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Briefing Note Number 12

Gender and “Virtual Work”:

How New Technologies Influence Work Practices and Gender Equity

A whole new set of work practices is
changing organizations under our very
eyes—and fingertips. “Virtua work”
—work accomplished with new infor-
mation technologies, without traditional
regard to time, place, or organizational
boundaries—isareality in most work-
places. Now, employees can use their
laptops to stay connected on vacation
or work together on a project team
while in different time zones, offices,
or even companies. We have learned
that work policies and practices have
subtle but far-reaching effects on gen-
der equity.t What might the implica-
tionsof virtual work befor women and
men in today’ s organizations? For ex-
ample, will email make work and life
integration easier or harder? Email,
as well as the Internet and other
“online collaboration tools’ that enable
workgroups to follow discussions or
work on shared documents, make
these new ways of working possible.
But new technologies don’t determine
one outcome or another; it isthe users
of technology who forge and negoti-
ate theimpacts over time? What are
some possible outcomes and what do
women see happening so far?

We explore the impact of virtual work
in three areas. opportunities; produc-
tivity and creativity; and work and life
integration. For each of these three
areas, we present some competing
predictions about the impact of virtual
work on gender equity and report find-
ings from a survey of women profes-
sionals.?

Background: The Survey

The web-based survey, supported and
administered by Compag Computer
Corporation, explored these areaswith
women who attended the Simmons
Graduate School of Management’s
22" Annual Leadership Conference
for Women, held in Boston on May 5,
20014 We received responses from
675 women, of whom 98% use email
in their work and 61% use other kinds
of online collaboration tools—an indi-
cation of how prevalent virtua work
has become. These women work in a
range of conditions that promote vir-
tual work:

e 75% work for companies that
have policies that encourage the use
of email;

e 61% work with agroup of people
that is geographically dispersed;

* 53% work with colleagues who
travel for asignificant portion of their
work;

e  43% telecommute from home
some or all of thetime;

* 37% work for companies that
have policies that encourage the use
of online collaboration tools;

* 17% travel for a significant por-
tion of their work.

The women work in a wide range of
industries, including technology, fi-
nance, telecommunications, and health

care. Their demographic profile
shows:

They are mostly middleto senior man-
agers between the ages of 30 and 59;
62% earn more than $75,000 per year;
41% have one or more children at
home; 17% are women of color. Al-
most half work in organizations of
20,000 or more employees. This
group had some intriguing perceptions
of virtual work and its effects.

Opportunities

Many women have long known that
visibility and recognition areimportant
for getting ahead but have found them
out of reach. Women often report the
experience of being interrupted at
meetings or watching their ideas later
attributed to someone else. Women's
work contributions are often rendered
“invisible,” particularly when they do
“relational work” that might betheglue
that holds a project team together but
is not regarded as real work.> With
more workplace communication hap-
pening online, is it any easier for
women to be heard and recognized?

Possibility 1: Gender equity is en-
hanced. One vision holds that online
work will alleviate gender biases. The
reasoning is that “gender strategies
that benefit men are disrupted by asyn-
chronous communication,”® when the
turn-taking in the back-and-forth of
email messages mitigatesinterruptions
and mis-attributions of ideas. Virtua
work createsatrail of who made what
contributions. Anyone who posts a
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message can get a place in the con-
versation without having to master one
dominant style of assertiveness. Inad-
dition, the Internet has introduced the
ideal of the “faceless’ contributor, no
longer dismissed because of biases
triggered by gender, racial, or other
identities that are readily apparent in
person. As one researcher noted, “A
recent television advertisement for
MCI herads the new utopia of the
Internet. ‘There isno age,” the ad as-
serts, in a child's voice; ‘there is no
race’ (spoken by an adult with Asian
features); ‘there are no genders' (spo-
ken by a woman); ‘there are no infir-
mities’ (signed in American Sign Lan-
guage): ‘there are only minds.’””

Probing alevel deeper, some feminist
scholars® say that one beauty of the
Internet is not the facelessness of the
contributors but precisely the opposite:
people can find some time and safety
to ask questions and get to know one
another’s particulars, bresking down
identity barriers by increasing encoun-
ters across differences. Gender and
other identities are more than physical
features ascertained in face-to-face
encounters; they are identities that
carry cultural experiences and per-
spectives and these can, and inevita
bly will, come across in online com-
munication style and content. More-
over, inapeculiar way, the distance of
online communication might facilitate
more intimate exchange that dimin-
ishes prejudices. In either case,
whether the Internet is faceless or
brings new faces more clearly into
view, aperson’ sgender and other iden-
tities should not be obstacles to inclu-
sion and respect when work is done
virtually, according to thisvision. The
result should be that more voices are
heard and the quality of work is
thereby improved.

Possibility 2: Gender equity is com-
promised. A competing account holds
that virtual work will exacerbate gen-

der and other biases. Women have
just begun to master the rules of the
gamefor participating effectively inthe
workplace, and now the rules are be-
ing rewritten. Some worry that subtle
assumptions about gendered commu-
nication will creep back into this me-
dium over time, or dready have. An
articlein the New York Times, entitled
“He-Mails, She-Mails; Where Sender
Meets Gender,”® laid out some of the
stereotypicd differences. For example,
women are thought to send longer,
more rambling, and personal emails
while men are more terse and to the
point. Already, such framing of the
differences suggests that women's
styleis less valued than men’s for do-
ing business. The concern is that, be-
cause of their style, women may/get
less positive response-to their elec-
tronic contributions, thereby simply
replicating the traditional problems of
vigibility and recognition in anew me-
dium. In addition, some rules of po-
liteness governing face-to-face com-
munication are abridged, alowing more
“flaming,” sarcasm, or smpledeletion
of messages altogether — practices
that could deter women (and men) not
comfortable with this style from par-
ticipating fully and worsen prospects
for gender equity.?

Survey findings and implications.
About two-thirds of the women sur-
veyed are experiencing the first possi-
bility: they receive greater visibility and
recognition when doing virtua work.
Specifically, when using online com-
munication:

*  66% said their colleagues are
more responsive;

* 65%saidtherideasaremorelikely
to be heard;

* 60%saiditiseasier to get amean-
ingful placein workplace discussions;

e and 52% said their work is more
likely to be appreciated.

Overall, 58% said that their gender
matters less when they use email or
onlinecollaboration tools, compared to
working intraditional face-to-face set-
tings. These perceptions should inter-
est managers who want to maximize
the contributions and realize the tal-
ents of every employee.

Productivity and Creativity

Does working virtually enhance pro-
ductivity and creativity? In many or-
ganizations, one can hear ambivalence:
email savestime by making it easy to
stay in touch and enhances learning
by alowing more people to exchange
information quickly, but it also gobbles
up time and diverts attention from
other projects as employees handle a
large daily volume of email. Interest-
ingly, some of the factors that may in-
fluence the effectiveness of virtual
work are also those that affect gender
equity.

Possibility 1: Gender equity is en-
hanced. Enthusiastic accounts of vir-
tual work assert that it both mitigates
factors that impede productivity and
reinforces factors that enhance cre-
aivity. Productivity can be impeded
by pressure to put in “face time” at
the office and by frequent interrup-
tions. Virtual work gives all employ-
ees more control over when and how
they work, enabling greater focus.
Contributions are documented in
shared online workspaces and the
emphasis is on results.  Spontaneous
“dropping by” that interrupted concen-
tration is replaced by sending email,
even to co-workers two doors down.
Managing face time and interruptions
are particular burdensfor women with
commitments outside of work,'* so
lessening these demands could en-
hance productivity inaway that isim-
mediately and obvioudy beneficia to
women and ultimately to al employ-
ees and the organization.
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Interms of creativity, virtual work a-
lows awider range of peopleto bring
their ideas to the table. Greater time
for deliberation and reflection before
sharing an idea online might breed
fresher and sharper ideas, alow a
group to follow more threads, reduce
“group think” and the tendency to leap
to consensus, and thereby enhance
creativity. These same factors may
ease contributionsfrom adiverse group
of employees. Women and men who
are uncomfortable breaking into fast-
paced or aggressive discussions need
no longer strain to find an opening for
sharing their input.

Possibility 2: Gender equity is com-
promised. Less sanguine predictions
about virtual work raise concerns for
productivity and creativity and also
suggest that the costs in these areas
may be borne by women.

In some research, women have been
found to refer to the content of oth-
ers previous email messages more
extensively and to answer questions
more exhaustively.’?/ While these
practices could benefit thework group,
they might re-enact, in anew medium,
women doing undervalued and time-
consuming rel ationship-building work
that can hamper their sense of being
productive, evenif it addsvaue. Time-
consuming emails might distract from
other more central, rewarding, and
creative tasks.

Survey findings and implications.
A striking 84% of the women sur-
veyed agreed that they are more pro-
ductive using email and online collabo-
ration tools, and 75% say they can do
more work in lesstime. And are they
doing creative work? Here, the sur-
vey responses diverge: 40% say they
havelesstimefor creativework, while
37% thought time for creative work
was not lessened; 64% say they are
more creative when using email and
online collaboration toals, but 24% say
they are not. Virtual work as prac-

ticed thus far may provide the tools
for creativity but may put strains on
thetimefor creativity. Thisdistinction
is essential, as indicated by other re-
search done at the Center for Gender
in Organizations.'®* This research
showed that it is time that makes the
difference in creative work: time for
contemplation and focused thinking,
time without interruptions and unex-
pected demands. Furthermore, achiev-
ing these conditions of work not only
enhances innovation in organizations,
it helps promote work and life integra-
tion.

Work and Life Integration

Many advertisementsfor high technol-
ogy products show workersin slippers
at home checking their email while
feeding the baby. But hasinformation
technol ogy eased the balancing of work
and family commitments?

Possibility 1: Gender equity is en-
hanced. Decoupling work from the
rigid constraints of time and place may
give employees — both women and
men — greater flexibility in creating-a
life that integrates work, family, and
civic commitments.}* This perspec-
tive envisions more employees
telecommuting at least part of thetime,
as 43% of the women in our survey
do. They may use virtual work to co-
ordinate with others who also
telecommute, creating a network of
people with varied life commitments
who are better enabled to stay in touch.
In addition, the flexibility afforded by
new technologies may reduce stress
by allowing more seamless movement
between work and home and generat-
ing greater feelings of being in con-
trol.

Possibility 2: Gender equity is com-
promised. An aternative view holds
that the blurring of the boundaries be-
tween work and home may create
greater stress. The employee who re-
turns phone calls before breakfast, af-

ter dinner, and during commutes might
be managing her workload while
spending timewith her family. Butthis
balancing act may come at a cost:
when work can be done any time and
anywhere, it can invade all aspects of
life. Many people are on the fence
about this issue. They say in one
breath that onlinework reduces stress:
at least they can look at that report at
midnight after the kids are adeep. But
in the next breath they say that it in-
creases stress, because of heightened
expectations: they would rather not
have to look at the report at midnight,
but if colleagues know that they can,
they will be held accountable the next
morning.

Survey findings and implications.
The survey found that 68% of the
women agreed that working virtually
enables them to manage the bound-
aries between work and persond life.
At the same time, 58% say that using
email or online collaboration tools re-
quiresthem to spend moretimeat their
desk.

Toget at the complexity of feglingson
thisissue, we used two separate ques-
tions, one about whether virtual work
makes life more stressful, and another
about whether it makeslifeless stress-
ful. By separating the two questions,
we allowed respondents to express
diverging or ambivalent perceptions.
The results were that 61% feel that
working virtually makeslifelessstress-
ful, and 47% feel that it makes life
more stressful (including some who
responded that it makeslifeless stress-
ful). The 61% figure points toward a
general feeling that virtual work makes
life less stressful, but the overlap of
responses shows that the jury is still
out about the ultimate effects.

An implication for work groups that
rely on virtual work is that members
will have different feelings about the
usefulness of these tools and about the
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costs and benefits of greater reliance
on email and online collaboration tools.
Sensitivity to diversity and inclusive-
ness may require not only norms gov-
erning how people participate in any
one medium but norms that alow em-
ployees to choose among different
media and ways of participating, to
minimize stress and enhance work and
life.

Shaping Work Practices and Gen-
der Equity

The challenge till remains: how can
managers and empl oyees create work-
place practices and normsthat usevir-
tual work to enhance how the work
getsdoneand whoisincluded, inspired,
and enabled by this way of working?
We have focused on the impact of vir-
tual work on gender equity, but this
exploration suggests that gender eg-
uity — and the kinds of steps taken to
achieve it — will in turn incresse the
effectiveness of virtual work. The
canon of the Independent Committee
onWomen and Globa Knowledge pro-
clams that, “Gender equity must be
embraced in all facets of engineering,
design, development and delivery if the
new information technologiesareto be
fully effective.”*> A hallmark of the
CGO approach to understanding gen-
der issues in the workplace is to look
at how the work itself gets done (in
contrast to looking at gender-specific
policiesand benefits) and how changes
in work practices can influence, and
be influenced by, gender equity. Inclu-
sive communication norms, managing
information overload, and respecting
the need to be “offling’” sometimes to
recharge are some examples of prac-

tices that will enhance gender equity
and inspire excellence in virtual work.

Prepared by Maureen Scully, Pro-
fessor of Management at the Cen-
ter for Gender in Organizations at
Simmons School of Management,
with Natalie Matus, Development
Associate at Simmons School of
Management and Deborah Merrill-
Sands, Associate Dean of Smmons
School of Management.
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