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Abstract 

Building on the existing interest in the issues of control and power involved in mobile working, 

and more specifically of problematizing mobile workers’ autonomy, we delve deeper into the 

role and application of individual agencies in satisfying explicit and implicit expectations and 

norms. Steven Lukes’ Three Faces of Power theory applied from Foucauldian angle is used to 

structure the inquiry into different strategies of dealing with power and control by organizations 

and individuals. We find that as distance from an explicit source of power and tangible means 

of control increases, so does the likelihood that mobile workers will actively substitute them 

with individually developed mechanisms through subjecting themselves to newly self-

generated routines and micro-controls. We propose that those findings are particularly 

important in the context of spatially, temporally and behaviourally attenuated means of explicit 

control characterizing mobile work, the salience of which in modern economy is undisputable. 

This paper is based on an interpretivist interview-based study. 
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Introduction 

Flexible work arrangements such as teleworking, distance work and agile working have been 

on the rise for at least four decades (Oettinger, 2011). The profoundness of change in today’s 

workplaces resulting from introduction of a range of new technologies facilitating mobile 

working has been widely discussed (Block, 1990, Rifkin, 1995; Aronowitz and Cutler, 1998). 

As individuals are increasingly able to take advantage of this increased connectivity, the global 

population becomes more mobile and the once firm association between a place of work and 

its content becomes problematized. In a number of industries, flexible forms of cooperation 

(e.g. crowdsourcing) further enhance the flexibility of working arrangements (Massolution, 

2013), thus undermining the more traditional mode of attachment.  

 

Local disparities naturally exist, including the differing pace of adopting the new modes of 

work across the world. In Europe, large organizations are often keener to engage in teleworking 

(almost three times more employees were teleworking in companies employing more than 250 

workers in 2006; see The Economist Intelligence Unit, 2014), while in the US those employed 

in smaller establishments, as well as self-employed, tend to telework on more frequent basis 

(Deloitte, 2011; Household Economic Studies, 2012). Studies also indicate that teleworking 

nowadays appears to be particularly popular in the Middle East and Africa, Latin America and 

Asia-Pacific area, where 27, 25 and 24 percent of employees, respectively, telecommute on a 

frequent basis (up to 56% in India, which according to IPSOS (2012) has the highest proportion 

of teleworkers on the globe). Notwithstanding those differences, the trend towards increased 

connectivity and spatially extending the association between individuals and their work can be 

deemed a global phenomenon the significance of which is almost unprecedented (Guest, 1997). 

In this paper, however, we intend to focus on the micro-dynamics of mobile work, exploring 

issues of control and power as both individuals and individuals seek to be in charge. 

 

Teleworking as a material practice is discursively legitimized using arguments relating to (1) 

external factors such as helping to protect the environment (Novaco et al., 1991) or improving 

competitiveness due to cost reduction (Egan, 1997), and (2) internal factors such as improved 

work-life balance (Hill et al., 2001) or job satisfaction (eg Pryce et al., 2006). While the extant 

literature on teleworking is abundant (eg Byron, 2005; Galinsky et al., 1996; Galinsky et al., 

2011) and the financial stakes high (counted in billions of dollars, eg Telework VA, ND), 
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insufficient attention has been given to ownership of and control over teleworking (despite 

some discussion in Brocklehurst, 2001). 

 

The context of dynamic conceptual, behavioural and spatial reformulation of work and its 

relationship to private life has mainly been associated with new ways of working (eg Collins 

et al., 2016), aligning relationships between organizational actors (Brock, 2006), embracing 

new technologies and artefacts (eg Duxbury et al., 2014) as well as redefining one’s approach 

to home and work spaces (eg Halford 2005; Nansen et al., 2010). Nevertheless, notions of 

control and power involved in such work arrangements deserve more attention. So far, few 

studies have attempted to identify distinctive mechanisms implicated in en masse spatial 

distancing of employees from organizational headquarters and to explore the ways in which 

mobile work design can endure despite coercion as a controlling strategy that is (typically) less 

available than in an office work environment.  

 

In this empirical paper, we use Stephen Lukes (1974) tri-partite framework of power to explore 

how organizations and individuals seek to maintain control in mobile working. Our main 

interest is in the ways in which (a) both parties seek to set the agenda for such work 

arrangements in terms of availability and practicalities (see Lukes’ ‘Face 2’ of power) and (b) 

changing societal discourses shape their understanding of the concept of work (see Lukes’ 

‘Face 3’ of power). In the next section, we introduce the theoretical underpinnings of our work, 

before describing the research approach. In the main section, we present an analysis of explicit 

attempts at control in teleworking, followed by attempts at agenda-setting and the ways in 

which organizational actors’ perceptions of teleworking are shaped. We conclude by 

considering the strategies of control implicated in three faces of power and discussing their 

implications. 

 

Theoretical underpinnings: Teleworking and power 

The extant research on teleworking has shown interest in the potential importance of new 

technologies on how work is being controlled (Kurland and Egan, 1999; Kurland and Cooper, 

2002; Dimitrova, 2003) and in the role of individual agencies in shaping and structuring the 

space where work is executed (Massey, 1994; Herod, 2003; Dmitrova, 2003). Moreover, there 

have been attempts to develop the core elements of a mobile working framework, such as social 

(Bailey et al., 2002), economic (Egan, 1997) and environmental (Novaco et al., 1991) factors. 
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Yet, the extant research exploring control in mobile working has predominantly focused on the 

coercive dimension of control, typically associated with the use of digital surveillance 

technologies, the explicit level of the execution of power or on teleworkers’ need to ‘be in 

control’ of their time to achieve better work-life balance (Lapierre and Allen, 2012). 

 

A notable exception is the so-called ‘autonomy paradox’, which explains that employees who 

have more autonomy are more inclined to work harder and/or longer hours (Evans et al., 2004; 

Mazmanian et al., 2005; Michel, 2011). In this perspective, control results from both direct 

means such as explicit supervision and from more or less obtrusive forms of professional 

socialization (Tompkins and Cheney, 1985) or the introduction of particular norms, such as the 

‘ideal worker’ (Weiland, 2010) – individuals who have no interests outside of work. Thus, 

employees who enjoy more autonomy in arranging their work may become more committed 

and invest more time and energy (Hyman et al., 2005; Peters et al., 2009; Schieman 2013). 

Other ways in which the ‘autonomy paradox’ operates is by allowing employees to control 

process only while deadlines remain fixed and by managers’ practically restricting access to 

mobile work even if they publicly allow for it (Putnam et al., 2014). It has also been indicated 

that some employees perceive mobile working as ‘not real work’ and feel obliged to ‘repay’ 

their organization by working longer hours (Moe and Shandy, 2010). Many of these features 

point towards subtleties of power operating at a distance, creating norms and establishing the 

ways ‘things are done’ on the one hand but imposing the patterns of reaction subsequently 

internalized by employees on the other, thus cloaking the notion of control as if it has not 

existed (Broadfoot, 2001).  

 

As much as the ‘autonomy paradox’ introduces pivotal notions and embeds the discussion on 

power and control in the context of tele-, mobile or agile working, we believe that a framework 

for understanding the types of control and mechanisms of power wielded in organizations 

allowing for mobile work has yet to be developed. Similarly, there has been little discussion so 

far on how mobile workers can be regarded as not only subjects, but also as agents of power. 

We propose that a structured inquiry is needed into mechanisms that sustain the model in which 

individual employees – while exercising a degree of control – are implicated through a variety 

of control mechanisms. To do so, we employ Lukes’ (1974) tripartite framework for analyzing 

power as an interpretative scheme to better understand how it is instilled and sustained in a 

teleworking context, thus shedding light on the three distinctive aspects of an ‘autonomy 

paradox’: coercion, agenda-shaping and preference-shaping (although, as will be explained in 
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the methodology section, the choice of this framework was inductively-led). Our intention is 

to eschew the narrowly understood critical frame to allow – in line with Foucault (1978) – for 

a more nuanced understanding of power as not only limiting and commanding, but also creative 

force.  

 

Lukes’ theory embraces earlier concepts of power as an exercise in coercion (A forcing B to 

comply) (eg Dahl, 1961) and as the capacity to influence agenda-setting thus excluding certain 

topics from the range of possible actions (Bachrach and Baratz, 1962), which he respectively 

calls ‘Face 1’ and ‘Face 2’ of power. But Lukes proposes that yet another “supreme and most 

insidious use of power” is to shape “perceptions, cognitions, and preferences in such a way that 

[people] accept their role in the existing order of things” (Lukes, 1974: 24) – called ‘the third 

face’ of power. The neo-Marxist theoretical underpinnings (Hay, 2002) of Lukes’ ‘third face’ 

orient it towards ideology critique. Therefore, its interest lies in elucidating the ways and 

mechanisms through which social actors tend to misperceive their own interests – in addition 

to being unable to pursue them either due to explicit imbalance of power (Face 1) or lack of 

scope and perspective (Face 2) (Hay, 2002).  

 

Admittedly, Lukes’ framework is sometimes perceived as difficult to operationalize as non-

agenda setting may appear methodologically inaccessible (Polsby, 1980). However, Lukes’ 

‘relevant counterfactual’ (A’s predisposition to act/abstain from acting in a manner preventing 

B from thinking and/or acting differently than s/he would have acted otherwise, see Lukes, 

1974) has been proven empirically applicable (e.g. Crenson, 1971; Dearlove, 1973; Gaventa, 

1980). In the spirit of Lukes’, we do not disregard the occurrences of explicit coercion. Rather, 

in our analysis we are interested in agenda-setting (Face 3) and perception/cognition-shaping 

(Face 3). Taking a cue from Hay (2002), we are methodologically oriented towards supporting 

our exploration of the shaping of agendas and processes of mobile working within 

organizations (Face 2) with the analysis of wider societal discourses fundamentally affecting 

reconceptualization of work on a broader scale (Face 3). Thus, as explained in the next section 

and somewhat against the grain of Lukes’ theory, ethnographic methods will be applied to 

analyze teleworking / mobile working as an emerging social construction. 

 

It is the third face of power which has been found most contestable and which has been accused 

of projecting an image of ‘false consciousness’, alluding to a logical untenability of stating that 

someone misperceives his/her own interests (Hay, 2002). After all, it could be argued, that by 
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identifying somebody’s interests as ‘not real’, the external observer undeservedly assumes the 

privileged position. For example, who is to say which approach to aligning oneself with 

organizational policies in the context of mobile working represents their best interest? 

Inevitably, this path would lead to essentializing particular practices or set of values and thus 

entail resorting to some sort of model or ideal representing what’s best for a particular 

employee with all unwanted ontological, epistemological and methodological consequences. 

However, reading Stephen Lukes’ theory in this way is in itself a misrepresentation. Much has 

already been written in support of Lukes’ ‘third face’ (Akram et al., 2015), and our intention 

is not to provide yet another defense. We would however like to indicate that, minimally, 

Lukes’ notion is not in any way logically incoherent if approached from an interpretivist angle: 

once the normative approach is resisted, we no longer need to mobilize any essentialist notion 

of a model or ideal type and can focus instead on the ongoing processes of social production 

thereof. In other words, proposing what constitutes ‘real’ preferences is not a precondition to 

denaturalizing them by showing where they came from and in which social, historical contexts 

they have been developed.  

 

Research approach: Lukes meets Foucault 

To inquire into the shaping of preferences includes two associated aspects: (1) the workings of 

‘the social’ within the confines of habitus (Bourdieu, 1977) directing our range of ‘available’ 

wants, needs and desires, and (2) the reproduction of those strivings (Foucault, 1978) 

(conscious or not) that reciprocally mold our intention to embrace a particular agenda of 

preference. We are thus facing a potentially multi-directional movement: towards ingraining 

the social norm regarding an established (or establishing) social practice and simultaneously 

towards aligning the individual preference to the practice or set of values being targeted. The 

sentiment that preferences are not emerging naturally and ‘have history’ directs our attention 

to the processes through which individual preferences are embraced – that is produced and 

reproduced – through social actors’ engagement with the external world, without the recourse 

to any ‘ideal model’. All that is needed to make sense of the existing behavioural pattern of 

conduct and behaviour is to know what sorts of norms are continuously reproduced within a 

social field (Akram et al., 2015). 

 

This, of course, is anything but trivial as the shaping of preferences is underpinned by deeply 

held beliefs and norms as well as established practices and patterns of action, all of which are 
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rarely made explicit (Digeser, 1992). As proposed by Foucault (1980), however, those 

processes can never be decoupled from the operation of power – a productive force shaped by 

and shaping the individuals. The latter’s immersion in the social, economic and cultural 

contexts legitimating the range of possible or desirable actions translates into how they 

reciprocally enact power relationships between themselves and within the institutions they are 

part of, thus (re)producing ‘legitimate’ behaviours and actions (Miller and Rose, 2008). The 

emphasis is on the talk and action through which implicit assumptions are charted (Akram et 

al., 2015), which are the sufficient access points to making sense of ‘why people accept their 

role in existing order’ (Lukes, 1974: 24). This is how Foucauldian notions provide support for 

an interpretivist angle on Lukes’ theory of power: the ‘shaping’ of preferences, cognitions, etc. 

must be simultaneous with (rather than following the) grasping of the dynamics of establishing 

oneself as the subject in the first place. From this perspective, an interpretivist approach 

enabling for a focused exploration of individual worlds in the making is preferable over more 

positivist or structuralist approaches which start from an established notion of an individual as 

a predefined subject.  

 

Hence, our analysis of talk and described behaviour of the social actors immersed in the context 

of mobile working enables us not only to understand the personalized approaches to work but 

can also inform us about the principles of ‘internal regulation’ (Deleuze, 1988) reflecting the 

influence of external agendas (Lukes’ Face 2) and attempts at perception-shaping (Lukes’ Face 

3). Flexible working schedules undoubtedly account for an increased freedom from certain 

workplace-related duties, such as direct physical supervision or one-to-one scrutiny from one's 

peers. However, it remains implicated in numerous emerging power plays and relatively new 

modes of coercion which such indirect working schemes may, paradoxically, facilitate. Our 

study takes the position that there is no significant discontinuity regarding the fact of exercise 

of power (Foucault, 1978) at a distance as compared to its application in proximity, but that 

modes of application – and indeed its source – are sensitive to the type of (mobile) working 

arrangements. 

 

Research methods: Data collection and analysis 

Our research involves interviewing mobile workers – individuals who work in multiple spaces 

across a working day or week – from a wide variety of backgrounds, including law, marketing, 

human resources, financial services, higher education and the public sector. At this stage in our 
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research, we eschew clustering data according to industries or types of employment, as we 

intend – in an interpretivist fashion – to enable patterns to emerge holistically from our material 

(Kostera, 2008). All research participants can be described as knowledge professionals, 

including the employed and the self-employed as well as those managing other mobile workers. 

Data collection is ongoing, and to date we have interviewed 20 mobile workers with an average 

length of interview of around one hour. An overview of research participants is provided in 

Table 1.  

 

Table 1: Interviewee profile 

Pseudonym Age band Industry Employment status Management 

Felix 40-49 Public sector Employed  

Dennis 40-49 Public sector Employed  

Gina 30-39 Public sector Employed  

Carl 30-39 Higher 

education 

Employed  

Adam 60-69 Marketing Self-employed Contractors 

Barry 40-49 Law Self-employed  

Agnes 60-69 Higher 

education 

Employed  

Bernadine 20-29 Higher 

education 

Employed  

Claire 20-29 Higher 

education 

Employed  

Daphne 40-49 Higher 

education 

Employed  

Eve 40-49 Higher 

education 

Employed  

Florence 40-49 Higher 

education 

Employed  

Edgar 40-49 Financial 

services 

Employed Subordinates 

Grace 40-49 Public sector Employed  

Hazel 30-39 Public sector Employed  

Nathan 20-29 Marketing Employed  

Clarissa 50-59 Adult learning Self-employed  

Gavin 30-39 Technical 

consulting 

Employed Subordinates 

Emma 30-39 Marketing Self-employed Contractors 

Wilbur 60-69 Human 

Resources 

Self-employed  

 

Data are analyzed inductively. We have started off with multiple readings of the interview 

transcripts, noting down aspects of power, control and being in charge with some being more 
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explicit than others. There were very explicit references to organizations seeking to exercise 

control over mobile workers through the availability and use of mobile technology (Lukes’ 

Face 1), more subtle agendas of monitoring mobile workers (Lukes’ Face 2) and individuals’ 

perceptions of the differences of office and homeworking, which we have used to structure the 

analysis presented next.  

 

Empirical analysis: Three faces of power in telework 

‘Face 1’ strategies 

The first ‘face’ of power groups those attempts at control which are oriented towards, more or 

less explicit, compliance. From an organizational point of view, the mobile working agenda 

includes numerous instances of compliance, including limiting the availability of teleworking 

days to specific days of the week (Grace), the necessity to be generally responsive to queries 

via email and telephone during the working day (Emma) as well as an attendance monitoring 

system that requires individuals to ‘clock in’ digitally, either from home – I have to tick myself 

in, in the system, at the beginning of the [teleworking] day (Gina) – or at the office – After 

clocking in [on an office working day] I usually go and see what my colleagues are up to, and 

then I start working (Felix). 

 

In many ways, office work appears to be riddled with coercive measures. The physical presence 

and accompanying appraisals taking place at work together with a perceived need to ‘put on 

an act’ are characteristic to being present in the office space as Carl reflects: 

 

When working from the office, because you are being watched more, so you start 

performing. I wouldn’t be performing when I’m working from home – unless via 

email – I might be sitting in my underpants, because there is nobody to observe me, 

but when I sit in the office I feel strongly I need to perform. 

 

However, working from a distance does not dissolve the notion of compliance despite direct 

control being more difficult to ensure. Indeed, some organizations openly attempt to control 

what their teleworkers are doing by checking up on them: 

 

Currently the problem is that every day that I work at home, at the end of the day I 

have to send ah, to my boss what I did. And this is ah, less convenient for me because 

well ahm, it’s much more stressful then to work at home […], this forces me really to 
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work ahm, like almost eight hours probably on this day, when I work at home 

[compared to a much more compressed working schedule in the office] (Hazel).  

 

This setup is found to be glaringly different compared to the office working day: 

 

In the office, you can basically do nothing all day and then you, you still ahm, like, 

there is no surveillance, kind of. But since my current workplace is very hesitant about 

giving people telework, they are checking a lot at this stage. They are checking what 

you have done really. (Hazel) 

 

Hazel recalls a tension here: on the one hand, she is allowed to work from home but her output 

is closely watched, while on the other, her superiors do not seem to care about her output while 

present in the office. But Hazel is resourceful in circumventing such blunt attempts are control 

as she admits: I’m taking teleworking days only when I’m in the final stages [of a project], 

when I have like real ah, in quotation marks, like ‘real’ outputs. Through such strategic actions, 

Hazel responds to her organization’s attempts to monitor her work.  

 

Hence, the classic theme of control in terms of enforcing coercion has less purchase in mobile 

working than in office-based work arrangements. Instead, less direct and more subtle control 

measures gain importance as the physical distance between employee and the office increases. 

Adam reflects on the conundrum of control in relation to his teleworking staff as follows: 

 

Author 2: I’d like to come back to what you said earlier [about] control. Because in 

a sense while you have control over your own time and your own space and your own 

schedule, you have very little control over the people that work for you, because they 

are self-employed and you don’t have the face-to-face contact. How do you reconcile 

that? 

Adam: I trust them because you meet somebody and you instantly are able to 

build a rapport ... But then on an ongoing basis, I have the database come back to me 

every day and they put on their narrative on what they’ve been doing. So if they are 

calling a customer it might be ‘call 1 in meeting’, ‘call 2 spoke to so and so interested 

but not yet’. So, there’s a narrative there but doing what I call core statistics, adding 

stuff up, adding the number of calls, number of decision makers, I can get a reasonable 

feel of how they are performing. … At the end of the day I can judge, I’ve been doing 

this quite a long time and I don’t need sort of, I mean some people would say would 

you record your calls. No, I don’t need to [do that].  
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Adam emphasizes the skills of assessing his staff from their first meeting about their ability 

and willingness to perform their tasks well, which seems to be part of a wider, somewhat benign 

teleworking discourse in which trust features strongly. Simultaneously, however, Adams relies 

on control mechanisms using qualitative (‘narrative’) and quantitative (‘core statistics’) 

measures to induce compliance from a distance. Hence, despite spatial separation of staff from 

the office, Face 1 control continues to have an important, albeit somewhat subtle role in mobile 

work arrangements.  

 

‘Face 2’ strategies 

‘Face two’, or the power of agenda-setting, delimits the range of possible actions to those 

affected, while simultaneously rendering them prone to be engaged in new initiatives and 

actions. Such indirect means of control are, therefore, bound towards inducing manifestable 

behaviours by means other than explicit coercion. In the context of mobile working one of the 

most prominent attempts at agenda-setting is associated with perceptions of teleworking as a 

less intensive way to conduct one’s duties. 

 

From day one the word got around that teleworkers are not keen on picking up their 

phones. Every new teleworker was perceived in that way; that once again, he failed 

up to answer the phone. Which may have something to do with you standing next to 

the laundry machine [while teleworking] and not being able to hear the phone ringing, 

whilst when you’re in the office it is right there on your desk. So, it was not the case 

that you were not working, it was simply that you might have not been able to pick up 

the phone. In my experience people would rarely leave home when they were 

teleworking. And despite that, the teleworkers were... perhaps ‘denigrated’ would be 

too strong a word, but there were rumours that they [teleworkers] don’t work, but do 

the shopping or something else instead. (Gina) 

 

Such perceptions of teleworking as a more relaxed type of working can be coupled with 

behavioural patterns enforcing compliance through the means available at a distance as Gina 

recalls attempts by work colleagues to informally check up on teleworkers: 

 

It became a popular saying that if you’re teleworking then you’re not actually 

working. There was even an expression: “Are you in the office tomorrow or are you 

having a lazy day?” […] And people [teleworkers] complain sometimes that if you 
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are teleworking [the perception is that] it is not clear what you’re actually doing. Such 

remarks were common among the colleagues as was this practice of insistently calling 

people [teleworkers] on their mobiles. (Gina) 

 

In Gina’s organization, there appears to be an internal agenda of ensuring that the allegedly 

lazy teleworkers are monitored through phone calls on their mobiles – even though this is likely 

to be counterproductive. Moreover, the expectation that staff – and particularly teleworking 

staff – are reachable and contactable beyond normal established time limits is also a strong 

theme in our data. For Agnes the ‘ongoing availability’ – in her case by means of an application 

installed on her computer – is ‘problematic’. Another occasional teleworker, Daphne, recalls 

the times when expectations to be available beyond the office hours were difficult to imagine. 

 

Back then [1990s] you didn’t have internet on the train. It was much more … selective, 

where you could get it. But now … everything is integrated, I mean you can email 

everywhere. Even in the elevator [laughter] you can send emails … So, the only place 

I could do, like, emailing was at my office. […] But in a way it was also a bit more 

relaxed. Because, now you are tempted to, … you tend to keep checking your emails 

all the time. I mean, [back] then you would just wait until Monday morning [laughter]. 

(Daphne) 

 

Nowadays, however, some teleworkers perceive the need to be accessible in a temporally 

unlimited and in no way restrained manner as Carl outlines.  

 

Our university is aiming to move us to a new telecomms system. Rather than having 

phones at our desks we will have usb-like things and we will be able to attach them to 

any computer, e.g. at home. And we can have headsets like in a call centre, which I’m 

not going to use, I'm not working in a call centre. We can also have our number 

rerouted to our home number, this way we are available day and night. And I’m not 

doing this – I have enough crap without it. Over the next few weeks our old telephone 

system will just not be working anymore and the new system will be rolled out. (Carl) 

 

In this excerpt, Carl openly resists his organization’s attempts to set the agenda for a new way 

of working, seeking to instil certain behaviours through the availability of technology. Yet, 

Carl seeks to disrupt such attempts at agenda-setting by highlighting his own agenda – refusing 

to use the new technology and engaging in behaviours of seemingly unlimited availability. 

Such counter-agendas have featured prominently in our data with teleworkers seeking to 
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protect their other professional commitments and their work-life balance as the following 

excerpts show.  

 

But that’s fine, I mean, I decided, you know. If I decide to work on the Monday 

mornings then that’s okay. And then I do stuff which I like, so research for example. 

And, so I’m already doing more and the rest of the week I am just doing my best and 

the evenings do not count for that. For this time being, that’s it. If it doesn’t get done, 

then this is what I can offer. And this does not include reading emails in the evening, 

which is pointless anyway. (Florence) 

 

This excerpt comes after Florence recalls a period of illness, which made her rethink her 

working patterns. She talks about the extent to which she used to work far more than her 

contractual obligations stipulated and in this excerpt emphasizes her agency in protecting 

important temporal boundaries between work and nonwork – ‘I decide’. Similarly, Carl, 

reflecting on the perceived intrusion by his organization on the way in which work is structured, 

invokes more elaborate and minute agenda-setting attempts: 

 

I would be very cautious about someone else trying to manage my time at home. It 

hasn’t happened to me, but it has happened to my colleagues that their line manager 

asked them to be available on a particular time and they were like ‘Oh, but this is my 

research time’. There can be some friction about how people’s non-office work will 

be managed and controlled. Some managers are quite keen to micromanage, though, 

and frictions can happen. (Carl) 

 

Carl goes on to call the bluff of agenda-setters in an academic context: 

 

They want to appeal to all the traditional university values, but they want it to be a 

business at the same time, so you should be contactable all the time, work as if you 

were working on a shop floor because you are a service provider, this is a big 

commercial enterprise.  

 

While on the surface organizational agendas of teleworking and associated control mechanisms 

are often followed, a great deal of conscious opposition and explicitly stated defiance is present 

in our data. Rather than being at the hands of their organization, teleworkers portray themselves 

as acting strategically to navigate the boundaries imposed by external agendas and coercive 

measures.  
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 ‘Face 3’ strategies 

Crucially, the agentic landscape of self-developed means to construe and arrange work is 

moderated if teleworkers’ own agendas are taken into account. As explained before, we 

approach the ‘third face’ of power from a Foucauldian perspective, thus scrutinizing the ways 

in which individuals construct themselves as subjected to power by performing actions which 

legitimize the existing discourses. Thus, the expressed desires, motivations and prompts to 

action – along with described behaviours – may constitute material for analyzing the 

mechanisms of perception-shaping among the actors involved. 

 

The theme of differentiating manners of control between the office context and mobile working 

remains prominent amongst our research participants. 

 

When I sit at home I don’t feel like I’m being controlled all the time. In theory, there 

is not much of an oversight when I’m sitting in the office, but your boss can always 

pop in, or the secretary… and they would notice that in that particular moment I am 

not doing what I should have been doing, or that I’m gone for the moment. […]. At 

home you don’t have that, your state of mind is different, you’re not ‘in danger’. 

(Gina) 

 

However, as she adds: 

 

When you’re teleworking you can’t delay responding to emails, it becomes 

suspicious, hence having the sound on is so very important, and you can stall it much 

longer when you’re in the office. (Gina) 

 

Hence, the crucial difference in terms of time management on home working day stems from 

the internal feeling that you need to ‘worry’ and care more for ensuring that your (absent) 

presence is widely registered. In fact, one interviewee comments that she sometimes arranges 

lunch meetings with her work colleagues on her teleworking days specifically to emphasize 

her presence on in a work context [unrecorded comments]. Other research participants have 

outlined that in contrast to long lunchbreaks in the office (‘usually much longer than an hour’, 

Hazel), the period devoted to lunch on teleworking days is spatially and temporally limited: 
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I usually don’t [leave the house] to be honest, no. I usually don’t, because I really have 

the obsession that if I don’t respond to emails for too long, then people will think that 

I’m not working. If I don’t have food at home, then I go out and get food. But it doesn’t 

take me more than half an hour to get out and come back. (Hazel) 

 

Whilst the official instructions received from the employer did not impose any special 

restrictions on teleworker’s lunchtime, the notion of pressure and just ‘not being enough time’ 

during teleworking seems to be ingrained in the whole day’s schedule: 

 

I think I don’t even do the dishes immediately after [having breakfast], I just push 

away the plate and just continue ah, doing the work that I am supposed to do on that 

certain day. […] So at this point I am already quite stressed, because usually around, 

I would say, eleven when I really get going with my actual work, so I’m pretty stressed 

because until six o’clock I have to produce a written thing that is ready to go. (Hazel) 

 

Asked if during the teleworking day and performing the scheduled task, she regularly checks 

her emails, Hazel replies: 

 

Hazel: Ah, no I have a sound alert. So, I know when a message is coming in. 

Author 1: And if it does while you’re brushing your teeth… 

Hazel: Yeah, I will check it, I will check it immediately, because ah, when 

you’re teleworking you’re under more surveillance, so, if I don’t 

respond to my emails for longer than ten minutes, it will look suspicious. 

Because people think that I’m not teleworking or that I’m not working. 

 

Hazel’s time-management strategy is in no way externally imposed, rather emerging from what 

she perceives as the right way of arranging the working day: 

 

Author 1: Is ten minutes [to respond to email on telework] an unwritten rule or a 

written rule? 

Hazel: It’s not a written rule, but I just thought it’s kind of reasonable, right? 

Because for ten minutes you can be in the toilet. 

 

As outlined above, our interviewees are able on some level to identify and handle the explicit 

calls for compliance as well as less direct ones resulting from, for example, peer pressure. 

However, the control mechanisms constituting part of a wider job design found their way into 

their individualized behavioural, spatial and temporal constructions of work. For instance, 
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prompted if during her teleworking day she keeps track of newly arriving email messages 

Grace – who is a translator – responds:  

 

Grace: Yes, yes I have an alert on me. 

Author 1: And you prefer it that way? 

Grace: I can’t imagine otherwise. […] Yeah, that’s, that goes with the work.  

Author 1: And it doesn’t bother you in any way…? 

Grace: No. No, well, well I, I take it as it is. 

 

While their job designs (translator and the analysts) do not naturally predispose Grace, Gina 

and Hazel to remain connected on a constant, ongoing basis, their construal of their work 

demands includes extended connectivity and near-constant reactivity. Yet, ‘knowing how to 

behave’ extends well beyond giving attention to emails and time management. Some of the 

mobile workers we spoke to were often reminded that teleworking is a privilege rather than an 

entitlement, and as such can eventually be taken away. In some cases, the prospect of losing 

the ability to telework was becoming internally embedded, thus providing a resource for new 

drives and motivations:  

 

In my current organization, the management is very reluctant, they don’t like the idea 

of telework. Even though it’s been pushed by the trade unions for many years. And 

still we don’t have regular telework. We only have this kind of telework that you can 

take sometimes. And I still feel like they are very suspicious and also when this 

teleworking scheme started, my boss said that ahm, we should be very careful not to 

break any rules. Or to be careful that we don’t make a bad impression about telework. 

Because in the future we might never have ahm, regular telework. So, we should be 

very careful with this teleworking process, so that we don’t make any mistakes that 

would show the management that it’s a bad idea. So, I think, I feel extra motivated to, 

to respect all the rules during telework. (Hazel) 

 

Other teleworkers also expressed similar sentiments (albeit less explicitly) normalizing the fact 

that the chance to work from home prompts the desire to be particularly careful about how 

work timely is performed. 

 

I hardly ever curtail my working time [when working from home]; I make sure that 

even a 15 minute break is registered. I almost always work the full eight hours. (Felix).  
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By and large, mobile workers were creative in developing new thresholds, norms and 

justifiable exceptions enabling them to feel ‘in control’ of their work, while at the same time 

subscribing to an ideal, a ‘proper’ way of executing one’s duties. It was popular for instance to 

flexibly approach the ‘starting time’ while feeling a need to exclude it from officially claimed 

working time despite the lack of organizational control mechanisms in this respect (Felix). 

Similarly, in some cases the ‘meantime’ activities, despite being perceived as ‘deserved break’. 

 

I normally exclude them from the official working time, don’t count them in (Gina). 

 

The following narrative from Nathan (whose role requires him to spend significant amounts of 

time outside of the UK) captures the nuanced way in which control becomes embedded in the 

individual sensemaking, without a recourse to external discourses or imposed agendas: 

 

Author 2: Are there certain times when you would stop looking at your email 

notifications? 

Nathan: Ahm, when I’m in the UK probably not. I’ll just, like said, I’d be happy 

to, if a notification pops up, just slide it away and that’s it. But I don’t turn them off. 

… 

Author 2: So, if you got an email notification at three o’clock in the morning, when 

you’re in the UK would you look at it? 

Nathan: Not if I’m sleeping, it’s on silent. I have to say that my phone is on silent. 

Author 2: So, what sort of time would you switch it on silent? 

Nathan: Pretty much all the time. Ahm, even for like, personal notifications, so, 

it’s never on loud ever. … It’s more like when I’m awake, I have a little light that 

flashes and I can see … when I have my hand on the phone or near me. So, I know if 

I’m getting a notification or an email. And normally within half an hour having 

received it I would have known that I’ve got it. But if I go to bed, that’s it. I’m going 

to bed and my phone is still on silent, it’s silent during the day ahm and so it stays on 

silent and it doesn’t wake me up. I’m not that kind of person, because there are some 

people who are like, I have the phone out loud and if I get an email at two in the 

morning I’ll read it, I’m not like that. I’m just like, if I’m around in the evening and 

I’m watching a movie and it’s nine o’clock and I’m getting an email, then I’ll reply 

to it because I’m watching messenger.  

 

This exchange highlights the way in which Nathan has internalized control over email in a 

somewhat confused manner. Earlier in the interview (not quoted here), Nathan insists that he 

does not work outside of the office. Yet at the beginning of this excerpt he states that there is 
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no time when he does not stop looking at his work email and then continues that he indeed 

does so when going to bed and while being asleep. There is no indication in the interview that 

the employer controls Nathan’s email use or that informal expectations exist about checking 

emails after normal office hours. 

 

Discussion and conclusion 

The emerging ‘faces’ of power in tele-, agile and mobile working provide a discursive 

landscape for discussing issues of agency and control as they transpire through spatially 

extended modes of interaction between individual and the workplace. Whilst data collection is 

at this point still ongoing, the behavioural patterns that we are observing – or rather their 

narrative descriptions by study participants – largely cut across industry sectors and types of 

employment. Remaining cautious as regards the dynamic status of our analysis, we would 

nevertheless like to offer preliminary thoughts towards future discussion. 

 

As we have observed in our data, more explicit use of power (Faces 1 and 2) provokes a 

reaction by mobile workers. While this post-Machiavellan concept is hardly new, it seems 

especially pertinent to the mobile working context that is riddled with encouragement as well 

as requirement to take more individual ownership of the way in which work is organized. As 

the above empirical material suggests, the further mobile workers are physically located from 

the centralized source of power (‘office’), the less direct oversight they are subjected to (Face 

1) and the less specific and enforceable the external agendas are (Face 2). Hence the more room 

for shaping their work-life they seem to have, the less agency they seem to exercise to 

circumvent power and control embedded in their work, and the more they devote to self-control 

(Face 3).  

 

Indeed, the defiant agencies seem to strongly underpin the explicit, coercive face of power. 

Our research participants are typically keen to and skilled in developing shortcuts and micro-

strategies enabling them either shelter away from direct oversight in a back-office office 

cafeteria, put on the performance act, or just ‘not work’ while being in the office. Many of 

them are also proficient at dealing with the agendas being set for them while they work away 

from the office. Admittedly, in many cases the pressure of being constantly available and 

reachable is something they are coping with by means of submission. If they do so, they comply 

while being aware of the mechanisms of control instilled in the mobile working setup. Often, 
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however, they refuse to yield and draw a temporal, spatial or behavioural line limiting a 

spillover of work into their private life and distancing themselves from externally imposed 

means of control. Their creativity in moderating the latter can even go as far as to co-defining 

the rules of the game thus rendering them rigged to their favour – for instance, when the 

requirement to ‘present results’ is countered by requesting the mobile working on the day of 

the deadline with most work being already done beforehand. 

 

However, the pockets of vacuum of control, where the construal of activity is largely left to 

individual’s interpretation, become soon populated with expectations and desires, which, while 

individually created, tend to mirror external agendas. For instance, on mobile working days, 

the length of legitimate lunchbreak, delay in responding to email, the manner of managing the 

incoming emails or the level of scrupulousness in calculating one’s ‘pure’ working time do not 

appear to be perceived as strictly imposed. Rather, our research participants develop innovative 

ways of ‘ensuring compliance’ despite the absence of an explicit policy. The breaks become 

shorter, email monitoring near-constant and time-calculation more restrictive than in the 

conditions of coercive oversight or presence of external agenda. As exemplified by Nathan, the 

‘Third Face’ types of expectations may become hidden underneath layers of strategies to 

legitimize and de-legitimize certain courses of action, only to transpire through the expressed 

individual need to casually cross the dividing line between work and leisure. 

 

In line with Foucault’s rendition of a dispersal of power, the latter does not disappear when 

Faces 1 and 2 are turned the other way. On the contrary, Lukes’ (1974) notion of the power to 

shape expectations (Face 3) can be perceived through Foucauldian lenses of subjectification 

(1978), where the individuals spontaneously shape their own practices, rituals and behaviours 

in line with what they perceive as legitimate or expected. The interaction with external 

discourses is difficult to ignore, and indeed mobile workers report experiencing a more or less 

explicit pressure from their peers and superiors. Yet, it is equally important, that the said 

pressure was as insidious as it was directionless and broadly invoked the general resentment of 

the office-based employees towards ‘different’, mobile ways of working. Mobile workers 

exercise significant discretion in translating this overarching aura of suspicion towards their 

trade, into tangible behavioural traits and mechanisms of self-control. 

 

We find it significant that – while those findings may resonate with contributions already made 

in specific industries and professions (e.g. Holmqvist and Maravelias, 2011) – the 
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subjectification constitutes a distinctive and largely unexplored trait in mobile working (for 

exceptions, see Kesselring (2014) for sociological perspective; and Hislop (2013) for the more 

specific context of mobility). Specifically, it extends the ‘autonomy paradox’ into the area of 

individual reproduction of control. While ‘autonomy paradox’ perceived through lenses of 

Lukes’ (1974) theory firmly occupies ‘Face 2’ and paves the way to ‘Face 3’ by noticing that 

individuals may actively strive to fit into the established social norm, it does not, as far as we 

can see, emphasize the predominant role of individual agencies creatively applied to develop 

new standards and rituals drawing on existing, albeit non-specific sentiments and stereotypes. 

Given the enormous role generally ascribed to agency in mobile working as well as an ongoing 

discussion on the changing modes of power and organizational control in flexible working 

context, we find it important to accentuate the individually-agentic mechanisms of control and 

power when mobile working is concerned. In this paper, we hope to have delineated a 

preliminary procedure to better grasp the subtle dynamics in this timely area of organizational 

inquiry. 
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