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Executive Summary
This report interprets some of the key findings from 
the iPass Mobile Workforce Reports from August 
2011 (A) and November 2011 (N) and discusses 
them in relation to extensive research on employee 
well-being and remote/flexible working. There are 
also recommendations for employers and mobile 
employees for how to avoid the negative impacts on 
satisfaction and well-being, whilst at the same time 
getting the most out of flexible, mobile work.

The report discusses the ‘Bright Side’ of mobile and 
flexible work, but it also illuminates that there is a 
‘Dark Side’ to being able to work, and be contacted 
‘anytime, anywhere’. This can have a detrimental effect 
on employee well-being due to the increased demands, 
lower control and higher fatigue that employees can 
experience. These demands and stresses can also have 
an impact on family relationships and the well-being of 
one’s partner. 

Despite this potential ‘Dark Side’ it is evident that 
some mobile workers who work long hours do feel 
they are able to balance work and home, and say they 
are less stressed and more relaxed as a result of their 
flexibility. Some research findings in this report help to 
shed light on why this might be so. 

Overall, though, those working fewer extra hours have 
lower stress than those working longer hours which 
might be due to their ability to ‘switch off’ from work 
and recharge their batteries. 

Background to Mobile Work
Mobile work is increasingly prevalent. With the advent 
of smartphones and tablets, mobile workers have 
more convenient and sophisticated technologies at 
their disposal to allow them to work from a multitude 
of locations, such as cafes and trains as well as from 
home or the office. As a result of this freedom, mobile 
work is often related to flexible work. Indeed, in the 
iPass mobile workforce survey (A) only 7 percent of 
respondents said that they did not have a flexible work 
schedule.

The Bright Side
Employees are no longer chained to their desks; they 
are free to roam and yet still connect to colleagues and 
clients to conduct their work. This mobile flexibility 
brings with it many benefits:

Using ‘dead-time’ 

Mobile technologies and connectivity allow flexible, 
mobile workers to make more efficient use of what 
might traditionally have been thought of as ‘dead-
time’ (e.g., commuting to work, waiting for a delayed 
business flight). Indeed the iPass report (A) revealed 
that 25 percent of their respondents worked during 
their commute on a daily basis and 22 percent 
worked again on the way home (only 27 percent of 
respondents said that they never worked during their 
commute). Many also made use of time when they 
were waiting for something (e.g., at the doctor’s, 
during an errand, waiting for a child) with 83 percent 
saying that they did this at least occasionally (only 
12 percent never did). In the past such dead-times 
might have been a cause of frustration and seen as 
a hassle or constraint, particularly when deadlines 
were looming. However, mobile technologies now give 
workers the opportunity to be productively engaged 
in work on those occasions. Moreover, some mobile 
workers say that making use of travel time in this way 
can help them maintain a better work-life balance 
as they are able to finish off bits of work that would 
otherwise have to be done when they get home3. 

Greater Flexibility and Control

Mobile work is frequently associated with more flexible 
work where people are able to work at different times 
and at different locations—which can help facilitate a 
better work life balance—rather than being restricted 
to a particular work schedule or workplace. Indeed, 
a third of iPass survey respondents said they were 
able to set their own schedule and work when and 
where they want. Research has found that having 
control over when, where and how one works can be 
a significant benefit in terms of employee well-being. 
Thus, workers with greater scheduling freedom who 
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can adjust the timing of their work demands to meet personal and family needs have been found to have higher 
job satisfaction, better psychological well-being, better work -life balance and lower intentions to leave their 
job4&16. This is consistent with findings in the iPass report (A) where 64 percent of respondents felt they were 
better able to balance workload with personal commitments and 51 percent felt more relaxed as a result of having 
flexibility over when and where they work. 

Access to Virtual Support

Remote workers can feel more socially isolated due to lack of face- to- face contact with colleagues5, but making 
use of communications technologies to contact distant colleagues such as via phone calls or even via social 
media websites might offer some social interaction for those working remotely. For instance, in the latest iPass 
report (N), it was found that social media websites were used commonly by the survey respondents although 
only 16 percent of those who said they used these sites spent more than an hour on them during their work day. 
Mobile workers might be using social media sites as their ‘virtual water cooler’, where they are able to engage in 
chit-chat with other remote colleagues. Certainly research has suggested that the informal, unplanned corridor 
conversations that occur when face-to-face are valuable information-sharing opportunities which allow colleagues 
to develop a shared understanding, but that such opportunities are less frequent for remote colleagues14. Such 
informal conversations can also help to develop rapport between colleagues which helps to maintain working 
relationships2. Other research has revealed that phone calls to colleagues serve an important social function for 
mobile workers who spend a lot of time on their own. It enables them to maintain contact and relationships with 
colleagues, as well as to share information and frustrations, and so in some ways it can help to compensate for 
the lack of face-to-face social interaction with colleagues15.Thus, being able to access remote colleagues through 
various means might provide a useful route for informal organisational communication and the maintenance of 
work relationships. 

Better Performance

Most iPass survey respondents considered themselves to be performing better as a result of having increased 
flexibility (78 percent felt they were more productive and worked more efficiently). This finding is supported in one 
study where the formal use of organisational remote-work policies were related to higher employee performance16 
- although this might in part reflect the fact that in many companies it is the high performers who are trusted and 
allowed to work remotely. However, employees seem to value the flexibility of remote and mobile work, and having 
this opportunity makes them feel more supported by the organisation. In turn, they are more likely to reciprocate 
with more positive attitudes and more willingness to invest effort for the organisation. It isn’t necessarily the 
case that greater job satisfaction will lead to better performance, because performance is determined by a wide 
variety of things (like ability, resources, constraints, fatigue). However, research has consistently shown that 
happier employees are more willing to ‘go the extra mile’ for their colleagues and organisation, they are more 
likely to show initiative and do better at their jobs24. What is more, good performance at work can itself promote 
greater happiness and well-being as people gain satisfaction from their achievements24. So, it follows from this 
that if mobile workers are happier, then they are also likely to be more productive, as long as they have the right 
resources and support available to do their job.
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The Dark Side
Despite several benefits related to mobile work, there are also some costs and challenges associated with the 
ability to work, and be contacted anytime, anywhere. Whilst many professionals have the autonomy to set their 
own hours, they are also expected to work as many hours as it takes to get the job done. So, being able to work 
from different locations can be quite a challenge for professional mobile workers when trying to manage the 
boundary between work and home.

Excessive hours

It appears that many of the mobile workers completing the iPass survey (A) worked several extra hours as a result 
of their increased flexibility, with 47 percent working 5-10 extra hours a week and 26 percent working 15-20 extra 
hours. When analysing the iPass survey (A) results in more detail, it seems that those working the most extra 
hours are doing so by using almost every available spare moment. For example, they were more likely to work 
before their commute, during their commute to and from work, after their commute home, after dinner before 
bed, after their children have gone to sleep, when waiting for something, such as for a doctor’s appointment, and 
were also more likely to stay connected to technology whilst on vacation. Those working 10 or more extra hours 
were more likely to say that they had worked at a child’s performance or event, at a sporting event, at a park, and 
in a restaurant during a dinner date. Whilst some of this extra work could be seen as making good use of  
‘dead-time’, other aspects of it seem to be creeping into what should be family and leisure time. This is likely to 
have significant repercussions for work-life balance and employee well-being. 

Worse Work-Life Balance and Well-being

In the iPass survey (A) data, although most respondents felt that they were better able to balance their work 
and personal commitments as a result of their flexible work pattern, further analysis shows that it was those 
working fewer extra hours who were most likely to say they were able to balance home and work commitments 
(72 percent of those working 5 extra hours compared to 54 percent of those working 20 extra hours). On the 
other side of the scale, those working more extra hours were more likely to say it was harder to balance work and 
personal commitments (31.5 percent working 20 extra hours compared to 14 percent of those working 5 extra 
hours). Moreover, those working a higher number of extra hours per week were more likely say that they were 
more stressed as a result of their increased flexibility. Specifically, 36.5 percent of those working 20 extra hours 
said that they were more stressed compared to 17 percent of those working just 5 extra hours. Consistent with 
this, those saying they felt more relaxed was higher amongst those working fewer extra hours (with 38 percent of 
those working 20 extra hours feeling more relaxed compared to 60 percent of those working just 5 extra hours). 
This pattern fits well with the research on stress which has consistently shown that a higher level of demands is 
related to higher stress13.

Pressure from Others

One demand that might be contributing to the stress of those working longer hours is the pressure from others’ 
expectations and work norms. For instance, in the iPass survey 32 percent of those working 15 and 20 extra 
hours a week said that they connected to technology during vacation because it was expected by management 
and co-workers. This suggests that mobile workers might work such extended hours because it is normal within 
their organisation to do so. Organisational norms for working outside regular business hours can have a negative 
effect on well-being because employees then feel pressured to work longer when they might prefer not to. Such 
organisational pressure is likely to reduce the amount of control mobile workers feel they have over where and 
when they work, and research consistently shows that low control is related to higher stress13. 

Worse Sleep and Recovery 

Perhaps most worrying is that those who said they work an extra 20 hours a week due to their flexibility were 
more likely to say that on a daily basis they would work in the middle of the night when they can’t sleep (25 
percent of them – compared to 15 percent who work an extra 15 hours, 7 percent who work an extra 10 hours, and 
4 percent who work an extra 5 hours). This suggests that those working a lot of extra hours a week are getting 
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poor quality sleep and are not allowing themselves sufficient recovery time. This is likely to have a negative effect 
on their well-being. iPass’s (N) report also has some findings relating to this, where one third of respondents said 
they got less sleep because of their work. Research has shown that those workers with higher job demands, who 
invest greater effort in their work and who work longer hours have a greater need for recovery23 and that a lack 
of recovery from work, especially over a longer period of time, results in greater fatigue and lower well-being. 
Moreover, these negative effects are likely to reach beyond the individual mobile worker. Research shows that 
family and marital relationships can be negatively affected by long work hours1 & 25. One study of professional 
managers who work long hours found that although overall they felt satisfied with their family life they did report 
feeling more alienated from their families8. Another problem is that when a person is experiencing stress as a 
result of work, then this can negatively spill over and affect the well-being of their partner or spouse17.

Reduced Performance Gains? 

Whilst, according to the results of the iPass survey (A), those working longer hours still felt that they were being 
highly productive and efficient, if actual objective performance was measured we might see a levelling off in 
performance gains at longer hours, or possibly even a drop in performance over time. Certainly, research on 
extended shifts has found decreased reaction times and reduced grammatical reasoning along with increased 
fatigue and errors after extended periods of working long shifts18 & 20. However, overall performance isn’t always 
negatively affected by longer hours which might be because employees try to compensate for their fatigue by 
expending greater effort, but greater effort is likely to lead to greater need for recovery. Thus, overall, it seems 
that in the long term, working such extended hours might not be good for the employee, their family or the 
organisation. 

Stress Protectors
It is interesting to note, however, that although more than a third of those working 20 extra hours a week felt more 
stressed, a similarly large proportion of them said they were more relaxed as a result of their flexibility. So, why is 
it that some of those working long hours are more stressed and some are more relaxed? Whilst there are likely to 
be individual differences in how well people cope with such long hours, there are also certain ‘buffers’ within the 
job itself, the work and home environment that might protect some mobile workers from the potential negative 
effects of extended hours:

Achievement 

Many professional workers are lucky enough to be in a position where they really enjoy what they do. They 
become truly involved and engaged in their work because their jobs provide challenge, recognition, financial 
rewards and even power. Their work is interesting and motivating and gives them a sense of mastery and 
achievement, and these characteristics are related to greater well-being and satisfaction24.

Control 

Having greater control over setting one’s own schedule means that work demands can be moved around other 
obligations to a more suitable time. Research consistently shows that having greater control and autonomy is 
related to higher well-being13.

Support 

It might be that some of these mobile workers are able to work so many extra hours because they receive a 
lot support at home for childcare or household duties (e.g., hired help; a spouse who takes on the majority of 
the childcare duties) and they may also have more support at work (e.g., people to delegate work to). Certainly 
research has shown that professional managers who work long hours often have such support available8. 
Research has consistently shown that having more support acts as a protection against the greater stress that can 
result from high job demands. However, research shows that when there is low support and a lot of obstacles to 
deal with in one’s job, workers are more likely to experience higher stress and have greater need for recovery from 
work23.
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Well-being Enhancement
Overall, though, the iPass (A) results show that those working fewer extra hours or no extra hours had lower stress 
than those who worked longer. So, is there something these people are doing that is helping to protect their well-
being?

Switching off 

It might be that these workers are better able to ‘switch off’ and recover from work. Research has shown that 
people who persistently stay connected to technology outside working hours are more likely to be distracted by 
job worries and problems when at home9 and more likely to experience work-family conflict7. This in turn is likely 
to be related to higher stress. On the other hand, detaching and not thinking about work in the evening results in 
lower fatigue and greater recovery in the morning21. Moreover, detachment and recovery during the weekend has 
been found to be related to positive emotions during the following week11 and to having more energy to devote to 
work tasks so that work is less effortful and less of a strain6. This is because detaching helps people to ‘recharge 
their batteries’ and regain their energy. If workers don’t detach during ‘off-job’ time then they won’t experience full 
relief from the demands of the job and so their energy will continue to be drained, which hinders their recovery22. 
It also means that they have less energy to invest in the job and are likely to be less engaged in their work. 
Creating a clear boundary between home and work can help with this process. Research has found that employees 
with a stronger preference for keeping work and home separate experience greater psychological detachment 
from work during non-work time19. This research also found that people were able to detach more if they believed 
that others at work were also keeping work and home separate 19.

Recommendations
What can individuals and organisations do to overcome some of these ‘dark side’ challenges and maximise 
the ‘bright side’?

Individuals:

Detach from Work – Not thinking about work during off-job time is important as it helps to maintain employee 
well-being and work engagement22. Engaging in hobbies or activities that require one’s full attention (e.g., playing 
a tennis match, learning to play a musical instrument, volunteer work) during off- job time can help people to 
detach and stop thinking about work and also help them develop a sense of achievement12. This isn’t to say that 
thinking about work is always bad. For instance, research has found that thinking about the positive aspects of 
work during off-job time can be good for employee well-being10, but there is a need to block negative work related 
thoughts. 

Develop a Strong Work-Home Boundary – Creating a strong boundary between home and work can help 
to enhance detachment. It can also help to enhance an individual’s sense of control over their ‘off-job’ time, 
which can help to promote greater well-being. Tactics can be used such as blocking off family time and letting 
colleagues know your expectations for work-related communications outside of work19. Given that communications 
technologies (especially mobile ones) make it more difficult to mentally distance oneself from work it would be 
beneficial to create a technological barrier between home and work using tactics like call filtering, separate email 
accounts for work and personal use, not switching the computer on in the evening etc.19 Making use of ‘dead-time’ 
(e.g. working during one’s commute could be a useful strategy to help to reduce the amount that needs to be 
done at home, but care needs to be taken to make sure that this doesn’t creep into family and leisure time. Having 
rituals like ‘shutting the office door’, ‘turning off the computer’ or ‘walking through the door at home’ can be 
useful personal strategies for signalling to oneself that work has finished and leisure has started. 
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Relax – Take the time to relax and wind down before bed time (e.g. meditation, listening to music, muscle 
relaxation). Research has found that when relaxation after work is missing, activation levels remain higher which 
makes it difficult to fall asleep. So introducing strategies to ensure relaxation and detachment from work can help 
to improve sleep quality and reduce levels of stress12. 

Organisations:

Enhance Employee Control - Give employees more control over their work and allow them to have greater control 
over their ‘off-job’ time. Providing a flexible work arrangement can in itself increase an employee’s sense of 
control, over when, where and how they work, which in turn is likely to enhance their well-being. 

Provide Support to Employees – Ensure that employees have the right resources to do their job and have the 
necessary support to overcome obstacles within their work, as this can help to protect them from the negative 
effects of work demands. Support might be more ‘instrumental’ (e.g., having the right training and information 
to do their job) or more ‘emotional’ in nature (e.g., catching up with colleagues, letting off steam). Allowing 
employees to receive both these elements of support is important for employee well-being and performance.

Reduce Expectations for Long Hours - People are less likely to detach from work if their colleagues and 
managers are working long hours and are expecting others to do the same. If an employee is trying to enjoy 
some family time, then receiving a phone call from the boss during such occasions is likely to reduce their feeling 
of control and lead to greater work-home conflict. Organisations should encourage employees to maintain a 
boundary between home and work and not work excessive hours. In the long term, working excessive hours is 
likely to have a negative impact on employees, their families and the organisation.

Summary:
This report covers the good, the bad and the ugly of mobile work. What should be noted is that there is a bright 
side to having flexibility and mobility in a person’s work life. However, as individuals we need to set boundaries 
and allow ourselves time to ‘switch off’ and recharge our batteries. Overcoming the challenges of the dark side of 
mobility is essential for well-being and satisfaction in life and work. The demands, stresses and costs of the dark 
side can impact family well-being and relationships, and can also negatively affect performance.

There is a fine balance between reaping the benefits of greater flexibility and control over when and where a 
person works versus working longer hours that may encroach detrimentally on personal life. However, when the 
balance is struck well – mobile workers can achieve a better work-life balance, feel a greater sense of control and 
well-being, and be more efficient and productive. 

So where do you stand today in regards to this report? It’s worth taking stock and seeing what improvements you 
or your organisation can achieve to improve the well-being of your mobile workforce. 
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To read other reports relating to mobile workers please 
visit our site at: http://mobile-workforce-project.ipass.com/
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