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Technology-mediated Communication in the Workplace

Marko Siitonen and Annaleena Aira

Abstract

Technology-mediated communication has become an integral part of work and the
workplace. Since the early days of digital communication technology, views of both the
affordances and uses of communication technology have become more varied and complex.
Understanding the reality of communication technology at work means taking into account its
ubiquitous and ever-changing nature as well as the interpersonal relationships and social
networks in which it is used. This chapter explores the ways in which communication
technology relates to building mutual understanding and trust as well as managing networks
and coworker relationships. Knowledge of these key issues is used to present ideas about how
members of the workplace can design and facilitate the use of communication technology at

work.

Introduction

Contemporary workplaces are completely dependent on communication technology in their
day-to-day operations. For example, the geographical distribution of the workforce, mobile
work, interorganizational collaboration, and global market operations all rely on available
technological solutions. Similarly, many current organizational structures, professions, and
types of work could not exist without the technological affordances available, that is, the
multiple possibilities of communicating offered by the technological environment (Gibson
2015 [1986]). Technology-aided collaboration has changed work-related processes, too. For
example, communication technology offers workers novel ways of participating in joint
efforts. Technological tools, such as project management software and version control

software, affect the visibility of tasks and contributions, which in turn can be used as a way



for participants to communicate their viewpoints, level of activity, and commitment to the
joint effort.

In the workplace, navigating the landscape of technology-mediated communication
entails a continuous need to learn and adapt. Old solutions, such as telephones and email, are
now combined with new tools and their applications, forming a complex reality that requires
human understanding. The aim of this chapter is to explore the field of technology-mediated
communication at work with an emphasis on social interaction and interpersonal
relationships, which are at the heart of all forms of collaboration. Knowledge of the dynamics
of technology-mediated social interaction, and how it has developed into its current state,
makes it possible to see beyond individual technical solutions and appreciate the emergent
ways in which people intertwine communication technology with their work. Such an
understanding is especially useful in expert and knowledge work that makes extensive use of
communication technology. Ultimately, it enables planning for change and decision-making
that best supports the organization and its employees’ needs.

Technology-Mediated Communication at Work: From Simple to Complex Views

To understand the role communication technology plays in the contemporary workplace, it is
useful to look back at the trajectory of how it became an essential feature of work in the first
place and how people’s orientation toward such technology changed as it became more
commonplace.

Overall, the discussion surrounding technology-mediated communication has
undergone a movement from simple to complex viewpoints. Similarly, the focus of this
discussion, which was previously the effect of single tools or channels of communication, is
now the interplay of human actors in a technology-rich communication landscape.
Viewpoints prevalent in the 1970s, the 1980s, and the early 1990s often emphasized the
effect of what was then labeled new technology: email, bulletin boards, group support
systems, and the like. A distinction between “rich” and “lean” technology was based on
comparisons between the qualities of such technology and face-to-face communication, and
many expressed concerns about the missing dynamics of nonverbal communication (Culnan
& Markus 1987). Discussions of social presence (Short, Williams, & Christie 1976) and
media richness (Daft & Lengel 1984; 1986) typified this line of thinking. Put simply,
technology-mediated communication was seen as inferior to the gold standard of face-to-face
communication and therefore less suitable for complex relational communication. At the

same time, however, the adoption rates of information and communication technology



demonstrated that there was a clear demand for novel ways of supporting collaboration in
working life.

The simplistic views related to the first wave of digital communication technology
were challenged, but not entirely replaced, by a stream of new viewpoints in the 1990s and
early 2000s. By this time, internet use had become widespread, and it was possible to learn
from everyday uses of communication technology instead of relying on artificial test sessions
or speculating on long-term effects. Ideas such as the social information processing model
(Walther 1992) proposed that given sufficient time, people can learn about and adapt to the
limitations of a channel of communication. At times, people used communication technology
in ways that transcended the processes and dynamics of face-to-face communication. For
example, forming impressions of others and building a sense of relational intimacy could
sometimes be faster and stronger than in face-to-face contexts — “hyperpersonal” instead of
interpersonal (Walther 1996). Moreover, people even embraced the lack of nonverbal social
cues and saw focusing on verbal cues as an affordance that enabled them to concentrate on
decision-making or idea creation instead of relational concerns (Jonassen & Kwon 2001).

Finally, and most importantly, it was maintained that to understand technology-
mediated communication, one had to understand the lived reality of the people using it.
Instead of emphasizing a distinction between face-to-face and online interpersonal
relationships, for example, a more fruitful approach was to see the physical and technology-
related dimensions of social interaction as interconnected parts of everyday communication
(Wellman & Haythornthwaite 2002). Put another way, if one wants to understand
technology-mediated communication in the workplace, one should observe people’s offline
and nontechnological communication as well. Just because a technological tool or application
works in one setting or for some people, it will not automatically be embraced by others in
dissimilar situations. For example, there may be a team that excels in knowledge sharing and
time management, and it may seem that their success is linked to the technological tools they
use. However, a closer inspection may reveal that their success has a great deal to do with the
way they organize their meetings and discuss their work with each other. Therefore,
marketing the same technological tools as a solution for another team may not produce the
same results if the communicative aspects of their work are not taken into account and
facilitated at the same time.

In contemporary workplaces, technology-mediated communication is embedded in a
complex communication landscape that poses increasing demands for workers (Ha&mal&inen,

Lanz, & Koskinen 2018). Becoming aware of, and learning to adapt to, available affordances



are essential to enabling people to build and maintain interpersonal relationships and
networks despite the barriers of place, time, or organizational boundaries. In knowledge
work, teaming platforms, phone calls, face-to-face meetings, social media, and email
correspondence, to give just a few examples, come together in an amalgam of affordances — a

landscape of possibilities for addressing work-related needs.

The Ubiquitous and Ever-Changing Communication Technology

In the 2010s, technology-mediated communication in working life has exhibited two partly
parallel trends. The first of these is the realization that communication technology is
ubiquitous. The second trend is continuous change and unpredictability, and it stems from the
fact that technological solutions and tools continue to contribute to the communication
landscape in new and surprising ways.

The ubiquity of communication technology means that in order to understand the
reality of work in the 2020s, one also has to understand the nature and affordances of
communication technology used in the context of work. Whether one is looking at human
resource practices, leadership, the creation of an organizational culture, or knowledge
management, technological tools have become a pervasive element of the pattern of work.
For example, understanding the paradoxical relationships between employee engagement and
burnout was a relevant issue in working life even before the advent of digital communication
technology. However, if one wants to understand or manage employee engagement and
burnout in today’s workplace, one has to take into account the use of communication
technology on many levels (Ter Hoeven, van Zoonen, & Fonner 2014).

The ubiquitous influence and importance of communication technology are evident in
the way traditional concepts have been retrofitted with prefixes such as “virtual” or “e-" to
denote the difference in contemporary ways of working. These include concepts such as e-
leadership (for a review, see, e.g., Dasgupta 2011) and virtual teams (for a review, see, e.g.,
Gilson, Maynard, Young, Vartiainen, & Hakonen 2015). The affordances of new technology
have brought about a major shift with respect to traditionally important issues, such as how
leaders and followers relate to one another (Avolio & Kahai 2003). For example, social
media links between employees and their supervisors have the potential to challenge
traditional hierarchies while at the same time creating new ones between those who use the
services and those who do not.

The second trend deals with the ever-changing technological landscape and the
unpredictability it introduces. For example, the proliferation of social media has opened up



new ways of understanding phenomena, such as impression management, identity, privacy,
and the dynamics of social networks in general (Boyd & Ellison 2008). All of these are
evident in human communication in general, and they are therefore relevant for workplace
communication as well. Hobbies and other activities that once were completely private have
become publicly visible via social media, causing challenges for professional impression
management. The so-called long tail of online identity — the way our past activities are visible
for years afterwards, and impact how we are seen today — has become relevant for us in
unforeseen ways, not only as citizens but perhaps especially as professionals. In the era of
shared calendars, instant messaging software, enterprise social networking, and workplace
surveillance technology, workers’ needs of privacy management and the way privacy
management is performed differ from the earlier state of affairs, in which such technology
was not available (Chang, Liu, & Lin 2015; Chory, Vela, & Avtgis 2016).

What makes the topic of the ever-changing technological landscape challenging is the
sheer speed and breadth of technological development. Basic questions related to
communication have to be revisited repeatedly by those interested in developing workplace
communication. There is little possibility of offering simple lists of dos and don’ts that would
guide users across contexts. This includes both emerging technology and the novel ways in
which people learn to use the affordances of existing tools and channels of communication.
This kind of challenge has been addressed by the line of studies on technology overload at
work. This issue can be understood only in the historical context of ubiquitous information
technology and the demands it places on individual workers and organizations (Karr-
Wisniewski & Lu 2010), and it certainly could not have been fully anticipated by the early
developers of communication technology.

Similarly, the issue of resisting technological adoption at work has emerged as
organizations implement new communication technology into their daily operations.
Applying communication technology to day-to-day work has illustrated that several
pressures, stemming from both within and outside the organization, impact the way
employees choose to adopt or resist technology (Choudrie & Zamani 2016). It may be, for
example, that users develop workarounds, such as using an existing social media platform to
conduct work-related meetings instead of the specially ordered corporate version. In some
cases, these workarounds may end up being more efficient than using the officially
sanctioned platforms, because an existing communication technology is sometimes already
used to fulfill a function similar to the one proposed for a new tool. It is therefore important

to discuss the existing uses of communication technology in the workplace and to evaluate



the practices that have been adopted in interpersonal and team communication before

attempting to introduce new tools and solutions.

Working Together Online

Successful collaboration at work requires more than choosing the right tool for the task. In
addition to the technological dimension, understanding the core dynamics of interpersonal
and team communication is required. Successful online collaboration at work requires
knowledge of a variety of communication-related phenomena. These include reaching a
mutual understanding of the content and process of collaboration (Cheng, Yin, Azadegan, &
Kolfschoten 2016), building trust between collaborators (Choi & Cho 2019), managing
complex networks with a large number of interpersonal relationships (Planko, Chappin,
Cramer, & Hekkert 2017), and maintaining different kinds of interpersonal relationships (Ou
& Davison 2016).

Reaching a Shared Understanding of Work Goals and Tasks

To be able to collaborate successfully, collaboration partners need to create a shared
understanding of what they are doing together (de Vries, van Bommel, & Peters 2018). In
online collaboration, a shared understanding is needed to determine what kind of work and
communication processes are part of a project, what should be prioritized, what kind of work
distribution is needed, and through what kind of communication processes should the project
be managed. A shared understanding increases task orientation in technology-mediated
communication. Conversely, the lack of a shared understanding results in a focus on
expressing differing opinions and resolving misunderstandings instead of an emphasis on the
goals and tasks of collaboration (Hart & McLeod 2003). This means that when the focus of
technology-mediated communication is resolving misunderstandings and expressing
opinions, it is advisable to address such misunderstandings as soon as possible and prioritize
communication that aims at building a shared understanding.

Shared understanding — or shared mental models of the work tasks — is connected to
knowledge management (Hsu, Chang, Klein, & Jiang 2009). Sharing knowledge in
technology-mediated teams, for example, increases the sense of belonging and cohesion and
improves the building of interpersonal relationships with other team members (Baehr &
Alex-Brown 2010). Adequate knowledge sharing between members of the workplace is
essential to achieving success and reaching goals at work. Knowledge sharing is one of the
crucial factors in creating and maintaining fruitful interpersonal relationships (Sias 2009);



thus, interpersonal relationships play an important role in building a shared understanding in
online collaboration as well.

In practice, it is not always easy to know what kind of knowledge needs to be shared.
For example, members of a new work team need to draw conclusions about what the other
members already know and therefore what they still need to learn. Every team member
should consider what kind of knowledge they need and should share. Knowledge sharing can
be facilitated by certain team members or by the team leader. Working in technology-
mediated settings may increase the complexity of these types of negotiations by increasing
the gap in individual perceptions of what is shared in the first place (Leinonen & Bluemink
2008). The more channels and tools are available, the more likely it will be that information
gets lost or does not reach all team members. On the other hand, many technological
solutions make the sharing of knowledge easier and more visible. It is therefore important in
such cases to devote sufficient time and effort to sharing information instead of assuming that

team members are similar in terms of what they know and their ways of working.

Building Trust in Online Collaboration

The building and maintenance of trust are crucial for collaboration, because without trust,
collaboration is fragile and partners may avoid communication and work alone (Ou &
Davison 2016). Avoiding communication can be easier in technology-mediated environments
than in face-to-face encounters. Trust involves accepting the vulnerability that accompanies
dependency (the other’s acts have an effect on me) and relying on the other not to take
advantage of that vulnerability (Lewicki & Bunker 1996). Trust greatly affects the
information sharing that is vital for collaboration (Cheng et al. 2016). In collaboration
between organizations, trust can be understood as an organization’s decision to rely on
another organization (Zhong, Su, Peng, & Yang 2017). At the interpersonal level, trust is
built and maintained in interpersonal relationships between collaborators.

Trust develops in the process of maintaining interpersonal relationships (Lewicki &
Bunker 1996). Often, trust building is not a conscious process. People learn how to build and
maintain trust as they learn how to communicate and collaborate with other people. In a given
relationship, it may be difficult to identify the kinds of acts that have resulted in the
development of trust. Trust always includes a risk that the other’s acts will not be
trustworthy; otherwise, trust would not be needed (ibid., 116). Trust is particularly relevant
when collaboration includes a high degree of uncertainty and conflicts of interest (de Vries
et al. 2018).



Trust is an important part of technology-mediated collaboration. Typically, people
tend to favor face-to-face situations when building trust, at least when they are asked about it
(de Vries et al. 2018; Ou & Davison 2016; Planko et al. 2017). However, trust can also be
built and maintained via technology-mediated communication through regular and
meaningful interaction (de Vries et al. 2018). Technology-mediated communication does not
always make trust building more difficult than it is in face-to-face situations. In online
collaboration, the goals of collaboration are often in the interests of all parties, which
facilitates the building of trust (ibid.).

It is typical of technology-mediated communication that in the early stages of online
collaboration, trust may arise even more quickly than expected. This phenomenon is called
swift trust (Meyerson, Weick, & Kramer 1996). Swift trust occurs quickly, because it is
directed toward a wider entity — a group of which the new individual collaborator is a part.
When collaborators who usually work in different organizations and who are unacquainted
with one another come together in a new team, swift trust may be based on previous
experiences of cooperation between the organizations themselves. When collaborators work
in the same workplace, swift trust is created on the basis of the professional group the partner
represents. Swift trust is useful for collaboration, because people always need a sufficient
level of trust to be able to work together. Later, collaborators gain experience-based
knowledge of each other, which leads to the replacement of swift trust with interpersonal
trust or, in unfortunate cases, its erosion.

In online collaboration, the building of trust can be consciously fostered in several
ways. Transparency helps in building trust (de Vries et al. 2018). Trust can be fostered by
using tools that allow the recording or archiving of communication. This has been referred to
as the affordance of persistence (Evans, Pearce, Vitak, & Treem 2017). For example,
technology may allow an individual to review a new collaboration partner’s past work or to
evaluate their communication behavior in enterprise social networking. This helps people
evaluate the trustworthiness of others before any interpersonal contact takes place, and in
online collaboration, the reputations of others and positive evaluations of their ability and
integrity foster trust (Choi & Cho 2019; de Vries et al. 2018). Moreover, the ability to
instantly connect with others and to ask for or share information supports the development of
mutual understanding (Ou & Davison 2016). A clear structure and appropriate practices for
online collaboration, as well as a strong emphasis on shared goals and project-related content,
may also help collaborators build trust (Choi & Cho 2019; de Vries et al. 2018).



Managing Networks

In working life, interpersonal relationships form multilevel social networks, often across
organizational boundaries. Such networks cannot exist without the help of communication
technology, and the forms of communication technology should be chosen on the basis of the
breadth and scope of the networks. The characteristics of communication technology can
facilitate or enable the permeability of the boundaries of groups, teams, and organizations
(Borgatti & Halgin 2011; Monge & Contractor 2003).

Focusing on interorganizational networks provides an opportunity to understand many
of the key characteristics of technology-mediated communication. Networking has become a
common way of organizing work and of solving global, complex problems (de Vries et al.
2018). Multi-professional networks cross organizational boundaries, and they can be formal
and structured as well as informal and flexible. Technology-mediated interaction reinforces
the possibilities of collaboration, actors’ mutual relationships, wider involvement, and the
self-organization of communities (Lin 2018).

Well-functioning practices in technology-mediated communication are developed
over time, and they have an enormous effect on the functionality of a network. How practices
came to be and how they could be changed or challenged are often analyzed from a
structuration perspective (Giddens 1984; Poole & McPhee 2005). Simply put, our social
reality is constructed on the basis of the connections between individuals’ actions and social
structures, each affecting the other in a continuous process. The process of structuration
happens automatically, that is, it cannot be stopped or prevented. Once social structures are in
place, they easily become normalized, and we have to become aware of their existence before
we can change them. For example, such structures include routines in meetings and in
collaborative planning, shared rituals, combined tasks, and continuing open discussion (Scott
2013).

A communication perspective on networked collaboration stresses the importance of
discourse (communication), dialogue, and coorientation (Koschmann 2016). It is through
active communication that the entire process of the network is constituted. Various actors
representing different orientations and interests take part in the network and engage in
discussions concerning the issues that need to be addressed at any given time. Ideally, this
constitutive communication is dialogical in nature, which means that the interaction between
network members is reciprocal and symmetric. Lastly, as stated by Koschmann (ibid.),
coorientation means the process in which participants relate their actions to conform to joint
goals. A communicative, dialogical, and cooriented process of establishing a well-functioning



technology-mediated network calls for devoted leadership, attentive membership, and
informed decisions regarding the objectives of the joint work.

Networked collaboration is not automatically successful. Overemphasizing the
structural elements of the network, contrasting individual identities instead of developing a
shared identity, or lacking the capacity to act and express opinions as a collective may prove
fatal for a collaborative network (ibid.). Thus, in networked collaboration, it is advisable to
use communication technology solutions in a way that encourages all network members to
communicate actively. Technology-mediated communication in a network is ideally a set of
dialogical forms of interaction between network members and a means of coorientation
toward common objectives. The importance of consensus-based decisions and participatory
and equitable decision-making is emphasized in networked collaboration (Zhong et al. 2017).
In interorganizational networks, members have different skills, varying backgrounds with
respect to the previous use of communication technology, and typically, different
expectations regarding technology-mediated communication. This diversity of members
should be taken into account.

Maintaining Different Kinds of Interpersonal Relationships at Work

A fruitful way to foster online collaboration is the maintenance of interpersonal relationships
with other collaborators. Individuals benefit from membership in a collaborative team or
network only if they are able to build trusting interpersonal relationships with others and, at
the same time, notice the web of interpersonal relationships they have with the other
collaborators (Gupta, Ho, Pollack, & Lai 2016).

In many cases, technology-mediated communication has increased the number of
interpersonal relationships at work, because networked collaboration has become a common
way of organizing work. Some of these interpersonal relationships become more important
than others. In online collaboration, shared tasks and projects as well as shared work-related
issues are important for building and maintaining close interpersonal relationships (Sias,
Gallagher, Kopaneva, & Pedersen 2012). These close relationships are more important for
completing one’s work, achieving work goals, and giving and receiving social support than
others. When resources are limited, it may be useful to determine which of the interpersonal
relationships are most important for one’s work and to devote more effort to them. Putting
effort into certain interpersonal relationships at work means maintaining those relationships,
that is, either keeping them alive or developing them toward a desired state with active

communication. Various applications can support the management of one’s coworker



relationships. For example, by means of instant messaging, the members of an interpersonal
relationship can be reached quickly, and it is easy to ask questions and get feedback on
demand (Ou & Davison 2016).

However, interpersonal relationships at work are not without their complexities —
many of which are accentuated by communication technology. Especially in the case of so-
called multiplex workplace friendships, in addition to their beneficial effects, they may have
negative sides (Methot, Lepine, Podsakoff, & Christian 2016). For example, in contemporary
workplaces, technology such as social media may contribute to these complexities by making
the inconsistencies between employees’ personal and professional identities more transparent
or by publicly calling attention to a close relationship between colleagues. This, in turn, may
lead to the perception of unwanted cliques or feelings of favoritism (Pillemer & Rothbard
2018). Put simply, the defining features of friendships may end up being in tension with the
fundamental elements of organizational working life (ibid.). This should not be read as a
discouragement of close interpersonal relationships at work. Rather, it is yet another
affordance of communication technology that one should be aware of in order to make
informed decisions and understand the way people choose to use or not to use technology at

work.

Practical Implications

The first step in improving the way communication technology is used at work is to become
aware of existing practices. What kind of communication processes and structures already
exist or have existed before? What kind of communication technology is used, including the
“shadow ICT,” which is based on people’s personal preferences and the tools they bring with
them from outside the context of work? How is this technology used? What kind of face-to-
face communication exists, and how does it relate to technology-mediated communication?
Who communicates with whom, how often, and how, using the communication technology at
hand? Are certain employees passive, and are the reasons for their withdrawal related to
technology or practices of communication? Do the more passive collaborators have access to
the right tools? How do the members perceive the existing practices of technology-mediated
communication? That is, which ones seem to be serving the purpose of work, which ones are
seen as irritations, and which ones may have been perceived as useful at the beginning of the
collaboration but are no longer seen the same way?

Asking these and similar questions can raise awareness of the status quo, and once
that step is taken, it is then possible to attempt to change existing practices or create new



ones. Because technology-mediated communication practices develop over time, changing
them does not happen overnight, even when trying to replace clearly useless or inappropriate
practices. Rather, structures will “resist” change, especially in cases in which the reason for
the change is not clear to the participants. Collectively analyzing existing practices and needs
in the workplace makes it possible to establish better objectives for the change at the outset.

First, facilitating something as complex as the communication reality of a workplace
requires an analysis of the current situation. This can be done by mapping the available
technology and their affordances and by recognizing the communication practices (structures)
that have been established over time and that enable and limit certain types of communication
behavior. For example, the way communication technology is used outside work may frame
the way it is perceived and used at work. If the employees of an organization are used to
sharing news or other content on social media in their private life, their habitual patterns of
sharing are certain to influence the way they evaluate and use social media in the work
setting. In order to uncover existing patterns of communication as well as the values and
expectations connected to them, workplace communication should be analyzed on a
fundamental level. How are new ideas created and problems solved, and how is knowledge
shared? How do workplace members use the available communication infrastructure to
provide feedback or social support? Only an understanding of the way technology-mediated
communication processes take place, and of the path that led to the current situation, can
point toward a concrete plan of action.

Second, communication is central to working together. Thus, it should be viewed as a
core function that requires sufficient resources — especially time and prioritizing. Moreover,
communication technology is not a neutral tool that can simply be tacked on to the workplace
without a potentially major impact on the way the members perceive themselves, relate to
one another, and do their work. This constitutive power of communication (and
communication technology) highlights the importance of small, everyday actions in building
both the larger social structure and the interpersonal relationships that are at its core.

Third, networks are realized in communication, and effective communication requires
effort. An interorganizational professional network will remain an imagined structure until it
IS put into action through communication by the members. Participating actively in
communication may require extra effort in the context of technology-mediated
communication. For example, the contribution of a network member is not necessarily visible
to others. The active sharing of activities helps other network members appreciate the work
that has been done. This sharing also communicates a commitment to the workplace and to



the goals of the collaboration. On the other hand, some contemporary communication tools
are designed to support this process by leaving automatic trails or highlighting the
contribution of each participant without extra effort on their part.

What to Consider in the Workplace

» When possible, one should choose communication technology that is easy to use or
already familiar to the users.

It is worthwhile carefully analyzing the technology-related communication practices of the
team or network, such as how feedback is provided or how tasks are being negotiated.

» Collaborators should be encouraged to share their expectations and previous experiences
of collaborating via technology-mediated communication.

» Awareness of the affordances of communication technology and the way it is being used
outside the context of work facilitates the selection of the right solution for the task at
hand.

» The importance of active communication for the collaboration should be verbalized.

» Leaders and managers should be aware of the importance of active and supportive
communication.

» The affordances of the communication technology at hand should be utilized in making
work and work processes visible to all members of the workplace.

* The benefits of building and maintaining interpersonal relationships should be recognized
even when work processes can potentially operate without them (i.e., when such process
are enabled by swift trust).

* One should devote sufficient time and resources to bring the changes to completion, when
introducing a new communication technology to the workplace,
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