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Background

The knowledge organisations that are so central to the so-called ‘new economy’ involve high levels of either production or consumption of knowledge (Castells 1996), so that their ‘prime production resources are the knowledge of the staff and their creativity in finding customized solutions’ (Sveiby, 1995; Florida, 2002). The high skilled knowledge workers employed by these organisations are usually involved in solving problems that are hard to solve in a standardised manner (Sveiby 1994).  They are players in the ‘new globalised, knowledge and network based economy’ that requires human mobility (Castells, 1996). However, as Cresswell (2006, p. 224) argues, ‘kinetic hierarchies’ are emerging in both the workplace and the home based on differential access to physical mobility. 

Within this frame, we aim at investigating the relationships between a technologically mediated knowledge economy, mobile/nomadic work practices and home life as part of a new collaborative research project. 

One of the goals of the project is to pull together concerns and issues pertaining to the societal and identity-related matters of “being mobile”, and to the interaction design and computer-supported cooperative work tradition studies of workplace and technology use.

Breda Gray has studied issues of gender, identity and migration, Luigina Ciolfi has investigated the experience of nomadic workers adapting techologies to various spatial and activity settings.

We are aiming at bringing together these two perspectives under the unifying vision of mobility as a notion that goes beyond physical movement, but encompasses dimensions of identity, social relationships, gender, and distribution of resources. 

A central aim of this study is to examine the new work/home-life patterns that are emerging, how these can be accounted for and their gendered implications for work and home.
New technologies and flexible patterns of working allow the temporal and spatial boundaries of paid work to be extended so that those with caring responsibilities (primarily women) have more opportuntiies to participate in paid work, potentially leading to a reduction in gender inequality. Of course the relationship between paid work and home life is a gendered one and some British feminists argue that the dynamics of the new economy is changing gender relations (Adkins, 2003; McDowell, 2004), while others claim that shifts in the gender regime are contributing to changes in work/home practices (Walby, 2003). However, traditional gender patterns are slow to change in Ireland.  For example, an ESRI survey report on time-use in 2005 noted substantial differences in the gender division of paid work and domestic work. Nonetheless, the rapid rise of women’s participation at all levels of the labour market is putting pressure on this gendered work/home regime, even as the increasing presence of migrant domestic workers absorbs some of this pressure. 
Research Questions

· Where does (paid) work take place – in the space of the ‘workplace’, international hotels, airports, aeroplanes, the home, between these places? 

· How do high skilled women and men workers in the Limerick area experience and represent their work/life practices?

· To what extent has the expansion of wireless space enabled work to be done ‘on the move’, in different places and between places? 

· How might the use of embedded and mobile technologies blur the boundaries between work life, home life? How are work and home life mediated by technologies?

· What is the relative significance of: the reorganisation of work in the new technologically mediated knowledge economy; shifts that have taken place in the ‘gender regime’; other factors in how work and home life are currently lived in the Limerick area?

Open issues

· High-skilled knowledge workers tend to be discussed in a disembodied and abstract manner in the literature on mobilities. Practices of mobility take precedence over the specific forms of stratification and power relations that constitute these  practices . Indeed, Bauman (1998, 2000) argues that differentiated access to certain forms of mobility is the most important factor of stratification in contemporary western societies. By emphasizing the gendered, classed and regional places and practices of mobilities as well as constraints on mobility,this research aims to challenges broad assertions about practices of mobility and offer a more nuanced account of lived mobilities. 

· Castells (1996, 1997, 1998) argues that the growth of information and communication technologies is transforming the nature of the social world. He attributes these changes to globalisation, in particular the rise of the new service economy, and to globally interconnected social movements. In this way, Castells treats the changes in gender relations as if they were produced by changes in the capital/labour relations at the heart of the globalisation process’ (Walby 2002). Some feminists concur with this position arguing that gender relations are being transformed by the economic and cultural dynamics of the new post-industrial economy (Adkins, 2003; McDowell, 2004). However, Walby, following her earlier work identifying a change from a domestic to a public gender regime, with the increased presence of women in the public sphere of employment and state (1990, 1997, 2000), argues that changes in the workplace, especially some forms of flexibility, are actually the result of the modernisation of the gender regime. So that for her, both shifts in capital labour relations related to globalisation, and changes in gender relations, related to the transformation of the gender regime, are impacting changes in work/home practices (2002).

· The development of family-friendly policies to assist ‘work-life’ balance is an example of a kind of flexibility that is arguably of benefit to both men and women. It is now official government policy to encourage the development of these policies among firms in addition to a regulatory gender equality framework. There is an extensive qualitative literature on this, but less systematic data on the extent or impact of the practices associated with these policies or even their relevance if the work/life dichotomy is itself in question.

· Lassen (2006) has identified three approaches of knowledge workers to dealing with work, family and aeromobility: the career strategy where life is work and mobility is a way of life; the juggling strategy where both family and work (which requires mobility) have priority; and the family strategy where high priority is given to family life and work mobility is organized around family. The suggestion is that it is only the family strategy that acts as a brake on mobility. However, it is necessary to consider how gender impacts on the strategies adopted and the implications for corporate ‘work/life balance’ policies.

Participants will be invited to take part in two interviews, to keep a diary, to be shadowed at work and at home for a specified period of time (no longer than 8 hours).

In order to focus on situated mobile activities a ‘technology probe’ (following an activity-centered computing approach, see Bannon, 2005) will be specifically designed for the workplaces and homes to collect data in various media. ‘Technology probes’ are technological interventions aimed at investigating people’s attitudes and reactions towards a certain situation and towards the technology itself. They present an interactive element, by which people can engage actively with them. 

