et al. 
(2010) goes on by emphasising that to define ICT it is better 
to avoid other forms of technologies such as biotechnology, 
nanotechnology and cognitive technologies (also known as 
NBIC technologies). For the purpose of this research, the 
definition provided by Afolabi and Abidoye (2011:14) 
seems to fit the desired context as they define ICT as ‘the 
usage of electronic devices such as computers, telephones, 
internet and satellite systems to store, retrieve and 
disseminate information in the form of data, text image and 
others’. This definition allows researchers to focus on ITC 
as a whole (i.e. all applications). Such a focus implies more 
than merely the influence of mobile phones, computers, 
and certain ICT applications (such as social networking 
platforms or instant messaging applications), as is the case 
with most current research endeavours. The Collins 
Dictionary defines a smart device as electronic devices 
that  are connected to other devices or networks through 
different protocols such as Bluetooth, NFC, Wi-Fi, and 
3G  that can operate to some extent interactively and 
autonomously.

ICT in organisations: Tusubira and Mulira (2004) found 
that it became necessary for organisations to integrate ICT 
into organisational functions in order to increase efficiency, 
cost-effectiveness, and competitiveness. This finding is 
supported by multiple researchers who also found that ICT 
increased organisational productivity in some way or the 
other (Kamaruzzaman et al., 2010; Kimathi, 2012; Mortagy 
et al., 2005). According to Lasrado and Bagchi (2011), hardly 
any business transaction currently occurs without it being 
captured digitally at some point. Even though ICT was 
present in the workplace almost two decades ago, presently 
it is viewed as a basic necessity and its absence in the 
workplace causes major dissatisfaction. Zorn et al. (2008:1) 
add that ‘work becomes more intense, workers are displaced, 
surveillance increases, workers’ bargaining power is 
reduced and their skills (in many cases) become obsolete, 
devalued, or constrained by ICT-imposed structures’.

Influence of ICT on the work and personal lives of 
employees: When considering the influence of ICT on the 
personal lives of employees, Papadakis and Collins (2001) 
mention that research is ‘extremely limited in scale and 
scope’ (p. 8). This is supported by Chesley and Johnson 
(2010) who contend that this realm is still understudied. 
The little research that exists only covers aspects such as 
time displacement, teleworking of parents, psychological 
well-being, informatics and healthcare, and the influence of 
video games on children (Papadakis et al., 2001). Evidently 
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there is a need for research on the influence various forms 
of ICT device usage can exert on individuals’ work and 
personal domains.

Madden and Jones (2008) indicate that ICT influences 
individuals positively and negatively. Some of these positive 
effects include employees’ improved ability to do their job 
and to share ideas with co-workers, as well as more flexible 
working hours. The negative effects include increasing work 
demands and hours, higher stress levels, and the difficulty to 
disconnect from work when at home. Mobile phones also 
provide employers the opportunity to be connected to their 
employees at all times (Carroll et al., 2002), which erases the 
separation line between work and personal time. These 
results show that ICT may influence an individual’s work 
domain and personal domain, as well as the relationships 
within these domains.

From the information mentioned above, it is evident that 
various ICT devices and platforms have influenced society. 
However, people’s understanding of ICT and its influence in 
a broader sense is not well-documented. Schmidt et al. (2012) 
points out: How individuals deal with ICT in the 21st century 
remains a challenging issue, especially nowadays when 
employees no longer focus on a single ICT device, but have 
to contend with multiple ICT devices (e.g. mobile phones, 
tablet computers, netbooks, smartphones, laptops, and 
desktop computers). Moreover, the researchers who do 
investigate the influence of ICT on individuals or employees 
only focus on certain ICT devices or applications. Thus, to 
investigate the influence of ICT in its broader sense, on 
employees and their environments, the present research 
followed a qualitative approach.

Research design
Research approach
The role of ICT, as mentioned previously, has not been 
studied adequately, and this prompted the researcher to 
investigate the phenomena in depth, which supports the 
notion of a qualitative research design (Snape & Spencer, 
2003). Within this framework, a phenomenological approach 
was utilised because the researchers were interested in 
discovering the subjective reality of employees in their 
experience of ICT and how it impacted their work and 
personal lives (Snape & Spencer, 2003).

Research strategy
This study followed a multiple case study strategy because 
employees working for various selected organisations were 
included. However, some inclusion criteria were followed in 
identifying and approaching the units of analysis (employees). 
Therefore, the following inclusion criteria were applied: 
participants were required to (1) own and use more than two 
always connected ICT devices for both work and personal 
purposes, (2) be willing to be interviewed, and (3) be 
employed in an organisation where ICT is part of their 
everyday working life.

Research method

Research setting
Interviews were conducted in a professional manner and at 
the convenience of the participants. The researcher made 
sure that the interviews were conducted in an environment 
where the participants felt comfortable and minimal or no 
disruptions could be expected. To help provide a comfortable 
setting, the interviews were conducted in the participant’s 
home language and the majority of the interviews took place 
at the participant’s home or a private boardroom at his or her 
office.

Entrée and establishing researcher roles
The first author initiated the research and fulfilled a more 
active role in the overall research project. The roles he played 
were that of conceptualiser of the study, data collector, data 
evaluator, and documenter of research. The second author 
assisted with conceptualising the research study, acted as 
co-coder for the data, and co-documenter of the research. 
The third author acted as quality controller of the final 
documented research. As no single employer or organisation 
was approached for the research, no mediator or gatekeeper 
was required. Permission and informed consent was thus 
originally obtained from each participant.

Research participants and sampling methods
A combined, purposive, and snowball non-probability 
sample (N = 25) was utilised. According to Maree (2008), 
snowball sampling is a method in which the researcher uses 
social networks of participants who are already contacted, 
in order to reach other participants who could partake in 
the study. As the goal of qualitative-data research is to 
enrich the understanding of an experience, it requires the 
purposive selection of participants (Polkinghorne, 2005). 
Therefore the researcher had to select people from whom he 
could learn substantially about that experience which 
adheres to the research strategy guidelines for this study 
(Polkinghorne, 2005).

Participants were mainly males (64%), aged between 
24 years and 60 years, with 36% aged between 24 years and 
30  years. The majority of the participants (72%) were 
married with 63% of the married participants indicating 
that they have children. Participants were employed in the 
following industries: finance sector (20%), education and 
the legal industry (16%), medical (8%), mining (8%), and 
other business services such as real estate and manufacturing 
(32%). The majority of the participants (60%) indicated that 
they use three ICT devices and 32% of participants use four 
or more ICT devices on a daily basis.

Data collection methods
Data were collected through semi-structured interviews, 
which allowed the researcher to focus on specific themes 
whilst staying true to the conversational style of interviewing 
(Raworth et al., 2012). Interview questions were finalised 
after three pilot interviews, which allowed the researcher to 
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gather valuable information on the expected data from each 
question, as well as the opportunity to refine the questions 
(Hill et al., 2005). Four standard questions were posed in 
every interview, followed by probing and follow-up 
questions:

•	 For what purposes or reasons and how do you use your 
ICT devices at work?

•	 For what purposes and reasons and how do you use your 
ICT devices in your personal environment?

•	 How do you experience the role of your ICT devices in 
your work and work relationships?

•	 How do you experience the role of your ICT devices in 
your personal relationships?

Prior to the interviews, the researcher contacted the 
participants to schedule an appointment at their convenience. 
The participants were informed beforehand that the content 
of the interview will be kept confidential and will only be 
used for purposes of research. Moreover, before the interview 
commenced, the participants were made aware of the 
research objective and was provided a brief background on 
the research to help them grasp the context. The participants 
were also informed of the process which the interview will 
follow and were given the opportunity to ask questions, if 
any. All participants were required to sign an informed 
consent form together with completing a biographical 
questionnaire. Finally, the participants were informed that 
they had the right to withdraw from the interview or the 
research at any time. They were provided with the 
researcher’s contact details in case of any further queries or 
contributions.

Data recording
With the consent of the participants, the interviews were 
tape-recorded and stored on a secured server to which only 
the researcher had access. To ensure confidentiality, the 
recordings, notes, and completed forms were stored in a safe 
place. A list of the participants was created in which each 
participant was allocated a number. Throughout the research, 
the corresponding number of a particular participant was 
used to store the relevant forms, recordings, and data. Field 
notes (completed after each interview) were used to capture 
the thoughts of the researcher during the interviews for 
further analysis at a later stage (Bogdan & Biklen, 1998; De 
Vos et al., 2011).

Strategies employed to ensure data quality and integrity
Mays (2000) mention that although there is no easy solution 
to limit the likelihood of errors in qualitative research, there 
are methods to improve the validity of the data and mentions 
various approaches. In line with the approach of respondent 
validity (Barbour, 2001), the researcher contacted a random 
sample of participants to verify the findings. It was found 
that the analyses were in line with that of the participants’ 
experiences. For the purpose of clear exposition of methods 
used, the research furthermore clearly outlines the process 
and procedures followed as part of data collection and 
analysis. Focusing on reflexivity and relativism (Mays, 2000), 

the researcher avoided any bias, particularly from his 
own  perception of  the phenomenon. Throughout the data 
analysis, the researcher discussed and explored with the co-
coder possible contradicting elements to the explanation of 
ICT. In  addition, the researcher provided credibility by 
adopting appropriate research methods and using random 
sampling and debriefing sessions with his superiors 
(Shenton, 2004). Furthermore, to ensure transferability and 
dependability (Shenton, 2004), detailed descriptions and 
in-depth methodological descriptions of the phenomenon 
in  question were provided. To ensure conformability, the 
researcher was aware of his own beliefs and assumptions 
and recognised the shortcomings within the current study 
(Shenton, 2004).

Data analysis
The verbatim transcribed interviews along with the field 
notes were analysed through thematic analysis. Thematic 
analysis is the process of identifying, analysing, and reporting 
patterns from responses or data which allow the researcher 
to organise and describe the data in detail (Braun & Clarke, 
2006). The six phases of thematic analysis of Braun and 
Clarke (2006) are discussed. They include familiarising 
yourself with the data, generating initial codes, searching for 
themes, reviewing themes, defining and naming themes, and 
producing the report.

Phase 1: Familiarising yourself with the data: The researchers 
began the analysis by firstly reading through the transcribed 
interviews whilst listening to the recordings to ensure that they 
were fully familiar with the data (Maree, 2008).

Phase 2: Generating initial codes: The first author developed 
initial codes, while the second author acted as co-coder 
during this process. The involvement of a co-coder during 
data analysis enhances the consistency of the results and 
helps to establish the validity and consistency of the data 
(Du Plessis & Human, 2007).

Phase 3: Searching for themes: After codes were identified, the 
first author and co-coder began to categorise corresponding 
topics into themes. For this study, five themes emerged.

Phase 4: Reviewing themes: The first author and co-coder 
used the notes and categorised items from the first 
interview to guide the process whilst coding the second 
interview. This process continued throughout the coding of 
all 25 interviews and is known as the constant comparative 
method (Wagner et al., 2012)

Phase 5: Defining and naming themes: The first author and 
co-coder then extracted all the notes, including the original 
text for the notes, and stored each topic in a separate file to 
use for analysis. This allowed the researcher a holistic view of 
a specific topic from all 25 interviews.

Phase 6: Producing the report: The topics were refined 
further by the authors whilst working through the combined 
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notes on a specific topic. The authors investigated each 
topic that was extracted along with its original text, after 
which the topics were categorised into themes. Based on the 
rich data received from the interviews, four main themes 
were extracted which were further subdivided into smaller 
sub-themes.

Reporting style
The four main themes were reported through illustrative 
material such as figures and tables. The use of illustrative 
material such as figures was employed to ensure that the reader 
kept track of the flow of data as the researcher intended 
(Wagner et al., 2012). The data analysis yielded rich and 
informative information on the use and role of ICT on 
employee’s work and family domains, including the 
relationships within these domains.

Results
The main purpose of this research was to explore the role of 
ICT on employees’ work and personal domains. Five themes 
were extracted, namely (1) positive experiences of ICT, (2) 
negative experiences of ICT, (3) the dependency on ICT 
usage, (4) new and additional expectations brought about by 
ICT usage, and (5) the role of ICT usage on relationships 
(Table 1).

Theme 1: Positive experiences of information 
and communication technology
It was evident from the analysis that most participants 
experience the increase in their productivity and efficiency as 
positive. This does not only apply to their work but also 
outside their work context. Participants would often mention 
that their ICT devices allow them to work faster and to multi-
task, but still maintain a high quality standard of work:

‘I think our quality is higher and I think when you look at things 
like productivity, yes there are more outputs. As far as quality is 

concerned I do not have any doubts that it had a tremendous 
impact.’ (Participant 6)

Participants further mentioned that their use of ICT increased 
their availability to both their organisation and clients, and 
provided them with easy access to work documents and the 
system. As stated by the participants, ICT devices allow one 
to work from home offices and provide immediate advice 
and cost estimations to clients from the comfort of one’s 
home or office. This is mentioned in this response:

‘Every device that I have, my cell phone, my laptop, my tablet, 
they are all connected with my work emails. I am never away 
from my work basically.’ (Participant 7)

Participants also indicated that ICT allowed them to save time 
by eliminating travel to meet clients as they could provide 
their services through ICT systems such as e-mail and Skype. 
Much in the same way that ICT allowed participants to work 
from their client’s offices and homes, these devices also 
support globalisation by allowing employees to work across 
geographical boundaries. One participant, a medical sales 
representative for the Africa and Middle East, mentioned 
that without his ICT he would not be able to cater to so many 
countries as his job required:

‘I wouldn’t be able to do as many countries as I do. I wouldn’t be 
able to move as fast as I do. I certainly couldn’t do the job that I 
do, in the time allocated.’ (Participant 9)

Other participants added that ICT allowed them to establish 
and maintain virtual offices, especially between towns, which 
enabled managers to stay constantly in contact with 
employees at both offices, as well as with clients from various 
towns.

Participants further indicated that, outside of the work 
context, ICT allowed them to easily reach and stay in touch with 
family members. Most of the participants also indicated that 
their ICT allows them to stay in contact with family members 

TABLE 1: Theme 1: Positive experiences of ICT.
Participants experience Sub-theme Associated meaning

ICT as positive at work 
because it

Allows them to be more effective and productive It allows a person to work faster, communicate easier and more rapidly, makes work easier, 
and improves the quality of work 

Increases their availability Allows a person to be available continuously to a client or employer 
Helps them establish and maintain virtual offices Allows people to create a virtual office either to manage their physical offices (more than 

one), or to work away from the work environment 
Provides easy access Allows a person to have continuous access to work information, systems, and documents 

even when not at work, which creates a mobile workforce
Saves time Saves time by removing traveling time as ICT can be used instead to perform tasks quicker
Increases the competitive advantage of organisations Gives organisations a competitive advantage by providing more options to communicate to 

and with customers and clients
Facilitates obtaining and sharing of information Allows a person to stay informed on work-related topics and information, and enables to 

share and obtain information quickly and easily 
Supports globalisation Allows people to interact and work across time zones and countries, making the world ‘a 

smaller place’
ICT as positive outside the 
work context because it

Allows users to reach family members Makes it possible to always get hold of family and friends (specifically in emergencies) and 
to keep in touch with friends and family who are close-by or distant

Provides access and synchronisation to and of 
information

Provides ‘always connected’ access to all your files and documents through synchronisation 
software such as Dropbox

Increases personal efficiency Makes it possible to be more flexible with your time, allows you to multi-task, and makes a 
person more effective 

Facilitates obtaining and sharing of information Makes it possible to easily and quickly share and obtain information
Provides cheaper alternative Using ICT is less expensive than the alternative with regards to communication

ICT, information and communication technology.
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living abroad. This form of contact allows them to still be part 
of each other’s lives through applications such as Skype and 
Whatsapp, which in some instances are much cheaper than the 
alternative.

Interestingly, although the positive experiences almost 
outweighed the negative ones, participants do sometimes 
experience the use of ICT as negative. Subsequently Theme 2, 
the negative experience of ICT both at work and outside the 
work context are discussed and summarised in Table 2.

Theme 2: Negative experiences of information 
and communication technology
In this sample, participants experienced increased pressure 
due to ICT usage as negative within their work domain. 
Various participants explained this as follows: ICT allows 
them to be more efficient, productive, and available, as 
mentioned in Theme 1; therefore, it also increases their work 
demands. The reason is clear: they are enabled to perform 
more work tasks in less time, thus being more productive.

Participants mentioned further that employees would often 
use their ICT at work as a convenient excuse, in order to avoid 
confrontational conversations. It is seen as much easier to 
write a negative or blaming e-mail to someone, than actually 
speaking to him/her in person or ‘eye-to-eye’. On the contrary, 
one participant did, however, explain that when dealing with 
confrontational situations over e-mail, using ICT allowed him 
to reconsider what he wanted to say before he sent the mail. 
The following illustrates the negative aspect of ICT:

‘I think particularly when you work with people, it is easier for 
them to use their computer and write a ‘snotty’ e-mail rather 
than looking you in the eye.’ (Participant 24)

From the analyses it also seemed that ICT compromised the 
chain of command or hierarchy at work. Various participants 
explained that ICT made it easy to communicate with any of 
their co-workers when requesting assistance with a task, 
even though that person did not report to them directly. 
According to participants, from the perspective of a manager, 
such easier general communication makes it difficult to 
prioritise certain tasks for their subordinates, seeing that they 
constantly receive tasks from other managers or co-workers. 
This makes it difficult for managers to manage their 
subordinates’ time and priorities, as can be deduced from the 
following response:

‘So let’s say, the manager has a certain planning on what a person 
should do but in the meantime he is getting so much tasks or 
requests from everyone else that he can’t do it...’ (Participant 14)

Furthermore, participants stated that ICT usage creates a 
distraction. Although most participants indicated this as a 
negative experience outside the work context, some did 
mention that ICT also creates distraction at work. One 
participant specifically highlighted the distraction of his 
device linked to his work emails. When using the device in 
his personal environment for personal reasons, the 
notification of a work e-mail distracts him and he ends up 
checking the e-mail that came through on his device. This 
caused him to lose track of time and the ITC interfered with his 
work-life interaction. One participant also mentioned 
interference by their ICT, not necessarily because it distracts 
them but in general they would often find themselves 
spending more time as intended on their devices:

‘It is bad because you just want to answer quickly and then after 
five times of ‘answering quickly’ it takes an hour of your evening 
and it is difficult to manage because you want to be diligent in 
doing so.’ (Participant 8)

Participants also pointed out that the use of ICT devices to 
communicate led to decreased face-to-face communication, seeing 
that it is currently much easier and more convenient to 
communicate with someone using instant messaging 
applications such as SameTime and Skype, even if the 
discussants are in the same office building. Interestingly, one 
participant mentioned that he purposively avoids using instant 
messaging applications to communicate with people within 
his proximity. He rather actively tries to have face-to-face 
conversations with people, seeing that he experienced the loss 
of such direct communication as negative. Very much related 
to the above mentioned negative experiences regarding the use 
of ICT, participants also mentioned the dependability which 
comes with ICT usage as summarised in Table 3.

Theme 3: Dependency on information and 
communication technology usage
From the analyses, it was evident that the role of ICT was 
also evident in terms of dependability and the negative effect 
thereof.

One of the most interesting findings was that ICT changed 
the norm of availability. In the past, people were not expected 

TABLE 2: Theme 2: Negative experiences of ICT.
Participants experience Sub-theme Associated meaning

ICT usage at work as negative 
because it

Increases pressure The usage of ICT in the workplace creates additional pressures regarding communication and 
effectiveness

Can be used as an excuse People use ICT as a convenient excuse to avoid direct communication
Compromises the chain of command The usage of ICT at work removes the hierarchy of command regarding communication in 

the workplace
ICT usage as negative outside the 
work context because it

Creates a distraction The use of ICT devices can create or become a distraction from work or from the personal 
domain

Makes people lose track of time The use of ICT lets a person in some cases lose track of time whilst using the device 
Compromises employees’ confidentiality The use of ICT creates an electronic, non-erasable paper trail and allows unwanted people to 

obtain access to personal or confidential information 
Decreases face-to-face communication The use of ICT to communicate decreases face-to-face communication between people 

ICT, information and communication technology.
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to be reachable continually by both their family and their 
employer. However, the current expectation is that an 
individual should be reachable through his/her ICT devices. 
The following response illustrates this situation well with the 
participant expressing her concern when she has difficulty 
reaching her husband on his mobile phone:

‘If you can’t get hold of him you begin to panic, as a simple 
example, if I try to get hold of Kobus and his phone is off I start 
to panic because I think, why is he not there, then it ends up to be 
something simple like he is in a meeting and he had to turn his 
phone off.’ (Participant 18)

The usage of ICT also brought the aspects of addiction and 
dependability to the front, where employees become so 
dependent and addicted to their ICT that it may become 
almost problematic with negative effects, as illustrated below:

‘I think that we are at that point these days where you hardly go 
without your cell phone, not only for work. I think to a big 
degree it is more for social networks, people on Facebook and 
Twitter and BBM and those type of things, so it is very traumatic 
for a person to be without his phone.’ (Participant 14)

In addition to experiencing the usage of ICT as both positive 
and/or negative, data analyses revealed the increase in 
expectations brought about by the usage of ICT (Theme 3). 
This theme is summarised in Table 4.

Theme 4: New and additional expectations 
brought about by information and 
communication technology usage
Table 4 expounds the increased expectations caused by using 
ICT devices. Participants deemed it a positive side of ICT that 
it provides access and creates availability for interaction. 
Nevertheless, a number of participants mentioned that this 
also created an expectation, as mentioned previously, that they 
must respond to communications immediately:

‘Today it is immediate, if your clients send you an e-mail it is 
there, no matter where in the world you may be. He wants an 
answer because he knows you have received it. It has increased 
the pace of life enormously – the working life.’ (Participant 1)

The participants also alluded to the fact that advancements in 
technology also brought about an expectation of higher 
productivity. One participant specifically mentioned her 
frustration with others’ perception that she should be able to 

do certain tasks ‘with the push of a button’, which according to 
her is not reality. Finally, the participants pointed out that ICT 
created the expectation that people should always be available to their 
family, friends, and employer. It was mentioned previously 
that ICT created the expectations of reaching family and 
friends more easily. However, some participants experienced 
the opposite: In the same way they expect family and friends 
to be reachable, they are also expected to be more reachable 
and available themselves to their family, friends, and their 
employer. One participant mentioned a specific occurrence 
where a co-worker expected her to be available for work over 
a weekend, which created conflict within their relationship as 
well as with her family. This relates very well to the last theme 
extracted which was how ICT also influences employees’ 
relationships. Table 5 elaborates on Theme 4 further.

Theme 5: The role of information and 
communication technology usage on 
relationships
As derived from Table 5, much the same as with ICT’s 
influence, the role of ICT on relationships can be experienced 
as both positive and negative. Most participants indicated 
that they experience the role of ICT on their relationships as 
positive, due to the following gains: it allows them to 
establish and maintain relationships, enables communication, 
creates more productive relationships, and increases their 
frequency of communication. On the negative side, the 
analysis indicated that ICT usage decreases the need for 
interaction, takes away time from relationships, and inhibits 
the intimacy of conversations.

The most mentioned role of ICT on relationships is the 
ability  to maintain personal relationships, especially across 
geographical boundaries:

‘I have a very good friend in England, who’s a colleague of mine. 
I most probably speak to him every second day on Skype and if I 
didn’t have that technology I certainly wouldn’t have the same 
kind of relationship or get the information that I need from him.’ 
(Participant 9)

Regarding the decreased need for interaction created by ICT 
usage, participants pointed out that social media reduced the 
need to interact with family and friends as they are able to get 
an update on someone’s whereabouts through social-media 
sites such as Facebook and Twitter. One participant specifically 

TABLE 3: Theme 3: The dependency on ICT usage.
Sub-theme Associated meaning

Total dependence on ICT for work People become dependent on their ICT devices to be able to work
Addiction to ICT People become addicted to their devices; they are afraid to go anywhere without their devices
Changes the norm for availability With ICT becoming ever-present, the norm changes for a person to be accessible throughout (to work or family)
Creates a general dependency People became dependent on their devices to stay informed in general, on social media, and to manage their lives

ICT, information and communication technology.

TABLE 4: Theme 4: New and additional expectations brought about by ICT usage.
Sub-themes Associated meaning

Increases the expected time of response Creates the expectation that people will be available and will be able to respond immediately to a request 
Creates the expectation for higher productivity Creates the expectation that people will be more productive as ICT allows a person to be more efficient
Increases the expectation of continuous availability Creates the expectation that a person will be available throughout to work as the ICT provides this opportunity 

ICT, information and communication technology.
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mentioned that, when he attended his high school reunion, 
he  found he had no topics to discuss with old friends. He 
was already aware of developments in their lives through the 
mentioned social-media sites.

An interesting sub-theme identified was the trend of a decrease 
in personal conversations and the intimacy of conversations. 
Although ICT increased the frequency of communication 
and  allowed for quicker and more direct (to-the-point) 
communication, the downside was that the need to interact 
and the intimacy of conversation decreased. Almost 
suggesting that as the quantity of communication increased, 
the quality of conversations decreased. It is interesting to 
note that one participant did not view this decrease as 
negative. She explained that younger generations are used to 
communicate with ICT, which has almost become the norm. 
She continued by pointing out: with ICT one is able at least to 
have a conversation with someone, even though one has to 
make use of ICT devices, whereas without ICT such a 
conversation might not have taken place.

Discussion
Outline of the results
The general objective of this study was to determine the 
impact ICT has on the work and personal lives of employees. 
The five themes extracted from the interviews provided 
valuable insights into the usage of ICT and the role these 
devices play in employees’ environment. The findings did 
not only highlight employees’ negative and positive 
experiences of ICT usage but also pointed out the role ICT 
plays in employees’ relationships and the increased 
expectation brought about by adopting these devices. 
Although some of the findings are supported by previous 
research, the present research still contributed unique 
findings to literature on the role of ICT.

One unique finding from this research was the overall 
positive experiences of ICT outweighing the negative 
experiences. The participants experienced the role of ICT to 
be more positive than negative. Although previous research 
studies on this topic (Casey, 2012; Kakabadse et al., 2007; 
Zorn et al., 2008) highlight both positive and negative 
influences of ICT, they do not always indicate which type of 
experience take prevalence. The most mentioned positive 
experience of ICT, both at work and outside the work 
context, was the increased productivity and efficiency which 

ICT devices provided employees which support the findings 
of Cardona, Kretschmer and Strobel (2013). Participants also 
mentioned that ICT increases their availability to their 
employer, clients, and their family members. This condition, 
however, results in employers and clients expecting 
employees to be more productive. Tarafdar et al. (2007) 
support this finding by stating that ‘the use of ICTs comes 
with expectations for greater productivity’ (p. 308).

The various options for communication with others also 
save time. Some participants explained that because they 
are able to communicate and share information with others 
through ICT, it eliminates travel time. Apart from saving 
time, ICT also saves costs for employees. This was 
particularly relevant for employees when using ICT outside 
their work domain. Participants mentioned that ICT 
provides cheaper alternatives to communicate through 
applications such as WhatsApp, which is less costly than a 
traditional text message. Besides providing a cheaper 
option for communication, ICT also allows employees to 
stay in touch with family members across geographical 
boundaries. Employees mentioned that they are able to 
communicate with distant family members, and still be 
part of their lives, through applications such as Skype. 
Ljung and Wahlforss (2006) mention that Skype does not 
limit individuals to telephone-like conversations but 
enables interaction in a more face-to-face manner. This 
could be seen as a contributing factor to employees who 
still experience themselves as part of distant family 
members’ lives.

Regarding the negative role of ICT, the most dominant 
experience was the increased pressure brought about by 
these devices. One unique finding of the present research is 
the negative experience of ICT compromising the chain of 
command in organisations. Employees, particularly those in 
managerial positions, mentioned that ICT makes it difficult 
for them to manage their subordinates and departments. 
They continued to explain that ICT allows employees within 
the organisation to allocate tasks more easily to their 
subordinates without their knowledge.

ICT also creates distraction in employees’ lives, specifically 
within their family domain, and takes time away from being 
with their families. Casey (2012) supports this observation by 
mentioning that ICT distracts individuals as they are partially 
attentive to the ‘ping or beep’ of their devices indicating yet 

TABLE 5: Theme 5: The role of ICT usage on relationships.
Sub-themes Associated meaning

Maintains personal relationships Helps maintain relationships with family and friends both close-by and distant
Inhibits personal conversations and intimacy 
of conversations

Decreases the personal and intimate aspect in conversations and relationships by removing face-to-face 
communication and using ICT to communicate in simple terms

Usurps time in relationships Creates distractions and takes time away from one’s family either through working or spending time on devices instead 
of with family and friends. In some cases, this distraction can occur in the middle of a face-to-face conversation

Enables communication between co-workers Allows a person to communicate easily and quickly with co-workers 
Decreases the need for interaction By using ICT for communication and on social networks, it decreases the need to communicate
Builds productive relationships Allows for more productive relationships by saving time and making communication easy and quick
Establishes new relationships Enables a person to establish new relationships, even across geographical boundaries
Enhances communication Increases the frequency of individuals’ communication with family, friends, and co-workers

ICT, information and communication technology.
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another notification. As one participant to the present 
research mentioned, it is human nature to want to check 
these notifications. This also causes employees to lose track 
of time while they ‘occupy’ their ICT devices. Employees 
would initially just want to check the notification but would 
end up answering multiple mails, a task that could take up to 
an hour. Previous literature also found evidence of individuals 
who lose track of time while using their computers (Ainley, 
Enger & Searle, 2008; Seymour, 2005).

A very interesting sub-theme, related to the negative 
experiences of ICT, was the total dependency on ICT. 
Employees mentioned a total dependency on ICT, especially 
for work, to such an extent where they became addicted to 
their ICT devices. This supports research on the notion that 
ICT addictiveness should be classified as a mental disorder in 
the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM). 
In many instances, this dependency is to such a degree that 
employees rely heavily on ICT devices to complete simple 
day-to-day activities and work assignments. Some employees 
indicated that they rarely leave their homes without their 
devices. This is particularly relevant for their mobile phones. 
The degree to which individuals become addicted to their 
phones is clearly illustrated by Walsh et al. (2008, p. 22) who 
report that individuals ‘were so attached to their phone that 
they felt the mobile phone was a part of them’.

The availability and access provided by ICT devices also 
changed the norm of accessibility. Individuals are nowadays 
expected to be available throughout to both their employer 
and family, seeing that ICT allows them this scope of 
accessibility. Not only did the norm of accessibility change, 
but ICT also created renewed expectations of employees to 
be more productive. Employees mentioned that although a 
positive experience of ICT is increased efficiency, the adoption 
of ITC overstretches expectations of increasing productivity. 
One employee mentioned that, after the adoption of ITC, 
they are expected to complete tasks quickly with the ‘push of 
a button’. Along with the expectation to be available 
throughout, they are also required to respond to messages in 
a shorter timespan than in the past. This could also contribute 
to the increased work pressure that employees’ experience. 
The syndrome of such overstretched expectations of increased 
productivity and continuous accessibility is known as 
technostress (Tarafdar et al., 2007). Brod (1984), a well-known 
researcher in the field of technostress, defines this 
phenomenon as ‘a modern disease of adaptation caused by 
an inability to cope with the new computer technologies in a 
healthy manner’.

ICT also played a significant role in the relationships within 
employee’s work and family domains, both in a positive and 
negative way. Findings suggest that although ICT increases 
the frequency of communication between individuals, it 
decreased the quality of conversations. ICT helps employees 
to establish and maintain new relationships, particularly 
across geographical boundaries. Employees also mentioned 
that ICT helped them to build more productive relationships. 
By using ICT, employees found that they were more efficient 

in their communication and were able to provide information 
to their co-workers quicker and easier. Although previous 
literature indicates an increase in work productivity by using 
ICT (Kamaruzzaman et al., 2010; Kimathi, 2012; Mortagy 
et  al., 2005), it does not mention the possibility of creating 
more productive relationships. Employees mentioned that 
ICT allowed them to communicate easily and quickly with 
others, saving them time. They continued to point out that by 
communicating with ICT they were able to ‘get to the point’ 
in conversations and avoid the personal aspect of the 
conversation, creating more productive relationships.

Practical implications
It is evident that an organisation should be aware of 
the  impact of ICT on their employees and should strive 
to  implement policies and procedures to assist their 
employees in managing the impact of ICT. As the present 
research highlighted the issue of increased expectations 
brought about by ICT, organisations should be aware of 
the expectancy from managers to reach their subordinates 
outside normal working hours which can become 
problematic. Employees may view such contact as 
infringement on their privacy as it provides managers with 
power outside the work environment. Managers should be 
realistic in their expectations of their employees. The 
downside is that organisations could face possible legal 
action based on their workers’ ICT addiction brought about 
by the increased expectations to be available throughout 
(Kakabadse et al., 2007).

Limitations and recommendations
The present research is, however, not without certain 
limitations. Using interviews meant the researchers relied 
on self-reported data as source of information. Although 
self-report data is a research method commonly used in 
behavioural research, researchers should be aware of its 
limitations (i.e. social desirability, recall bias, and mental 
editing). In addition, this research only investigated the 
employees themselves and did not extend the unit of 
analysis to include the households of the employees (esp. the 
partner or spouse). Additional information could have been 
gathered, especially concerning the type of ICT devices the 
participants utilised.

Future research could specifically investigate the relationship 
between the degree of ICT adoption – both by the employee 
and the organisation. A possible suggestion would be a 
comparative study between organisations with high degree 
of ICT use and those whose employees show less ICT use. A 
comparative research can also be done on the differences 
between employees using one device against those using 
multiple devices. The focus can be on differences in (1) their 
WLI, (2) the decrease in face-to-face communication, and (3) 
their dependency on ICT. The trend the current research 
identified according to which ICT increases the frequency of 
communication but decreases the quality of conversations 
could also be investigated in more detail. This could be done 
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by focusing research particularly on the influence ICT usage 
exerts on communication between employees and their co-
workers, as well as with family members. Organisations 
can implement a code of conduct or provide guidelines 
to  try and eliminate intrusive and excessive use of ICT, 
specifically after working hours. This strategy is supported 
by previous literature which mentions that by implementing 
limits on contacting employees outside working hours the 
inappropriate use of ICT can be decreased (Drew & 
Murtagh, 2005). Also, organisations should consider 
implementing a hierarchical policy with regard to ICT (to 
ensure the correct communication channels are followed 
for instructions and tasks regarding employees). As 
mentioned by the participants, particularly the managers, 
ICT compromised the hierarchy of an organisation and 
made it difficult to manage their subordinates.

Conclusion
The research showed valuable insights into the role of ICT on 
employees’ work and family domains. It was evident from 
the data that the role of ICT was predominantly experienced 
as positive, although some negative influences were also 
experienced. Participants also indicated a degree of 
dependency on ICT to complete everyday work and family 
tasks. The role of ICT on employees’ relationships was also 
experienced as positive and negative. The research 
highlighted that employees should make a conscious decision 
in managing their ICT to decrease the negative influence 
thereof on their domains.
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