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A cont�nu�ng debate w�th�n Human-Computer Interact�on (HCI) research �s how to 
eluc�date, �mprove, and opt�m�ze the relat�onsh�p between soc�al context and technology 
use. Soc�al context �s convent�onally understood as �mmed�ate use context wh�le an 
understand�ng �nformed by soc�al sc�ence suggests a w�der scope, �nvolv�ng actors and 
structures.

The focus of th�s thes�s �s the use of a commun�cat�on env�ronment us�ng aud�o and 
v�deo, establ�shed to span and connect three geograph�cally d�stant call-centre workplaces 
�n the Stockholm arch�pelago, Sweden. The research was carr�ed out as �nterm�ttent 
fieldwork, spann�ng unevenly over a per�od of three years. The fieldwork was carr�ed out at 
two s�tes: the prem�ses of the Swed�sh Pol�ce Contact Centre �n the arch�pelago and w�th�n 
the research project Commun�ty at a D�stance. Methods �ncluded part�c�pant observat�on, 
�nterv�ews, and the analys�s of documents, everyday talk, and �mages. 

Th�s thes�s offers a broad analys�s of the soc�o-cultural context of technology use 
�nvest�gat�ng the quest�on how a sense of togetherness �s promoted and negot�ated at the 
Swed�sh Pol�ce Contact Centre and around and across the commun�cat�on env�ronment. 
The technology served as a means of overcom�ng the d�stance between the s�tes and 
mak�ng everyday encounters between the d�spersed staff members poss�ble. The sense 
of togetherness—fellowsh�p and belong�ng, car�ng for each other, foster�ng a sense of 
sol�dar�ty, and ach�ev�ng consensus �n everyday pract�ces—had an �mpact on the uses 
(and non-uses) of the technology. The use of the commun�cat�on env�ronment reflects 
the values and arrangements of the workplace and reproduces �ts convent�ons. The 
d�scuss�on �s explorat�ve, outl�n�ng an analyt�cal approach to the soc�o-cultural context of 
technology use �nformed by �nterpret�ve soc�al sc�ence, and prov�des a part�al analys�s of 
the organ�zat�onal culture of the Contact Centre and �ts technology use. The argument �s 
that analys�s should a�m at explor�ng the relat�onsh�p between �nd�v�dual actors and soc�al 
structures. Rewr�t�ng context allows us to understand the soc�o-cultural embeddedness 
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of technology. Wh�le the analyt�c framework �s not comprehens�ve for the purpose of 
deta�led des�gn �mpl�cat�ons �n HCI research, �t does prov�de a recons�dered term�nology 
that l�nks �nd�v�dual pract�ces to soc�o-cultural context.

KEYWORDS: Call-centre organ�zat�on, ethnography, Human-Computer Interact�on, 
togetherness, soc�o-cultural context
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It is cool to enter into the 08 area. It is its own little world, 
a cool contrast to what is left outside. (Erika, an employee at 

the Swedish Police Contact Centre, September 2002)

The Swed�sh Pol�ce Contact Centre (Polisens kontaktcenter) �s a d�spersed workplace located 
on three �slands �n the Stockholm arch�pelago w�th �ts headquarters on the ma�nland. 
Er�ka and others who work there handle cr�me reports from the publ�c over the telephone. 
Indeed, once the door �s closed to the Contact Centre, you are �n a modern office w�th 
secur�ty doors and w�ndows. Outs�de are the sounds of the w�nd and nature, the horses 
�n the paddock across the road, and a transportat�on moped and b�cycles �n front of the 
bu�ld�ng. Just �ns�de of the ma�n door, there are pa�rs of rubber boots, a s�gn of muddy 
roads after a ra�n. By the door, you can recogn�ze var�ous sounds, the hum of conversat�on 
com�ng from the open-plan office.

That ch�lly September day �n 2002, Er�ka and five of her fellow staff members 
were part�c�pat�ng �n a workshop w�th my research fellow, Charl�e Gullström and me. The 
workshop was an act�v�ty w�th�n the research project Commun�ty at a D�stance. Charl�e 
and I wanted to learn more about the Swed�sh Pol�ce Contact Centre �n order to contr�bute 
to the des�gn of a commun�cat�on env�ronment w�th aud�o and v�deo. We were gathered 
on a sofa and cha�rs around a l�ttle coffee table at the prem�ses of the Contact Centre. 
Apart from the coffee cups and a plate of chocolate, there were draw�ngs on the table. I 
took notes wh�le Charl�e made sketches �n order to d�rect and record the d�scuss�on and 
v�sual�ze the narrat�ve that the employees were tell�ng us. One of the draw�ngs on the table 
outl�ned the prem�ses of the Swed�sh Pol�ce Contact Centre, one �llustrated the �sland we 
were on, and the th�rd draw�ng attempted to show the Stockholm arch�pelago. We were 
explor�ng var�ous concepts, such as commun�cat�on, contact, and belong�ng (samhörighet), 
what these concepts were assoc�ated w�th, and how they become al�ve dur�ng the everyday 
act�v�t�es at the Swed�sh Pol�ce Contact Centre. 

Chapter 1

Introduction
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Er�ka’s two sentences descr�bed the Swed�sh Pol�ce Contact Centre as a spec�al 
workplace, set apart from other workplaces �n the Stockholm arch�pelago. The number 
08 �s the Stockholm area telephone code. It �s often used to make a d�st�nct�on between 
those who l�ve �n the c�ty of Stockholm and others l�v�ng on the outsk�rts or outs�de of 
Stockholm. For some people the area code 0� has a negat�ve connotat�on. However, for 
Er�ka, �t was “cool” to enter �nto the 0� context. She defined the workplace as “�ts own 
l�ttle world,” d�fferent from the arch�pelago where the office was located. The 0� area 
h�ghl�ghts d�fference, but �t also stresses connect�ons. The Stockholm arch�pelago, a rural 
area regardless of �ts prox�m�ty to the cap�tal of Sweden, �s connected to the c�ty through 
th�s workplace as well as by pol�t�cal dec�s�ons and transportat�on systems. Informat�on 
and commun�cat�on technology (ICT) make contact and �nteract�on poss�ble for Er�ka 
and others to work at a d�stance from the c�ty, �n the arch�pelago where they l�ve. In 
add�t�on, because of the organ�zat�onal �nclus�on w�th�n the Stockholm County Pol�ce, 
and through the work tasks w�th the cr�me reports, the outs�de world, the cr�m�nal�ty of 
the 0� area �s brought to th�s workplace �n the arch�pelago. 

Er�ka and the others made me aware of and cur�ous about the “l�ttle world” she 
and her fellow staff members �nhab�t. What �nterests me �s what belongs to th�s “l�ttle 
world” and what �s “left outs�de.” Furthermore, I became �nterested �n the pract�ces and 
structures that l�nk the “l�ttle world” w�th the “outs�de.” I also became �nterested �n how 
the Swed�sh Pol�ce Contact Centre personnel make sense of the rubber boots by the door 
�n the l�ght of the�r ex�st�ng pract�ces as a d�spersed workplace. In short, I became �nterested 
�n the context of th�s workplace, w�th�n wh�ch the research team was go�ng to �ntroduce 
a commun�cat�on env�ronment w�th aud�o and v�deo, because context �nforms the use of 
the technology and g�ves �t strength and mean�ng. 

Th�s �ntroduct�on proceeds w�th a d�scuss�on of the v�ew of the soc�al context 
w�th�n Human-Computer Interact�on (HCI) and short descr�pt�ons of the Swed�sh Pol�ce 
Contact Centre and the research project Commun�ty at a D�stance, the emp�r�cal sett�ng 
of the thes�s. These sect�ons bu�ld up the start�ng po�nts and the bas�c cond�t�ons for the 
research I am present�ng �n the thes�s and descr�bes �ts a�ms and l�m�tat�ons, wh�ch are 
presented later �n th�s chapter. The chapter concludes w�th an outl�ne of the thes�s.

Research on Social Context in HCI

The �nterest �n the soc�al context of HCI and related research areas such as Computer 
Supported Cooperat�ve Work (CSCW) �s not new. These fields have been d�scussed and 
debated for long t�me. There are several reasons for th�s. For example, �t became obv�ous 
that one reason why ICT systems fa�l �s the �nsuffic�ent attent�on pa�d to the soc�al context 
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where the technology �s used, for example, at work (Hughes, K�ng, Rodden and Andersen 
����). Human act�v�t�es �nvolve pract�ces and relat�ons that become mean�ngful and can 
be understood �n a part�cular sett�ng and context, �n a s�tuat�on, and these need to be 
stud�ed and understood (e.g. Ball and Ormerod 2000; Blomberg Burrell and Guest 200�; 
Blomberg, G�acom�, Mosher and Swenton-Wall ����; Dour�sh 200�a; Nard� ���6; Nyce 
and Löwgren ���5; Suchman ����/���0). New techn�cal opportun�t�es w�th fall�ng costs, 
s�zes, and power requ�rements have opened poss�b�l�t�es for ICT packaged �n a var�ety of 
dev�ces. The technology �s used for work�ng from home, but also for le�sure and other 
purposes (Bødker 2006). These changes also emphas�ze the need and �mportance to 
understand and pay attent�on to the not�on of context. 

W�th�n the mult�d�sc�pl�nary research areas of HCI and CSCW, the d�fferent 
d�sc�pl�nes tend to br�ng �n the�r var�ous understand�ngs of what context means. The way 
�n wh�ch the term �s defined reflects d�fferences �n �ntellectual and research parad�gms 
as well as the d�fferent d�sc�pl�nary backgrounds such as computer sc�ence, psychology, 
commun�cat�on stud�es, anthropology, and others that we find �n HCI. Some of the 
start�ng po�nts for approach�ng the not�on of context �nclude also d�fferent research areas, 
focus, and pos�t�ons such as learn�ng (e.g. Cha�kl�n and Lave ����) and context-aware 
comput�ng (e.g. Chalmers 200�; Dey, Abowd and Salber 200�; Dour�sh 200�a, 200�b, 
200�). The development of several methods and techn�ques, such as contextual des�gn 
(W�xon and Holtzblatt ���0), and the use of weak and strong ethnograph�cal methods 
reflect the need for understand�ng the context �n wh�ch users act (e.g. Blomberg et al. 
200�; Nyce and Bader 2002; Preece, Rogers and Sharp 2002; Sp�nuzz� 2000).

It �s d�fficult to prec�sely define the not�on of context. It �s an amb�guous concept 
“that keeps to the per�phery, and sl�ps away when one attempts to define �t” (Dour�sh 
200�: 2�). However, there have been attempts to clar�fy the term �n order to handle the 
var�ous needs �n the HCI research and pract�ce. User’s locat�on, env�ronment, �dent�ty, and 
t�me spec�ficat�ons when the appl�cat�on �s used are aspects found �n the early defin�t�ons 
of context (Dey et al. 200�; for one of the earl�est attempts to define context w�th�n 
HCI see e.g. Sch�l�t and The�mer ����). Defin�t�ons of context can also be found �n 
gu�del�nes and standards. Standard�zat�on ISO ���0�, for example, defines the “context 
of use” as “users, tasks, equ�pment (hardware, software and mater�als), and the phys�cal 
and soc�al env�ronments �n wh�ch a product �s used” (ISO �2��-��:����, defin�t�on �.5). 
The context of use, �t �s suggested, should gu�de early des�gn dec�s�ons as well as prov�de 
bas�s for evaluat�on. The term, context of use, �s �tself one type of defin�t�on that draws 
attent�on to a spec�fic s�tuat�on and c�rcumstances where technology �s or w�ll be used. 
S�m�lar attempts to spec�fy context as a term are, for example, usage context, user context, 
product context, and market context (Moran ����). 
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The not�on of context �n HCI (part�cularly �n context-aware comput�ng) has dual 
or�g�ns (Dour�sh 200�a, 200�). It �s, first, a techn�cal not�on that offers “system developers 
new ways to conceptual�ze human act�on and the relat�onsh�p between that act�on and 
computat�onal systems to support �t” (Dour�sh 200�: 20). Second, many contemporary 
HCI and CSCW approaches also rest �mpl�c�tly or expl�c�tly on d�vergent soc�al sc�ence 
trad�t�ons w�th analyt�c focus on aspects of soc�al sett�ngs. The term context �s used �n the 
terms of soc�al context, where the work task �s performed or the technology used (e.g. Ball 
and Ormerod 2000; Blomberg et al. 200�; Blomberg et al. ����; Hughes et al. ����). 
The soc�ally or�ented perspect�ve focuses on groups of people and the�r �nteract�on and/or 
cooperat�on w�th each other. Var�ous workplace stud�es comb�ne an �nterest �n technology 
use and work pract�ces �n var�ous fields and work sett�ngs cover�ng cooperat�ve work, 
organ�zat�onal roles as well as the uses and consequences of �nformat�on and commun�cat�on 
technology �n the organ�zat�ons. These �nclude, for example, an ethnograph�c study of a�r 
traffic controllers and how the study was used to �nform the technology des�gn (Bentley, 
Hughes, Randall, Rodden, Sawyer, Shap�ro and Sommerv�lle ���2). Workplace stud�es vary 
both �n the length of t�me spent �n the field as well as the character of the workplace. See, for 
example, stud�es �n the London Underground, such as collaborat�ve work �n the Control 
Rooms (Heath and Luff ���2) and the operat�on of a tra�n (Heath, H�ndmarsh and Luff 
����), a study of CSCW �n a small office (Rouncefield, V�ller, Hughes and Rodden ���5), 
and a study of the fash�on �ndustry (Pycock and Bowers ���6). These stud�es draw attent�on 
to the soc�al context of technology use, wh�ch �s also a focus of the present thes�s.

In my op�n�on, one of the most �nfluent�al soc�al analyses of soc�al context �n 
HCI research �s Suchman’s analys�s of soc�al act�on based on ethnomethodology (����), 
an analyt�c approach to soc�al analys�s developed by Garfinkel (��6�/2002). Th�s study 
focuses on the pract�cal, everyday, ord�nary ach�evements and act�ons of members of a 
part�cular soc�ety. Suchman showed that people’s �nteract�on w�th technology (�n her 
study, a photocop�er) d�d not follow a formal model, but rather exh�b�ted a moment-by-
moment, �mprov�sed character. She suggests that “however planned, purposeful act�ons 
are �nev�tably situated actions”; they are “[…] taken �n the context of part�cular, concrete 
c�rcumstances” (Suchman ����: v���, emphas�s �n or�g�n). Suchman’s work was a welcome 
cr�t�que and correct�ve of planned accounts of human soc�al act�on at the t�me. Even today, 
the concern for and �mportance of understand�ng the soc�al context �n system des�gn �s 
often mot�vated by research on “s�tuated act�ons.” Suchman’s work po�nted out and made 
v�s�ble the need to study the soc�al context where the technology �s used. Var�ous stud�es 
of technology use follow up on th�s trad�t�on. However, we should keep �n m�nd that 
Suchman’s deta�led and careful analyt�c project was concentrated on the �mmed�ate context 
of technology use, the s�tuated, moment-by-moment act�ons between the actors, but also 
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between the actors and the technology as well as between the actors and env�ronments of 
the�r act�on. Th�s, I bel�eve has had consequences for how soc�al context �s understood, 
what �s �ncluded, and what �s left out of such a study �n HCI. 

Wh�le hold�ng out the prom�se of methodolog�cal and analyt�cal strength, the 
analys�s of s�tuated act�on, as a general pract�ce, defined what const�tutes acceptable 
research and analys�s of the context of technology use. These stud�es, I bel�eve, represent a 
k�nd of w�n-w�n s�tuat�on for HCI research. They po�nt out the �mportance of s�tuat�on, 
agency, and the actor and br�ng them �nto the analys�s of the soc�al context of technology 
use. They also have helped leg�t�mat�ze methodology at large and as a pract�ce �n HCI. One 
reason for the use of the s�tuated act�on models m�ght be, I suggest, the need to �nvest�gate 
the deta�led accounts of everyday pract�ces for des�gn and development purposes, where 
focus �s, for example, on behav�our, benefits, and evaluat�on of the artefact and �ts use. Th�s 
type of �nqu�ry �s often carr�ed out w�th�n str�ct t�me l�m�ts. The s�tuated act�on models 
do not deny the �mportance of soc�al relat�ons, knowledge, or values of the commun�ty 
or �nd�v�dual. However, analys�s w�th�n HCI often focuses on the ongo�ng act�v�ty, the 
moment-by-moment act�on of each lay actor, and e�ther neglects or underest�mates the 
�nfluence of others who are not present (Chalmers 200�; Nard� ���6). The focus of the 
analys�s �s on the part�cular�t�es of the �mmed�ate s�tuat�on, thus m�ss�ng the b�gger p�cture 
of what �s go�ng on. It �s also argued that these types of stud�es as they have been carr�ed 
out �n HCI deemphas�ze the study of more stable phenomena (Nard� ���6). They tend to 
be “[...] concerned w�th the product�on of soc�ety, […] but much less w�th �ts reproduct�on 
as a ser�es of structures” (Chalmers 200�: 2�0). In conclus�on, the study of moment-by-
moment act�ons of the use of technology g�ves us only a part�al understand�ng of the soc�al 
context. It �s not my �ntent�on to be cr�t�cal here, but rather to po�nt out the trad�t�on 
w�th�n wh�ch we th�nk about the soc�al context w�th�n HCI. Analys�s of the �mmed�ate 
use context and moment-by-moment act�ons can be useful for certa�n purposes. They are 
not, however, useful �n �solat�on.

A cont�nu�ng debate and goal w�th�n HCI �s, �t seems to me, how to broaden 
our analys�s and approaches to the soc�al context so that they a�m for a b�gger p�cture, a 
broader and/or deeper account of technology use. Cha�kl�n and Lave (����) and Dour�sh 
(200�), for example, have acknowledged the role that cultural and h�stor�cal elements play 
�n everyday pract�ce. Dour�sh (200�) rem�nds us that there �s a l�nk between act�on and 
mean�ng, that these together �nform what we mean by context, and that structure, h�story, 
and culture, not just �nd�v�dual act�on, const�tute, �nform, and �nfluence what context 
means for those who both part�c�pate �n and study �t. The bas�s for understand�ng context 
l�es �n l�ved exper�ence. Context �s someth�ng that people do, as an outcome of “embod�ed 
pract�ce” or “embod�ed �nteract�on” (Dour�sh 200�a; 200�). Nyce and Löwgren (���5) 
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d�scuss how fundamental categor�es (such as pract�ce and change) often are taken for 
granted, leav�ng out s�gn�ficant cultural as well as h�stor�cal features. The authors exam�ne 
the concept of part�c�patory des�gn trad�t�on and po�nt out that �t rests on and reflects a 
Nord�c trad�t�on of cooperat�on and collaborat�on at the workplace (about the Nord�c 
trad�t�on see e.g. Bødker, Ehn, Sjögren and Sundblad 2000). Chalmers (200�) also refers 
to the h�stor�cal elements of context. 

Often the start�ng po�nt and �nterest for the soc�al context of technology use �n 
HCI and CSCW �s the part�cular work tasks. Consequently, focus on other aspects of the 
work�ng l�fe may also be seen as a way of extend�ng the approach to the soc�al context. That 
�ncludes the da�ly rout�ne of users’ workday, �ts pract�cal management of organ�zat�onal 
cont�ngenc�es, “the taken-for-granted, shared culture of the work�ng env�ronment, the 
hurly-burly of soc�al relat�ons �n the work place, and the locally spec�fic sk�lls (e.g., 
the ‘know-how’ and ‘know-what’), requ�red to perform any role or task” (Anderson 
����: �5�). Orl�kowsk� and Hofman (����), for example, expla�n how an ex�st�ng 
organ�zat�onal, team-or�ented, cooperat�ve culture allowed the staff to take advantage 
of the novel groupware technology for knowledge shar�ng (Lotus Notes). The benefits 
of the same technology were pred�cted to be much slower �n another organ�zat�on that 
rewarded �nd�v�dual performance. There, knowledge shar�ng v�a technology was seen as a 
threat to status and �nd�v�dual competence. Th�s and other s�m�lar stud�es po�nt towards 
the �mportance of pay�ng attent�on to the organ�zat�onal culture of a workplace. The 
organ�zat�ons’ structure and culture �nfluence how, for example, groupware technology �s 
�mplemented and used (see also Orl�kowsk� ���2). 

Moran and Anderson (���0) developed �nterest �n work�ng l�fe beyond task 
performance by propos�ng a “Workaday World” parad�gm for CSCW des�gn. Th�s 
parad�gm �s based on the �dea of a l�fe-world, wh�ch �ncludes people’s everyday act�v�t�es, 
the�r relat�onsh�ps, knowledge, as well as var�ous resources. The Workaday World parad�gm 
�ncludes technology, soc�al�ty, and work pract�ce, suggest�ng that these aspects are not to 
be separated, but const�tute a d�alect�c, act�ng and �nvolved together �n the shap�ng of 
a work�ng day. It suggests “the r�chness of the sett�ngs �n wh�ch technolog�es l�ve–the 
complex, unpred�ctable, mult�form relat�onsh�ps that hold among the var�ous aspects of 
work�ng l�fe” (op. c�t. ���). The Workaday World suggests that technology �s not central 
w�th�n the work�ng day, but rather put �n “proper perspect�ve” (op. c�t. ���). Mov�ng 
about and, for example, work�ng from home as well as the technology use for other 
reasons apart from work (Bødker 2006) po�nts towards a need to recons�der our theory 
and methodology for analyz�ng the soc�al context of technology use.� 

The present thes�s should be cons�dered as a contr�but�on to the stud�es of 
technology use at workplaces. The thes�s draws from those prev�ous stud�es that emphas�ze 
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a broad soc�al context of technology use. The thes�s offers an analys�s of the soc�o-cultural 
pract�ces that are produced and ma�nta�ned at a part�cular t�me and c�rcumstances �n 
the�r h�stor�cal and temporal context. The soc�al context, I w�ll argue, �s not only about 
the users’ �nteract�on w�th the technology �n s�tu, but also what th�s �nteract�on �s “based” 
on and made poss�ble by: the bel�efs, convent�ons, structures, and norms that const�tute 
�t and v�ce versa. The �mpact of all technology �s embedded �n a spec�fic cultural context, 
w�th econom�c, moral, and pol�t�cal factors (Lund�n and Åkesson ����). These factors 
cannot be separated from the development and use of technology �n certa�n t�mes and 
soc�et�es. The ma�n purpose of th�s thes�s �s to offer an analys�s of and “br�ng al�ve” the 
soc�al context w�th�n wh�ch technology �s used. W�th th�s thes�s, I w�sh to contr�bute to 
the understand�ng of a work�ng day and a workplace as a cultural and soc�al phenomenon, 
as well as to the ongo�ng d�scuss�on of the not�on of soc�al context w�th�n HCI research. 
Compar�ng perspect�ves, contextual�z�ng analys�s, understand�ng of var�ous processes, 
phenomena, and relat�onsh�ps �n the�r temporal, soc�al, and h�stor�cal context are parallel 
gu�d�ng concepts w�th�n anthropolog�cal analys�s. Thus, anthropolog�cal �nqu�ry, soc�o-
cultural, and soc�o-structural analys�s that seeks to understand and expla�n the d�fferent 
soc�al worlds people act and l�ve �n could prov�de access to those d�mens�ons of technology 
use and culture. Th�s �s d�scussed further later �n th�s chapter but also �n Chapter 2. 

Towards the Islands of Togetherness 

The present thes�s �s �ntended to develop the field of research �n the soc�o-cultural context 
of technology use �n workplace organ�zat�ons, part�cularly to approaches on the use of 
med�ated commun�cat�on. Even �f the thes�s takes a somewhat d�fferent start�ng po�nt, �t 
also �s partly about organ�zat�onal culture at the Swed�sh Pol�ce Contact Centre. 

The Swedish Police Contact Centre

Stud�es of organ�zat�onal culture w�th�n the pol�ce author�ty �n Sweden focus on, for 
example, the everyday pract�ce of pol�ce work �n commun�ty pol�c�ng (Ekman ����), the 
occupat�onal culture of patroll�ng pol�ce (Granér 200�), eth�cs �n pol�ce work (Granér 
and Knutsson 2000), planned change such as the commun�ty pol�ce reform (Stenmark 
2005) as well as pol�ce officer occupat�ons (Holgersson 2005). Swed�sh pol�ce culture 
has developed over a long per�od of t�me and �s descr�bed as “strong” due, for example, 
to the homogenous tra�n�ng of pol�ce officers, a strong pol�ce un�on, and employment 
secur�ty. Stenmark (2005) focuses on the organ�zat�onal culture of the Swed�sh pol�ce �n 
�ts ent�rety �nclud�ng the adm�n�strat�ve staff,2 �.e. those who do not have an educat�on 
or employment as pol�ce officers. Nonetheless, relat�vely l�ttle attent�on has yet been pa�d 
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to the adm�n�strat�ve staff w�th�n the pol�ce author�ty (Stenmark 2005). The number 
of employees work�ng as adm�n�strat�ve staff w�th�n the twenty-one pol�ce author�t�es 
�n Sweden was 6.��0, �.e. 26 percent of the total of 2�.�2� employees (Police authority 
2006-06-�0).� They are �n charge of, for example, corporate �ssues, staff development, 
and office serv�ces, for example, legal and financ�al matters. The stud�es ment�oned are 
not �n the field of HCI or related research commun�t�es. However, Holgersson (2005), for 
example, pays attent�on to s�m�lar �nterests �n technology at work resembl�ng that you find 
�n HCI. He explores aspects that �nfluence the work performance of pol�ce officers, such 
as mot�vat�on and profess�onal knowledge, but also the use of ICT �n the work of pol�ce 
officers and how ICT affects that work. 

Th�s thes�s calls attent�on to the nat�onal Swed�sh Pol�ce Contact Centre, and 
the everyday work�ng l�fe of adm�n�strat�ve staff there. The Swed�sh Pol�ce Contact 
Centre �s part of the pol�ce author�ty. Through var�ous work tasks and respons�b�l�t�es, 
the adm�n�strat�ve staff work closely together w�th pol�ce officers. For example, they use 
the same electron�c ma�l appl�cat�on and computer appl�cat�ons �n order to carry out work 
tasks on cr�me reports as well as to plan and adm�n�strate duty schedules. However, the 
Swed�sh Pol�ce Contact Centre organ�zat�on �s also, �n many ways, �nsp�red by call-centre 
organ�zat�ons �n general, wh�ch means that �t �ncludes work elements that have l�ttle �n 
common w�th normal pol�ce work. Therefore, rather than compar�ng work at the Swed�sh 
Pol�ce Contact Centre w�th the pol�ce work or the organ�zat�on of the pol�ce author�ty, 
the thes�s focuses on the Swed�sh Pol�ce Contact Centre �tself, �ts own organ�zat�on and 
personnel w�th�n the pol�ce author�ty. 

The Swed�sh Pol�ce Contact Centre �n Stockholm �s an organ�zat�on, wh�ch started 
�n ����. It �s located on three �slands �n the arch�pelago of Stockholm: Arholma, Sandö, 
and Ornö.� The d�stance between Arholma �n the north and Ornö �n the south �s about ��0 
k�lometres. The management operate at the headquarters on the ma�nland, �n Norrtälje. 
The Swed�sh Pol�ce Contact Centre �s a workplace where the nearly fifty staff members 
belong to one organ�zat�on shar�ng the same pr�mary work task—to handle cr�me reports 
over telephone from the publ�c concern�ng comm�tted cr�mes (except ongo�ng cr�mes). 
The personnel at the Swed�sh Pol�ce Contact Centre are respons�ble for rece�v�ng and 
enter�ng the reports �n a computer�zed cr�me reg�ster, wh�le the pol�ce officers dec�de about 
further �nvest�gat�on. The Swed�sh Pol�ce Contact Centre �s referred to as the Contact 
Centre �n th�s thes�s. The term �nd�cates the organ�zat�on �n Stockholm, the headquarters, 
but part�cularly the three s�tes, even �f a few of the employees operate from other locat�ons 
apart from the three s�tes. The organ�zat�on, �ts locat�on �n the arch�pelago, and the work 
tasks �s d�scussed �n more deta�l later �n the thes�s.



�5

The Project Community at a Distance and Media Space

Th�s thes�s also a�ms to contr�bute to the research on med�ated commun�cat�on. A bas�c 
cond�t�on and frame for my work �s the research project Commun�ty at a D�stance. In th�s 
project, a commun�cat�on env�ronment w�th aud�o and v�deo was establ�shed to span and 
connect three geograph�cally d�stant workplaces at the Contact Centre �n Stockholm. The 
project act�v�t�es prov�ded not only emp�r�cal mater�al for the research, but also funct�oned 
as an �nstrument prov�d�ng access to the workplace, the Contact Centre. 

The first steps towards the research project Commun�ty at a D�stance were taken 
after the management of the Contact Centre expressed concern about the l�m�ted meet�ng 
poss�b�l�t�es for the personnel at the three Contact Centre locat�ons �n the arch�pelago. 
Commun�cat�on between the employees was needed �n order to fac�l�tate co-plann�ng 
and co-organ�zat�on of the work and competences as well as bu�ld�ng up and strengthen 
the sense of commun�ty and belong�ng to what was, at the t�me, a rather new work 
organ�zat�on. However, the face-to-face meet�ngs were cumbersome and took t�me 
because of the long d�stances between the s�tes and the �nconven�ence of transportat�on. 
The geograph�cal d�stance and locat�on �n the Stockholm arch�pelago suggested the 
explorat�on of novel commun�cat�on poss�b�l�t�es. The manager of the Contact Centre 
w�th�n the Stockholm County Pol�ce contacted a research group at the Centre for User 
Or�ented IT Des�gn (CID) at the Royal Inst�tute of Technology (KTH) �n August 200�. 
The Stockholm County pol�ce had learned about research �n med�ated commun�cat�on 
w�th aud�o and v�deo at the KTH. An �ndependent consultant arranged the contact. He 
had prev�ously supported the establ�shment of the Contact Centre and worked on a survey 
about organ�zat�onal matters �n call centres �n Sweden. The Contact Centre was one of the 
organ�zat�ons part�c�pat�ng �n the study. In�t�al negot�at�ons between the three part�es lead 
to a pre-study that was conducted �n November-December 200� w�th focus on whether 
and how to establ�sh channels for �nformal commun�cat�on between the three locat�ons 
(Er�xon, Gullström-Hughes, Lenman, Räsänen, Thuresson, Westerlund and W�berg 200�; 
Lenman, Räsänen and Thuresson 2002). The �nformat�on ga�ned �n the pre-study showed 
that the bas�c cond�t�ons for a research project were �n place: for example, the employees 
�dent�fied poss�ble use s�tuat�ons for the v�deo-med�ated commun�cat�on technology; they 
were w�ll�ng to part�c�pate �n the project; and techn�cal cond�t�ons met the needs. 

The research project Commun�ty at a D�stance started �n September 2002. The 
overall research a�m of the project was to study whether �t �s “poss�ble to create connect�ons 
to d�stant places so they are exper�enced as �mmed�ate and natural extens�ons of the local 
env�ronment, as commun�cat�ve surfaces between co-workers at d�stant places” (Lenman 
et al. 2002: �2�). The quest�on �s �n l�ne w�th work w�th�n the research trad�t�ons of med�a 
spaces. These �nvolve the use of aud�o, v�deo, and computer-network�ng technology to 
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prov�de connect�ons that enable a range of med�ated commun�cat�on serv�ces for people 
�n the�r work and/or to enable them to be together at a d�stance (Bly, Harr�son and Irv�ng 
����; Mackay ����). The research on med�a spaces var�es cons�derably �n scope and 
perspect�ve, the technology used, and �ts placement �n the sett�ng, t�me per�od for the use 
as well as analyt�cal perspect�ves.

A prototype “P�cture Phone” demonstrated by AT&T at the early ��60s may be 
seen as a forerunner to the development of med�a spaces (Mackay ����). P�cture Phone 
allowed callers to v�ew each other on small v�deo mon�tors �n telephone booths. Probably 
the first med�a space was developed �n ���� at Xerox PARC, l�nk�ng a laboratory �n 
Palo Alto, Cal�forn�a w�th a laboratory �n Portland, Oregon (Bellott� and Dour�sh ����; 
Mackay ����). There are var�ous examples of med�a spaces, such as the RAVE system that 
spans across several rooms and prov�ded all rooms w�th an aud�o and v�deo “node” (e.g. 
Bellott� and Dour�sh ����; Gaver, Moran, MacLean, Lövstrand, Dour�sh, Carter and 
Buxton ���2; Mackay ����); and the Cru�ser that was des�gned to engage spontaneous, 
�nformal commun�cat�on (Mackay ����); and the CAVECAT that enabled �nd�v�duals 
and groups to engage �n collaborat�ve work at a d�stance (Mante�, Baecker, Sellen, Buxton, 
M�ll�gan and Wellman ����). 

Med�a space refers to a cont�nually open aud�o- and v�deo connect�on and a 
spec�al way of embedd�ng technology �n the soc�al env�ronment (Lenman et al 2002). 
As med�ated commun�cat�on w�th aud�o and v�deo, both v�deo conferenc�ng and med�a 
space may have same underly�ng technology, but they have d�fferent purposes. Wh�le 
v�deo conferenc�ng tends to be used for short-term, focused act�v�t�es, med�a space tends 
to be used for long-term, less focused act�v�t�es �n order to prov�de and support casual, 
�nformal �nteract�on between work groups and allow per�pheral background awareness 
to remote s�tes and the s�tuat�on of others (e.g. Dour�sh and Bly ���2; Gaver et al ���2) 
as well as to establ�sh and ma�nta�n long-term work�ng relat�onsh�ps and collaborat�on 
between geograph�cally scattered groups of people (e.g. Gaver ���2; Mante� et a. ����). 
Med�a spaces have been placed �n pr�vate offices and common areas as well as �n var�ous 
comb�nat�ons between them. 

Awareness, �n th�s context, �nvolves know�ng who �s around and what act�v�t�es 
are go�ng on �n an everyday work�ng env�ronment. Awareness may lead to spontaneous, 
somewhat �nformal �nteract�ons between the part�c�pants as well as establ�sh and ma�nta�n 
work�ng relat�onsh�ps (Dour�sh and Bly ���2). These are �mportant aspects �n develop�ng 
shared cultures across d�str�buted s�tes. Wh�le glances across a med�a space offer us the 
opportun�ty to ma�nta�n awareness of colleagues and others, they are also connected to 
a complex �ssue of pr�vacy (Gaver et al. ���2). Users need to know who can hear and see 
them and when. The �ntent�on beh�nd the connect�on must be clear, and �t should not be an 
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�ntrus�on on the ongo�ng (work) act�v�t�es. Dour�sh, Adler, Bellott� and Henderson (���6) 
suggest that v�deo-med�ated commun�cat�on should be seen as part of the “real world” 
around wh�ch people organ�ze everyday act�v�t�es. In add�t�on, “[…] med�a spaces should 
be seen as augment�ng, not replac�ng, other form of encounters” (Dour�sh et al. ���6: ��).

The durat�on for the use of the med�a spaces var�es from a few weeks to several 
years (e.g. Dour�sh et al. ���6; Mackay ����; Sellen ����). Analyt�cal perspect�ves on the 
use of med�a spaces also apply a range of methodolog�es, from ethnomethodology and 
conversat�on analys�s (e.g. Heath and Luff ����), to explore the role of v�s�ble conduct 
such as gaze, gestures, and fac�al express�ons �n commun�cat�ng non-verbal �nformat�on 
(e.g. Wh�ttaker and O’Cona�ll ����), to shared exper�ences between the researchers who 
themselves were users of the system (e.g. Dour�sh et al. ���6; Mante� et a. ����). 

The project Commun�ty at a D�stance used �deas and exper�ences espec�ally from 
the “V�deocafé,” a research project at CID, KTH dur�ng ���5-���� (Tollmar, Ch�ncholle, 
Klasson and Stephanson 200�). The bas�c techn�cal pr�nc�ples that were used �n the 
Commun�ty at a D�stance project bu�lt on the �dea of eye-to-eye contact as shown �n 
F�gure � (descr�bed �n Er�xon et al 200�; Gullström-Hughes, Er�xon, Lenman, Räsänen, 
Thuresson, Westerlund and W�berg 200�; Lenman et al 2002; Räsänen, Thuresson and 
W�berg 2005). The Advanced Med�a Technology Laboratory (AMT) at KTH developed the 
technology.5 It �s based on Teleprompter technology (patented �n ���6) used, for example, 
�n news broadcast�ng on telev�s�on.6 The �mage technology �s based on a broadcast qual�ty 
aud�o and v�deo connect�on over the fibre net us�ng DTM technology. In the Commun�ty 
at a D�stance project, each commun�cat�on channel used 2�0Mb�t for the uncompressed 
v�deo s�gnal. There was a very small, bas�cally not not�ceable delay of 2-�ms �n the network. 

Figure 1
An illustration of the basic technical 
principles used for video-mediated 
communication in the Community 

at a Distance project.
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As analogue cameras and d�splays where used, no other delays where �ntroduced. In order 
to ach�eve the sense of eye contact, a m�rror technology called �2� (eye-to-eye) was used 
as shown �n F�gure �. A camera �s h�dden beh�nd a sem� transparent m�rror. At the same 
t�me, you see the rece�ved v�deo �n the m�rror. The m�rrored p�cture offers the part�c�pants 
or�entat�on that tells them what �s to the left and what �s to the r�ght.�

In the Commun�ty at a D�stance project, the research group acknowledged an 
opportun�ty to carry forward the research �n a new doma�n, appl�cat�ons, and use areas. 
An object�ve of the project was to connect the three d�stant places �n the arch�pelago and 
make s�multaneous commun�cat�on and �nteract�on poss�ble for the three part�es us�ng the 
commun�cat�on env�ronment. It was a challenge to br�ng th�s technology to a workplace 
sett�ng outs�de of the research laboratory. The object�ves for the pol�ce author�ty �ncluded 
poss�b�l�t�es to test the technology w�th�n the organ�zat�on pr�mar�ly at the Contact 
Centre, but also to explore other poss�ble use s�tuat�ons w�th�n the pol�ce author�ty at 
large. Another object�ve �n the project was to look �nto the poss�b�l�ty of establ�sh�ng a 
permanent commun�cat�on env�ronment �n the Contact Centre, �f the employees w�shed 
and the resources made �t poss�ble. If not otherw�se �nd�cated �n the thes�s, I use the term 
communication environment only �n reference to th�s part�cular aud�o and v�deo technology 
establ�shed �n the research project Commun�ty at a D�stance. 

The project was coord�nated by CID at KTH, and carr�ed out together w�th AMT 
at KTH, Arbetstagarkonsult AB, and the pol�ce author�ty �n Stockholm County.� The 
project was d�v�ded �nto three phases. The �n�t�al phase start�ng �n September 2002 a�med 
to understand the needs of the personnel and the�r work c�rcumstances. Th�s phase resulted 
�n suggest�ons for funct�onal�ty, appearance, and placement �n the workplace. Dur�ng the 
second project phase, the commun�cat�on env�ronment was �ntroduced and �mplemented at 
the Contact Centre prem�ses at the three locat�ons, on Arholma, Sandhamn and Norrtälje. 
The �n�t�al a�m �n the project was to connect the three s�tes �n the arch�pelago. However, 
the project team d�d not manage to prov�de broadband �nfrastructure to one of the s�tes, 
�n consequence of wh�ch the s�te on Ornö was not connected to the commun�cat�on 
env�ronment. Instead, the commun�cat�on env�ronment was �ntroduced at headquarters 
�n Norrtälje, on the ma�nland. In the th�rd phase, some changes were made, and the use 
of the commun�cat�on env�ronment was stud�ed. The project was fin�shed �n October 
200� and the commun�cat�on env�ronments were removed from the s�tes. Later �n the 
thes�s, I descr�be the Contact Centre employees’ early expectat�ons about v�deo-med�ated 
commun�cat�on (Chapter 6) as well as the form the commun�cat�on env�ronment took at 
the s�tes and �ts use (Chapter �).� 

The Contact Centre was the arena for the commun�cat�on env�ronment. As a PhD 
cand�date at KTH, my start�ng po�nt �n the project was to explore th�s arena, wh�ch �s 
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a phys�cally, econom�cally, pol�t�cally, soc�ally, and culturally organ�zed ent�ty. Everyday 
(work) act�v�t�es take place w�th�n th�s ent�ty, wh�ch �s further qual�fied by t�me and space. 

The Aims of the Thesis

The quest�on stated �n the Commun�ty at a D�stance project about poss�b�l�t�es to create 
connect�ons to d�stant places, ment�oned above, �s not the quest�on I am try�ng to answer 
�n the thes�s. That quest�on suggests that there are more “fundamental,” log�cally pr�or 
quest�ons to be asked. 

In th�s thes�s, I approach foundat�onal anthropolog�cal and soc�al sc�ence �ssues, 
how the soc�al order or soc�al world �s produced and ma�nta�ned at a part�cular t�me and 
�n part�cular c�rcumstances. The exam�nat�on of these �ssues and pract�ces �s a process that 
�nvolves reconstruct�on of the soc�o-cultural context, wh�ch br�ngs �t �nto focus. Thus, the 
overall a�m of th�s thes�s �s to offer an analys�s of the soc�o-cultural context of technology 
use. Soc�al context �s, as we have seen, also a central concept �n HCI, where �t �s �mportant 
to eluc�date the relat�onsh�p between soc�al context and technology use. 

The sense of un�ty, togetherness, and belong�ng �s one of the �ssues that �s 
connected to the product�on and reproduct�on of the soc�al world we are engaged �n. 
There �s someth�ng commonsens�cal and non-controvers�al about a sense of togetherness. 
It �s a descr�pt�ve concept, tell�ng us about our soc�ety. It �s, to some extent, normat�ve, 
s�nce there are s�tuat�ons where we create and uphold a sense of togetherness. For 
�nstance, the staff at the Contact Centre expressed a des�re to strengthen the affin�ty and 
togetherness w�th�n the d�spersed workplace commun�ty. Aud�o- and v�deo-med�ated 
commun�cat�on technology was suggested as a way to support th�s act�v�ty. The sense of 
togetherness �s, �n my op�n�on, const�tut�ve for the soc�o-cultural context. The feel�ng, 
exper�ence, sense of belong�ng and togetherness w�th�n a group, organ�zat�on, or a soc�ety, 
as well as �ts pract�ced and l�ved “real�ty,” produce and reproduce a soc�o-cultural context 
w�th�n a soc�o-cultural context. That �s, the soc�o-cultural context �s not just “out there,” 
and pract�ces for the sense of togetherness do not just take place w�th�n �t. Rather, the 
pract�ces const�tute the soc�o-cultural context. The creat�on and ma�ntenance of the sense 
of togetherness may be seen as such a pract�ce. One could ask what d�fferent�ates the sense 
of togetherness from the soc�o-cultural context. However, I do not attempt to answer th�s 
quest�on �n the thes�s.

We can perhaps agree that the sense of togetherness “ex�sts” as a soc�al fact and 
as a lay defin�t�on. How does the sense of togetherness funct�on �n our soc�ety? In order 
to make �t work, I bel�eve, people must create �t, somewhere and for some purpose. In 
order to keep �t work�ng, �t must be nour�shed across t�me and space. The first quest�on 
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put forward �n th�s thes�s �s of anthropolog�cal concern: How is the sense of togetherness 
established, maintained, manifested, and made accessible? Th�s �s a general quest�on I 
brought w�th me to the field. The quest�on �s asked on a conceptual level �n Chapter 2. 
It �s also addressed on an organ�zat�onal level and appl�ed to the reg�on of the Stockholm 
arch�pelago �n Chapter �. The analys�s a�ms to eluc�date the soc�o-cultural context of, to 
put �n Er�ka’s words, the “0� area” and “what �s left outs�de,” the organ�zat�onal, pol�t�cal, 
and econom�c c�rcumstances �n wh�ch people alternat�vely emphas�ze or deemphas�ze the 
sense of togetherness.

The second quest�on addresses the emp�r�cal sett�ng �n th�s thes�s, the Contact 
Centre, a d�str�buted workplace �n the Stockholm arch�pelago: How is the sense of 
togetherness promoted and managed between the Contact Centre employees (within a site and 
across geographical boundaries) in various situations during their working day? Th�s enqu�ry 
a�ms to eluc�date how the sense of togetherness funct�ons �n the Contact Centre, “�ts own, 
l�ttle world” as Er�ka put �t. Part�cular attent�on �s pa�d to the ways �n wh�ch mean�ngs are 
made publ�c and access�ble between the Contact Centre employees across geograph�cal 
boundar�es and further, how they are l�ved, �.e. �nterpreted, exper�enced and acted on the 
bas�s for the form they take at the workplace (Chapter 5).

The emp�r�cal sett�ng �n th�s thes�s concerns above all the use of the commun�cat�on 
env�ronment establ�shed �n the project Commun�ty at a D�stance at the Contact Centre. 
It �s a concrete s�tuat�on where a certa�n technology was �ntroduced to a workplace w�th�n 
wh�ch the sense of togetherness was �mportant. The s�tuat�on leads us back to the HCI, 
where we ask quest�ons about how technology works �n a certa�n soc�al context, how �t 
could �mprove the s�tuat�on for those who are �nvolved, what the �mpl�cat�ons are for des�gn 
�n order to make the technology work better, to name a few areas of �nterest w�th�n HCI.

The th�rd quest�on put forward �n th�s thes�s concerns the use of the commun�cat�on 
env�ronment at the Contact Centre, and reflects the type of quest�ons we character�st�cally 
find �n HCI concern�ng “evaluat�ve” aspects: How is the sense of togetherness supported and 
affected by the communication environment? V�deo-med�ated commun�cat�on was a novel 
technology that was �ntroduced �nto an env�ronment w�th var�ous other ex�st�ng sem�ot�c 
objects and artefacts such as rubber boots and duty schedules that commun�cate mean�ng 
as well as commun�cat�on dev�ces such as telephones and electron�c ma�l appl�cat�ons. 
It becomes �mportant to �llum�nate the “new” s�tuat�on, w�th�n wh�ch the sense of 
togetherness �s establ�shed and ma�nta�ned (Chapters 6 and �). I w�sh to �nvest�gate what 
the soc�o-cultural context of a workplace does to technology and how the context �nforms 
and helps determ�ne th�s technology and �ts use. 

The sense of togetherness �s the perspect�ve from wh�ch I approach the use of 
the technolog�es �n the thes�s and, finally, address the soc�o-cultural context w�th�n HCI 
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research. As stated above, I am not go�ng to define or settle the �ssue of d�fferent�at�on and 
relat�on between the sense of togetherness and the soc�o-cultural context. In my op�n�on, �t 
�s �mportant to d�scuss how th�s knowledge �nforms and contr�butes to our understand�ng 
of soc�o-cultural context w�th�n HCI research.

Rather than to propose step-by-step gu�del�nes or a new model for the soc�al 
context �n th�s thes�s, I suggest an analyt�cal pos�t�on that �s �n l�ne w�th descr�pt�ve and 
�nterpret�ve soc�al sc�ence trad�t�ons such as anthropology. By analyt�c pos�t�on, I mean 
an approach that �nvest�gates taken-for-granted categor�es by explor�ng how the concepts 
are bu�lt and what the concepts “stand on.” The analyt�cal work presented �n th�s thes�s 
follows descr�pt�ve soc�al sc�ence trad�t�ons that emphas�ze “th�ck” descr�pt�on as part of 
the analyt�cal and �nterpret�ve work as well as a way of present�ng the results. Rather than 
solely prov�d�ng representat�onal descr�pt�ons of how th�ngs “are” �n a certa�n context, th�s 
thes�s �s about how these contexts are made and thought about. The soc�o-cultural context 
�s also produced through the narrat�ve of th�s thes�s. An �mportant part of th�s work �s to 
�llum�nate, I bel�eve, the researcher’s s�tuatedness �n the field (Chapter �). I suggest that the 
analyt�cal frame w�ll enable the HCI commun�ty to “make sense” of the use s�tuat�ons �n a 
broader sense. It �s th�s connect�on between soc�al sc�ence and soc�o-cultural context that 
I want to stress and expand �n th�s thes�s. Br�ng�ng HCI back to analyt�c understand�ngs 
of context m�ght fac�l�tate HCI pract�t�oners �n both deepen�ng and expand�ng our own 
research agendas. Th�s, I bel�eve, could be one �mportant contr�but�on anthropology can 
br�ng to the field of HCI research.

Th�s thes�s has been �nsp�red by anthropolog�cal theor�es on soc�al and cultural 
context (Chapter 2). The thes�s reflects the anthropolog�cal concern w�th people and 
technology as a soc�al phenomenon. Soc�al context �s much stud�ed and theor�zed w�th�n 
soc�al sc�ence trad�t�ons such as anthropology as well as �n mult�d�sc�pl�nary approaches such 
as Sc�ence and Technology Stud�es (STS), wh�ch str�ve to understand the soc�al and cultural 
s�gn�ficance of sc�ent�fic and technolog�cal change, how sc�ence and technology funct�on �n 
d�fferent soc�et�es, and how soc�al forces attempt to shape and control these forces to serve 
d�verse object�ves. Hav�ng sa�d that, th�s �nqu�ry �s both �n l�ne w�th and somewhat outs�de 
of how anthropology has been both thought about and pract�ced w�th�n HCI.

In th�s thes�s, technology �s seen as a “set of soc�al behav�ours and a system of 
mean�ngs” (Pfaffenberger ����: 2��). Technology cons�sts of pract�cal knowledge that 
must be shared �n the same way as any other aspect of an organ�zat�on or a soc�ety. In 
th�s thes�s, technology �s cons�dered to be soc�al, pol�t�cal, and symbol�c, not merely a 
mater�al and/or a techn�cal phenomenon. It �s soc�ally constructed, embedded �n, and part 
of the everyday pract�ces that g�ve �t �ts mean�ng. It has a h�story, a mean�ng, and reflects 
a part�cular set of structures and �nst�tut�onal “arrangements” (Cockburn ����; Mackay 
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���6; Pfaffenberger ����). Th�s �s not to reduce the mater�al�ty of technology. However, 
mater�al�ty per se �s not the �ssue �n th�s thes�s. The soc�al �n th�s thes�s stands for whatever 
�nd�v�duals learn �n soc�al l�fe such as �n the�r �nteract�on w�th each other. The term soc�o-
cultural context, �n the thes�s, �s used as an organ�z�ng concept �n order to explore the l�nks 
between the �nd�v�dual’s pract�ces and exper�ences and soc�al norms, values, and structures 
w�th�n wh�ch they are created and recreated. Th�s concept �s explored �n the next chapter.

An �nvest�gat�on l�ke th�s one opens up var�ous soc�o-cultural perspect�ves at the 
same t�me. However, as �n any soc�al sc�ence analys�s, one must foreground some structures 
and leave others outs�de of the analys�s. For example, the Contact Centre, l�ke any other 
organ�zat�on, �s also part of a system w�th laws and regulat�ons. The pol�ce author�ty �s 
�nvolved �n uphold�ng and follow�ng the cr�m�nal laws of Sweden, but �s also engaged �n 
part�c�pat�on on an �nternat�onal level. There are also other organ�zat�onal and pol�t�cal 
“systems” �n wh�ch the pol�ce author�ty and �ts employees work�ng there are �nvolved. In 
th�s thes�s, some of them are po�nted out �n order to mark the complex�ty and to suggest 
further research. 

The des�gn and development process �tself, �ts approach, and methods, create a 
soc�o-cultural context that has an �mpact on how the technology �s adopted and used. Th�s 
�mpact appl�ed even �n the Commun�ty at a D�stance project. However, th�s thes�s �s not 
about des�gn or the des�gn processes per se. Nor �s �t solely about the technology used �n 
the project. Nevertheless, �n the thes�s, there �s somet�mes a need to refer to the processes 
as well as to the technology. Th�s �s often done �n a rather superfic�al way. There �s a r�sk 
that the reader gets the �mpress�on that the technology, the establ�shed commun�cat�on 
env�ronment just “happened,” wh�ch �t obv�ously d�d not. It was a rather complex 
act�v�ty. For d�scuss�on of the des�gn approach, methods, and the technology used �n the 
Commun�ty at a D�stance project, see Er�xon et al (200�); Gullström-Hughes et al (200�); 
Lenman et al (2002); Räsänen et al (2005). It should be emphas�zed that the thes�s �s not 
a trad�t�onal HCI thes�s answer�ng to concrete des�gn quest�ons. The thes�s does not end 
w�th a l�st of concrete and pract�cal des�gn suggest�ons. After read�ng �t, the reader of the 
thes�s may not know how to (better) des�gn a commun�cat�on env�ronment w�th aud�o 
and v�deo, but she/he may be better prepared to understand the workplace and �n add�t�on 
what th�ngs m�ght affect and engage the use of technology �n a w�der soc�al context. 

The aud�ence I am address�ng �n the thes�s �s pr�mar�ly the mult�d�sc�pl�nary 
commun�ty of HCI. The thes�s �s wr�tten �n th�s sc�ent�fic commun�ty w�th representat�ves 
from the fields of anthropology, arch�tecture, c�nema stud�es, computer sc�ence, 
commun�cat�on stud�es, fine arts, psychology, soc�ology, and others. Therefore, �t conta�ns 
mater�al and d�scuss�ons that m�ght be fam�l�ar to one aud�ence and new to another. If the 
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text seems over-clar�fied at t�mes, �t m�ght be because I have tr�ed to accommodate var�ous 
groups of readers.

An Outline of the Thesis

Th�s thes�s �s d�v�ded �nto e�ght chapters. Chapter 2 “Approach�ng Context” �ncludes a 
rev�ew of theor�es, concepts, and �deas as well as prev�ous research that prov�des a frame 
of reference for the thes�s. Th�s rev�ew helps to establ�sh an �nterpret�ve framework for the 
emp�r�cal study descr�bed �n the chapters that follow.

The soc�o-cultural context presented �n th�s thes�s �s also a product of an academ�c 
research trad�t�on. One object�ve of th�s thes�s �s to make v�s�ble the research pract�ce of 
wh�ch th�s thes�s �s a result. Th�s �s of part�cular �mportance because the thes�s a�ms to 
�llum�nate the soc�o-cultural context of technology use. In Chapter �, “Outl�ne of the 
Research Pract�ce,” I am, as the researcher, s�tuated �n the field and, as an author, s�tuated 
�n the text. Further, I descr�be the methods and techn�ques used �n the study together 
w�th the process of wr�t�ng the thes�s. The eth�cal �ssues �nvolved are also descr�bed �n th�s 
chapter.

Chapter �, “L�v�ng �n the Arch�pelago,” outl�nes soc�al, h�stor�cal, and pol�t�cal 
processes that form �sland commun�t�es and the l�fe that they afford. The organ�zat�onal 
context put forward captures the organ�zat�onal arena, �nclud�ng the Stockholm County 
Pol�ce organ�zat�on and the call centre as an organ�zat�onal form on a rather general level, 
as well as how the Contact Centre was establ�shed �n the arch�pelago. In many ways, the 
Contact Centre prem�ses and the work performed there �s s�m�lar to workplaces found 
elsewhere �n Sweden. However, even �f many of the values and rules are shared, any 
part�cular sett�ng �s spec�fic. I exam�ne the arch�pelago and these �slands as a geograph�cal, 
cultural, and h�stor�cal arena that g�ves the Contact Centre the shape and form �t has for 
those who work there. 

Chapter 5, “The Fabr�c of a Work�ng Day,” looks at the organ�zat�onal culture and 
soc�o-cultural context at the Contact Centre. It starts by po�nt�ng out everyday pract�ces 
and s�tuat�ons and moves on to those processes that create and ma�nta�n (or not) a sense 
of togetherness for th�s part�cular work group �n a d�spersed workplace. There are var�ous 
ways to rema�n soc�ally organ�zed dur�ng the work�ng day �n the group, both w�th�n one 
locat�on and between the three s�tes. Meet�ngs and other get-together act�v�t�es are examples 
of repet�t�ons, rout�nes, and hab�ts, �.e. means of uphold�ng and mod�fy�ng pract�ces, values, 
and att�tudes �n the Contact Centre. They also draw from and reaffirm the strata of h�story 
and culture that made them �ntell�g�ble and worthwh�le for the actors �nvolved �n the first 
place.
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Up unt�l th�s po�nt, the thes�s bu�lds up concepts and cond�t�ons for each success�ve 
step, where the �ntroduct�on and the everyday use of the commun�cat�on env�ronment 
establ�shed �n the research project Commun�ty at a D�stance at the Contact Centre �s 
analysed. Here, the thes�s takes a d�fferent turn. In Chapter 6, “Towards K,” some of 
the early expectat�ons the Contact Centre personnel had about the commun�cat�on 
env�ronment are d�scussed �n relat�on to the soc�o-cultural context presented prev�ously. 

Chapter �, “Med�ated Togetherness,” focuses on the use of the commun�cat�on 
env�ronment from the po�nt-of-v�ew of the sense of togetherness. I descr�be how the 
commun�cat�on env�ronment was used �n the everyday encounters at the Contact Centre. 
I analyse the relat�onsh�p between the place and the soc�al pract�ces connected to the use 
of the commun�cat�on env�ronment, how people, �n th�s part�cular context, made sense 
of the new technology.

Each chapter explores a part�cular aspect, d�mens�on, cond�t�on of the sense of 
togetherness �n wh�ch the pract�ces connected to the use of technology are exam�ned. 
The order of the chapters �s purely determ�ned by the clar�ty of the narrat�ve. It does not 
suggest a chronolog�cal or a h�erarch�cal order of the analys�s of the soc�o-cultural context 
of technology use. The d�fferent aspects, perspect�ves, and cond�t�ons are connected and 
�nterrelated. 

Chapter �, “Conclus�ons,” closes the thes�s w�th a sect�on present�ng conclus�ons 
framed �n terms of soc�o-cultural context. I want to cont�nue a d�scuss�on of the analys�s 
of soc�al context �n the HCI research d�sc�pl�ne. Further, I emphas�ze the value that soc�o-
cultural, h�stor�cal, and temporal perspect�ves can have when we study technology use. 
Th�s �s �mportant �f we want to grasp the soc�al and cultural context(s) of technology use. 
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The analys�s of the soc�o-cultural context of technology use �s the focus of th�s thes�s. 
Therefore, �t �s �mportant to exam�ne the not�ons connected w�th soc�o-cultural context. 
Th�s theoret�cal overv�ew h�ghl�ghts approaches to the study of context that are most 
relevant to the perspect�ves treated �n the thes�s, for �nstance those that focus on the use 
of technology as a soc�ally const�tuted, h�stor�cal, temporal, and soc�al phenomenon. The 
perspect�ve from wh�ch I have chosen to approach the soc�o-cultural context of technology 
use �s the sense of togetherness. Th�s overv�ew prov�des a framework, a conceptual tool for 
the �ssues d�scussed �n the follow�ng chapters.

Unpacking Socio-Cultural Context

The Engl�sh noun context comes from Lat�n contextus, mean�ng connect�on of words, 
coherence, and from contexere, to weave together, connect (The Oxford English Dictionary 
���� vol. III). Context �s defined as “The weav�ng together of words and sentences,” and 
“The connex�on or coherence between the parts of a d�scourse” as well as “ The whole 
structure of a connected passage regarded �n �ts bear�ng upon any of the parts wh�ch 
const�tute �t: the parts wh�ch �mmed�ately precede or follow any part�cular passage or ‘text’ 
and determ�ne �ts mean�ng” (�b�d.). Word context also refers to env�ronment and sett�ng. 
The not�on of context �mpl�es a comb�nat�on of two ent�t�es: a phenomenon and an 
env�ronment w�th�n wh�ch �t �s embedded (Holy ����). Context �s descr�bed as a frame, 
an env�ronment, a background, a perspect�ve, or a stage that surrounds a phenomenon or 
an event and prov�des resources for �ts appropr�ate and mean�ngful �nterpretat�on. What �s 
pos�ted as context �n one study may well be the central phenomenon �n another (�b�d.).

The not�on of context �s an �mportant concept �n the soc�al sc�ences, such as 
anthropology, where �t works both expl�c�tly as well as �n the background, weav�ng 
together w�th other concepts, approaches, and the analys�s of soc�al organ�zat�onss. As 
far as I know, there �s no s�ngle, formal defin�t�on of the concept w�th�n anthropology. 

Chapter 2

Approaching Context
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Rather, trad�t�ons �n the soc�al analys�s of context �nclude several perspect�ves. Ever 
s�nce Mal�nowsk�, anthropolog�sts have tr�ed to place soc�al and cultural phenomena �n 
context.� The �dea �s that the anthropolog�st �nterprets soc�al and cultural phenomena 
w�th reference to context (D�lley ����). However, the not�on of context draws attent�on 
to both ep�stemolog�cal and methodolog�cal problems �n soc�al anthropology (�b�d.). It 
�s d�fficult to define prec�sely the concept of context. Agreement on a s�ngle theoret�cal 
pos�t�on or defin�t�on of the term context may not even be poss�ble or necessary (D�lley 
����; Goodw�n and Durant� ���2/����; Holy ����). The a�m of th�s thes�s �s not to solve 
the problem of context, nor to propose a new defin�t�on. My amb�t�on �n the follow�ng 
�s to outl�ne a frame of reference �n order to enable a d�scuss�on of the d�fferent aspects 
of the context that we are approach�ng �n th�s thes�s. What follows �s a way of unpack�ng 
the context �n order to be able to d�scuss �t (as a “whole”) �n relat�on to technology use at 
the Contact Centre. One way to extend our understand�ng of the not�on of context and 
our research agenda w�th�n HCI, I bel�eve, �s to pay attent�on to what goes on beyond the 
�mmed�ate use of technology �tself, �.e. turn towards the structures and convent�ons that 
const�tute technology use and v�ce versa �n order to analyze the act�v�t�es w�th�n wh�ch the 
use �s embedded and through wh�ch �t becomes mean�ngful. Th�s �s the analys�s I would 
l�ke to put forward �n th�s thes�s. 

Cons�der performat�ve utterances such as “I now pronounce you man and w�fe” 
(Goodw�n and Durant� ���2/����: ��). When spoken �n a certa�n c�v�l or rel�g�ous ceremony 
�n a certa�n place w�th certa�n part�c�pants, the words are able to change the mar�tal status 
of two �nd�v�duals “because of a surround�ng framework of soc�al convent�ons about what 
const�tutes marr�age and how �t �s val�dly entered �nto” (Goodw�n and Durant� ���2/����: 
��).2 The members of a soc�ety create and bu�ld the events they part�c�pate �n through acts of 
speech. However, language should not be treated as an abstract, �nternal thought, but rather 
as pract�cal act�on (Goodw�n and Durant� ���2/����). The words get the�r mean�ng �n a 
context of s�tuat�on, a larger soc�al framework w�th�n wh�ch the language �s embedded.� Th�s 
example poses a number of �ssues that are central to the analys�s of context. They become 
useful also when I approach the quest�on of technology use. Th�s example demonstrates 
the �mportance of beg�nn�ng the analys�s of context from the part�c�pant’s po�nt of v�ew, 
how he/she organ�zes h�s/her percept�on of the events and s�tuat�on (�b�d.). The wedd�ng 
ceremony �s �mportant only for those who employ and share soc�o-h�stor�cal knowledge of 
the ceremony, �ts mean�ng and capac�ty to change mar�tal status. Further, �t po�nts out the 
�mportance of pay�ng attent�on to the act�v�t�es that part�c�pants treat as appropr�ate �n order 
to const�tute mean�ng �n the�r soc�al world. Once the ceremony as an act�v�ty �s completed, 
other act�v�t�es take over, wh�ch �llustrates that each part�c�pant �s s�tuated w�th�n mult�ple 
contexts and �s capable handl�ng changes as the events unfold (�b�d.).
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I take the pract�ces and rout�nes of a work�ng day as my analyt�cal po�nt of departure 
�n order to start approach�ng the context of technology use at the Contact Centre. I pay 
attent�on to the day-to-day pract�ces dur�ng the everyday encounters. Var�ous technolog�es 
were often, but not always, used to carry out these pract�ces. Th�s way, I hope to be able 
to approach and address not exclus�vely the speech acts or the pract�ces and rout�nes of a 
work�ng day, but also the soc�al and cultural convent�ons that prov�de the “�nfrastructure” 
(op. c�t. ��) through wh�ch the pract�ce ga�ns �ts force as a part�cular k�nd of act�on. In other 
words, I w�sh to approach context �n a certa�n way so that recogn�zable convent�ons make 
a change of mar�tal status poss�ble. As Goodw�n and Durant� (���2/����) emphas�ze, not 
only are the act�v�ty and the phys�cal env�ronment of �mportance here, but also knowledge 
of the soc�al d�mens�ons that �s created and negot�ated through h�stor�cal processes. The 
term �nfrastructure �nd�cates an �dea of a “frame” (Goffman ����/���6) that surrounds 
the event and makes an appropr�ate �nterpretat�on poss�ble. Context then becomes the 
framework w�th�n wh�ch a certa�n act�v�ty �s embedded. Impl�c�tly, �t �nd�cates that the 
act�v�ty �s �nformed by prev�ous h�story. However, �t also suggests an asymmetry between 
an event and �ts “background,” wh�ch would be somewhat m�slead�ng for our purposes 
here. It calls attent�on to the event and the part�c�pants, but rather neglects aspects of �ts 
surround�ngs and furthermore, aspects of reproduct�on. A challenge �n the thes�s �s to 
call at least as much attent�on to the context as to the event (technology use) �tself. The 
everyday pract�ces I am �nterested �n are, as the word �nd�cates, everyday pract�ces. They 
are somewhat monotonous, not always reflected upon. The monotony �n the pract�ces 
makes the pract�ces to a certa�n extent “�nv�s�ble.” The task for me here �s to make v�s�ble 
the �nv�s�ble that may be found �n the �nfrastructure, the background, or the env�ronment. 
Th�s �s not to say that people would not know about and would not th�nk about the 
�nfrastructure—they usually do.

A theory and method of art�culat�on may help us to replace context as the 
focus of analys�s, although th�s, �n �ndeed, may sounds paradox�cal. The attempt �s to 
map the context, not ent�rely �n the sense of s�tuat�ng the phenomena (e.g. the sense of 
togetherness or technology use) �n a context, but �n the sense of mapp�ng the context, the 
�dent�ty that br�ngs the context �n focus (Daryl Slack ���6; D�lley ����). Art�culat�on �s 
a process of creat�ng connect�ons that can make a un�ty of (two) d�fferent elements under 
certa�n cond�t�ons (Daryl Slack ���6). It �s a complex, unfin�shed process that tends to 
foreground some and background other “theoret�cal, methodolog�cal, ep�stemolog�cal, 
pol�t�cal and strateg�c forces, �nterests and �ssues” (op. c�t. ���). Art�culat�on has to some 
extent come to stand for contextual�zat�on �tself (D�lley ����). Mapp�ng the context and 
creat�ng connect�ons �s the �nterpretat�ve act I approach �n th�s thes�s. 
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The Reproduction of Practices

Th�s br�ngs us to a central problem �n the soc�al sc�ences, how �n analys�s to connect to the 
var�ous elements, the “layers” such as event and context, as well as �nd�v�dual and soc�al 
perspect�ves? What are the s�gn�ficance (cond�t�ons, forces, mot�ves, causes, consequences, 
and so on) of the relat�onsh�ps between the �nd�v�duals and soc�ety? Accord�ng to G�ddens, 
perhaps the most �mportant contr�but�on the soc�al sc�ences can make to �ntellectual 
d�scourse �s to rework concept�ons of human act�on, �.e. soc�al reproduct�on and soc�al 
transformat�on (G�ddens ����/200�). However, “m�cro” and “macro” levels of analys�s are 
often kept separated w�th�n soc�al sc�ence. G�ddens argues that there �s no necessary confl�ct 
between the two perspect�ves: one �s not more fundamental than the other. P�tt�ng them 
aga�nst each other �mpl�es that one needs to choose between them. Th�s “unhappy d�v�s�on of 
labour” (op. c�t. ���) tends to separate analys�s and theoret�cal standpo�nts, wh�ch G�ddens 
bel�eves �s unfortunate. He puts forward structurat�on theory as a solut�on to th�s problem.

When G�ddens talks about structure, he does not mean those “facts” and features 
of soc�al l�fe that define what can or cannot be done. Rather, he �s concerned w�th what 
�s �nternal to �nd�v�duals both �n memory and embedded �n soc�al pract�ces, �.e. those 
“cond�t�ons of soc�al act�on that are reproduced through soc�al act�on” (O’Br�en ����: 
�2). Soc�al act�ons (or forms of conduct) are s�tuated �n and reproduced through t�me 
and space, both of wh�ch are organ�zed �ndependently. For G�ddens, structure �s both 
generat�ve and transformat�ve. It �s both the “med�um and outcome of the pract�ces 
they recurs�vely organ�ze” (G�ddens ����/200�: 2�). Everyday l�fe cons�sts of repet�t�ve 
pract�ces through t�me-space. The term structurat�on captures both the rout�ne sense 
of pract�ces as well as the�r cont�nuat�on and just�ficat�on. Analys�s of day-to-day l�fe �s 
therefore essent�al to analys�s of the reproduct�on of �nst�tut�onal�zed pract�ces. The po�nt 
of departure should be the act�ons of knowledgeable �nd�v�duals, �.e. the “structure” should 
not �n �tself be object�fied and expla�ned, but the human act�on should be expl�cated to 
br�ng understand�ng to �ts soc�al product�on. However, everyday act�v�t�es should not be 
treated as the “foundat�on” of soc�al l�fe, but rather “connect�ons should be understood �n 
terms of an �nterpretat�on of soc�al and system �ntegrat�on” (op. c�t. 2�2). In th�s thes�s, I 
analyse human act�on and pract�ces at the Contact Centre and make connect�ons to the 
structures and norms of the workplace �n the Stockholm arch�pelago. As we engage �n 
everyday pract�ces and attend, for example, to the wedd�ng ceremony, we also recreate and 
ma�nta�n them and context as part of the culture and soc�ety we belong to. 

Culture(s): Something Made

As I see �t, the concept of soc�o-cultural context works closely together w�th the concept of 
culture or, rather, cultures. The concept of culture �s central �n trad�t�onal anthropology; �t 
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�s “the context of contexts“ (Strathern ���5: ��). The rather well-worn not�on of culture 
�s defined �n var�ous ways, and use of the term var�es enormously �n ord�nary, everyday 
speech but also w�th�n the academy. In everyday l�fe, the word culture �s used as an aesthet�c 
concept to descr�be certa�n l�terature, art, and mus�c. The concept of culture w�th�n the 
soc�al sc�ences �s contested and var�es essent�ally. There �s no prec�se way of defin�ng culture, 
not even w�th�n anthropology, wh�ch can be seen as the home of culture. One of the oldest 
ethnograph�cal defin�t�ons of culture �s from ���� (Gerholm and Gerholm ���2). 

In th�s thes�s, I work on the bas�s of two part�cular ways of understand�ng the 
concept of culture. Geertz (����/����) proposes that the culture �s a web or context, 
someth�ng w�th�n wh�ch soc�al events, everyday �nteract�ons, behav�our, processes, and 
�nst�tut�ons can be descr�bed. Geertz expla�ns,

The concept of culture […] �s essent�ally a sem�ot�c one. Bel�ev�ng, w�th 
Max Weber, that man �s an an�mal suspended �n webs of s�gn�ficance he 
h�mself has spun, I take culture to be those webs, and the analys�s of �t to be 
therefore not an exper�mental sc�ence �n search of law but an �nterpret�ve 
one �n search of mean�ng. It �s expl�cat�on I am after, constru�ng soc�al 
express�ons on the�r surface en�gmat�cal. (Geertz ����/����: 5)

The webs of mean�ng, cultural patterns, offer both a poss�b�l�ty to �nterpret the models of 
real�ty, the world we l�ve �n, as well as to represent, reproduce and shape models for real�ty 
(Geertz ����/����). Further, Geertz ma�nta�ns that our consc�ousness �s soc�al. When we 
meet and exchange symbols, our consc�ousness �s reformulated. Concepts and mean�ngs 
are d�str�buted through artefacts, act�v�t�es, events, propert�es, or relat�ons. These shared 
�deas, concept�ons, and symbols that surround us �n our everyday l�fe can be the focus 
of our research. The research ass�gnment then, accord�ng to Geertz, �s to �nterpret the 
mean�ng of these symbols from the outs�de.

S�m�larly, accord�ng to Hannerz, culture �s “a matter of mean�ng” (Hannerz 
���2: �). Culture �s “a set of publ�c mean�ngful forms” (op. c�t. �) that can be seen, 
heard, or sensed �n some other way. They are mean�ngful only when the part�c�pants have 
�nstruments for �nterpret�ng them. Hannerz uses the metaphor cultural “flow” to �nd�cate 
the “external�zat�ons of mean�ng wh�ch �nd�v�duals produce through arrangements of 
overt forms, and the �nterpretat�ons wh�ch �nd�v�duals make of such d�splays–those of 
others as well as the�r own” (op. c�t. �). W�th the word flow, Hannerz captures both the 
structure of external�zat�on and the cont�nuously ongo�ng processes culture �s �nvolved 
�n. Therefore, the study of culture should pay attent�on to three d�mens�ons: first, “�deas 
and modes of thought” such as concepts and values wh�ch people carry together as well 
as the ways of handl�ng the�r �deas (op. c�t. �); second, “the forms of external�zat�on,” �.e. 



�0

the ways �n wh�ch mean�ngs are made access�ble to the publ�c (op. c�t. �); th�rd “soc�al 
d�str�but�on,” �.e. the ways �n wh�ch the collect�ve mean�ngs and the�r external forms are 
spread and understood w�th�n a populat�on (op. c�t. �). The a�m, then, �s to understand to 
what extent the culture as a “whole” becomes a matter of soc�al organ�zat�on. These three 
d�mens�ons are to be understood �n terms of the�r �nterrelat�ons. 

For the purposes of the present thes�s, the two v�ews on conceptual�z�ng culture 
should be seen to complement each other. They br�ng �n ethnograph�cal �nstruments of 
descr�pt�on, analys�s, and �nterpretat�on of phenomena as �mportant parts of theor�s�ng 
about a soc�ety. The approach, �llustrated here by Geertz, G�ddens, and Hannerz prov�des 
th�s study w�th �nstrumental gu�del�nes and an analyt�cal po�nt of v�ew for pay�ng 
attent�on to the cont�nuous product�on and reproduct�on of the context �n wh�ch soc�ety 
people are engaged. It also stresses the actors’ act�ve roles �n re�nterpret�ng and recreat�ng 
the ongo�ng h�stor�cal and pol�t�cal processes (cf. flow). People are constantly �nvent�ng, 
ma�nta�n�ng, and reflect�ng on culture: “whether �t stays put or �s made to move, people 
must do someth�ng about �t” (Hannerz ���2: ��). The d�str�but�ve v�ew makes �t poss�ble 
to quest�on how, by whom, and for whom the rules, convent�ons, and �deas are made and 
how they are spread w�th�n a populat�on. Th�s �s the approach I develop �n the thes�s. To 
put �t �n the words of Frykman and G�lje (200�), I am not pr�mar�ly �nterested �n the 
text pr�nted �n newspapers, but the newspaper reading. Culture for me �s not a story (a 
noun), but rather an act of story product�on, actual narrat�ng (a verb). However, �t must 
be kept �n m�nd that the concept of culture(s) �s “someth�ng made rather than found; the 
‘wholeness’ of the hol�st�cally understood object appears more as a narrat�ve dev�ce than 
as an object�vely presented emp�r�cal truth” (Gupta and Ferguson ����b: 2). The �dea of 
culture or cultures, that �s to say, �s an abstract�on. Culture �s a construct�on, a result of 
(ethnograph�c) analys�s and wr�t�ng (Wolcott ���0). St�ll, �t “�s not a package, system or 
accumulat�on of texts” (Frykman and G�lje 200�: 2�). It cannot be fin�shed; �t �s always �n 
the process of be�ng made. Nor �s culture spat�al�zed, fixed �n a place. Mob�l�ty of people, 
connectedness, and a chang�ng and global�z�ng world have contr�buted to a sh�ft from a 
peoples and cultures �deal, a local�ty and a s�te for cultural product�on, a place-focused 
concept of culture, to a more cont�ngent relat�onsh�p between collect�ve �dent�ty, place, 
soc�al relat�ons, and culture (Am�t 2000; Gupta and Ferguson ����b; Hannerz ���2).

Agency and Control

H�stor�cal (even recent h�stor�cal) aspects of context are �mportant �n the thes�s s�nce act�on 
�s almost always bound �n h�stor�cal context, where prev�ous, mutual knowledge of actors 
plays a cruc�al role (e.g. Bourd�eu ����/���6, ����; G�ddens ����/���0; ����/200�). 
G�ddens (����/200�) argues that all human be�ngs (actors) are knowledgeable, reflect�ve 
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�nd�v�duals (agents) who can and propose soc�al change. They know what they are do�ng 
�n the�r everyday l�ves and the cond�t�ons and consequences of the�r act�ons. They can 
also d�scurs�vely descr�be what they do and why (however, descr�pt�on of th�s k�nd or 
�n th�s order �s not requ�red or necessary �n order to conduct the day-to-day act�ons). 
The knowledgeabl�l�ty of human actors, however, �s restr�cted by unconsc�ous as well as 
unacknowledged cond�t�ons and un�ntended consequences of the�r act�ons (�b�d.). Th�s 
�s relevant, I bel�eve, even for the actors we meet �n the thes�s. Agency refers to peoples’ 
capab�l�ty of do�ng th�ngs; however, �t also �mpl�es power.

For my purposes �n the thes�s, concepts related to power—such as check�ng 
on, mon�tor�ng, control, and surve�llance—are relevant when we explore the everyday 
encounters at the Contact Centre, but also as we approach the use of technology.� The 
not�on of panopticon �s a useful way to �llustrate and reveal certa�n aspects and �deas that 
m�ght be cons�dered �mportant for us. Accord�ng to the �dea of panopticon (Foucault 
����/200�), there �s a surve�llance tower from wh�ch a guard can watch pr�soners w�thout 
h�mself/herself be�ng seen. The �dea of panopticon works when �nd�v�duals �nternal�ze the 
soc�al sense of be�ng seen and act as �f they are be�ng seen and observed. The �dea �s that �t 
does not really matter whether someone �s actually watch�ng from the tower. It �s assumed 
that someone �s watch�ng. Even �f the c�rcumstances �n pr�son d�ffer s�gn�ficantly form 
many others, the �dea of panopticon �s recogn�zed �n the use of technology. Even �f we do 
not actually see or know when, we know that we can be observed through the numerous 
electron�c traces we leave beh�nd wh�le us�ng computer�zed appl�cat�ons. 

However, rather than solely focus�ng on Foucault’s �magery of the panopt�c and 
total control, I would l�ke to br�ng forward a not�on of control part�cular to call-centre 
organ�zat�ons. Callaghan and Thompson (200�) argue that structural control developed 
by call-centre management comb�nes techn�cal and bureaucrat�c elements. ICT, w�th �ts 
capac�ty to collect and store �nformat�on �n general, make control and quant�ficat�on 
poss�ble. Technology �n call-centre organ�zat�ons �s used to control the pace and the 
d�rect�on of the work, but also to ass�st management �n mon�tor�ng and evaluat�ng the 
work, as well as for reward and d�sc�pl�ne purposes (�b�d.). Bureaucrat�c control, on the 
other hand, complements the techn�cal d�mens�on. The bureaucrat�c control at the call 
centres operates, for example, by focus�ng on work and employment rules, rewards for 
sen�or�ty, or by spec�fy�ng performance standards, as well as by defin�ng var�ous sk�lls 
�mportant �n the work. Such control systems �nst�tut�onal�ze values and standards of work 
ach�evements and g�ve superv�sors and employees spec�fic cr�ter�a aga�nst wh�ch to evaluate 
the performed work tasks (�b�d.). 

Check�ng on and controll�ng elements are bu�lt �nto the work pract�ces when the 
management can observe the staff’s performance through technology (�b�d.). However, 
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we should keep �n m�nd that the employees challenge and negot�ate the control and 
mon�tor�ng systems on a da�ly bas�s. The call centre as an organ�zat�onal form �s d�scussed 
further �n Chapter �. 

Place Making

The soc�al, temporal, and h�stor�cal aspects �n focus are closely t�ed to spat�al and geograph�cal 
d�mens�ons of pract�ces and structures and therefore draw attent�on to concepts such as 
place. These are part�cularly �mportant as we approach pract�ces that are to some extent 
d�str�buted between d�fferent s�tes �n a geograph�cally d�spersed workplace �n the Stockholm 
arch�pelago, a rural area desp�te �ts prox�m�ty to Stockholm. In add�t�on, we approach 
the use of technolog�es such as v�deo-med�ated commun�cat�on that make �t poss�ble 
for people to commun�cate and �nteract w�th each other across geograph�cally scattered 
places. Many pract�ces and act�v�t�es are no longer bound �n a local�zed phys�cal sett�ng. 
Telecommun�cat�on, electron�c labour markets, automat�c tellers, electron�c publ�sh�ng, 
and so on suggest that people are l�nked together regardless of where they are phys�cally 
located. Technology can l�nk the local to the reg�onal and the global. The Contact Centre, 
as we w�ll see, can operate from the arch�pelago and serve the general publ�c regardless 
where they are �n Sweden. But, �t �s not enough to study how the d�fferent places—the local 
and the reg�onal or the global—are l�nked to each other (Gupta and Ferguson ����b). 
Rather, all assoc�at�ons of place, commun�ty, people, and culture are soc�al and h�stor�cal 
creat�ons, not g�ven or natural, obv�ous, taken-for-granted facts. 

A spat�al “code” �s not only about read�ng or �nterpret�ng place; �t �s “a means of 
l�v�ng �n that space, of understand�ng �t, and of produc�ng �t” (Lefebvre ����/����: ��). 
Follow�ng G�ddens, “locales” are not �nterest�ng only for the�r phys�cal propert�es, but also 
for how the�r features are “used �n a rout�ne manner, to const�tute the mean�ngful content 
of �nteract�on” (����/200�: ���). Locales refer to the use of space �n order to prov�de the 
sett�ngs of �nteract�on. They may range from a room �n a house to terr�tor�al areas occup�ed 
by nat�on-states. Locales are �nternally “reg�onal�zed” (op. c�t. ���). Reg�ons w�th�n locales 
are cruc�al �n const�tut�ng contexts of �nteract�on. Context thus connects the �nteract�on 
to the �nst�tut�onal�zat�on of soc�al l�fe (G�ddens ����/200�). 

The �mportant task, then, �s to quest�on commonsense �deas such as terr�tory, 
local�ty, and commun�ty and focus on soc�al and pol�t�cal processes of “place mak�ng,” 
the embod�ed processes and pract�ces that shape �dent�t�es (Gupta and Ferguson ����b: 
6). In th�s way, �t becomes poss�ble to explore and understand how the percept�ons of 
concepts are d�scurs�vely and h�stor�cally constructed and �nst�tut�onal�zed as part of our 
soc�al world. Return�ng to our example of wedd�ng ceremony, there are certa�n places that 
we today understand as part�cularly su�table for ceremon�al purposes, such as churches 



��

and town halls. The wedd�ng ceremony, as an event, can also make a place—a balcony, 
a landscape, or an embassy—�nto a ceremon�al place at that part�cular t�me w�th the 
part�cular part�c�pants. Some bu�ld�ngs are des�gned w�th an �nst�tut�on �n m�nd (Agre 
200�; G�ddens ����/200�); our homes are des�gned for the fam�l�es to be together and 
offices for people to work �n. The bu�ld�ngs and other spat�al arrangements reflect the 
soc�al rules, norms, and values that const�tute human relat�onsh�ps. We make our homes �n 
connect�on to other soc�al processes �n our soc�ety. Therefore, �f we cont�nue to talk about 
the soc�o-cultural context of technology use, we should keep �n m�nd that �t �ncludes more 
than �ts �mmed�ate, spat�al, or geograph�cal understand�ng.5

Composing the Socio-Cultural Context

There are d�fferent ways of understand�ng the mean�ng and relat�onsh�p between “the 
cultural” and “the soc�al,” how and to what extent these concepts overlap and/or are 
d�st�nct as well as whether we need the one but not the other. W�thout gett�ng �nvolved 
�n a deta�led d�scuss�on of the exact propert�es of the concepts, I want to po�nt out that 
both of them may be su�table terms to capture the �ntended analyt�cal approach to context 
�n the thes�s. As Hannerz (���2) proposes, “the cultural” and “the soc�al” could to some 
extent be seen as separate concepts. “[I]t �s �n part a consequence of the cultural flow 
through a populat�on that a soc�al system �s created and recreated. As people make the�r 
contr�but�on to that flow, they are themselves becom�ng constructed as �nd�v�duals and 
soc�al be�ngs” (op. c�t. ��). As �nd�v�duals �nteract w�th each other, they �nd�cate the k�nd 
of people they are, what su�table conduct �s, and what the�r des�rable goals are, and so on. 
Further, “the soc�al structure of persons and relat�onsh�ps channels the cultural flow at the 
same t�me as �t �s be�ng, �n part, culturally produced” (op. c�t. ��). There �s a d�alect�cal 
relat�onsh�p between the cultural and the soc�al. Th�s does not mean that �nd�v�duals are 
al�ke and must deal w�th everyone else’s mean�ngs. However, �t does mean that one may 
act or respond to them �n number of ways.

In respect to the v�ew of cultural and structural aspects I am �nterested �n explor�ng 
(d�scussed above), th�s �s a su�table d�st�nct�on �n the thes�s. In order to emphas�ze the 
relat�onsh�p between the cultural and the soc�al, and to h�ghl�ght the �mportance of both 
aspects, I have chosen to use the term “soc�o-cultural.” Th�s term underl�nes the analyt�cal 
approach I w�sh to put forward �n the thes�s and allows us to explore the cond�t�ons 
between the event (such as technology use) and �nd�v�dual exper�ences of �t, as well as 
(�nst�tut�onal�zed) soc�al convent�ons, values, and structures. The term soc�o-cultural also 
attempts to h�ghl�ght the broad approach to context analys�s I w�sh to take.

It m�ght be useful to understand these contexts as concentr�c c�rcles.6 When 
we enter �nto the �nnermost space of the first c�rcle and engage �n the soc�al pract�ces 
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wh�le us�ng ICT, we soon d�scover that we are already stand�ng w�th�n the second c�rcle 
concern�ng the organ�zat�onal pract�ces that are affected and affect technology use. At the 
same t�me, we not�ce that we have all along been stand�ng �n the �ns�de of a th�rd c�rcle 
that refers to processes for work cond�t�ons, and so on. You cannot be at the centre of any 
one of them w�thout be�ng at the centre of all of them. Any v�sual metaphor has certa�n 
advantages, show�ng some aspects, but also l�m�tat�ons �n that �t excludes other mean�ngs 
and aspects. Here, �t �s �mportant to understand the complex and dynam�c structures of 
context. In compar�son, a frame, for example, draws attent�on to what happens �ns�de of 
the frame even �f un�ntent�onally. At the same t�me, �t leaves var�ous other aspects outs�de. 
In other words, when we make certa�n connect�ons, we also make d�sconnect�ons.

It should be emphas�zed that, the soc�o-cultural context �s also a construct�on, not 
“real�ty.” Soc�o-cultural context �s produced �n the everyday act�v�t�es and consc�ousness 
of people, but �t �s also produced �n research (see Chapter �). We go �n and out of 
soc�o-cultural contexts depend�ng on t�me, the people we are w�th, the s�tuat�on, and 
the c�rcumstances. It should also be emphas�zed that the soc�o-cultural context �s not 
stat�c, but �s cont�nuously produced and exposed to change, wh�ch are somet�mes 
slow and somet�mes rap�d. The �ntroduct�on and establ�shment of the commun�cat�on 
env�ronment at the Contact Centre can be cons�dered as an event that br�ngs an element 
to the workplace that �mpl�es and suggests a change of the soc�o-cultural context, w�th�n 
wh�ch the work pract�ces occur. Th�s type of change �s �ntent�onal. However, not all the 
changes are planned.

Th�s sect�on draws attent�on to var�ous concepts and perspect�ves (e.g. control, 
place mak�ng, agency). In my op�n�on, these d�mens�ons should be understood �n terms 
of the�r �nterrelatedness. However, for purposes of clar�ty �n the thes�s, they are somet�mes 
kept separated and left to work �n the background. They are brought �n as subord�nated 
analyt�cal concepts. The �ssues ra�sed here are explored at length �n the follow�ng chapters. 
The approach to context I w�sh to take observes what l�es not only w�th�n, but also outs�de 
of the frame. It �s an awareness of the mak�ng of var�ous c�rcles, layers, and frames I am 
�nterested �n br�ng�ng �nto th�s part�cular �nqu�ry. 

The Sense of Togetherness

From the early phases of the research, d�fferent concepts and express�ons that �nd�cated a 
sense of un�ty, affin�ty, workplace commun�ty, belong�ng, togetherness, soc�al coherence, 
and mutual awareness caught my attent�on. In the Contact Centre, employees and the 
management talked about “one organ�zat�on,” “one bus�ness,” even though the centre 
�s located at three separate geograph�cal locat�ons. They talked about the exper�ence 
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of “belong�ng to the same organ�zat�on” and stressed the �mportance of contacts and 
commun�cat�on between each other. When gathered together, many of the employees 
apprec�ated meet�ngs w�th each other, be�ng able to “be together.” Spontaneously, they 
would tell me about the�r encounters w�th each other. These feel�ngs for exper�ences of 
be�ng together and belong�ng underlay the reason why the Commun�ty at a D�stance 
project was �nterest�ng and �mportant for those who worked at the Contact Centre. 
The project carr�ed over these assumpt�ons to the des�gn and development work of the 
med�ated commun�cat�on. The project name, Commun�ty at a D�stance—�n Swed�sh, 
“Samhör�ghet på d�stans”—as well as early rhetor�c about the project �nd�cate a str�v�ng 
towards contact, commun�ty, togetherness and un�ty at the Contact Centre. Later, a des�gn 
�dea �n the project, “Open door,” suggested a commun�cat�on env�ronment that enables 
�nteract�on between people. The �ntent�on of the project was to �mplement technology to 
support everyday act�v�t�es at the Contact Centre, for example, to be together. The project 
name as well as �ts a�ms �mply that �t �s poss�ble to sense togetherness, affin�ty, and un�ty at 
a d�stance w�th the help of technology. These themes and not�ons have a long h�story on 
the �slands. They have been worked and reworked over t�me, �nterpreted d�fferently �n the 
face of the var�ous cultural and technolog�cal changes the �slanders have faced, espec�ally 
s�nce these �slands are firmly �ncorporated �n the reg�on of Stockholm.

The feel�ng, exper�ence, sense, and l�ved “real�ty” of belong�ng, togetherness, be�ng 
together and the other themes ment�oned above have var�ous nuances and �nterpretat�ons, 
but they also overlap to some extent. Obv�ously, each person that reflects and acts on any 
of these themes has �nterpretat�ons that change and d�verge accord�ng to s�tuat�on and 
c�rcumstances. Whenever poss�ble, I use the �nformants’ phras�ngs and terms. Each of the 
themes �s �nterest�ng and equally �mportant to explore and would have requ�red a thes�s of 
�ts own to do �t just�ce. However, I propose that the term “sense of togetherness” (känsla av 
samhörighet) �ncludes them all. I use the “sense of” �n order to h�ghl�ght the construct�onal 
nature of the term.

The lex�cal mean�ng of togetherness �s “The state or cond�t�on of be�ng together 
or be�ng un�ted; un�on, assoc�at�on,” and “The fact of gett�ng on well together or be�ng 
well su�ted to one another; a sense of belong�ng together, fellowsh�p” (The Oxford English 
Dictionary ���� vol. xv���). What I mean by sense of togetherness �n the thes�s �s a 
soc�ally valued construct�on of fellowsh�p and belong�ng to a group, such as a workplace 
commun�ty. It �s about a sense of be�ng part of someth�ng together w�th others for var�ous 
reasons. The sense of togetherness, as any other s�m�lar concept, �s a construct�on that 
evolves �n a workplace as �ts members �nteract w�th one another �n var�ous ways and 
for var�ous reasons. The construct�on �s carr�ed out on d�fferent levels and parts of an 
organ�zat�on, from formal regulat�ons and descr�pt�ons of the organ�zat�onal un�ts to an 
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awareness of one another wh�le work�ng and act�v�t�es that a�m to strengthen the sense of 
togetherness w�th�n the workgroup. The construct�on work �mpl�es a need to commun�cate 
the sense of togetherness �n var�ous ways. Somet�mes, th�s �s �ntent�onal, and somet�mes �t 
�s not. It may also man�fest �tself �n those encounters that br�ng us together. In the thes�s, 
I explore var�ous ways th�s �s done at the Contact Centre. 

Although several concepts generate the sense of togetherness, �t may be cons�dered 
an em�c category that was used by the employees and emerged from the project pract�ces. I 
take the em�c express�ons as “ev�dence” that the sense of togetherness �n one way or other �s 
s�gn�ficant at the Contact Centre and that �t �s �mportant �n the Commun�ty at a D�stance 
project. The thes�s takes the sense of togetherness as an overall analyt�cal concept that works 
as a common sense category and explores the express�ons and cond�t�ons for the sense of 
togetherness at the Contact Centre: �.e. �t does not a�m to prove whether the sense of 
togetherness d�d or d�d not ex�st there. However, the sense of togetherness �s not explored 
to �ts extreme �n the anthropolog�cal or soc�al sc�ence sense, but works as a perspect�ve, a 
veh�cle to �nvest�gate everyday pract�ces �n order to approach the soc�o-cultural context of 
technology use. The not�on or sense of togetherness m�ght be understood as a heur�st�c 
dev�ce that helps us �n th�s �nvest�gat�on.

Belonging to a Group

A sense of togetherness presupposes that there �s a group of people who, for one reason 
or another, emphas�ze belong�ng to that part�cular group. People construct groups, for 
example by h�ghl�ght�ng certa�n aspects as relevant, and �gnor�ng others. A fam�ly, a 
household, close relat�ves, a workplace commun�ty, a nat�on, a rel�g�ous conv�ct�on, a 
pol�t�cal party and an �nterest organ�zat�on are examples of d�fferent construct�ons of groups 
w�th�n wh�ch the sense of togetherness among people may be emphas�zed. They may be 
�n the Stockholm arch�pelago, or �ncluded �n the European Un�on. The construct�ons 
already �nd�cate some sort of togetherness w�th�n the group. The sense of togetherness �s 
�n part, at least, bound up �n �dent�ty. We often define “us” �n reference to a s�gn�ficant 
other by contrast�ng ourselves to that other. We compare ourselves w�th the other. How 
do we d�st�ngu�sh ourselves from the other? Our d�st�nct�ve character�st�cs are relat�vely 
const�tuted. Our p�cture of ourselves changes depend�ng on who we compare ourselves 
w�th �n a spec�fic s�tuat�on and at a part�cular t�me. There are several soc�al theor�es of 
�dent�ty and the creat�on of �dent�ty. A common start�ng po�nt �s that people do not have 
�dent�t�es; they create and recreate them (Frykman and G�lje 200�). 

The concept of habitus (Bourd�eu ����/���6, ����) �s a med�at�ng not�on, one 
way to define and understand the connect�on between the �nd�v�dual and the soc�al, wh�ch 
�s the purpose of th�s thes�s. The term draws attent�on to ongo�ng soc�al processes and 
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h�story. Ind�v�duals are formed by the c�rcumstances �n wh�ch they l�ve. They obta�n cultural 
competence and exper�ences through �nteract�on w�th others �n the commun�ty/soc�ety 
they l�ve �n. These collect�ves form the �nd�v�dual’s habitus, a system of d�spos�t�ons that 
allows the �nd�v�dual to funct�on soc�ally (Bourd�eu ����). These systems—the �nd�v�dual’s 
pred�spos�t�on, assumpt�ons, and judgments—have been formed by an �nd�v�dual’s earl�er 
exper�ences and pract�ces, shaped by h�s/her locat�on �n a soc�al structure. Habitus �s 
�ncorporated �n the human body and m�nd. However, habitus produces pract�ce accord�ng 
to the soc�al structures that generate them (Wacquant 2006). Habitus organ�zes people’s 
pract�ces and percept�ons of these pract�ces. A p�ece of art, for example, �s mean�ngful 
only for those who have the codes to decode and �nterpret �t (Bourd�eu, ����/���6). 
Explanat�on of att�tudes, d�scourses, pract�ces, and so on must draw on an analys�s of both 
the structural pos�t�on and the part�cular h�stor�cal trajectory by wh�ch an agent arr�ved 
at a certa�n pos�t�on: “Habitus �s created from the past, moves �n the present and stretches 
towards the future” (Frykman and G�lje 200�: �� my emphas�s). A collect�ve �dent�ty or a 
group �dent�ty �s const�tuted �n much the same way as the �dent�ty of a person. Gupta and 
Ferguson (����b) d�scuss the relat�onsh�p between place mak�ng and �dent�ty, comb�n�ng 
two concepts that are also �mportant �n my analys�s. The authors cr�t�c�se a v�ew of �dent�ty 
as rooted �n place and commun�t�es, someth�ng to be d�scovered and owned by �nd�v�duals. 
Rather, they stress that place mak�ng always �nvolves the construct�on of d�fference, that 
“�dent�ty ne�ther ‘grows out’ of rooted commun�t�es nor �s a th�ng that can be possessed 
or owned by �nd�v�dual or collect�ve soc�al actors. It �s, �nstead, a mob�le, often unstable 
relat�on of d�fference” (op. c�t. ��). 

A group of people can be talked about �n terms of commun�on or commun�ty. 
Commun�ty �s one of those descr�pt�ve and normat�ve concepts that are used both �n 
ord�nary, everyday speech as well as an analyt�c term. The concept of commun�ty, often 
together w�th soc�ety, �s one of the most essent�al and most d�scussed concepts �n the 
soc�al sc�ences (e.g. Anderson ����; N�sbet ��66/2002; Tönn�es ��5�/���6). There �s no 
attempt made here to g�ve yet another defin�t�on of commun�ty. Instead, I follow Cohen 
(���5/���5), who proposes to follow W�ttgenste�n’s adv�ce and seek for the use of the 
word suggest�ng:

[…] that the members of a group of people (a) have someth�ng �n common 
w�th each other, wh�ch (b) d�st�ngu�shes them �n a s�gn�ficant way from 
members of other putat�ve group. “Commun�ty” thus seems to �mply 
s�multaneously both s�m�lar�ty and d�fference. The word thus expresses a 
relational �dea: the oppos�t�on of one commun�ty to others or other soc�al 
ent�t�es. (Cohen ���5/���5: �2, emphas�s �n or�g�n)



��

Cohen exam�nes the boundar�es that mark the beg�nn�ng and the end of a commun�ty 
and encapsulate �ts �dent�ty. The focus here �s on the symbol�c mean�ngs people g�ve to 
the boundar�es. People construct commun�ty symbol�cally. The symbols not only express 
a mean�ng, but also g�ve us the capac�ty to make mean�ng. Commun�ty, accord�ng to 
Cohen, �s one such “boundary-express�ng symbol” (op. c�t. �5). It �s “held �n common by 
�ts members; but �ts mean�ng var�es w�th �ts members’ un�que or�entat�ons to �t” (op. c�t. 
�5). Members then can share the symbol, but not �ts mean�ngs. However, l�ke culture(s), 
commun�ty does not ex�st �n a soc�al structure, or �n the do�ng, but rather �n �ts th�nk�ng: 
“Commun�ty ex�sts �n the m�nds of �ts members” (op. c�t. ��). It l�es �n the mean�ngs that 
people attach to �t. In a way, a commun�ty �s �mag�ned (Anderson ����). It should not be 
confused w�th geograph�cal or soc�ograph�cal facts. 

There are, unsurpr�s�ngly, var�ous �deas of belong�ng and the commun�t�es to 
wh�ch one can belong. Recently, I observed a person on a beach �n Stockholm w�th an 
AIK-emblem tattooed on h�s shoulder. For me, the tattoo �nd�cated h�s devot�on, not only 
to football �n general, but also to a part�cular team, �.e. AIK, and suggested that he wanted 
to show h�s belong�ng to the�r supporters. I bel�eve the person exper�enced a d�fferent 
k�nd of togetherness w�th us on the crowded beach compared to one he may feel w�th h�s 
fellow AIK supporters dur�ng a football match. The sense of togetherness �s to a certa�n 
extent �mag�nary, relat�onal, and s�tuat�onal. It changes, depend�ng on the people and 
the s�tuat�on �n wh�ch we are �nvolved. Obv�ously, what �s �nclud�ng and exclud�ng var�es 
depend�ng on the c�rcumstances as well as the cond�t�ons for and consequences of creat�ng 
and ma�nta�n�ng the sense of togetherness. 

The �nd�v�duals, the group of people we meet �n the thes�s, are employees at the 
Contact Centre, wh�ch �s a workplace commun�ty �n the Stockholm arch�pelago. Not all, 
but most of the t�me, the�r belong�ng to the Contact Centre commun�ty �s �llum�nated 
and h�ghl�ghted over and aga�nst other poss�ble soc�al pos�t�ons. 

Managing Togetherness

In order to create a sense of togetherness w�th someone, you need ways to be together. 
Bauman (���5/����) has l�sted var�ous ways of togetherness. For example, �n an ag�le, 
mob�le place such as a pedestr�an street, there �s a mob�le togetherness between the 
pedestr�ans w�th a temporary closeness that �s followed by �mmed�ate separat�on. Accord�ng 
to Bauman, people stra�n not to be w�th each other. In a wa�t�ng room or on the tra�n, 
there �s what he calls stat�onary togetherness. Strangers meet and share a space dur�ng a 
per�od of t�me, but aga�n part w�thout see�ng each other aga�n. In an office workplace, on 
the other hand, there �s measured, “tempered togetherness” (Bauman ���5/����: �6). 
The togetherness �ntended and for a purpose, even �f the reasons for com�ng together vary. 
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People are together, not necessar�ly �n order to be together, but they rema�n together �n 
order to make, do, or fulfil someth�ng else, for example, a work task. Togetherness �s filled 
w�th and balanced between structured or regulated and unstructured meet�ngs between 
the �nd�v�duals (Bauman ���5/����). Tempered togetherness �s the type of togetherness 
we would expect to encounter among the Contact Centre employees. 

In every workplace, employees create the�r ways of be�ng together wh�le carry�ng 
out the work �n meet�ngs and other encounters. Somet�mes, the encounters are part of the 
work �n var�ous ways. Somet�mes, �t �s enough to s�gnal �dent�ty or closeness to each other. 
For example, by look�ng through a narrow open�ng �n the cub�cle wall, office workers can 
get a general �dea of what was go�ng on �n the open-plan office (Zuboff ����). However, 
encounters are not always poss�ble because of d�verse work tasks, d�fferent work�ng hours, 
and/or geograph�cal d�stances. When the workplaces are separate, there ar�ses a challenge. 
For example, at the trans-nat�onal company Apple, wh�ch has offices �n var�ous countr�es 
and �n a number of locat�ons, a sense of commun�ty, a feel�ng of belong�ng to the company, 
and the awareness of other staff members �s worked out �n several ways and on several 
levels, such as �n the company’s v�s�on, promot�ng contacts w�th�n the company, and even 
through st�ckers, say�ng, for example, “ Walk on the Mac s�de  You’ll never Mac alone 
 Let’s Mac together” (Garsten ����: 25).

Soc�al sc�ent�sts have been �nterested �n organ�zat�ons’ capac�ty to med�ate the 
mean�ngs of �deas, knowledge, and values (e.g. Garsten ����) and reg�onal aspects of 
organ�zat�ons and organ�z�ng phenomena w�th�n the�r val�d cultural, h�stor�cal, pol�t�cal, 
and �ndustr�al contexts (e.g. Czarn�awska and Sevón 200�). Inqu�res �nclude organ�zat�onal 
env�ronments, processes and changes, �nformal relat�ons, and �dent�ty �n organ�zat�ons 
(for deta�ls on areas of �nqu�ry see e.g. Van Maanen 200�). More recently, there has been 
a grow�ng �nterest for the �mpact of �nformat�on and commun�cat�on technolog�es on 
work pract�ces and organ�zat�onal culture (e.g. Garsten and Wulff 200�). The sense of 
togetherness �s not unfam�l�ar for the HCI research. Much has been wr�tten about the 
awareness and knowledge of fellow staff members’ whereabouts, work tasks, and boundar�es 
between workgroups �n HCI and CSCW research that focuses on how technology can 
be des�gned and used to support the sense of belong�ng, awareness, and co-presence of 
those who are not present �n the same locat�on (e.g. Heath and Luff ����). Research 
trad�t�ons �n med�ated commun�cat�on, such as med�a space (descr�bed �n Chapter �), that 
a�m to support contact and per�pheral awareness w�th technology embedded �n the soc�al 
env�ronment belong, �n my op�n�on, to th�s category of research. In th�s thes�s, I explore 
ways of be�ng together at the Contact Centre as well as means of med�at�ng the sense of 
togetherness �n the d�spersed commun�ty.
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The Uncertainty of Togetherness

The sense of togetherness, I suggest, may be seen as one of those bel�ef, norm, and value 
sett�ngs that are managed w�th�n an organ�zat�on. They are somet�mes descr�bed as part 
of the organ�zat�onal culture. The term “organ�zat�onal culture(s)” �s used �n var�ous ways 
both by researchers, but also by members of organ�zat�ons (Van Maanen 200�). The not�on 
of organ�zat�onal culture may be and �s used to descr�be the presence or absence of un�ty 
and harmony among members �n the organ�zat�on. It �s used to descr�be the organ�zat�on’s 
�mmater�al var�ables such as �deas, values, norms, and assumpt�ons about soc�al real�ty often 
connected to concepts of �dent�ty and �deology (Alvesson ����, 200�; Salzer-Mörl�ng 
����; Van Maanen 200�). In th�s way, culture can be used to expla�n the organ�zat�onal 
performance, success or fa�lure. It becomes someth�ng that can be controlled and used as 
a tool for ach�ev�ng effect�veness and therefore contr�butes to reach the company’s goal 
or becomes an obstacle for econom�c rat�onal�ty and effect�veness (Alvesson ����, 200�; 
Salzer-Mörl�ng ����; Van Maanen 200�). Obv�ously, organ�zat�onal culture takes d�fferent 
forms and �s exper�enced d�fferently �n d�fferent organ�zat�ons and by d�fferent �nd�v�duals. 

A “workplace organ�zat�on,” �s, at least �n my op�n�on, a somewhat �nst�tut�onal�zed 
term that symbol�zes a certa�n comm�tment and refers to any group that �s try�ng to 
ach�eve a goal or �mprove someth�ng. The term also �nd�cates that the people work�ng 
there share some k�nd of togetherness. Regardless of �ts var�ous mod�ficat�ons, the sense of 
togetherness �s to some extent a normat�ve and pos�t�vely charged concept: �t �mpl�es an 
underly�ng �dea of be�ng un�ted and gett�ng on (well) together. It also �mpl�es that �t �s good 
for the company/organ�zat�on to accompl�sh a sense of togetherness, a fellowsh�p among 
the employees. In accordance w�th the organ�zat�onal culture, the sense of togetherness, 
�n my op�n�on, suggests that a sense of belong�ng to the same organ�zat�on may affect the 
sense of comfort �n the workplace and loyalty towards the employer and therefore also 
the effic�ency �n the work tasks. We should, for that reason, also v�ew �ts cr�t�que as be�ng 
an approach to management and organ�zat�on, and d�scuss the �dea of togetherness as a 
concept w�th�n organ�zat�ons and the act�ons �nvolved there, such as the ongo�ng struggle 
of management and employees to create and ma�nta�n the pos�t�ve mood at the workplace 
as well as the sense of belong�ng to the organ�zat�on. Bu�ld�ng a sense of togetherness �s 
“pol�t�cal.” Efforts to develop and ma�nta�n the sense of togetherness �n the workplace do 
not merely �nclude, but also �nvolve cons�derable uncerta�nty and arb�trar�ness. It �s not a 
stable concept, but rather �s one that �s defined and redefined dur�ng the var�ous act�v�t�es 
and s�tuat�ons. Technolog�es play a role �n the commun�cat�on and management of the 
sense of togetherness. These techn�ques and pract�ces are �ntegrated �n everyday pract�ces 
and relat�onsh�ps that contr�bute to the creat�on of �nd�v�duals that may seek a sense of 
togetherness w�th�n the organ�zat�on. It �s those day-to-day pract�ces that I am focus�ng on 
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�n the follow�ng chapters �n order to explore how the sense of togetherness �s establ�shed, 
ma�nta�ned, man�fested, and made access�ble.

***

The goal of th�s chapter �s to outl�ne a frame of reference for the analys�s that appears 
�n the follow�ng chapters. The �ssues touched upon work for the analyt�c pos�t�on I 
want to put forward �n the thes�s. In what follows, I attempt to art�culate, to “map” the 
soc�o-cultural context, to weave together the �nterrelated cond�t�ons, and to po�nt out 
connect�ons between d�fferent soc�al, cultural, and structural elements to approach and 
br�ng understand�ng to the soc�o-cultural context of technology use at the Contact Centre 
workplace s�tuated �n the Stockholm arch�pelago. The sense of togetherness �s an em�c 
term that connects both to the Contact Centre and to the research project Commun�ty at 
a D�stance as well as to stud�es of technology use �n organ�zat�ons w�th�n HCI and related 
research areas. The sense of togetherness �s the ma�n po�nt of v�ew from wh�ch I approach 
the soc�o-cultural context of technology use. 

The cho�ce of what connect�ons are made, what �s �ncluded, and how the soc�o-
cultural context �s understood does not occur �n a soc�al vacuum. Rather, �t reflects the 
soc�o-cultural context of �nterpretat�on, a more or less consc�ous cho�ce–one that �n the 
thes�s enables us to look more closely at soc�al and cultural aspects of the not�on of context. 
In other words, the �nterpretat�on �s context-dependent. In the next chapter, I cont�nue to 
explore further the context of �nterpretat�on by expl�cat�ng the cho�ces connected to the 
research pract�ce used �n the thes�s. 
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Th�s chapter outl�nes my research pract�ce. It eluc�dates how emp�r�cal data finds �ts way 
from data gather�ng and analys�s to th�s text. In th�s thes�s, an �nduct�ve procedure �s used: 
the phenomena grow out of the observat�ons �n the field. The research has an explanatory 
al�gnment and focuses on understand�ng the everyday pract�ces �n wh�ch the Contact 
Centre employees are �nvolved on the�r prem�ses. It focuses on what the act�v�t�es and 
phenomena mean for the part�c�pants �n the everyday s�tuat�ons �n wh�ch they normally 
occur, rather than on measur�ng them quant�tat�vely. Mostly, qual�tat�ve methods and 
techn�ques were used at the Contact Centre sett�ngs to collect �nformat�on about everyday 
l�fe as soc�o-cultural phenomena. Anthropolog�cal trad�t�ons offer such an approach. One 
way to character�ze �t �s as follows: 

Ethnographers l�sten, observe, part�c�pate, converse, lurk, collaborate, 
count, class�fy, learn, help, read, reflect and–w�th luck–apprec�ate and 
understand what goes on (and maybe why) �n the soc�al worlds they have 
penetrated. It �s an unspoken methodolog�cal parad�gm that �s generally 
effect�ve �n not scar�ng away the phenomenon of �nterest […] Preserv�ng 
the apparent naturalness and everyday character of what �s be�ng stud�ed �s 
the stock and trade of ethnograph�c work on the ground (and �n wr�t�ng). 
(John Van Maanen 200�: 2�0)

My own research pract�ce �s part of the soc�o-cultural context I approach �n th�s 
thes�s. The construct�on of the sc�ent�fic object cannot be separated from the �nstruments 
used to construct �t (Wacquant ���2). For example, the cho�ce of methods �mpl�es 
theoret�cal standpo�nts. The “craft” �s embedded �n the habitus of the sc�ent�fic field and 
the researcher (Bourd�eu, Chamboredon, and Passeron ����). Sc�ent�fic pract�ce, then, 
�s a soc�al pract�ce �n the same way as sc�ent�fic construct�on �s a soc�al construct�on of a 
“real�ty” (Bourd�eu ����/���5; 200�; Bourd�eu et al ����; G�ddens ����/200�). Indeed, 
every research project �s an act�v�ty �nfluenced by current �deolog�cal and ph�losoph�cal 
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presuppos�t�ons, embod�ed d�sc�pl�nary trad�t�ons, the focus of the study, our soc�et�es, 
and the researcher’s soc�al pos�t�on and personal character�st�cs (e.g. Agar ���0; Bourd�eu 
200�; Bourd�eu et al. ����; Clammer ����; Tonk�n ����). Unavo�dably, knowledge �s 
s�tuated and rooted �n someone at a part�cular t�me and �n a part�cular place (Haraway 
����). A person w�th a part�cular v�ewpo�nt creates knowledge of someth�ng. The 
v�ewpo�nt of the researcher, the methods, and the researcher’s goals affect both what �s 
stud�ed and how. An analyt�cal po�nt of v�ew for th�s thes�s �s based on soc�al sc�ence and 
anthropolog�cal �deas of soc�o-cultural �nteract�on between pract�ce and structure. As a 
research act, �t part�c�pates �n both the product�on and the reproduct�on of the pract�ces �t 
�s based on. It also prov�des the thes�s w�th some �nstrumental gu�del�nes. In th�s chapter I 
s�tuate myself w�th�n the research area of HCI �n general, but w�th�n the research project 
Commun�ty at a D�stance �n part�cular. I now present a somewhat general descr�pt�on of 
the soc�al space of my research. I explore sets of engagements and relat�onsh�ps shaped 
by conceptual, profess�onal, and relat�onal opportun�t�es and resources access�ble for my 
research. I �llustrate the appl�ed fieldwork trad�t�ons used �n the research, follow�ng the 
approach Van Maanen ment�ons above, �nclud�ng the conversat�ons, learn�ng, and read�ng 
as well as the analys�s and the wr�t�ng of the thes�s. 

Ethnography in HCI

My po�nt of v�ew �s determ�ned by HCI research. The term “HCI” (Human-Computer 
Interact�on) des�gnates the relat�onsh�p between people and technology, trad�t�onally 
referr�ng to a person s�tt�ng at a desk and �nteract�ng w�th a computer workstat�on or a 
laptop. Over the years, there has been a move from the s�ngle-person perspect�ve focus�ng 
on cogn�t�on and computer use, “desk exper�ence,” to a soc�ally or�ented perspect�ve 
focus�ng on groups of people and the�r �nteract�on and/or cooperat�on w�th each other. 
Therefore, HCI research covers the �nteract�on between human be�ngs and computers as 
well as the �nteract�on and commun�cat�on between people med�ated by computers �n all 
the�r var�ous forms. The later �s the focus of th�s thes�s.

HCI �s a mult�d�sc�pl�nary research area where computer sc�ence, psychology, 
fine arts, c�nema stud�es, arch�tecture, commun�cat�on stud�es, soc�ology, anthropology, 
and other d�sc�pl�nes meet. The mult�d�sc�pl�nary character of the research area allows 
and encourages me to make use of my prev�ous stud�es �n soc�al anthropology. Thus, my 
po�nt of v�ew �n the thes�s �s part�cularly �nfluenced by the pos�t�on anthropology and 
anthropolog�sts take �n HCI.� Th�s �s the pos�t�on I was partly g�ven, partly took, when I 
first, w�thout real�z�ng �t at the t�me, entered the HCI commun�ty as a pract�t�oner �n a 
company at the end of ����. When I started my PhD stud�es �n HCI �n the beg�nn�ng 
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of 2002, ethnography was and, �n my op�n�on, st�ll �s qu�te “fash�onable” and sought 
after w�th�n HCI. My academ�c background �n anthropology was certa�nly an advantage 
�n apply�ng for a pos�t�on as a PhD cand�date. Wh�le my stud�es �n anthropology are 
often h�ghl�ghted when I am �ntroduced to v�s�tors and students at the Royal Inst�tute 
of Technology (KTH), my prev�ous ten year’s exper�ence �n systems development and 
computer programm�ng �n bus�ness corporat�ons are seldom ment�oned. Th�s m�ght 
�llustrate the status that anthropology has at my department. Anthropology d�st�ngu�shes 
my background from others’.

The k�nd of anthropology pract�sed w�th�n HCI research, I bel�eve, can be 
cons�dered as appl�ed anthropology. Unl�ke the more “trad�t�onal” anthropolog�sts work�ng 
�n the anthropology departments at the un�vers�t�es, anthropolog�sts w�th�n HCI often 
work for departments other than the�r or�g�nal ones, many of wh�ch have a techn�cal and/
or mult�d�sc�pl�nary or�entat�on. Th�s thes�s �s produced at a techn�cal un�vers�ty, KTH, 
w�th�n a mult�d�sc�pl�nary HCI research group. The focus �s on the �nstrumental aspects 
of ethnography. Undergraduate students �n HCI learn about ethnograph�cal methods and 
how to make observat�ons �n the “real world.” Th�s focus �s also demonstrated �n several 
of the d�ssertat�ons �n HCI at KTH. The use of ethnography or ethnograph�cally �nsp�red 
methods seems to be a way conduct�ng a qual�tat�ve approach, regardless of the focus of 
the study or background of the researcher (e.g. Bogdan 200�; Groth 200�; Hedman 200�; 
Normark 2005; Taxén 2005). 

Ethnography started to appear �n HCI �n the ���0’s. Ethnography’s or�g�nal 
role �n IT research was cr�t�cal, draw�ng attent�on to the fa�lure of convent�onal forms 
to capture the d�ffer�ng perspect�ves on the use s�tuat�on (Crabtree 200�). It po�nted 
to and stressed the �mportance of the da�ly rout�nes of the users’ workday, the pract�cal 
management of organ�zat�onal cont�ngenc�es, “the taken-for-granted, shared culture of 
the work�ng env�ronment, the hurly-burly of soc�al relat�ons �n the work place, and the 
locally spec�fic sk�lls (e.g., the ‘know-how’ and ‘know-what’), requ�red to perform any 
role or task” (Anderson, ����: �5�). The formal models and methods were found to be 
“�ncapable of render�ng these d�mens�ons v�s�ble, let alone captur�ng them �n the deta�l 
requ�red to ensure that systems can take advantage of them” (op. c�t. �5�). Ethnography 
was thought to be a method that could access these d�mens�ons.

Ethnography, �n �ts broadest sense, has been po�nted out as useful �n several areas 
w�th�n des�gn and system-development projects, such as exam�n�ng the field, the workplaces, 
and the work pract�ces (e.g. Blomberg ���5; Blomberg et al 200�; Nard� ����; Pycock and 
Bowers ���6), captur�ng the s�tuatedness of spec�fic sk�lls (Normark 2005), �nvest�gat�ng 
the relat�onsh�p between technology and work, evaluat�ng the products and software 
systems �.e. conduct�ng a san�ty check on des�gn (Hughes et al ����), or even act�ng as 
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“user’s champ�ons” (Bentley et al ���2: �2�) and be�ng somewhat of a user’s advocate 
�n development and des�gn projects. Technology �s seen as a veh�cle for soc�al research, 
wh�ch emerges through a soc�o-techn�cal methodology, “technomethodology” (Button and 
Dour�sh ���6). The ethnograph�st’s role �n IT research, �t �s suggested, would be to �dent�fy 
researchable top�cs for des�gn through workplace stud�es and use them to develop abstract 
des�gn concepts and work up des�gn-solut�ons (Crabtree and Rodden 2002).

However, the use of ethnography �n HCI-research and part�cularly �n des�gn �s 
not unproblemat�c (e.g. Anderson ����; Bader and Nyce ����; Forsythe ����; Nyce and 
Bader 2002; Nyce and Löwgren ���5). Des�gners and developers tend to use ethnography 
�nstrumentally to �dent�fy and solve problems. It has been “reduced to a real�st�c strategy, �t 
collects th�ngs and ‘answers’ quest�ons. In the des�gn-and-development commun�ty, what 
a ‘problem’ �s, takes an �nstrumental, pragmat�c turn. In part�cular, what a ‘problem’ �s and 
how to ‘solve’ �t get reduced to a ser�es of pract�cal �ntervent�ons and pract�cal outcomes” 
(Nyce and Bader 2002: �5). Th�s aga�n reflects the legacy of ethnography, whose role �s to 
handle event(s) and act�on(s) �n order to “pred�ct” outcomes. Ethnography here �s reduced to 
a useful method for gather�ng, understand�ng, and spec�fy�ng end-user requ�rements �n order 
to �nform systems des�gn: “Instead of focus�ng on �ts analyt�c aspects, des�gners have defined 
�t as form of data collect�on. They have done th�s for very good, des�gn-relevant reasons, but 
des�gners do not need ethnography to do what they w�sh to do” (Anderson ����: �5�).

There �s often a gap between accounts from the field and how the “�nformat�on 
can be of pract�cal use to system developers” (Schm�dt 2000: ���). Even �f des�gners 
work closely w�th users and representat�ves of ethnography and psychology �n a part�cular 
sett�ng, “the object�ves of the exper�ment are clearly defined and the technolog�cal opt�ons 
�dent�fied and bounded �n advance” (Schm�dt 2000: ���). “Trad�t�onal” ethnography does 
not necessar�ly fit the requ�rements and work�ng pract�ces of a des�gn project. For example, 
requ�rement analys�s �s reduct�on�st �n character, wh�ch �n some �mportant ways sets �t 
apart from ethnograph�cal analys�s (Crabtree and Rodden 2002). There are d�fferences 
between an “adequate account” for the purposes of soc�al sc�ence and an adequate account 
for the purposes of des�gn, wh�ch �s �ntended to contr�bute to the development of the 
occupat�onal pract�ces �n quest�on (Crabtree 200�; Crabtree and Rodden 2002; Räsänen 
and L�ndqu�st 2005; Shap�ro ����).

W�th�n HCI and related research areas, ethnomethodology (Garfinkel ��6�/2002) 
has been promoted as the k�nd of ethnograph�c approach that �s needed �n des�gn 
(Crabtree 200�). However, the way �t was appl�ed �n HCI reduced ethnography to a k�nd 
of emp�r�cal exerc�se, wh�ch lessened the contr�but�ons �t m�ght have been able to make 
to the study of man-mach�ne operat�ons at the t�me (Nyce and Löwgren ���5). Whatever 
cr�t�c�sms one has, ethnomethodology �n HCI offered an opportun�ty to better spec�fy 
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des�gn pract�ce; the results �n turn �mprove the �nnovat�on and �nvent�on of the future 
(Button and Dour�sh ���6; Crabtree 200�; Crabtree and Rodden 2002).

A d�st�nct strand of ethnography emphas�zes �nterpretat�on, not d�scovery, and the 
analys�s of our own pract�ses as well of those of others. The approach �s concerned not only 
w�th the product�on of the soc�ety, but also w�th �ts reproduct�on as ser�es of structures 
(Anderson ����; Bader and Nyce ����; Chalmers 200�; Dekker and Nyce 200�; Dour�sh 
2006; G�ddens ����/200�; Nyce and Bader 2002). Recently, the �dea of �nform�ng 
des�gn, a key �dea �n HCI, has been quest�oned. Dour�sh (2006) cr�t�c�zes the pol�t�cs and 
cond�t�ons under wh�ch ethnograph�c work �s done �n HCI. By “forc�ng” ethnography by 
work�ng towards “�mpl�cat�on for des�gn,” �t m�splaces and m�sconstrues the ethnograph�c 
enterpr�se. In short, the quest�on of how one can get ethnography to work and work well 
w�th�n systems development has not yet been resolved. Dour�sh suggests that ethnography 
(that �s, ethnography that goes beyond the “�mpl�cat�ons for des�gn”) has a cr�t�cal role 
to play �n system des�gn; �t prov�des models for analyz�ng sett�ngs and what �s go�ng on 
there. In add�t�on, �t may also uncover constra�nts or opportun�t�es, �n part�cular des�gn 
pract�ces, and therefore help to shape research strateg�es (Dour�sh 2006; see also Räsänen 
and Nyce 2006).

Nevertheless, soc�al sc�ent�sts such as anthropolog�sts have been thought to be able 
to contr�bute the art�culat�on of the soc�al context of technology use. It seems appropr�ate 
to draw from that exper�ence, espec�ally s�nce the soc�al context �s of �mportance for 
HCI and CSCW research. When properly conducted and cons�dered as much a form 
of analys�s as a field method, ethnography can ra�se the quest�on of what soc�al context 
“means” �n general terms and how �t should be taken �nto account �n a part�cular des�gn 
and development project. In th�s thes�s, I suggest an analyt�cal pos�t�on that �s �n l�ne 
w�th soc�al sc�ence trad�t�ons such as soc�al and cultural anthropology. I suggest that the 
analyt�cal frame enable the HCI commun�ty to “make sense” of the use s�tuat�on. 

Fieldwork within the Project

Th�s sect�on �s about my field, wh�ch does not s�mply ex�st, wa�t�ng for d�scovery. On the 
contrary, �t has to be constructed. Just as actors part�c�pate �n soc�al processes to create 
and ma�nta�n the�r world, researchers part�c�pate �n soc�al processes as well. The concept 
of field and the concept of field �n fieldwork are subject to analys�s and reflect�on w�th�n 
anthropology. They are “pol�t�cally and ep�stemolog�cally �ntertw�ned; to th�nk cr�t�cally 
about one requ�res a read�ness to quest�on the other” (Gupta and Ferguson ����a: �). The 
term “field” �n anthropology frames research quest�ons and methods as well as theoret�cal 
�ssues. For reasons of clar�ty �n th�s HCI context, I cont�nue to explore the not�on of field 
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�n fieldwork as a pract�ce and the construct�on of the field as a s�te for the study, and leave 
the theoret�cal d�scuss�on of the concept of field outs�de the scope of the thes�s. 

The format�ve role of anthropolog�cal fieldwork �s about gett�ng first-hand 
exper�ence and prov�d�ng a bas�s for theoret�cal contr�but�ons (Kuper ���2). F�eldwork �s 
assumed to be long�tud�nal2 �n order to capture as complete a p�cture of a phenomenon 
as poss�ble: the changes that are somet�mes slow, somet�mes rap�d. In�t�ally, fieldwork 
was des�gned to meet up w�th needs �n stud�es us�ng part�c�pant observat�on (wh�ch I 
get back to later �n th�s chapter) �n small-scale, face-to-face soc�et�es. F�eldwork �nvolved 
travel away to a d�stant place. In contemporary anthropology, fieldwork �s often conducted 
at home �.e. �n the researcher’s own soc�ety and/or c�rcumstances that �n one way or the 
other are fam�l�ar to the researcher (Jackson ����). At home has noth�ng to do w�th 
research done �n domest�c places such as peoples’ homes. The concept of field also meant 
an obv�ous reference to one geograph�cal place where the research (fieldwork) was carr�ed 
out. However, the �dea of field �s no longer always geograph�cal (Am�t 2000). The fields 
vary from s�ngle, local, phys�cal and geograph�cal places to trans-local, global organ�zat�ons 
(e.g. Garsten ����) to trans-nat�onal occupat�onal fields (e.g. Wullf 2000), to fields of 
electron�c med�a, for example, on the Internet (e.g. U�monen 200�; 200�a; 200�b). 
F�eldwork was and to some extent st�ll �s, shrouded by myst�que. It �s somewhat of a 
“r�te de passage” by wh�ch a nov�ce �s tra�ned to become a profess�onal and furthermore, 
recogn�zed as an anthropolog�st (Clammer ����; Holy ����; Kuper ���2; Urry ����). 

What I call my fieldwork �n th�s thes�s has been framed by the research project 
Commun�ty at a D�stance, �n wh�ch a commun�cat�on env�ronment w�th aud�o and v�deo 
connect�ons was establ�shed �n the Contact Centre. The dr�v�ng forces of th�s project, 
�ts l�m�ts and poss�b�l�t�es, also shaped my work and made my study an exper�ment �n 
fieldwork as well. The fieldwork, at least �n part, was �nfluenced by the project a�ms 
and was, �n many ways, goal or�ented. Th�s type of fieldwork �s frequently used w�th�n 
HCI research, wh�ch often �ncludes des�gn and development of �nformat�on and 
commun�cat�on systems. W�th�n anthropolog�cal trad�t�ons, s�m�lar�t�es can be found w�th 
act�on anthropology or appl�ed anthropology approaches.� The research as well as the role 
of the researcher �s �nfluenced and l�m�ted by the a�ms and needs �n the des�gn project. As 
ment�oned earl�er, what needs to be done for des�gn reasons may not have anyth�ng to do 
w�th the soc�al and cultural-analys�s approach to ga�n understand�ng of a phenomenon 
(e.g. Shap�ro ����). They m�ght even be contrad�ctory. Thus, �t becomes �mportant to 
understand the “�mperat�ve of des�gn” (Lantz, Räsänen and Forstorp 2005: ��), �.e. the 
des�gn and development obl�gat�ons and how they �nfluenced my work. 

A des�gn or technology development project �s goal or�ented; the result �s often a 
des�gn concept, product, or serv�ce. However, �t must be kept �n m�nd that the technology 
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development process and the des�gned product are not just artefacts, but a changed or 
reformed pract�ce (Blomberg et al ����). The researcher �n�t�ates and takes act�ve part �n(Blomberg et al ����). The researcher �n�t�ates and takes act�ve part �nThe researcher �n�t�ates and takes act�ve part �n 
the change; he/she does not just w�tness one. In a des�gn project, there �s an ach�evement 
w�th good �ntent�ons and, hopefully, an �mprovement of some k�nd. Thus, “those �nvolved 
�n l�nk�ng ethnography and des�gn must be aware of the�r role as ‘change agents’” (op. c�t. 
���). So here, as well as everywhere else, the ethnographer’s role should be reflected upon 
One must ask, “In whose �nterest does one operate?” Further, “Does one serve the people 
for whom new technolog�es are des�gned […] or does one serve the sponsors of the work” 
(op. c�t. ���). Issues perta�n�ng to part�c�pat�on, the ethnographer’s role �n the project, 
power relat�ons between ethnographers and �nformants as well as access to the �nformants’ 
env�ronment and rec�proc�ty must be confronted. Even �f there are general eth�cal research 
cons�derat�ons, these �ssues are often related to the people and sett�ng at hand. In th�s 
chapter, I reflect upon how I handled these. Before that, let us exam�ne some prerequ�s�tes 
for my part�c�pat�on �n the Commun�ty at a D�stance project. 

In September 200�, a researcher at the Centre for User Or�ented IT Des�gn (CID) 
at KTH �ntroduced me to the research project, wh�ch later was named Commun�ty at a 
D�stance. As ment�oned earl�er, the overall research a�m �n the project was to study whether 
�t �s poss�ble to create connect�ons between the three locat�ons so that “they are exper�enced 
as �mmed�ate and natural extens�ons of the local env�ronment, as commun�cat�ve surfaces 
between co-workers at d�stant places” (Lenman et al 2002: �2�). An �mpl�c�t a�m �n the 
project was to �mprove the work�ng env�ronment at the Contact Centre and the work 
s�tuat�on for the staff by offer�ng v�deo-med�ated commun�cat�on technology to connect 
the geograph�cally separated workplaces. Commun�ty at a D�stance was a research project 
bu�ld�ng on prev�ous research on med�ated commun�cat�on done at KTH and elsewhere. 
It a�med to pave the way for new ways of us�ng th�s technology �n a new s�tuat�on and 
env�ronment. However, �t was also a des�gn and technology development project. An 
object�ve �n the project was to prepare for a permanent establ�shment of the commun�cat�on 
env�ronment �n the Contact Centre �f the employees w�shed so and var�ous resources made 
�t poss�ble.

One of my first thoughts then was “What a ‘perfect’ anthropolog�cal field!” 
There was a well-defined work organ�zat�on w�th poss�b�l�t�es and challenges, s�tuated �n a 
complex everyday world �n the Stockholm arch�pelago. Rather than be�ng a study �n�t�ated 
by the un�vers�ty, the project �dea was an �n�t�at�ve of the management of the Contact 
Centre, wh�ch showed �nterest �n the prev�ous research on med�ated commun�cat�on at 
CID, KTH. I learnt that the staff worked together, desp�te the geograph�cal d�stance. 
Although I bel�eved that the bas�c cond�t�ons for a suggested commun�cat�on env�ronment 
were �n place, I also knew from my exper�ence of another call centre that there could be 
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compl�cat�ons and a lack of w�ll�ngness on the part of the staff to contr�bute to the study. 
My dec�s�on to part�c�pate was also �nfluenced by the fact that I had, successfully, used a 
s�m�lar commun�cat�on env�ronment, V�deocafé (Tollmar et al. 200�), earl�er. As a student, 
I had also part�c�pated �n lectures that were g�ven across a v�deoconference system. 

A common commun�cat�on env�ronment between the three s�tes �mpl�ed 
changes �n both the phys�cal and the soc�al aspects of the work env�ronment. Therefore, 
a mult�d�sc�pl�nary project team was establ�shed �n order to cover the var�ous aspects. 
I became a member of the team, wh�ch �ncluded e�ght other persons w�th expert�se �n 
arch�tecture, c�nema stud�es, human-computer �nteract�on, �ndustr�al des�gn, and med�a 
technology. The team worked together w�th representat�ves from the Stockholm County 
Pol�ce as well as an �ndependent consultant w�th prev�ous work exper�ence �n call-centre 
organ�zat�ons.

Approaching the Field

I have carr�ed out what may be called “polymorphous engagement” (Gusterson ����: 
��6), wh�ch means �nteract�ng w�th �nformants �n d�verse ways and locat�ons and on 
d�fferent occas�ons as well as gather�ng �nformat�on eclect�cally from d�fferent sources, 
us�ng a m�x of several research techn�ques. In my case, the fieldwork was carr�ed out on 
phys�cal, geograph�cally d�stant places, ma�nly �n the Contact Centre prem�ses on the 
three �slands Arholma, Sandhamn, and Ornö as well as occas�onally at the headquarters �n 
Norrtälje on the ma�nland. The fieldwork �n focus here �s �nterm�ttent fieldwork, spann�ng 
over a per�od of t�me. The field was ava�lable for my research dur�ng three years from 
October 200� to October 200� w�th�n the research project Commun�ty at a D�stance. 
The fieldwork was unevenly scattered over the three years. The most �ntens�ve per�ods of 
fieldwork carr�ed out at the Contact Centre s�tes were dur�ng the follow�ng t�me per�ods. 
Dur�ng October to November 200�, a prel�m�nary study of the project was conducted 
w�th two rounds of one-day v�s�ts to each �sland as well as a workshop at KTH. Dur�ng 
September to December 2002, I spent one week at each locat�on �n the arch�pelago. In 
add�t�on, I v�s�ted the �slands for one-day act�v�t�es �n the project. Dur�ng June to July 200�, 
I spent one week on Sandö and Arholma respect�vely. Dur�ng September 200� to June 
200�, I spent approx�mately one day each week �n Arholma, Sandhamn, or Norrtälje.

In between, I made short v�s�ts to the �slands on several d�fferent occas�ons and for 
several reasons, mostly depend�ng on act�v�t�es �n the research project. Judg�ng from my 
field notes, roughly est�mated, I v�s�ted at the Contact Centre s�tes �5 t�mes. My �ntent�on 
was to d�v�de my t�me equally between the three s�tes �n the arch�pelago. However, 
dur�ng the use of the commun�cat�on env�ronment, my fieldwork was concentrated to 
those locat�ons that employed the commun�cat�on env�ronment, �.e. Arholma, Norrtälje, 
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and Sandhamn. Apart from the prem�ses of the Contact Centre, my work was carr�ed 
out on the boats and buses to and from the �slands. In add�t�on, the field s�te was also 
represented at KTH through the act�v�t�es and part�c�pants �n the project Commun�ty at 
a D�stance. I used telephone and telefax when there was a need to commun�cate w�th the 
personnel at the Contact Centre wh�le I was at KTH. I also met the staff members across 
the commun�cat�on env�ronment. At those occas�ons, I met the personnel on one �sland 
wh�le I was on another. 

Informat�on for my research purposes was gathered over t�me. It also allowed me 
to overv�ew processes over t�me as well as not�ce changes, wh�ch were somet�mes slow and 
somet�mes rap�d. Even �f some changes are reported �n th�s thes�s, they are not always 
emphas�sed. The follow�ng techn�ques were used to collect the data. 

Project Activities

The project Commun�ty at a D�stance took a co-operat�ve, user-or�ented approach, wh�ch 
supports employee part�c�pat�on, stresses the �mportance of acknowledg�ng and benefit�ng 
from the user knowledge and work exper�ence and other c�rcumstances, �ntegrates them 
�nto the development work. It �s also bel�eved to fac�l�tate and support the �ntroduct�on of 
a new product or a serv�ce (Bjerknes, Ehn and Kyng ����). In add�t�on, a des�gn model 
developed at CID was used �n the project (Westerlund, L�ndqv�st and Sundblad 200�). 
Thus, the des�gn model emphas�zes a hol�st�c perspect�ve on both the use s�tuat�on and 
the part�c�pat�on of all the part�es dur�ng the var�ous phases of the project. Researchers 
�n a mult�d�sc�pl�nary team br�ng var�ous sk�lls and perspect�ves �nto the processes. By 
work�ng together, �t �s bel�eved that �t �s eas�er to establ�sh a common ground and to reduce 
problems �n the hand�ng over �nformat�on and exper�ences. Throughout the project, the 
project team encouraged the employees to ma�nta�n a d�alogue w�th the team through 
var�ous act�v�t�es. These �ncluded meet�ngs and �nterv�ews, workshops (we used v�deo 
dur�ng bra�nstorm�ng and prototyp�ng act�v�t�es, based on the work by Mackay 2000), 
and cultural probes (based on Gaver, Dunne and Pacent� ����) as well as quest�onna�res 
cover�ng commun�cate means at the Contact Centre and the staff’s exper�ences of the 
commun�cat�on env�ronment at the end of the project. The employees were also �nv�ted 
to test a prototype of the proposed technology (the methods and research approach �n the 
project �s descr�bed �n some deta�l �n Räsänen et al 2005; but also �n Er�xon et al 200�; 
Gullström-Hughes et al 200�; Lenman et al 2002).

As a member of the project team �n the Commun�ty at a D�stance project, I “was 
to �nform the des�gn and then evaluate the use of the commun�cat�on env�ronment,” as 
the project leader put �t to me �n the autumn of 200�. I �n�t�ally contr�buted to �nform�ng 
the des�gn and development act�v�t�es and later stud�ed the use of the commun�cat�on 
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env�ronment. To some extent, my role was to be a “change agent” (Blomberg et al ����: 
���). Rather than just act�ng as a cultural analyst, a�m�ng at understand�ng and explor�ng 
the mean�ng of the soc�o-cultural context, I took part �n chang�ng �t. In those changes, I 
had a role s�m�lar to “users’ champ�on” (Bentley et al ���2: �2�) w�th a strong �ntent�on 
and comm�tment to serve the employees’ �nterests, but, obv�ously, the changes served 
the project’s research purposes as well. When I part�c�pated �n meet�ngs and workshops 
arranged by other members of the project, I usually part�c�pated as a note-tak�ng observer. 
Other t�mes, such as at the beg�nn�ng of 200� when several Contact Centre employees 
v�s�ted KTH �n order to test a prototype of the commun�cat�on env�ronment, I was host. 
My role �n the project team was also to ma�nta�n contact w�th the part�c�pants at the 
Contact Centre regard�ng var�ous adm�n�strat�ve matters �n the project. 

All the members of the project team, apart from apply�ng the sk�lls and knowledge 
�n the�r fields of expert�se, also carr�ed out several hands-on act�v�t�es. For example, I helped 
to transport and del�ver furn�ture, fabr�cs, l�ght fitt�ngs, and parts of the commun�cat�on 
technology to the d�fferent Contact Centre locat�ons. Later �n the project, the act�v�t�es 
�nvolved help�ng to change gadgets, and to local�ze and fix technology faults. I took on 
some of these tasks myself and was ass�gned others. There are several reasons for hands-on 
work. Most of them were solely pract�cal and could be cons�dered to benefit the project. In 
a mult�d�sc�pl�nary project team, hands-on act�v�t�es also contr�bute to the understand�ng 
of each other’s work and perspect�ves. In add�t�on, the hands-on act�v�t�es contr�buted 
to my fieldwork by expand�ng the ass�gnment and thus contr�but�ng to a broader v�ew 
both of the soc�o-cultural context, w�th�n wh�ch the commun�cat�on env�ronment was 
establ�shed and used, and of the d�fferent processes �n the project (for more on the 
roles �n the project, see also Lantz et al 2005). In wr�t�ng th�s thes�s, I take yet another 
analyt�cal pos�t�on v�ew�ng the field that �s now, �n a way, represented �n my field notes and 
other mater�al. Even though the work �n the project was a common effort and certa�nly 
�nfluenced the thes�s, I w�sh to explore my po�nt of v�ew �n the follow�ng by br�ng�ng �n 
d�fferent theoret�cal perspect�ves as well as reflect�ons on my own work.

Some of the d�fferent roles or pos�t�ons w�th�n the project were stra�ghtforward 
and pract�cal. However, they also suggested contrad�ct�ons. For example, how does one 
comb�ne the d�fferent roles of change agent and user’s champ�on? In add�t�on, how does 
one study (w�thout too strong a b�as) technology use when one has taken part �n develop�ng 
�t? There �s a r�sk of confl�ct �n favour of one or the other. Clearly, there �s not a s�ngle way 
of deal�ng w�th the var�ous pos�t�ons, but the s�tuat�ons need to be handled �n numerous 
ways dur�ng the everyday �nteract�ons w�th the personnel, the project team, and others 
as well as �n the analys�s presented �n th�s thes�s. The task was eas�er when the d�fferent 
pos�t�ons could be kept apart. However, occas�onally they unavo�dably needed to be 
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handled at the same t�me. For me, reflect�ng on and acknowledg�ng the var�ous pos�t�ons 
beforehand and dur�ng the project was a useful way to prepare myself for handl�ng the 
everyday s�tuat�ons.

I was not a “des�gner” of the commun�cat�on env�ronment, nor was I a “trad�t�onal” 
soc�al sc�ent�st. I was somewhere �n between. I took part �n the project act�v�t�es and 
�n that way added to the des�gn process. It �s hard to �solate what exactly was my role 
and contr�but�on, s�nce the project team acted on common dec�s�ons. Part�c�pat�on can 
d�m�n�sh res�stance: �nformants tend not cr�t�c�ze the project or technology �n the way they 
would otherw�se do. Th�s was certa�nly the case here as well. However, I am conv�nced that 
the Contact Centre employees successfully art�culated the�r var�ous op�n�ons and rem�nded 
the project team of the�r pos�t�on �n the work wh�le keep�ng me on track. In a d�fferent 
s�tuat�on w�th d�fferent part�c�pants and other techn�ques, th�s m�ght have been tr�ck�er.

The project was �mportant for my own thes�s. However, for my personal research 
object�ves, �t d�d not “matter” whether the commun�cat�on env�ronment was, very 
s�mply put, a “success” or a “fa�lure.” Th�s, I bel�eve, at least enhanced the poss�b�l�t�es 
of approach�ng the technology use w�thout mak�ng �t sound l�ke an ent�rely pos�t�ve or 
negat�ve exper�ence. 

The �nformat�on gathered dur�ng the act�v�t�es �n the Commun�ty at a D�stance 
project has been data for my thes�s. Th�s �ncludes notes taken dur�ng the meet�ngs and 
workshops, photographs and v�deo as well as the employees’ responses to two quest�onna�res: 
one g�ven at the beg�nn�ng of the project and one at the end. In th�s thes�s, the employees’ 
comments wr�tten on the quest�onna�res are used to capture the�r exact words regard�ng 
some phenomena. The comments �n the first quest�onna�re �n August 2002 were wr�tten 
�n an empty space at the end of the quest�onna�re where the respondents were asked 
for comments and examples: “Below you can wr�te down what you cons�der the most 
�mportant aspect of commun�cat�on w�th�n and between the Contact Centre s�tes. You 
can also comment on the quest�onna�re �tself.” The quest�onna�re was t�tled “Study of 
Commun�cat�on.” It �ncluded th�rteen quest�ons and a�med at gett�ng an �dea of the ways 
of commun�cat�ng and �nteract�ng at the Contact Centre. We rece�ved a total of th�rty-
three responses from the, at that t�me, forty employees the quest�onna�re was sent to. 
The quest�onna�re at the end of the project �n October 200� was t�tled “Study of the 
Commun�cat�on Env�ronment K” and a�med to capture the employee’s exper�ences of the 
establ�shed v�deo-med�ated commun�cat�on. One open quest�on was asked: “What �s your 
general op�n�on about the commun�cat�on env�ronment K?” We asked the respondents 
for var�ous angles and examples. There was also an empty space for other comments and 
examples as well as comments on the quest�onna�re �tself. We rece�ved a total of th�rty 
responses from forty-five employees. 
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I have also used the project �nstrumentally: �.e. the assumpt�ons, expectat�ons, 
and so on expressed �n the project have been data for me, someth�ng to approach further. 
However, �t should be emphas�zed that the process was not stud�ed per se. The project 
act�v�t�es as well as the commun�cat�on env�ronment also worked �n a “provocat�ve” 
manner �n the sense that �t a�ded access to “a slugg�sh �mag�nat�on” �n much the same way 
as �n a “breach�ng exper�ment” (Garfinkel ��6�/2002). A technolog�cal �mplementat�on 
can be treated as a breach�ng exper�ment when novel technolog�es are confronted �n use �n 
the�r actual c�rcumstances (Crabtree 200�). Breach�ng or provok�ng everyday act�v�t�es �s 
one way �n wh�ch the emp�r�cal study of soc�al organ�zat�on m�ght proceed. The act�v�t�es 
�n the Commun�ty at a D�stance project worked outs�de of, or rather, �n add�t�on to the 
ord�nary work at the Contact Centre. They �nterrupted and, �n a way, “caused trouble,” 
dur�ng the ord�nary work�ng day. The commun�cat�on env�ronment was also a new 
exper�ence for the personnel. Act�v�t�es and technology may tr�gger or call forth reflect�ons 
and analys�s of pract�ce through wh�ch �ns�ghts �nto the fam�l�ar�ty of a soc�al organ�zat�on 
are made poss�ble.

Participate or Blend with the Wallpaper

Observat�on through part�c�pat�on �s a common pract�ce w�th�n anthropolog�cal fieldwork 
for learn�ng more about the concepts of �nterest and generat�ng anthropolog�cal knowledge 
(Geertz ����/2000; Holy ����; Tonk�n ����). A problem w�th observat�on �s that the 
researcher’s presence affects the observed s�tuat�on, thus obstruct�ng and d�sturb�ng 
the researcher’s ab�l�ty to report on what �s “go�ng on” there (Holy ����). A long stay 
�n the field �s argued to be one way to m�n�m�ze the negat�ve effect of the researcher’s 
part�c�pat�on. The longer the stay, the more l�kely people w�ll become accustomed to the 
researcher’s part�c�pat�on. Acceptance �s needed for long-term fieldwork: �.e. the researcher 
needs to ma�nta�n good relat�ons w�th the �nformants (Tonk�n ����). The researcher does 
not just rush �n, carry out h�s/her work, and leave the scene. Acceptance �n the field �s not 
only about “a�m�ng for empathy but to use h�mself or herself as the med�um of research” 
(op. c�t. 22�). Learn�ng by do�ng and by mak�ng m�stakes �s a valuable way of ga�n�ng 
access to �nformat�on. 

However, part�c�pant observat�on �s not to be understood as a method; rather, �t 
�s a comb�nat�on of more spec�fic techn�ques. Through part�c�pat�on �n people’s l�ves, the 
anthropolog�st ach�eves �nvolvement, wh�ch �s a cond�t�on for carry�ng out research, by 
apply�ng other research techn�ques (Holy ����; Tonk�n ����). I used techn�ques such as 
observat�ons, �nterv�ews, and �nformal chats. I pa�d attent�on to var�ous documents ava�lable 
at the Contact Centre, such as meet�ng m�nutes, educat�on mater�al, and art�cles as well as 
�nformat�on scattered around the work�ng place, for example, on not�ce boards and coffee 
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tables as well as from other sources such as on the Internet and �n local newspapers. I also 
part�c�pated �n several of the act�v�t�es �n the Commun�ty at a D�stance project as well as 
the pract�cal work ment�oned earl�er and stud�ed the data collected for project reasons.

As I l�ve �n Stockholm, the arch�pelago �s only a few hours away. Even though 
the tr�p took about three hours one way, I was able to spend a complete work�ng day at 
the prem�ses of the Contact Centre and return home at n�ght, �n much the same way as 
�f I were to go to an office �n the Stockholm area. When I arr�ved at the Contact Centre 
s�te �n the morn�ng, I usually chose an ava�lable work�ng desk �n the same way as the 
personnel d�d, to work on my field notes, read�ng m�nutes, and other documents. Th�s 
gave me a good overv�ew of the open-plan work�ng areas and, �n a way, an ord�nary place 
�n the office env�ronment. The scattered nature of the fieldwork d�d not make “complete” 
part�c�pat�on �n the Contact Centre commun�ty poss�ble. I d�d not learn to perform the�r 
ma�n work task, �.e. reg�ster�ng cr�me reports from the publ�c. Nor was my observat�on 
only observat�on. I d�d not blend �nto the wallpaper. Instead, I talked to the personnel and 
part�c�pated �n meet�ngs and coffee breaks. I also tr�ed to make myself useful and helped 
w�th some bas�c adm�n�strat�ve tasks, such as answer�ng adm�n�strat�ve telephone calls 
whenever the personnel were busy. I took care of load�ng the d�shwasher and prepared 
several pots of coffee to be enjoyed dur�ng the coffee breaks along w�th the chocolate, 
buns, or cakes I had brought w�th me. Of course, there are several contrad�ct�ons �nvolved 
�n part�c�pat�ng w�th �nformants �n everyday s�tuat�ons. For example, the researcher 
becomes fam�l�ar w�th the �nformants, and yet, at the same t�me, needs to l�ve up to the 
academ�c amb�t�on of understand�ng ga�ned �n terms of d�stance. Research presupposes 
loyalty towards the cr�t�cal rev�ew�ng of the phenomena. The researchers are, �n a way, 
�ndebted to the personnel for be�ng able to be there and therefore hope that the research 
does not cause too much �nconven�ence �n the�r work s�tuat�on.

Observat�ons of soc�al l�fe become handy when the focus �s on the act�ons of 
�nd�v�duals (Holy ����). It �s poss�ble to observe the act�v�ty as well as the c�rcumstances 
and the workplace where the act�on takes place. We can also follow the act�v�ty over t�me. 
However, act�ons are not poss�ble to observe �n the�r ent�rety. Act�v�t�es at the Contact 
Centre were �nterwoven �n webs of encounters, �nteract�ons, and conversat�ons. They 
d�d not always have a clear beg�nn�ng or end, nor were they always unamb�guous. They 
could be e�ther long or short. The long act�v�t�es were �n a way eas�er to recogn�ze, but 
the short ones needed close attent�on, �f they were not�ceable for me at all. These are, 
of course, �mportant data and contr�bute to the understand�ng of the workplace. I used 
observat�ons �n order to catch volat�le �nformat�on and learn about how the personnel 
used the workplace, how they �nteracted w�th each other. I observed act�v�t�es, �nd�v�duals’ 
movements �n the work area, glances, and nodd�ng to each other. I tr�ed to get a sense of the 
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react�ons and atmosphere when someth�ng was sa�d or happened. It was �mportant to pay 
attent�on to the encounters, even those that appeared to be br�ef and tr�v�al �nterchanges, 
s�nce even a fleet�ng moment has “much more substance when seen as �nherent �n the 
�terat�ve nature of soc�al l�fe” (G�ddens ����/200�: �2): “The rout�n�zat�on of encounters 
�s of major s�gn�ficance �n b�nd�ng the fleet�ng encounter to soc�al reproduct�on and thus 
to the seem�ng ‘fix�ty’ of �nst�tut�on” (op. c�t. �2). 

Obv�ously, act�ons mean d�fferent th�ngs for those �nvolved. Through observat�ons, 
�t �s not always poss�ble to ga�n an understand�ng of mot�ves or subject�ve exper�ences of the 
act�v�t�es. Equally, �t �s �mportant that the researcher does not apply h�s/her own �nterpretat�on 
to the act�on. Through part�c�pat�on, the researcher may learn about the mean�ng that act�ons 
have for the �nformants. Above all, part�c�pat�on made �t poss�ble for me to ask quest�ons 
about what I had observed, read, or d�scussed earl�er. Objects that anthropolog�sts gather, 
exam�ne, analyze, and wr�te about often take place �n �nteract�on w�th others. The pr�mary 
data are th�ngs that are sa�d or done on the soc�al scene, dur�ng an �nterv�ew, or �nformal 
encounters. “We collect the dropp�ngs of talk” (Moerman ����/���0: �). My “droplets of 
talk” are conversat�ons and narrat�ves that were collected �n var�ous s�tuat�ons �nclud�ng 
�nterv�ews, meet�ngs, and coffee breaks, on boats and buses, as well as wh�le people carr�ed 
out the�r work or took part �n the project act�v�t�es. My �nterv�ew�ng strategy was open-
ended, �nterrupted by clar�fy�ng quest�ons. In the follow�ng conversat�ons, I followed up 
on �ssues from the prev�ous ones or someth�ng I had observed or read about. Dur�ng the 
d�alogues, I tr�ed to follow the person’s lead, cons�der apparent tangents as �mportant clues. 
When appropr�ate, I asked for an example to �llustrate h�s/her po�nt.

The context of �nterv�ews and everyday chatt�ng needs to be structured and 
understood on several levels (Dav�es ����). In the course of the fieldwork, I tr�ed to 
develop sens�t�v�ty to soc�al and cultural structures of relat�onsh�ps and mean�ngs at the 
workplace, as well as other soc�al d�v�s�ons such as gender, age, profess�on, and power 
d�fferences. For example, as far as �t was poss�ble, I tr�ed to use terms and words used by 
the Contact Centre personnel. 

The data gather�ng techn�ques used �n th�s study are not to be seen as separated 
or �ndependent, used to ga�n understand�ng on one part�cular matter, even �f that also 
somet�mes happened. Rather, the var�ous techn�ques feed the understand�ng of phenomena 
from somewhat d�fferent angles. Several techn�ques were often used s�multaneously. 
For example, an observat�on often also �ncluded elements of an �nterv�ew. Read�ng the 
m�nutes of a meet�ng started a conversat�on about some part�cular matter. I started many 
conversat�ons, but I was also somet�mes drawn �nto d�scuss�ons of top�cs that were of 
�nterest for the personnel at the t�me.
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Throughout the research, I tr�ed to keep a balance between �nv�t�ng the personnel 
to part�c�pate �n research act�v�t�es and wa�t�ng for them to do so. The management of 
the Stockholm County pol�ce had agreed to part�c�pate �n the Commun�ty at a D�stance 
project. In general, the management of a company can encourage and even requ�re or 
“force” the�r employees to part�c�pate. As far as I know, th�s was not the case here. However, 
as a researcher, I advocated free cho�ce of part�c�pat�on for �nd�v�duals. Nevertheless, there 
are s�tuat�ons where the researcher’s a�ms and expectat�ons may not correspond w�th 
the part�c�pants’ expectat�ons. I chose to be expl�c�t �n my a�ms. For example, whenever 
appropr�ate, I talked about my research �nterests and �nformat�on needs �n the project, 
collect�vely �n meet�ngs, �n letters, or �n telefaxed documents. Obv�ously, th�s works well 
only when there �s a clear quest�on to be answered such as what are the d�fferent ways of 
commun�cat�ng between the s�tes, one of the quest�ons asked for the project purpose. Th�s 
gave a poss�b�l�ty for those who wanted to contr�bute to contact me; others could just 
�gnore the task. It was d�fferent when I part�c�pated dur�ng work�ng days and �n meet�ngs. 
D�d all the employees really want me there? However, even there, I tr�ed to approach each 
person w�thout be�ng pushy. 

Th�s, of course, leads to a common “gatekeeper” and key �nformant s�tuat�on. There 
�s a r�sk that the vo�ces of those who are dom�nant w�th�n a group are more art�culated, 
“louder,” and more expl�c�t than the vo�ces of those who are less dom�nant. Some are more 
act�ve �n mak�ng contact and express�ng the�r des�re to part�c�pate. Others part�c�pated 
because of the�r work or role at the Contact Centre. For example, contact persons �n the 
research project also became my �nformants. They were ass�gned t�me to spend on the 
project, wh�ch made �t eas�er for me to ask them quest�ons. At each locat�on, there �s a 
group leader who �s �n charge of the everyday rout�nes, �nclud�ng a sess�on for plann�ng 
of the work act�v�t�es and work�ng schedules, and who also takes general respons�b�l�ty for 
the personnel. The�r perspect�ves were also of �mportance �n my study. I also needed to talk 
to the group leaders for adm�n�strat�ve reasons, for example, check�ng out whether �t was 
poss�ble to gather the personnel for the purposes of the project. I present the personnel and 
the organ�zat�on �n more deta�l �n the follow�ng chapters. 

An anthropolog�cal research field �s often descr�bed from the perspect�ve and �n 
terms of those who belong there. For �nstance, people who l�ve �n a v�llage or work �n a 
company belong there. They are obv�ously the most central persons, but, one may ask, 
�s th�s way of emphas�z�ng belong�ng also a way of normal�z�ng the otherw�se complex 
real�t�es of a research field? There �s a r�sk of normal�zat�on. Unsurpr�s�ngly, �t �s �mposs�ble 
to draw a general�zed p�cture of “real�ty.” Nevertheless, th�s m�ght be done for reasons 
of clar�ty �n the narrat�ve. On the other hand, tak�ng respons�b�l�ty for those that are 
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�n focus �n the study �s always part of the fieldwork. In th�s thes�s, employees’ names 
attr�buted to the quotat�ons from the �nterv�ews and observat�ons are pseudonyms, and 
deta�ls �n the descr�pt�ons that follow have been changed to prov�de anonym�ty. In order 
to understand who �s actually beh�nd the words �n th�s thes�s (apart from the author of 
course), more deta�led �nformat�on of the part�c�pants’ background, understand�ngs, and 
a�ms �n talk�ng w�th the researcher, would have been �n place. Comprehens�ve descr�pt�ons 
of the �nd�v�duals, I bel�eve, would have contr�buted �n a pos�t�ve way to the narrat�ve. 
Nevertheless, desp�te any pedagog�cal problems th�s lack of descr�pt�on m�ght pose for 
the reader, the eth�cal concerns are paramount. I have chosen to present the employees 
collect�vely rather than descr�b�ng �nd�v�duals �n deta�l. Unfortunately, terms such as 
“personnel” and “staff” �nd�cate a homogenous group. However, �t should be kept �n m�nd 
that the Contact Centre employees do not const�tute a homogenous group; rather, they 
are �nd�v�duals w�th var�ous backgrounds, �deas, �nterests, knowledge, sk�lls, humour, and 
att�tudes based on soc�al roles, norms, d�spos�t�ons, and on demograph�c character�st�cs. 
The�r habitus help to define the�r personal goals, mot�vat�ons, w�ll�ngness, and v�ews on 
everyday act�v�t�es. These are also brought �nto the use of var�ous technolog�es. The name 
of the workplace organ�zat�on, the Swed�sh Pol�ce Contact Centre, �s publ�shed here 
�n agreement w�th the personnel and the management at the beg�nn�ng of the research 
project Commun�ty at a D�stance. In order to avo�d confus�on, I use the names of the four 
s�tes Norrtälje, Arholma, Sandhamn, and Ornö, whenever a d�st�nct�on between the four 
s�tes �s necessary for the narrat�ve.

The term “user,” �nd�cat�ng a person us�ng a technology or a dev�ce, �s commonly 
used �n HCI l�terature, but th�s �s l�m�ted to a certa�n role a person takes or occup�es �n 
a spec�fic s�tuat�on when us�ng technology. Instead, I prefer to use the terms that the 
employees themselves used to descr�be, for example, the�r pos�t�on w�th�n the Contact 
Centre. I at t�mes also use terms such as “staff member,” “employee,” as well as “�nformant,” 
to �nd�cate a part�cular part�c�pant. 

Anchoring Field Notes

The field notes are both a strength and a l�m�tat�on �n an anthropolog�cal work, a “b�zarre 
genre” (Lederman ���0: �2), somewhere between the academ�c d�scourse and observat�ons 
�n the field. F�eld notes “are supposed to be a reconsultable record of field exper�ences–an 
anchor for the crafty frames of memory and poss�bly a resource for other researchers” (op. 
c�t. �2-��). 

Throughout the research, I made field notes based on my observat�ons, wh�ch, as 
descr�bed above, �nclude everyday encounters �n var�ous s�tuat�ons and locat�ons. I wrote 
down c�tat�ons and comments of each part�c�pant, the act�v�ty and/or the events of the 
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day as well as the react�ons of each part�c�pant as closely as poss�ble at the t�me. Most of 
the quotat�ons �n th�s thes�s are reconstructed from handwr�tten field notes of what a 
person sa�d. Some of the field notes were wr�tten dur�ng an act�v�ty, such as a meet�ng 
or conversat�on; others where wr�tten afterwards. As t�me went by between the current 
act�v�ty and note mak�ng, there �s a r�sk that I wrote down the observat�on �n a d�fferent 
way or order. It was also �mposs�ble to wr�te down everyth�ng that happened at a g�ven 
moment. Somet�mes, I recalled a deta�l afterwards and then completed my field notes. I 
d�st�ngu�shed between these two note-tak�ng act�v�t�es and made a note of the part�cular 
t�me when I actually wrote down the observat�ons.

F�eld notes are not only words and draw�ngs �n notebooks, but exper�ences that 
have been wr�tten down �n order to remember them later on for the purposes of further 
data gather�ng and data analys�s. In my case, I also needed to make notes of certa�n matters 
�n order to report to the rest of the project team. To fac�l�tate the analyt�c process, I made 
expl�c�t d�st�nct�ons between what was a descr�pt�on (m�ne, of course), what I thought 
had happened, part�c�pants’ comments and quotat�ons, as well as my own reflect�ons and 
poss�ble �nterpretat�ons. I wrote my field notes e�ther by hand �n my notebook or d�rectly 
on my laptop computer. At the beg�nn�ng of the project, some of the handwr�tten notes 
were typed out and d�str�buted to the rest of the project members.

Everyday encounters offered several s�tuat�ons for observat�on, l�sten�ng, and 
ask�ng quest�ons. F�eld notes worked reasonably well as a record�ng fac�l�ty whenever 
s�tuat�ons turned up, somet�mes unexpectedly. A notebook or a p�ece of paper was always 
at hand. In add�t�on, the employees were fam�l�ar w�th note tak�ng, as �t �s common �n 
office work. They saw me take notes, but, hopefully, were not d�sturbed �n what they were 
do�ng. Somet�mes they even asked whether I could keep up w�th my note tak�ng when the 
conversat�on was mov�ng fast or should they slow down the�r d�scuss�on (fn 200�-��-�2). 

Analysis, Interpretation, and Writing up

F�eld notes and other data do not speak for themselves but rather through the analys�s 
and �nterpretat�on of a researcher. In th�s thes�s, narrat�ve strateg�es are used as a way to 
organ�ze, analyse, and make sense of the emp�r�cal mater�al. Narrat�ves are su�table for 
expla�n�ng a chronology of certa�n act�on. They also funct�on as tools for analys�ng and 
expla�n�ng var�ous events as well as establ�sh�ng l�nks between them. Narrat�ves are the 
ma�n product of th�s research. I now descr�be how the gathered �nformat�on found �ts way 
through analys�s to th�s thes�s. 

The reader should keep �n m�nd that the data that �s supposed to be “raw” �s 
already “cooked.”� The analys�s and �nterpretat�on process used �n th�s thes�s �s �n l�ne 
w�th anthropolog�cal work, �n wh�ch the analys�s of �nformat�on takes place cont�nuously 
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dur�ng the research. It beg�ns �n the early stages of the fieldwork, “�n the formulat�on and 
clar�ficat�on of research problems, and cont�nues through to the process of wr�t�ng reports” 
(Hammersley and Atk�nson ���5: 205). Each observat�on, �nterv�ew, each document read 
and �mage stud�ed �nvolves �mmed�ate �nterpretat�on even �f �t may appear here as d�screte 
act�v�ty. Analys�s �s an �terat�ve process where the “analys�s of data feeds �nto research des�gn 
and data collect�on” (Hammersley and Atk�nson ���5: 205). Here, as a researcher, I had 
an opportun�ty to draw a p�cture of some aspects of everyday l�fe �n the Contact Centre. It 
�s also a challenge to try to see the “world” �n a somewhat d�fferent way. It �s a creat�ve act. 
As my fellow PhD cand�date S�nna L�ndqu�st po�nts out, ethnography �s about “carv�ng” 
new mean�ngs: “[E]thnography �s an �nterpretat�on” (Van Maanen 200�: 2��). However, 
every creat�on has �ts l�m�tat�ons. As po�nted out above and �n the follow�ng sect�on, the 
researcher’s theoret�cal pos�t�on, knowledge object�ves, prev�ous understand�ngs and other 
factors frame th�s �nterpretat�on.

As someone tra�ned �n soc�al anthropology, I bel�eve that �t �s �mportant to 
�nvest�gate the po�nt of v�ew of the nat�ve �nformant. Th�s corresponds closely w�th the 
not�on of the user’s po�nt of v�ew �n HCI research. However, ne�ther of these po�nts of 
v�ew can ever really be comprehens�ve, as Geertz r�ghtly po�nts out:

The tr�ck �s not to get yourself �nto some �nner correspondence of sp�r�t 
w�th your �nformants. Preferr�ng, l�ke the rest of us, to call the�r souls 
the�r own, they are not go�ng to be altogether keen about such an effort 
anyhow. The tr�ck �s to figure out what the dev�l they th�nk they are up to. 
(Geertz ����/2000: 5�)

The researcher �s always t�ed up w�th h�s/her own perspect�ves. When a researcher takes 
the actor’s po�nt of v�ew, he/she tr�es, temporar�ly, to adopt a complementary po�nt of 
v�ew, that of the local actor, but he/she does not h�mself/herself become one (Geertz 
����/2000).

In my research, I am �nterested �n people’s act�ons, statements, and exper�ences 
and what the �nformants mean by a part�cular act�on or statement, but also what the 
pract�ce stands on. My analys�s can be descr�bed w�th exper�ence-near and exper�ence-
d�stant concepts (op. c�t. 5�).5 The exper�ence-near analyses throw l�ght on phenomena 
seen from the �nformant’s po�nt of v�ew, how he/she sees and th�nks about �t. Exper�ence-
d�stance concepts, on the other hand, a�m to explore all other poss�ble �nterpretat�ons 
on a theoret�cal level. Anthropolog�cal �nterpretat�on object�ves d�st�ngu�sh between the 
exper�ence-near and exper�ence-d�stant descr�pt�ons. However, they are both �mportant �n 
the analys�s. My analyt�cal start�ng po�nt �s exper�ence-near. I attempted to determ�ne how 
the Contact Centre personnel exper�ence, act on, and l�ve the sense of togetherness dur�ng 
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the�r work�ng days as well as how the sense of togetherness �s expressed, for example, 
�n var�ous artefacts. Th�s �ncludes concerns related to these �ssues, ways to contact and 
commun�cate w�th each other, as well as how the �nteract�ons were managed. I pa�d 
attent�on to character�st�cs �n express�ons and ways of talk�ng of staff members here and 
there. They all feed �nto the understand�ng of the use of the commun�cat�on env�ronment 
that was stud�ed �n a s�m�lar way. 

In my analys�s, I have followed the �nformants’ leads, the�r words and the�r 
act�ons, as far as poss�ble. For example, I analysed the data by generat�ng categor�es and 
the�r propert�es through cluster�ng respondents’ explanat�ons around part�cular themes. 
The propert�es are �nformants’ express�ons to descr�be the actual phenomenon (category). 
The object�ve here was to let the em�c terms, that �s �nformants’ express�ons, speak through 
the analys�s as long as poss�ble throughout the analys�s process, rather than w�th the 
researcher’s terms. The general themes, however, are m�ne. The themes emerged bas�cally 
�n two ways: through analys�s based on the �nformat�on ga�ned by the �nformants, but also 
from the d�fferent �nterest areas �n the project and from my research focus. The themes 
and categor�es were marked �n the field notes w�th post-�t notes, mak�ng them a l�v�ng 
document even through the analys�s and �nterpretat�on process. Thus, I was work�ng w�th 
the “or�g�nal” �nformat�on rather than recreat�ng �t through the process too many t�mes. 
The mark�ngs were changeable, lead�ng to non-stat�c categor�es. The categor�es have been 
changed dur�ng the process. The central concept �n the thes�s, the sense of togetherness, 
emerged as �mportant through the pract�ces of the Contact Centre workplace and the 
project Commun�ty at a D�stance dur�ng the early days of the fieldwork. Even though the 
office pract�ces were the start�ng po�nt, rather than the category of the sense of togetherness, 
after a wh�le the two became �ncreas�ngly �nterweaved. For the reader, �t m�ght be d�fficult 
to judge wh�ch came first. The final use of the term as a veh�cle for approach�ng the soc�o-
cultural context emerged towards the end of the analys�s and wh�le wr�t�ng th�s thes�s. 

For me, wr�t�ng also works as an analyt�c tool towards an �nterpretat�on. 
Anthropolog�cal analys�s often beg�ns w�th and results �n th�ck descr�pt�on (Geertz 
����/����),6 wh�ch �s an account of an event or a phenomenon and an analys�s and 
�nterpretat�on of the many d�fferent mean�ngs an event may have. Therefore, the 
�nterpretat�on and the descr�pt�on, �.e. the wr�t�ng �tself, are �nterwoven. The wr�t�ng 
pract�ce means �nterpretat�on, and the descr�pt�on becomes �nterpretat�ve (�b�d.). The 
descr�pt�on �tself �s an argument the researcher wants to make. The �nterpretat�on should 
lead us to understand someth�ng better than we had done prev�ously. That can be ach�eved 
through explanat�on (Kr�stensson Uggla 2002). In th�s model, there �s a d�alect�cal relat�on 
between understand�ng and explanat�on. They can be seen as complement�ng each other 
as these moments follow �terat�vely �n the process of �nterpretat�on (R�coeur ����/���2).
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In h�s/her work, the anthropolog�st �s dependent on others, at the field s�tes and, 
as here, �n the project. Ult�mately, however, �t �s the researcher and not the �nformants who 
develops and takes respons�b�l�ty for the descr�pt�ons and representat�ons (Van Maanen 
200�). The work �s about construct�on from the �ns�de, p�ctures and �llustrat�ons of how 
a group of people create mean�ngs. Moreover, �t �s about construct�on from �ns�de the 
author’s po�nt of v�ew. Therefore, the part�cular aspects 0f the soc�o-cultural context of 
technology use suggested �n th�s thes�s are the researcher’s construct�on. The sense of 
togetherness �s one, but not the only perspect�ve on approach�ng the soc�o-cultural context 
of technology use. The perspect�ve stands aga�nst the art�culat�ons, frames, backgrounds, 
or �nfrastructures that g�ve �t form. The perspect�ve connects and g�ves form to the chosen 
analyt�cal outl�ne, but also d�sconnects and demarcates other doma�ns of relevance. Th�s 
frame �ncludes, but �t also excludes. By tak�ng th�s part�cular pos�t�on, I leave out others. 
Authorsh�p �s about control and �nfluence. Even �f the author tr�es to let the “field speak” 
(Salzer-Mörl�ng ����: 6�), the descr�pt�ons and quotat�ons from the field are dramat�zed. 
The author chooses and ed�ts the d�alogues. For, “[…] although culture ex�sts �n the 
trad�ng post, the h�ll fort, or the sheep run, anthropology ex�sts �n the book, the art�cle, the 
lecture, the museum d�splay, or, somet�mes nowadays, the film” (Geertz ����/����: �6). 
The follow�ng narrat�ves are accounts of my encounters w�th the �nformants. However, at 
some other t�me, I, or someone else, m�ght tell them d�fferently. Hence, the present text �s 
a construct, my creat�on and transformat�on of �nterpret�ve dec�s�ons of what I understood 
“happened” �n the Contact Centre. It does not represent all of �ts r�chness. It �s not a copy 
or m�rror of “real�ty,” nor �s �t complete. As we know, “‘complete descr�pt�on’ �s a ch�mera” 
(Moerman ����/���0: 5�). 

Quotat�ons of �nformants are often used �n ethnograph�c wr�t�ng. Unfortunately, 
quot�ng �s often used to persuade the aud�ence, establ�sh�ng the foundat�ons of 
conceptual�zat�on (Bloch ���2). Th�s can be m�slead�ng s�nce, “[…] people’s explanat�ons 
probably �nvolve post hoc rat�onal�zat�ons of e�ther a convent�onal or an �nnovat�ve 
character” (op. c�t. ��� emphas�s �n or�g�n). Rather, Bloch argues, �t should be obv�ous 
that the anthropolog�st has carr�ed out the k�nd of fieldwork necessary �n order to ga�n 
an understand�ng of how the �nformants conceptual�ze the�r world. My text �s not free 
from quotat�ons. I have chosen to use them �n order to show traces of the analyt�c and 
construct�on work I have done �n the thes�s. In the text, there are references to when and 
where the �nformat�on or�g�nates. For example, �n “(fn 2002-0�-��),” the letters fn and a 
date w�th�n parenthes�s (yyyy-mm-dd) stand for a field note wr�tten down on September 
��, 2002. “Q2� August 2002” stands for response 2� �n a quest�onna�re (Q) carr�ed out �n 
August 2002. “doc 200�-�2-05” stands for any dated document, such as meet�ng m�nutes 
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ava�lable �n the Contact Centre. “ws 2002-0�-�5” stands for any project act�v�ty that was 
mon�tored by someone else other than me. 

One pract�cal challenge �n the work was how to descr�be phenomena that have been 
accessed �n part through language, that are partly v�sual, and that l�nked to �nteract�on and 
performance extend�ng over a per�od of t�me. Such phenomena are anchored �n pract�ces, 
perspect�ves, and exper�ences that feed �nto each other as well as the understand�ng of a 
phenomenon as a whole. In add�t�on, organ�zat�ons such as the Contact Centre change 
over t�me. New employees come, others leave. New dut�es and computer appl�cat�ons 
are adopted wh�le others are taken out of serv�ce. In some cases, I have made a po�nt of 
these changes. After all, they contr�buted to the h�stor�cal perspect�ves (even �f �n the short 
term) of the organ�zat�onal culture. However, for reasons of clar�ty �n the narrat�ve, not all 
changes are expl�c�t �n the text. Therefore, there �s a r�sk of descr�b�ng the phenomenon 
w�thout mak�ng �t sound l�ke a normal�zed report. The present text does not follow a 
chronolog�cal order �n wh�ch the observat�ons were made. For example, the �nformat�on 
about the Contact Centre organ�zat�on and the work�ng day was gathered before, dur�ng, 
and after the commun�cat�on env�ronment was �ntroduced.

When a researcher �s present at the research s�te for some t�me, he/she gets to 
hear about var�ous, somet�mes del�cate deta�ls and aspects of the organ�zat�on and people 
work�ng there. On a field s�te, th�s �s less problemat�c. It �s someth�ng of a rule not to 
goss�p, not to reveal someth�ng someone else has told you or to d�scuss �t further w�th other 
staff members. Ways to d�scuss and/or confirm prev�ous, del�cate p�eces of �nformat�on 
must be worked out �n the soc�al, �nteract�ve acts that const�tute fieldwork. When wr�t�ng 
about them, however, a d�lemma ar�ses. How much can I uncover w�thout expos�ng the 
�nd�v�duals and st�ll be able to g�ve an accurate account of a phenomenon? Employees and 
others who know them m�ght read the thes�s and recogn�ze themselves or be recogn�zed 
by others. There �s a balance to cons�der between be�ng protect�ve and g�v�ng “genu�ne” 
descr�pt�on and �nterpretat�on. Even w�th the best of �ntent�ons and cons�derat�ons of 
respons�b�l�t�es for both academy and �nformants, the equat�on �s compl�cated and not 
always poss�ble to ma�nta�n.

The fieldwork presented �n th�s thes�s has been carr�ed out �n Swed�sh. It �s a 
challenge to �nterpret and descr�be �t �n Engl�sh. What happens dur�ng a translat�on 
process? Some th�ngs w�ll go m�ss�ng and other th�ngs w�ll be transformed. One does not 
only translate words, the language, but also d�fferent “worlds” that are assoc�ated w�th 
var�ous pract�ces that may or may not d�ffer. Whenever su�table, the Swed�sh express�ons 
are translated as closely as poss�ble when descr�b�ng part�cular�t�es �n the field. However, 
th�s �s not always preferable for reasons of clar�ty. For that reason, rather than us�ng exact 
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words, I have chosen to translate and reconstruct utterances so that they are readable �n 
Engl�sh. That means that some of the c�tat�ons and express�ons may be somewhat d�fferent 
from the or�g�nals �n Swed�sh.

One of the analyt�c terms used �n th�s thes�s, the sense of togetherness, �s 
part�cularly del�cate to deal w�th s�nce �t a�ms to cover em�c descr�pt�ons and express�ons 
from the field, used by the Contact Centre personnel �n the�r ord�nary, everyday speech. 
The em�c descr�pt�ons �nclude Swed�sh words such as gemenskap and arbetsgemenskap, 
wh�ch could both be translated as “commun�ty” or “workplace commun�ty.” Tak�ng the 
oppos�te perspect�ve, there �s no unamb�guous Swed�sh translat�on of the word commun�ty 
(Asplund ����). A translat�on �s often adv�sed aga�nst and somet�mes paraphrases such 
as “we” are preferred. In general terms the Swed�sh nouns gemenskap, gemenskapen, 
gemenskaper refer to a relat�onsh�p �n wh�ch someone or someth�ng has someth�ng �n 
common w�th someone or someth�ng else (Svenska Akademiens ordbok nd). A synonym 
ment�oned �s, for example, samhörighet (sol�dar�ty, affin�ty, k�nsh�p), wh�ch was also used 
by the Contact Centre personnel. They also used word samhörighetskänsla that can be 
translated as a “feel�ng (sense) of belong�ng [to], [feel�ng of ] togetherness (affin�ty)” (A 
Comprehensive Swedish-English Dictionary ����). These words are both normat�ve and 
descr�pt�ve.

Illustrat�ons and draw�ngs are �ncluded �n the thes�s �n order to exempl�fy, clar�fy, 
and support the narrat�ve. The draw�ngs are based on photographs, geograph�cal maps, 
and sketches created dur�ng the research, mostly �n the project Commun�ty at a D�stance 
for var�ous purposes. Each draw�ng �n the thes�s �s not a copy of the or�g�nal work, but 
rather a s�mpl�fied sketch to make a po�nt of a part�cular matter. In pract�ce, th�s meant 
w�thdraw�ng some and/or add�ng other �nformat�on. The draw�ngs are not m�ne, but were 
made by a graph�c des�gner. The reason why I handled �mages th�s way �n the thes�s �s 
partly pract�cal, s�nce the or�g�nal work would not have turned out as well �n pr�nt. In 
add�t�on, th�s way of deal�ng w�th the �mages attempts to stress the �dea of construct�ng 
the thes�s on d�fferent levels.

Coming of Age in the Archipelago

At the end of 200�, �n the second year of my work w�th the Contact Centre personnel, 
I arr�ved at one of the Contact Centre s�tes dressed from top to toe �n several layers of 
clothes, �n a large w�nter coat and pull-over trousers among other th�ngs. Eja, one of 
the employees, met me at the door and greeted me w�th a hug. I had not seen her for a 
wh�le �n person. We started ch�t chatt�ng, and she looked at me wh�le I was tak�ng off my 
thermal wear. I felt I needed to expla�n why I looked l�ke a cabbage, w�th several layers of 
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cloth�ng on me, so I made a comment on the cold weather and the need for the extra pa�r 
of trousers. Her response to me was someth�ng l�ke, “Well, you are start�ng to look as you 
ought to be out here. You are learn�ng!”

As much as Mead’s centre of attent�on was on how g�rls became women �n 
Samoa �n her book Coming of Age in Samoa (Mead ����) I here refer to a rather personal 
account of the researcher’s process through the study. Cons�der�ng the role of a researcher, 
espec�ally when us�ng h�s/her exper�ences as a method, �t follows that h�s/her prev�ous 
exper�ences and understand�ngs and, �ndeed, personal�ty are both the problem of and 
the cond�t�on for the �nterpretat�on. Therefore, I find �t �mportant to reflect upon a few 
further cond�t�ons for the work of �nterpretat�on I am about to start. Hence, �n the sp�r�t 
of reflex�ve anthropology, th�s sect�on �s about my prev�ous exper�ences as well as meet�ngs 
w�th the �nformants.

Research “At Home”

Apart from one or two short tr�ps to the nearest �slands �n the Stockholm arch�pelago, I 
had never v�s�ted the �slands and knew very l�ttle about the arch�pelago, the people, or 
the�r part�cular l�v�ng cond�t�ons before my research started. However, I was born and 
grew up �n the countrys�de �n eastern F�nland. Thus, I am fam�l�ar w�th several pract�cal 
aspects of l�v�ng �n rural areas. I have also passed through the Stockholm arch�pelago on 
the ferry to and from F�nland several t�mes dur�ng the past twenty years, and enjoyed the 
scenery from several metres above sea level. 

The first t�me I came �n contact w�th a call-centre organ�zat�on was �n ���0 at a da�ly 
newspaper �n Sweden. I worked for approx�mately ten years there, develop�ng computer 
appl�cat�ons for call centre purposes. Several meet�ngs w�th the call-centre personnel were 
part of my work. In add�t�on, my work desk was close to the call centre �n an open-plan 
office, wh�ch made �t poss�ble for me to observe the act�v�t�es there. Unsurpr�s�ngly, many 
contacts were made dur�ng the work�ng days. My exper�ences from that t�me could be 
treated as a d�sadvantage, mak�ng me “bl�nd” to var�ous matters. However, �t also made �t 
poss�ble for me to get an overall p�cture of my research field and, as I bel�eve, be a faster 
learner about what was go�ng on there, wh�ch I bel�eve �s an advantage, s�nce t�me for 
the project was l�m�ted. I already knew what �t m�ght be l�ke to meet a customer on a 
telephone, rather than �n person. I understood th�s way of work�ng, the tempo, and the 
processes on a general level. However, every organ�zat�on and every project �s d�fferent. I 
could say that I spoke the language, but w�th a strong accent. Yet, my pos�t�on as a PhD 
cand�date suggests a d�fferent po�nt of v�ew, that of a systems developer. Compared w�th 
my prev�ous exper�ence, one d�fference here was also that the Contact Centre personnel 
and I d�d not have the same employer.
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Cond�t�ons for fieldwork “at home” �nfluence research when �t comes to the 
pract�cal work at the field s�te as well as the analyt�cal work and the wr�t�ng process. The 
workplaces were always geograph�cally close, even when the project was fin�shed. There 
was always a poss�b�l�ty to return to the s�tes for further quest�ons. Th�s prox�m�ty can also 
become a d�sadvantage, s�nce the researcher cannot take fl�ght home and d�sappear to the 
un�vers�ty: what �s go�ng on �n the project and the s�tes �s l�nked �nto the everyday work 
and l�fe. The researcher work�ng at home shares �n many ways �n the soc�ety and culture of 
those whose l�ves she/he �s �nterested �n. They can watch the same telev�s�on programmes 
and read the same newspapers. Anthropolog�sts who study fore�gn soc�et�es have the�r 
ways of break�ng �n when they start to learn about new th�ngs. An anthropolog�st at home, 
however, struggles to control problems of “gett�ng out” and how to d�stance themselves from 
far too fam�l�ar c�rcumstances (Löfgren ����). For me, research at home poses a challenge 
for study�ng the “normal” and common sense �n my own soc�ety. Here, I needed to de-
fam�l�ar�ze myself, make the fam�l�ar �n a way odd and exot�c, and see the�r problemat�c 
or, at least, the altered character. Phenomena and ways of express�ng oneself d�ffer even �n 
my own soc�ety depend�ng on the s�tuat�on and the group of people. One needs to be alert 
and not let one’s own, fam�l�ar, first �nterpretat�ons take over and �nclude others. Work�ng 
w�th negat�ons (Alvesson 200�) �s yet another way to �nsert �ns�ghts �nto the fam�l�ar. For 
example, even �f I was �nterested �n the act�v�t�es around the sense of togetherness, a rather 
pos�t�ve category, �t was also of �mportance to learn what counteracted �t, how, and when. 
To some extent, I was helped by the fact that even �f my home �s now �n Sweden, I am st�ll 
a fore�gner. As a fore�gner, and s�nce Swed�sh �s my second language, I am often allowed to 
ask (even naïve) quest�ons, and ask them aga�n and aga�n �n order to seek understand�ng on 
the common sense �deas of a soc�ety. Compar�sons between the d�fferent soc�et�es as well as 
workplaces and organ�zat�ons can also help understand�ng a phenomenon. The t�me delay 
between the fieldwork and wr�t�ng the thes�s made �t poss�ble, to some extent, to reanalyze 
and recons�der the data. T�me also worked to d�stance the relat�onsh�p between me, as a 
researcher, and the �nformants, so they no longer appeared �n the�r everyday fam�l�ar�ty.

The Staff Meet the Researcher

“I must fill th�s �n, otherw�se M�nna w�ll go crazy. She must have mater�al �n order 
to wr�te her thes�s. Th�s �s �mportant,” L�sa sa�d. We–L�sa, one of the Contact Centre 
employees �n Sandhamn, and me together w�th Er�ka, �n Arholma–were just about to 
fin�sh a conversat�on we had been engaged �n across the commun�cat�on env�ronment. 
L�sa had p�cked up a form we used �n the project Commun�ty at a D�stance �n order to get 
comments on the use of the commun�cat�on env�ronment. I gest�culated w�th my hands 
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and sent her several k�sses across the commun�cat�on env�ronment and thanked her for her 
contr�but�on. Even Er�ka started to fill �n the form. 

Even �f not always �ntent�onal, my recurr�ng presence at the Contact Centre and 
my data collect�on for project purposes affected the work�ng day. It would be naïve to th�nk 
that my presence had no effect. By ask�ng certa�n quest�ons, I also forced the �nformants to 
adopt a pract�ce that �s not ord�nar�ly part of the�r work�ng day, wh�ch became, at least �n 
part, d�fferent from what �t m�ght be otherw�se. The overall act�v�t�es �n the Commun�ty 
at a D�stance project organ�zed by me and other researchers and, later, the commun�cat�on 
env�ronment contr�buted to changes even �n the phys�cal env�ronment. However, apart 
from the obv�ous, �t �s hard to say exactly to what extent or how I, as well as the act�v�t�es 
�n the Commun�ty at a D�stance project, affected the Contact Centre personnel and the 
pract�ces there. 

In the same way, �t �s d�fficult to say how much the employees, the ma�n �nformants 
of the study, know about my work. Dur�ng my fieldwork, I tr�ed to be expl�c�t and clear 
about my purposes and the goals for my research. As L�sa po�nted out above, some of the 
act�v�t�es were qu�te obv�ously understood to be part of my research, at least by some of 
them. Even �f the personnel were �nformed about the research �n several ways, I am not 
sure whether they really understood what my part �n �t was about. 

In general, my entrance to and gett�ng access to the Contact Centre was qu�te 
uncompl�cated. I exper�enced my relat�onsh�p w�th the personnel as rather easy go�ng. Of 
course, I d�d not have the same contact w�th everyone, but I st�ll felt �t was all r�ght for me to 
be there. I tr�ed to proceed �n a “profess�onal,” common sense manner, follow�ng the rules 
and norms for show�ng respect for the others’ competences as employees and �nd�v�duals. 
We �nqu�red about each other’s whereabouts when some t�me had passed w�thout see�ng 
each other. I was �nv�ted to some of the�r homes for short v�s�ts and part�c�pated �n a few 
get-together act�v�t�es. I also met some of them �n Stockholm outs�de of office hours. 
Someone �n the Contact Centre sa�d to me, “As long as you keep br�ng�ng buns for coffee, 
you are welcome.” I tr�ed to keep that �n m�nd and acted accord�ngly. I was �n many ways 
a pr�v�leged researcher. The term already �nd�cates a pos�t�on of author�ty, and wr�t�ng the 
thes�s �ncludes a preference for �nterpretat�on, wh�ch (m�ght) be an act of power.

Apart from the research focus and knowledge I ga�ned as well as the research act 
as an exper�ence, all the everyday cr�mes I heard reported to the Contact Centre have, to 
some extent, made me hold on t�ghter to my bag and other belong�ngs, and I am even 
more consc�ous about the cr�m�nal�ty �n Stockholm now than I was before.

***
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Th�s chapter draws attent�on to the research pract�ce, the soc�o-cultural context, w�th�n 
wh�ch the research was carr�ed out, and also a�ms to broaden our understand�ng of the 
s�tuat�on and the way pract�ces were stud�ed. I now turn to the Contact Centre located �n 
the Stockholm arch�pelago and the project, Commun�ty at a D�stance. In the d�ct�onary, 
context �s defined as �nterrelated cond�t�ons �n wh�ch someth�ng ex�sts or occurs 
(as d�scussed �n Chapter 2). My attempt �n the follow�ng �s to “weave together” these 
cond�t�ons and br�ng understand�ng to the soc�o-cultural context of the Contact Centre 
workplace s�tuated �n the Stockholm arch�pelago. 



 
 

6�

Anthropolog�sts have long shown an �nterest �n stud�es of �sland soc�et�es and the people 
l�v�ng there. Mal�nowsk� (e.g. ��22/��6�) but also We�ner (e.g. ����) study several aspects 
of the Trobr�and soc�ety. Geertz’s theoret�cal work �s based on accounts from fieldwork on 
Bal� (Geertz e.g. ����/2000, ����/����). Sahl�ns stud�es both past and present soc�et�es 
�n the Pac�fic (Sahl�ns e.g. ����/����, ����/����). In Sweden, there are, for example, 
�nvest�gat�ons of fishermen soc�et�es (Löfgren ����/����; Gustavsson ����/���0) and 
a study of pol�t�cal, cultural, and econom�cal l�v�ng cond�t�ons �n a sawm�ll soc�ety �n 
Båtskärsnäs (Daun ��6�/���0).

In th�s chapter, I attempt to �llum�nate the soc�al world of the Contact Centre as 
an organ�zat�on s�tuated �n the Stockholm arch�pelago. I br�efly descr�be the Stockholm 
County Pol�ce and the call centre as an organ�zat�onal form. I also d�scuss how the Contact 
Centre was establ�shed �n the arch�pelago. Further, I descr�be the l�v�ng cond�t�ons on the 
three �slands �n the arch�pelago. Instead of focus�ng ent�rely on the �deas of organ�zat�on, 
commun�ty, and local�ty as g�ven or natural concepts where the sense of togetherness 
�s paramount, I focus on the ongo�ng h�stor�cal, soc�al, and pol�t�cal processes of “place 
mak�ng” (Gupta and Fergusson ����b: 6) as d�scurs�ve and embod�ed pract�ces that 
shape and make poss�ble an emphas�s (or lack of emphas�s) on the sense of togetherness. 
I then attempt to prov�de a more comprehens�ve account that reconc�les the fragmentary 
gl�mpses of the arch�pelago soc�al world and h�ghl�ghts major concepts that �nform the 
sense of togetherness at the Contact Centre and �n the arch�pelago.

The Organizational Setting

The nat�onal pol�ce serv�ce �n Sweden w�th 25 2�� employees �s one of the b�ggest 
government serv�ces �n Sweden (Police authority 2006-06-�0; National Police Board 
2005). It �ncludes the Nat�onal Pol�ce Board, the central adm�n�strat�ve and superv�sory 
author�ty for the pol�ce serv�ce, the Nat�onal Secur�ty Serv�ce, the Nat�onal Cr�m�nal 
Invest�gat�on Department, the Nat�onal Laboratory of Forens�c Sc�ence, and the Nat�onal 
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Pol�ce Academy (National Police Board 2005). In add�t�on, there are twenty-one pol�ce 
author�t�es, each one respons�ble for the pol�c�ng of the county �n wh�ch �t �s s�tuated. 
The pol�ce author�t�es are respons�ble for pol�ce work at the local level, such as responses 
to emergency calls, cr�me �nvest�gat�on, and cr�me prevent�on. The�r respons�b�l�t�es also 
�nclude the �ssu�ng of passports and var�ous k�nds of perm�ts and l�cences. The�r dut�es 
are the same w�th�n each jur�sd�ct�on. The pol�ce officers that the publ�c most often meets 
are usually stat�oned �n one of the twenty-one count�es. Each of the twenty-one pol�ce 
author�t�es dec�des how �ts work �s to be organ�zed (National Police Board 2005). The 
Stockholm County Pol�ce �s one of the twenty-one pol�ce author�t�es and respons�ble for 
the pol�c�ng �n Stockholm county. There are �n Stockholm county 6 265 employees of 
wh�ch � �65 (�� percent) are pol�ce officers (Police authority 2006-06-�0).� 

The work of the pol�ce encompasses var�ous areas, such as cr�me prevent�on, cr�me 
�nvest�gat�on, and the adm�n�strat�on of matters l�ke government agency (National Police 
Board 2005). The publ�c contact the pol�ce author�ty to report cr�mes, but also to �nqu�re 
about matters concern�ng passports, traffic, �mm�grat�on, and var�ous perm�ts (doc 2006-
0�-0�).2 There are many factors that affect cr�me trends and cr�me rates �n Sweden, e.g. 
econom�c developments and soc�al and demograph�c changes �n the soc�ety (National 
Police Board 2005). S�nce the ���0s, reported cr�me has rema�ned at a fa�rly steady level. 
In 2002 approx�mately � 200 000 offences were reported to pol�ce (�b�d.). Most of the 
reports are about comparat�vely m�nor offences, �.e. cr�mes people are subjected to �n the�r 
everyday l�ves, such as car theft, burglary, p�ck-pocket�ng, cr�m�nal damage, and publ�c 
order d�sturbances (�b�d.). Most of the cr�me reports are rece�ved by telephone.

At the beg�nn�ng of the ���0s, �t was appeared that trad�t�onal pol�ce work was 
not an effic�ent or effect�ve way to prevent cr�me (�b�d.). A new approach was needed 
to fight ser�ous cr�me as well as everyday offences. Commun�ty pol�c�ng and problem-
or�ented pol�c�ng are examples of the new approaches to prevent cr�me (for other examples 
on pol�ce work, see e.g. �b�d.). The Stockholm County Pol�ce also acknowledged �ssues of 
access�b�l�ty for the publ�c that want to get �n contact w�th the pol�ce, for example, when 
the publ�c want to report cr�me over the telephone (fn 2006-0�-0�). The handl�ng of the 
telephone reports from the publ�c could be made more effic�ent �f some personnel were 
spec�ally tra�ned and concentrated only on the report�ng of everyday cr�m�nal�ty. Th�s led 
to the �dea of a call centre, a un�t that could take care of “mass reports,” �.e. reports that 
can be handled �mmed�ately (fn 200�-0�-2�).

Everyday offence as a pol�ce matter �s somet�mes d�sputed. Desp�te the number 
of reports, most of them do not lead to further �nvest�gat�on, s�nce there are no leads to 
follow �n order to solve the cr�me at the t�me. For the pol�ce, however, a reg�ster makes �t 
eas�er to follow up recurr�ng cr�mes, for example, tak�ng place �n a certa�n geograph�cal 
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area (e.g. fn 2006-�0-26). If cr�mes occur more frequently �n an area, �t �nd�cates that a 
pol�ce effort or some other measure �s needed there. In a s�m�lar way, the descr�pt�ons of 
modus operand�, how the cr�me has been carr�ed out and the descr�pt�on of a perpetrator, 
may lead to further �nvest�gat�on and eventually �ntervent�on. In add�t�on, the cr�me report 
�s essent�al for an �nd�v�dual who wants and needs to make �nsurance cla�m for lost and/or 
damaged property. In order to make a cla�m, a pla�nt�ff needs to make a cr�me report to 
prove that a cr�me has taken place. 

The Call Centre: An Organizational Form

A call centre �s an organ�zat�onal form w�th a phys�cal locat�on where a h�gh volume of 
spec�al�zed bus�ness serv�ces (transact�ons) �s handled v�a telephone and computer technology 
(e.g. Norman 2005; Sandberg and Norman 2006; Taylor and Ba�n 200�). The employees 
at a call-centre organ�zat�on work w�th cl�ents and/or customers at a d�stance by handl�ng 
�ncom�ng and/or outgo�ng telephone calls. The serv�ce may be prov�ded, for example, by e-
ma�l and/or on the Internet. The purpose of the serv�ces can �nclude, for �nstance, enqu�res, 
adv�ce, sales, market�ng, customer serv�ce, fundra�s�ng, and techn�cal support. Some call 
centres are also known by terms such as customer care centre, contact centre, �nformat�on 
centre, support centre, help desk, and mult�med�a access centre (Norman 2005; Strandberg, 
Sandberg and Norman 2006). Call centres vary �n terms of serv�ce and product complex�ty 
and var�ab�l�ty as well as the knowledge needed to handle the tasks.

Serv�ce management and related, customer relat�on management (CRM) ph�losophy 
about good serv�ce �s one way for a company to attract and ma�nta�n customers. A call 
centre spec�al�s�ng �n customer contacts �s bel�eved to be able to prov�de th�s serv�ce and 
therefore �mprove the company’s customer relat�ons and help them learn more about the�r 
customers. The value of call centres �s recogn�zed by a number of corporat�ons, for example, 
�nsurance compan�es, banks, hotels, catalogue order�ng compan�es, and corporat�ons 
w�th�n the transportat�on sector such as a�rl�nes, ra�lways, and bus compan�es. Call centres 
also represent a strategy to reduce labour costs (Callaghan and Thompson 200�). It can be 
part�cularly successful �n cutt�ng costs �n rout�ne �nteract�ve serv�ce encounters.

The �dea of reach�ng customers over the telephone has �ts or�g�n �n the USA, �n the 
shopp�ng �ndustry and �n outbound telemarket�ng (Norman 2005). At the beg�nn�ng of 
��60s, Ford Motor Company started to approach potent�al customers over the telephone. 
Each �ndustry, however, had �ts own call centre w�th�n the company. In the early ���0s, 
call centres, as they are known today, became more recogn�zed. Today, call centres are 
one of the fastest grow�ng labour markets �n Sweden (Norman 2005). In Sweden, call 
centres employ approx�mately 60 000 people, �.e. �,5 per cent of the work�ng populat�on 
�n the year 2002 (Strandberg, Sandberg and Norman 2006). The major�ty of them work 
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�n compan�es w�th more than one hundred employees. The average s�ze for a Swed�sh call 
centre �s forty-s�x work�ng seats (workstat�ons) (Toom�ngas, Hagman, Hansson R�sberg 
and Norman 200�).

The serv�ce act�v�t�es may be handled �n-house, w�th�n the company, or they can be 
outsourced and taken care of by other organ�zat�ons (Norman 2005; Strandberg, Sandberg 
and Norman 2006). In Sweden, �n-house bus�ness �s most common, represent�ng an 
est�mated �5-�0 percent of all call-centre bus�nesses (Strandberg, Sandberg and Norman 
2006). There are d�fferences between �n-house and outsource compan�es. Employees �n �n-
house compan�es tend to have h�gher qual�ty of work, more tra�n�ng and less stressful work 
s�tuat�on compared to outsource compan�es (�b�d.).� The employees �n �n-house compan�es 
are seen as problem solvers that carry out complex work-tasks. The employees �n outsource 
compan�es are d�rected towards sales w�th less var�at�on �n work-tasks (�b�d.). 

The character�st�cs of the call-centre bus�ness often do not demand a part�cular 
geograph�cal locat�on. The development of ICT makes �t poss�ble to locate the call 
centres just about anywhere (R�chardson and Belt 200�; Stolz 200�). The organ�zat�onal 
descr�pt�ons often emphas�se that the geograph�cal restr�ct�ons now are �n the past and call 
attent�on to mob�l�ty (R�chardson and Belt 200�) as well as flex�b�l�ty and organ�zat�onal 
temporal�ty (Garsten ����). Th�s can be an advantage for several of the part�es: the 
management of organ�zat�on, the shareholders, and employees. ICT can loosen the bonds 
that have connected people to part�cular places, thus free�ng them to move and to l�ve 
and work �n rural areas and other far away places of the�r des�re (Agre 200�). ICT makes 
�t poss�ble for people �n those areas to work and l�ve there. In th�s thes�s, focus �s on the 
Stockholm arch�pelago, �n many ways a rural area, d�sregard�ng �ts closeness to Stockholm, 
the cap�tal of Sweden. 

Many of the call-centre organ�zat�ons are actually located �n rural areas, where labour 
and real estate costs are low, but good telecom opt�ons are st�ll good (R�chardson and Belt 
200�). Bes�des, both state and local (e.g. mun�c�pal) governments frequently offer work-
creat�on �ncent�ves to attract corporat�ons to these areas (Stolz 200�). Local governments 
bel�eve that call centres may have pos�t�ve effects on rural areas, s�nce they can create new 
work opportun�t�es and therefore offer the �nhab�tants the opportun�ty to cont�nue l�v�ng 
there. In some areas, such as northern Great Br�ta�n and Ljusdal �n Sweden, call centres 
have become a dom�nat�ng branch of bus�ness. In Ljusdal, for example, there are at the 
moment about �0 call-centre organ�zat�ons of var�ous s�zes and bus�ness areas, cover�ng 
�0,� percent of work opportun�t�es �n the reg�on (�b�d.). There �s also a move to engage call 
centres outs�de of the country. For example, the a�rl�ne SAS, H�lton hotels, and the ferry 
company S�lja L�ne have set up the�r telephone serv�ces �n Eston�a where the cost of labour �s 
lower than �n Sweden (Dagens Industri 200�-�0-2�). However, the concept of local�ty w�th 
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reference to a certa�n geograph�cal place can have both pos�t�ve and negat�ve effects (Garsten 
����). It �s pos�t�ve for the �nhab�tants of a locat�on, s�nce they can get employment, but 
negat�ve �f an organ�zat�on �s understood to be a terr�tor�ally bound organ�zat�on.

The development of technology can be s�gn�ficant �n transform�ng work�ng l�fe and 
organ�zat�ons. ICT allows organ�zat�ons to sh�ft the�r operat�ons to other, often lower-cost 
reg�ons of the world. However, we should keep �n m�nd that the technology and �ts role 
at call-centre organ�zat�ons �s not a stra�ghtforward matter, but complex and somet�mes 
contrad�ctory (Callaghan and Thompson 200�; Augustsson and Sandberg 200�). It �s 
negot�ated �n var�ous s�tuat�ons and c�rcumstances. Even �f a call-centre organ�zat�on �s 
dependent on the development of ICT, the growth of call-centre organ�zat�ons �n ���0s �s 
also a result of other factors, such as the local labour market ment�oned above. In Sweden, 
management �deolog�es at the t�me stressed a focus on core competence and core bus�ness, 
but also outsourc�ng the support�ng funct�ons to other compan�es (Augustsson and 
Sandberg 200�). In add�t�on, changes �n labour leg�slat�on and someth�ng of a cr�s�s �n the 
Swed�sh finance sector played a role. The deregulat�on of the telecommun�cat�on market 
has also transformed pr�ce-fix�ng (and locat�on) strateg�es. For example, a long-d�stance 
telephone call �n Sweden can be made at the same cost as a local telephone call.

The use of ICT at work also calls attent�on to health aspects (d�scussed later on 
�n th�s chapter) and the structure of technolog�cal control (e.g. Callaghan and Thompson 
200�). Call-centre work tends to be, at least to some extent, repet�t�ve and rout�ne, wh�ch 
makes �t eas�er to quant�fy certa�n aspects of �t. The stat�st�cs that can be produced by the 
computer�zed appl�cat�ons employees use to carry out the�r work enable both plann�ng 
and control of the work �n call centres (�b�d; for a more deta�led overv�ew on call-centre 
organ�zat�on, see also e.g. Taylor and Ba�n 200�; Stolz 200�).

In th�s thes�s, I return to these somewhat general aspects of the call-centre 
organ�zat�on, s�nce they also apply to the Contact Centre �n the Stockholm arch�pelago. 
However, the call-centre research �s not the focus of th�s study.

The Contact Centre to the Archipelago

“Happy c�rcumstances”—as the Contact Centre employees and others w�th�n pol�ce 
author�t�es often descr�bed for me the per�od �n wh�ch a pol�ce call centre became poss�ble—
brought together the county governor of Stockholm, representat�ves from the pol�ce 
author�ty, and �slanders engaged �n ma�nta�n�ng and creat�ng new work opportun�t�es �n 
the arch�pelago.� As a result of that work, the �dea of a pol�ce call centre �n the arch�pelago 
was establ�shed.

From the pol�ce author�ty’s perspect�ve, the locat�on of a call centre �s not of great 
�mportance (fn 2002-�2-��). As d�scussed earl�er, technolog�cal poss�b�l�t�es enable the 
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geograph�cal placement of a call centre almost anywhere. From the �slanders’ po�nt of v�ew, 
however, an author�ty such as the Stockholm County Pol�ce �s an employer that offers 
potent�al work opportun�t�es. On the whole, local employment �s an �mportant cond�t�on 
for res�dence �n the arch�pelago. At the t�me of the �n�t�al d�scuss�ons between the part�es, 
work opportun�t�es �n the arch�pelago were moderate. For example, a number of mar�ne 
p�lots at the Swed�sh Mar�t�me Adm�n�strat�on (Sjöfartsverket) were cut down.5 New 
employers �n the arch�pelago were needed. The County Adm�n�strat�ve Board (Länsstyrelsen 
i Stockholms Län) �nvest�gated the poss�b�l�ty of coord�nat�ng publ�c serv�ces and relocat�ng 
them �n the arch�pelago. Cooperat�on between the author�t�es was cons�dered to be a 
way to create work opportun�t�es �n the arch�pelago. The Stockholm County Pol�ce was 
�nterested �n part�c�pat�ng. F�nanc�al �ncent�ves from several part�es—for example, the 
European Un�on Structural Fund, the County Adm�n�strat�ve Board and the Stockholm 
County Counc�l (Stockholms läns landsting) (County Adm�n�strat�ve Board 200�-05-�6) 
as well as the mun�c�pal�t�es of Norrtälje, Värmdö, and Han�nge—made �t poss�ble to 
establ�sh a call-centre organ�zat�on �n the arch�pelago. 

In a way, the establ�shment of the Contact Centre �s a result of a labour-market 
project and as such an attempt to create a “l�v�ng arch�pelago,” a concept I return to later �n 
th�s chapter. At the Contact Centre, on the other hand, the personnel stressed the efforts 
of the people l�v�ng �n the arch�pelago. As Magnus, one of the employees, put �t to me, the 
Contact Centre �s not “a subs�dy story” (bidragshistoria) (fn 2002-�0-0�). Rather, �t �s a 
result of people �n the arch�pelago want�ng to demonstrate the advantages of establ�sh�ng 
the call centre there. “Clever and capable women” worked for the work opportun�t�es �n 
the arch�pelago, Magnus sa�d. 

The Contact Centre started as a development project, an exper�ment, �n Sandhamn 
on Sandö �n the autumn of ����. S�nce the exper�ence of the project was good, Contact 
Centre s�tes were also establ�shed on Arholma and on Ornö, w�th headquarters �n Norrtälje, 
on the ma�nland. The Contact Centre has been �n full operat�on s�nce June 200�. Open�ng 
hours at the Contact Centre are every day from � a.m. to �0 p.m. The Contact Centre 
�s an �n-house serv�ce w�th�n the pol�ce author�ty, th�s �s the most common form of call 
centre �n Sweden. The Contact Centre �s organ�zed and managed as a s�ngle un�t. The 
pr�mary task �s to handle cr�me reports from the publ�c concern�ng everyday cr�mes. The 
except�ons are ongo�ng cr�mes and cr�mes where perpetrator �s known. Instead, the pol�ce 
handle these calls, many of wh�ch are made to the emergency telephone number ��2 (�n 
Sweden) and handled by SOS operators (for work and technology use �n SOS Alarm �n 
Sweden, see e.g. Normark 2005). The cr�me reports handled at the Contact Centre, on 
the other hand, are made to the pol�ce telephone number ��� �� and concern everyday 
del�nquency, such as thefts of mob�le phones, wallets and cars, as well as damage and 
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vandal�sm. Dur�ng December 200�, the nat�onal Contact Centre cover�ng all of Sweden 
reg�stered �6.��2 cr�me reports, wh�ch represents a total of ��,� percent of all the reported 
cr�mes to the pol�ce (doc December 200�).6 Dur�ng January 2005, the Contact Centre �n 
Stockholm handled �.5�� cr�me reports to the pol�ce author�ty �n the Stockholm County 
(doc January 2005).� The serv�ce goals at the Contact Centre �nclude, for example, that �0 
per cent of all telephone calls must be answered personally w�th�n three m�nutes and, at 
the most, �5 percent of all �ncom�ng telephone calls w�th over ten seconds queu�ng t�me 
are m�ssed (doc 2006-0�-0�).

The Contact Centre �s a well thought of resource w�th�n the pol�ce author�ty. 
For example, the pol�ce comm�ss�oner �n the County of Stockholm pra�sed the Contact 
Centre at a jo�nt workplace meet�ng� �n September 2002. Accord�ng to h�m, the Contact 
Centre serves as an �mportant l�nk �n the collect�on of �nformat�on about and knowledge 
of comm�tted cr�mes. The work at the Contact Centre �s a part of the core act�v�ty of 
and an �mportant resource w�th�n the Stockholm County Pol�ce and should therefore be 
pr�or�t�sed. The pol�ce comm�ss�oner encouraged the personnel to be “profess�onal” �n 
what they do and cont�nue to develop the content of the work and work pract�ces �n the 
Contact Centre. The work, he sa�d to the personnel, “[…] should be challeng�ng. You 
should never feel that you have to change jobs because �t �s not challeng�ng enough.”

However, some cr�t�c�sm towards report�ng v�a the Contact Centre ex�sts w�th�n 
the pol�ce author�ty. Some of these were h�ghl�ghted �n a newspaper art�cle �n March 200�. 
As quoted �n the newspaper, a pol�ce ch�ef �n Stockholm was concerned about the fact 
that fewer cr�me reports reached pol�ce author�ty at the pol�ce stat�ons; rather, the Contact 
Centre employees handle the reports over the telephone. He was concerned because a 
Contact Centre operator “�s not a pol�ce officer and thereby does not always ask quest�ons 
that should be asked” (Metro 200�-0�-0�). If the pol�ce were not contacted, there was a 
r�sk that the �nformat�on gathered at the Contact Centre would not be of suffic�ent qual�ty 
for further �nvest�gat�ons. Th�s example, I bel�eve, quest�ons both the leg�t�macy of the 
Contact Centre as well as the competence of the Contact Centre employees. At the t�me, 
the art�cle was d�scussed among the Contact Centre personnel as be�ng “bad publ�c�ty” for 
the Contact Centre. 

At the t�me of my fieldwork, the number of employees at the Contact Centre �n 
the Stockholm arch�pelago var�ed from �0 to ��, wh�ch �s close to the average s�ze of a 
call-centre organ�zat�on �n Sweden. The employees (s�x of them men) were almost equally 
d�v�ded between the three locat�ons Arholma, Sandhamn, and Ornö.� In the course of the 
three years I was �n contact w�th the personnel, some of them qu�t and new employees 
took the�r places. Some went on leave of absence �n order to work w�th someth�ng else 
for a per�od of t�me. A number of staff members worked only part t�me at the Contact 
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Centre to keep up w�th the�r other occupat�ons and �nterests. Tak�ng part-t�me work and 
be�ng somewhat of a “jack-of-all-trades” has been and st�ll �s common �n the arch�pelago 
(the Archipelago Foundation 2000; the Nordic Council of Ministers ���5). It used to be a 
necess�ty �n sparsely populated areas such as the arch�pelago. One needed to manage most 
th�ngs by oneself, s�nce serv�ces and ass�stance were not eas�ly ava�lable. It �s also a typ�cal 
strategy for mak�ng a l�v�ng �n rural areas w�th l�m�ted work opportun�t�es (�b�d.). Post 
offices, shops, schools, and serv�ces for elderly people �n the�r homes have trad�t�onally 
offered work opportun�t�es for some of the women �n the arch�pelago (Åbonde-W�ckström 
����). Others need to start the�r own bus�nesses or get employment on the ma�nland.

None of the staff members are educated as pol�ce officers. They have var�ous 
prev�ous occupat�onal exper�ences �n fields such as cater�ng and restaurant, ch�ldcare and 
teach�ng, tour�sm, fine arts, nurs�ng, dental care, finance and econom�cs. Employees’ 
prev�ous exper�ences, var�ous backgrounds and sk�lls were often emphas�zed and seen as 
someth�ng pos�t�ve for the workgroup. “We are d�fferent persons, but that �s someth�ng 
good. We complement each other” was a statement I often heard. Someone m�ght be a 
good l�stener wh�le someone else types fast (fn 2002-0�-��). Espec�ally at the beg�nn�ng 
of the Contact Centre bus�ness, exper�ence outs�de of the pol�ce author�ty was thought to 
be an advantage when deal�ng w�th the publ�c. In “front-l�ne” work (Frenkel, Korczynsk�, 
Sh�re and Tam ����: 2), employees spend much of the�r work�ng day �nteract�ng w�th 
the publ�c. In that meet�ng, soc�al qual�t�es were seen as preferable for rap�dly grasp�ng 
the needs of the pla�nt�ff and thereafter tak�ng the appropr�ate measures. However, the 
publ�c seems to th�nk they are talk�ng to pol�ce officers. Several t�mes, I heard personnel 
expla�n over the telephone that “No, no, I am not a pol�ce officer, but adm�n�strat�ve staff 
(civilanställd).” Th�s, I suggest, �n a way confirms a common understand�ng among the 
publ�c of the pol�ce author�ty as a un�form �nst�tut�on. Towards the publ�c, the Contact 
Centre employees appear �n the “front-l�ne” (�b�d.) of the pol�ce author�ty. They are often 
the only persons the publ�c come �n contact w�th. The employees are, �n a way, anonymous 
�nd�v�duals, represent�ng the pol�ce author�ty. The Contact Centre �s, even �f the personnel 
work on the frontl�ne, also someth�ng of a back-office. The organ�zat�on as such �s not 
talked about very much or acknowledged, for example, on the webs�te (URL: www.
pol�sen.se). One reason for th�s m�ght be that the pol�ce author�ty wants to profile �tself as 
a un�form organ�zat�on towards the publ�c.

Good wr�t�ng sk�lls and a comm�tment to customer serv�ce are qual�t�es and sk�lls 
that are demanded of those who want to work at the Contact Centre (fn 2002-�0-0�; 
fn 2006-0�-0�). Dur�ng the �n�t�al �nterv�ew�ng process for a pos�t�on, wr�t�ng sk�lls are 
assessed �n a wr�t�ng test. The staff members I met at the Contact Centre had rece�ved 
� to 6 weeks tra�n�ng, �nclud�ng pract�cal work at the Contact Centre at the beg�nn�ng 
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of the�r employment. The educat�onal mater�al I exam�ned �ncluded an �ntroduct�on to 
the Swed�sh jud�c�al system, cr�m�nal law, and the pol�ce author�ty organ�sat�on (these 
documents were del�vered to the part�c�pants dur�ng �n�t�al tra�n�ng �n November 2002 
and add�t�onal tra�n�ng �n March 200�). The employees were �nstructed �n how to meet 
and treat the cr�me v�ct�m, �njured party, and/or reporter of an �nc�dent over the telephone. 
They learned about and pract�sed �nterv�ew techn�ques, but also what �n the tra�n�ng 
mater�al �s called “the art of wr�t�ng a good report on cr�me.” Th�s �ncludes not just what 
�s part of an accurate descr�pt�on of what has happened, for whom, where, when and how, 
but also the correct language use. It was also part of the tra�n�ng how to use of the var�ous 
computer appl�cat�ons needed �n the work. Apart from handl�ng the telephone calls, the 
tra�n�ng also �ncluded aspects of work�ng as a group or a team.

At each locat�on, there �s a group leader who �s �n charge of the everyday rout�nes 
�nclud�ng plann�ng the work act�v�t�es and work schedules, as well as tak�ng general 
respons�b�l�ty for the personnel. Th�s work often requ�res that the three group leaders at the 
three s�tes cooperate w�th each other as well as w�th management. When necessary, they 
funct�on as a l�nk between the management and the rest of the personnel. Together w�th the 
personnel, they also handle cr�me reports from the publ�c concern�ng comm�tted cr�mes. 

Apart from the employees work�ng �n the arch�pelago there were, at the end of my 
fieldwork, ten pol�ce officers work�ng at var�ous locat�ons on the ma�nland. They act as 
coord�nators between the pol�ce author�ty and the Contact Centre organ�zat�on. One of 
them �s the manager of the Contact Centre. He has the overall respons�b�l�ty for the work 
and personnel. He works �n Norrtälje, on the ma�nland, where the headquarters of the 
Contact Centre �s located. The other pol�ce officers, wh�ch are �nvest�gat�on officers, have 
an operat�ve respons�b�l�ty for the Contact Centre. Wh�le the Contact Centre personnel �n 
the arch�pelago rece�ve telephone calls and enter cr�me report �n the computer appl�cat�on, 
the pol�ce officers are �n charge of rev�ew�ng every �ncom�ng cr�me report. They also dec�de 
whether or not to open the case �n quest�on for a prel�m�nary �nvest�gat�on. They all work 
from the ma�nland, keep�ng contact w�th the employees ma�nly by telephone, e-ma�l, 
and through a messag�ng fac�l�ty �n a computer�zed cr�me-report appl�cat�on. In add�t�on, 
almost one th�rd of the�r work�ng hours are to be spent on the �slands. Dur�ng my 
research, I occas�onally met them at the Contact Centre s�tes, but also at the headquarters 
�n Norrtälje and at the meet�ngs arranged �n the project Commun�ty at a D�stance. They 
are on the per�phery of th�s study as they �nteract w�th the personnel and are therefore part 
of the work�ng day at the Contact Centre.

The work s�tes are not �solated soc�et�es, but �nstead are connected through soc�al 
and econom�cal structures to the pol�ce author�ty as an organ�zat�onal un�t. The personnel 
are connected to the publ�c through the cr�me reports as well as to the ma�nland as people 
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and goods travel between the d�fferent places. For example, most of the support fac�l�t�es 
for technology and office suppl�es used at the Contact Centre are organ�zed through serv�ce 
organ�zat�ons w�th�n the Stockholm County Pol�ce on the ma�nland. When support �s 
needed at the s�tes, del�very �s dependent on the t�metables of boat traffic and m�ght 
take some t�me before reach�ng the arch�pelago. There are several other actors that play 
s�gn�ficant roles �n the Contact Centre employee’s work�ng day, even �f th�s takes place on 
the per�phery of the Contact Centre �tself. Some of them are personnel at the sw�tchboard 
�n the headquarters’ of the Stockholm County Pol�ce, v�s�t�ng pol�ce officers, and other 
v�s�tors to the s�tes. However, they are mostly left outs�de of th�s study.

To Phone in the Morning

The pr�nc�pal work task �n the Contact Centre �s to handle cr�me reports over telephone 
concern�ng comm�tted cr�mes as well as general quest�ons from the publ�c.�0 The work 
at the Contact Centre also �ncludes a number of other tasks. Some of these are recurr�ng 
tasks such as tak�ng care of the �ncom�ng and outgo�ng ma�l, part�c�pat�ng �n the meet�ngs, 
the plann�ng of a common duty schedule and tak�ng care of the work�ng env�ronment. 
Other tasks occur less frequently. These �nclude, for �nstance, organ�z�ng educat�on and 
solv�ng problems w�th computer technolog�es and alarm systems. Although the workplace 
�s d�spersed on the three �slands, the personnel co-ord�nate the work pract�ces together. 
However, many of the part�cular tasks are carr�ed out �nd�v�dually, espec�ally the handl�ng 
of cr�me reports.

I now descr�be the ma�n work task at the Contact Centre, the handl�ng of the 
cr�me reports. Task analys�s and descr�pt�ons of work pract�ces are common w�th�n the 
area of HCI, for �nstance, �n order to �nform des�gn (e.g. Hughes, Randall and Shap�ro 
����; Normark 2005; Rouncefield et al ���5). For my purposes of explor�ng the soc�o-
cultural context of the Contact Centre, I have chosen to �nvest�gate some of the employees’ 
encounters dur�ng a work�ng day rather than focus�ng on what goes on dur�ng the 
telephone call w�th a pla�nt�ff. Nevertheless, the handl�ng of cr�me reports �s part of the 
everyday encounters at the Contact Centre and therefore deserves attent�on �n th�s thes�s. 
W�th any descr�pt�on and espec�ally a short one, there �s always a r�sk that the descr�pt�on �s 
a s�mpl�fied account of a complex real�ty. However, the purpose w�th th�s descr�pt�on �s not 
to d�scuss the work tasks �n deta�l, but to g�ve the reader some understand�ng of the nature 
of the work at the Contact Centre. The follow�ng descr�pt�on �s based on observat�ons and 
�nterv�ews dur�ng several fieldwork sess�ons as well as educat�onal mater�el I exam�ned. 

The publ�c can d�al the telephone number ��� �� to the Swed�sh pol�ce author�ty 
and by press�ng a d�g�t make a cho�ce to report a cr�me. All �ncom�ng telephone calls 
are handled through an automated call-d�str�but�on system, placed �n a queue, and 
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transferred to an ava�lable Contact Centre employee regardless of where she/he �s located. 
The employees need to be logged �nto the call-d�str�but�on system �n order to be able to 
rece�ve telephone calls.�� As long as an employee �s logged �n, the calls keep com�ng to 
her/h�m. F�ve m�nutes after a fin�shed telephone call, the next call comes.�2 The personnel 
can also choose to rece�ve the next telephone call sooner by press�ng a key on the call-
d�str�but�on system. The number of telephone calls queu�ng �s regulated �n proport�on to 
the number of ava�lable operators. Generally speak�ng, the h�gher the number of operators 
the h�gher the number of telephone calls accepted �nto the call-d�str�but�on system.�� The 
rest of the telephone calls are transferred to pol�ce stat�ons around Stockholm County. The 
employees can follow the number of �ncom�ng telephone calls as well as the number of 
logged �n personnel �n the computer appl�cat�on shown on the computer screen.

Once the employee rece�ves a telephone call, she/he needs to dec�de whether or 
not the case can be handled appropr�ately by the Contact Centre. She/he asks what has 
happened and dec�des how to proceed from a short descr�pt�on. For example, the Contact 
Centre personnel do not deal w�th ongo�ng cr�mes. Nor do they deal w�th cr�mes where the 
perpetrator �s known. In add�t�on, quest�ons regard�ng certa�n �nformat�on, l�ke passports, 
are d�rected elsewhere w�th�n the pol�ce author�ty. 

The �nformat�on needed for the report depends on the cr�me. The operator, so 
to speak, gu�des the person call�ng, usually a pla�nt�ff, through the procedure, ask�ng 
for �nformat�on �n a certa�n order, and fills out the rece�ved �nformat�on �n a computer 
appl�cat�on for cr�me reports. The structure of the conversat�on �s based on prev�ous 
exper�ence as well as the order prov�ded by the fields to be filled �n the computer appl�cat�on. 
The report always �ncludes �nformat�on about what has happened where and when as well 
as �nformat�on about the pla�nt�ff such as h�s/her name and contact �nformat�on. Then an 
account of the cr�me �s wr�tten based on a descr�pt�on g�ven by the pla�nt�ff. If someth�ng 
has been stolen or lost, each stolen good �s noted �n as much deta�l as poss�ble, for example, 
all �dent�ficat�on numbers of the art�cle, �ts colour, form, and other d�st�ngu�sh�ng features. 
The person call�ng also rece�ves �nformat�on about what she/he needs to do next, for 
example, to block a cred�t card to prevent w�thdrawals from an account. 

Throughout the call, there �s a d�alogue between the person call�ng and the 
operator. Quest�ons are asked, �nformat�on rece�ved, and clar�ficat�ons g�ven. Even �f many 
of the reports follow a certa�n order, there also seems to be room for a more personal 
touch. Th�s can be a comment about the weather or the place where the cr�me happened. 
Somet�mes the person call�ng �s upset and needs to be calmed down. The length of the 
telephone conversat�on depends on the cr�me and report�ng requ�red. A conversat�on 
may take only a couple of m�nutes, but �t can also extend up to th�rty m�nutes or more. 
After the telephone call �s completed, the staff member codes the cr�me accord�ng to 
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the spec�fic gu�del�nes prov�ded by the computer appl�cat�on and fin�shes the report. The 
report �s now ava�lable for an �nvest�gat�on officer to rev�ew �t. When needed, the officer 
suggests �mprovements that are then done by the same staff member who rece�ved the 
report. After the case �s completed and rev�ewed, an �nvest�gat�on officer dec�des whether 
a prel�m�nary �nvest�gat�on �s �n�t�ated or not. A pr�nted copy of the report �s sent by ma�l 
to the pla�nt�ff.

It �s �mportant that the report �s correct and reflects accurately the �nformat�on 
g�ven by the pla�nt�ff and the comments of the �nvest�gat�on officer. In a case that leads 
to further �nvest�gat�on and eventually a subsequent prosecut�on and a tr�al, the report 
�s always one of the first documents presented. A correct report �ncludes an accurate 
descr�pt�on of what has happened, for whom, where, when and how. The legal aspects as 
well as the language used must be correct and �n accordance w�th str�ct cr�ter�a.

The account presented here makes the handl�ng of the cr�me reports sound rout�ne, 
follow�ng a l�near process. Indeed, the handl�ng of certa�n reports becomes rout�ne after 
awh�le, wh�ch �s, as the personnel told me, “bor�ng,” espec�ally �f one happens to rece�ve 
several telephone calls �n a row on s�m�lar matters, such as stolen mob�le telephones. 
However, there are d�fferences. Somet�mes quest�ons must be asked and the �nformat�on 
filled �n a d�fferent order. Somet�mes the cod�ng of the cr�me �s done wh�le talk�ng to the 
pla�nt�ff rather than afterwards. Somet�mes the staff member forgets to ask for spec�fic 
�nformat�on or needs complementary deta�ls to report the cr�me. Then she/he needs to 
contact the pla�nt�ff aga�n and fill �n the m�ss�ng �nformat�on. There are also var�ous 
�nd�v�dual ways of manag�ng a telephone call, ask�ng for and del�ver�ng �nformat�on, 
as well as handl�ng the computer appl�cat�on and other tools. For example, I observed 
some of the personnel tak�ng notes on paper dur�ng the telephone call wh�le others typed 
everyth�ng r�ght away �n the computer appl�cat�on.

The operator usually works alone w�th the report. However, somet�mes more 
�nformat�on or clar�ficat�on �s requ�red and a case becomes a collect�ve matter between 
the personnel. Espec�ally when a case �s more compl�cated, a second op�n�on �s often 
requested. In the next chapter, the phenomenon of “talk�ng to the room” �s d�scussed, 
referr�ng among other th�ngs to th�s type of request from fellow staff.

In general, the work at the Contact Centre can be compared w�th work at other 
call centres. The employees at the Contact Centre work w�th the�r “customers” (the 
publ�c) at a d�stance by handl�ng �ncom�ng cr�me reports ma�nly over telephone. However, 
call centres vary �n terms of serv�ce, product complex�ty, and var�ab�l�ty as well as the 
knowledge needed to handle the tasks. The a�m here �s to �llum�nate how the ma�n work 
task �s performed at the Contact Centre.
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Tied to a Desk

Most of the work at the Contact Centre �s accompl�shed w�th the help of a computer. 
Even �f �t �s poss�ble for the Contact Centre personnel to stand up wh�le work�ng and even 
move around w�th hand-free telephones, they are, because of the computer, �n a sense t�ed 
to the�r desk wh�le handl�ng the cr�me reports. Work�ng w�th a computer �n general and 
�n a call centre �n part�cular, w�th a lot of s�tt�ng st�ll requ�res that one cons�der health 
aspects. Stud�es on the health aspects at call centres show both phys�cal health problems as 
well as problems w�th mental stress (e.g. Norman 2005; Toom�ngas et al 200�). Problems 
w�th arms, neck, and/or back followed by poor ergonom�cs such as an �ll-adjusted cha�r, 
table, and/or computer screen �s common. Poor work�ng cond�t�ons also cause trouble for 
the employees. These are connected to the h�gh pace of the work and the poor var�ety of 
work tasks, wh�ch are often rout�ne. Employees are also superv�sed electron�cally (see e.g. 
Norman 2005; Toom�ngas et al. 200� for a deta�led report on work�ng cond�t�ons and 
health �n a select�on of call-centre compan�es �n Sweden). The work cond�t�ons may lead 
to short per�ods of employment at call centres �f there �s a good supply of the labour force 
that the �ndustry wants (Callaghan and Thompson 200�). However, g�ven geograph�cal 
cluster�ng and expans�on of firms, th�s �s unl�kely to happen. 

Some poor health was recorded �n a study at the Contact Centre (Backström, 
Herrman and W�berg 2000). The study shows that �5 of 25 respondents had had problem 
or pa�n mostly �n the neck and shoulders dur�ng the prev�ous month. One reason for th�s 
was probably the computer work, but problems perta�n�ng to phys�cal env�ronment, work 
content, and organ�zat�on could not be el�m�nated e�ther, accord�ng to the study. In order 
to prevent �ll health, the Contact Centre personnel are encouraged to exerc�se regularly. 
It �s even an act�v�ty �ncluded �n the work schedule. Each fullt�me employee �s allowed to 
use two hours per week of h�s/her work�ng hours for phys�cal exerc�ses. Poss�b�l�t�es for 
these exerc�ses vary among the three �slands. In Sandhamn, there �s a fully equ�pped sports 
fac�l�ty at the Sandhamn Hotel, complete w�th workout and sw�mm�ng pool fac�l�t�es. 
In add�t�on, good walk�ng paths are just around the corner. On Ornö and Arholma, the 
poss�b�l�t�es are somewhat more l�m�ted. The personnel are d�rected to b�cycle r�des and 
outs�de walks. Nowadays, a pa�r of trekk�ng poles can be obta�ned at the three locat�ons 
for use dur�ng a phys�cal act�v�ty hour.

Some work act�v�t�es, such as ma�l�ng the completed reports to the pla�nt�ffs are 
welcomed as a break from the ord�nary report handl�ng over the telephone and w�th the 
computer. The personnel take turns �n handl�ng the outgo�ng ma�l. After the renewal and 
reconstruct�on of the locales �n Sandhamn, techn�cal equ�pment such as pr�nters, computers, 
and fax mach�ne were moved on the ground level, wh�le most of the workplaces are located 
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on the floor above. The group leader told me that even �f �t was a matter of mak�ng the best 
use of the space, �t was also a matter of ensur�ng some phys�cal act�v�t�es s�nce the personnel 
now needed to go up and down the sta�rs �n order to collect the pr�nted mater�al.

In one of the locat�ons, the staff had a hab�t of do�ng a few phys�cal exerc�ses at the 
end of the coffee break. We all stood up and exerc�sed together. It was usually L�sa, one of 
the employees, who led these exerc�ses concentrat�ng on the shoulder and neck, wh�ch are 
of part�cular �mportance for those who work w�th computers.

An Organisation in Transition

Although the Contact Centre �s a relat�vely young organ�zat�on, �t has undergone several 
changes dur�ng the years and even dur�ng my fieldwork. For example, the Contact Centre 
started as a project organ�sat�on, w�th a project leader respons�ble for everyth�ng, such as 
the economy and the coach�ng of the personnel. S�nce October 200�, the Contact Centre 
�s an �ntegrated part of the pol�ce author�ty. The trans�t�on meant, among other th�ngs, 
new management, new rout�nes, and new dec�s�on-mak�ng procedures. 

One of the most recent organ�sat�onal changes �s a trans�t�on from be�ng a local call 
centre to be�ng part of a newly formed nat�onal Swed�sh Pol�ce Contact Centre �n 200�. 
The exper�ences from the Contact Centre �n Stockholm as well as the one �n Gothenburg 
�nfluenced the shap�ng of the nat�onal Contact Centre. The personnel �n Stockholm 
part�c�pated �n several of the act�v�t�es lead�ng to new work�ng rout�nes for the nat�onal 
Contact Centre, such as tra�n�ng matters and the development of computer appl�cat�ons. 
The Swed�sh Pol�ce Contact Centre operates from several locat�ons �n the country and 
covers the whole country. W�th�n Sweden, you can reach the Contact Centre by d�all�ng 
one spec�fic telephone number (��� ��) no matter where you are call�ng from. Even �f 
most of the telephone calls are handled locally, you never know where the telephone call �s 
rece�ved. At that t�me, the name was also changed from the Pol�ce Call Centre, �n Swed�sh 
(Polisens Anmälningscentral) to the Swed�sh Pol�ce Contact Centre (Polisens kontaktcenter). 
The names have d�fferent assoc�at�ons. In add�t�on, the offic�al Engl�sh translat�ons do not 
prec�sely reproduce the Swed�sh names. The �n�t�al name anmälningscentral, for example, �s 
assoc�ated w�th report (anmälan) centre rather than a call centre. The name Kontaktcenter 
or, �n Engl�sh, Contact Centre, draws attent�on to �nteract�on and contact between publ�c 
and pol�ce author�ty. The reader should therefore keep �n m�nd that the employees’ 
quotat�ons �n th�s study are referr�ng to the Swed�sh mean�ng of the name. Even the 
fieldwork presented �n th�s thes�s was carr�ed out w�th the Swed�sh express�ons �n m�nd. 

The ex�st�ng computer appl�cat�ons have been mod�fied and new appl�cat�ons 
�ntroduced at the Contact Centre. For example, a new call-d�str�but�on system for 
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handl�ng the �ncom�ng telephone calls �s one of the most recent changes to the computer 
appl�cat�ons. S�nce 200�, �t �s also poss�ble for the publ�c to request �nformat�on and, 
s�nce 2006, to report cr�me over the Internet. These changes also mean changes �n the 
work rout�nes and organ�zat�onal pract�ces. Another change at the Contact Centre that 
occurred dur�ng my fieldwork was the trans�t�on from th�rty-e�ght hour workweek to 
th�rty-s�x hours start�ng �n January 200�. Th�s affected, among other th�ngs, the plann�ng 
of the duty schedule. 

By the end of my fieldwork, the Contact Centre staff could work �n several pol�ce 
stat�ons on the ma�nland. One does not need to be present at the office prem�ses �n the 
arch�pelago. Now and then, the personnel choose to work �n the ma�nland offices when 
needed, for example, �n conjunct�on w�th personal or bus�ness matters wh�le v�s�t�ng the 
ma�nland. A few employees choose to work on the ma�nland permanently. However, 
organ�zat�onally, they cont�nue to belong to the part�cular �sland and, for �nstance, plan 
the�r work�ng hours together w�th that part�cular s�te. As I see �t, th�s m�ght contrad�ct 
the reg�onal pol�t�cs of the area. What happens when a work opportun�ty prepared for the 
arch�pelago �n fact �s carr�ed out on the ma�nland? However, th�s �s not a problem today.

Apart from changes �n the organ�zat�on and work pract�ces, the Contact Centre 
quarters �n Sandhamn underwent a major construct�on of the office bu�ld�ng dur�ng the 
year 2002. The project d�sturbed the work at the s�te, s�nce craftsmen carr�ed out the�r 
work at the same t�me as the personnel cont�nued w�th the�rs.

Such changes and the�r execut�on w�th�n an organ�zat�on both transform and 
res�st �nnovat�on and transformat�on of work pract�ces and rout�nes. They also transform 
the values and convent�ons of the workplace. The d�scuss�ons and negot�at�ons may call 
attent�on to and requ�re recons�derat�on of what pract�ces and values are �mportant both to 
preserve and to change at the workplace. The changes, so to speak, challenge the normal�ty 
of the soc�o-cultural context of the workplace, create new pract�ses, and change ex�st�ng 
ones. I do not d�scuss the cond�t�ons for and consequences of the part�cular changes 
ment�oned above. However, I approach a spec�fic change at the Contact Centre �n Chapter 
6, where �ntroduct�on of the commun�cat�on env�ronment �s d�scussed.

Island Making

W�th the capt�on “Island Mak�ng,” I want to rem�nd the reader about the term “place 
mak�ng” (Gupta and Fergusson ����b: 6), presented �n Chapter 2 together w�th other 
concepts and the framework for the thes�s. W�th the word making, I w�sh to transform the 
�slands from be�ng just rocks or places �n the Balt�c Sea to h�stor�cal places formed by soc�al 
and pol�t�cal processes and pract�ces. Hence, we turn aga�n to the mak�ng of commonsense 
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real�t�es �n the complex soc�al world for the people work�ng at the Contact Centre, wh�ch 
�n part, at least, are defined by the c�rcumstances, d�scurs�ve pract�ces, culture, and h�story 
of the Stockholm arch�pelago.

Connecting the Archipelago

The �slands outs�de of Stockholm belong to an arch�pelago, wh�ch �n fact cont�nues 
across the Balt�c Sea all the way to F�nland, mak�ng the arch�pelago one of the largest 
�n the world. There are about �0.000 �slands and �slets �n the Stockholm arch�pelago 
(Archipelago Foundation 2000; Nordic Council of Ministers ���5). Approx�mately ��5 of 

Figure 2
A drawing of archipelago with Arholma, 

Sandhamn, and Ornö indicated 
(not in scale).



�5

them are �nhab�ted. The arch�pelago �s about 200 k�lometres long and about 50 k�lometres 
w�de. In ���� there were about �.�00 people l�v�ng �n Stockholm arch�pelago �n (County 
Administrative Board and RTK ����). The draw�ng �n F�gure 2 g�ves a general �dea of the 
surround�ng area �n the arch�pelago.

Naturally, these �slands do not share the same h�story. Nor are they a result of 
exactly the same set of h�stor�cal processes. For example, fish�ng used to be the dom�nat�ng 
�ndustry �n the outer arch�pelago wh�le small-scale agr�culture and farm�ng dom�nated �n 
the m�ddle arch�pelago (Hedenst�erna ��60). 

There have always been �nteract�ons between the arch�pelago and the c�ty of 
Stockholm. Generally, the �mpulses and dynam�cs of the c�ty also spread to the arch�pelago 
and affected the cond�t�ons there (RTK 200�), but also v�ce versa. Toward the end of the 
��th century, Stockholm grew as a pol�t�cal and econom�cal centre. Fore�gn trade and 
commerce was reached by sa�l�ng boats through the arch�pelago (Hedenst�erna ���0). 
The �slanders prov�ded Stockholm w�th competent mar�ners, food such as fish and eggs, 
but also wood for fuel and bu�ld�ng mater�al (Br�ssman and Hedenst�erna ����; RTK 
200�). One of the first and most �mportant merchand�ses was qu�ck l�me (bränd kalk), 
produced on the �slands of Runmarö and Munkö (Archipelago Foundation 2000). Monks, 
for �nstance, used �t to bu�ld monaster�es and churches �n Stockholm �n the ��th century. 
Iron ore m�n�ng started on a large scale �n the ��th century but become an �ndustry 
�n the arch�pelago �n the ��th century (Hedenst�erna ���0). S�nce the ��00s wealthy 
people from Stockholm bu�lt summerhouses �n the arch�pelago for recreat�on (RTK 200�). 
However, �n the m�ddle of the ��th century, more regular traffic w�th steamboats affected 
the development of the arch�pelago, and, for example, �ncreased the bu�ld�ng of hous�ng 
(Br�ssman and Hedenst�erna ����; Wästberg ����/2000). In the ���0s and the ��50s, 
smaller hol�day cottages were bu�lt �n the arch�pelago. Together w�th other outer areas of 
the reg�on, the arch�pelago had become an attract�ve recreat�on area. 

At the same t�me that the arch�pelago ga�ned �mportance as a recreat�on area, 
many people moved to Stockholm for work. The ��60s and ���0s were character�zed by 
depopulat�on of the arch�pelago followed by a reduct�on of the publ�c serv�ces (Stockholm 
County Council May, 2006). There were pol�t�cal efforts at that t�me des�gned to counteract 
the depopulat�on w�th work opportun�t�es and serv�ce. There has been strong econom�c 
growth �n the Stockholm reg�on s�nce the ���0s (RTK 200�). At the end of the ���0s and 
�n the beg�nn�ng of the ���0s, trad�t�onal forms of �ndustry made room for knowledge-
based sectors such as ICT, b�otechnology, advert�sement, and med�a, part�cularly �n the 
Stockholm reg�on (�b�d.). New employment poss�b�l�t�es and �ncome are necessary �n the 
arch�pelago just as elsewhere. Compan�es relocat�ng the�r serv�ces have created several work 
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opportun�t�es �n the arch�pelago. For example, part of the sw�tchboard of Tax� Stockholm, 
a tax� company, �s located on Ingmarsö; the sw�tchboard of Folksam, an �nsurance 
company, on Utö; and the Swed�sh Pol�ce Contact Centre �s located on the three �slands. 
The Contact Centre w�th approx�mately fifty employees �n the arch�pelago �s the largest of 
these employers (�b�d.). Transportat�on poss�b�l�t�es fac�l�tate l�v�ng �n the arch�pelago for 
those who seek alternat�ves to l�v�ng �n the c�ty, but st�ll need to be nearby. The number of 
�nhab�tants and permanent res�dences �n the arch�pelago has �ncreased, but so have hous�ng 
pr�ces and concerns regard�ng the local env�ronment (�b�d.). Reg�onal pol�t�cs str�ve for a 
balance between the arch�pelago as a un�que natural env�ronment, as a recreat�on area, as 
a reg�on for bus�ness, and for permanent res�dents (Stockholm County Council May, 2006). 
One goal for the Stockholm County Counc�l �s to make the arch�pelago access�ble w�th 
good publ�c transport fac�l�t�es, but also to preserve �ts natural env�ronment and cultural 
her�tage. Another area of respons�b�l�ty �s health serv�ces (�b�d.). 

In sum, development �n the arch�pelago depends on several factors. A report from 
the Office of Reg�onal Plann�ng and Urban Transportat�on draws attent�on to technology 
development, �nst�tut�onal changes, demograph�cal development, the des�re to move 
to and from the �slands, as well as general values towards the arch�pelago (RTK 200�). 
Technology development, espec�ally ICT, �s cons�dered �mportant. W�th the help of 
technology geograph�cal d�stance, �t �s bel�eved, can be reduced (�b�d.). Th�s �s �mportant �n 
the arch�pelago, where the d�stance can be exper�enced as a d�sadvantage. The technolog�cal 
development �s cons�dered to affect work organ�zat�on and the forms of work. It �s also 
po�nted out that technology can be used to ach�eve env�ronmental goals, for example by 
develop�ng transportat�on forms that take env�ronmental aspects �nto account.

Inst�tut�onal changes and development can be cons�dered on �nternat�onal, 
nat�onal, and reg�onal levels (RTK 200�). Stretch�ng from Stockholm to F�nland, the 
arch�pelago prov�des a su�table seaway for the transportat�on of people and goods, but 
also for m�l�tary encounters. For example, s�nce the arch�pelago �s an �mportant sea-
approach to Stockholm, the �slanders were drawn �nto �nternat�onal pol�t�cs when the 
Russ�ans �nvaded the arch�pelago �n ���� and destroyed and burned down farms and 
country houses as well as m�nes, leav�ng the arch�pelago �n ru�ns and 20.000 �slanders 
w�thout homes (Hedenst�erna ���0, Sobéus ����). Some t�me later, �n ���� the Russ�ans 
returned, th�s t�me, however, to help defend Sweden from a feared m�l�tary �nvas�on from 
Denmark (Jonson ��5�; Sobéus ����). The Swed�sh K�ng, Fredr�k I, and h�s w�fe, Queen 
Ulr�ka Eleonora, d�d not have ch�ldren (Jonson ��5�; Sobéus ����; Ullman ����). Th�s 
caused a war of success�on �n Sweden, wh�ch also was of �nternat�onal concern at the t�me. 
Var�ous groups and part�es had d�ffer�ng �deas of who should be a su�table regent, some 
of them recommend�ng a Dan�sh pr�nce wh�le others were �n favour of a count d�stantly 
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related to the empress of Russ�a. There was a r�sk for a Dan�sh �nvas�on of Sweden �f the 
count was to be chosen. The Russ�ans were asked to help. Th�s t�me, the arch�pelago was 
used for hous�ng the Russ�ans, wh�ch was not an easy matter for the �slanders to accept 
because they had just bu�lt up what the Russ�ans had destroyed (Jonson ��5�; Sobéus 
����: Ullman ����). Pol�t�cally, the protect�on from Russ�a was dangerous, s�nce �t could 
have forced both Sweden and F�nland �nto closer relat�ons w�th Russ�a (Sobéus ����). 
Nevertheless, war was avo�ded. There have been var�ous plans for defence and var�ous 
�nvest�gat�ons of defence �n the Stockholm arch�pelago s�nce the ��th century (Sobéus 
����). The Swed�sh nat�onal defence, espec�ally the navy and costal art�llery, has been and 
st�ll �s present �n the arch�pelago to var�ous degrees. 

Today, the Swed�sh welfare state has become �ncreas�ngly decentral�zed, local 
�nfluence has �ncreased, for example, �n local mun�c�pals (RTK 200�). At the same t�me, 
l�v�ng cond�t�ons are affected by �nternat�onal and global trends and c�rcumstances. These 
act�v�t�es on local, reg�onal, and even �nternat�onal levels are, to var�ous degrees, �nterwoven, 
s�nce l�v�ng cond�t�ons are complex and �nclude several pol�t�cal fields (transportat�on, 
health, serv�ces, and so on). Moreover, the European Un�on and �ts reg�onal programs 
encourage partnersh�p and collaborat�on. Collaborat�ons pervade pol�t�cal �n�t�at�ves, 
partly between d�fferent pol�t�cal areas as well as between, for example, local and reg�onal 
partners (RTK 200�; Stockholm County Council May 2006). 

Arholma, Sandhamn, and Ornö at a Glance

Helen, one of the Contact Centre employees l�v�ng on the ma�nland, took the photograph 
from wh�ch the �llustrat�on �n F�gure � or�g�nates. Her handwr�tten text on the photograph—

Figure 3  An illustration based on a photograph of a boat leaving a harbour.
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“Oh, no. Now I’ve m�ssed the boat”—reflects someth�ng that worr�ed her at the t�me, �.e. 
to m�ss transportat�on to work (doc September 2002).�� The next boat �s usually due �n a 
couple of hours. Several other employees told me about how she/he ran �nto d�fficult�es w�th 
the transportat�on �n the course of poor weather cond�t�ons. Ina, for example, told me how 
Märta, one of her colleagues, ended up spend�ng a n�ght �n her car on the ma�nland when a 
storm emerged at sea and all boat traffic was cancelled because of the rough sea. At the same 
t�me, M�a could not get home from the Contact Centre s�te to her �sland, and she ended 
up spend�ng the n�ght at N�na’s house (fn 200�-��-��). Even �f l�v�ng and work�ng �n the 
arch�pelago was a cho�ce the employees l�ved by, the necess�ty of travell�ng by boat and ferry 
requ�res careful plann�ng to meet transport schedules. Due to the t�metables, one cannot be 
“spontaneous”; one �s “not free.” For example, one “cannot stay on the ma�nland too late �n 
the even�ngs,” the personnel told me at a workshop (ws 2002-0�-�2). Weather cond�t�ons 
at sea and l�m�ted transportat�on fac�l�t�es can to some extent reduce poss�b�l�ty of �nformal 
encounters w�th others on the ma�nland and on other �slands. Therefore, they also shape 
the nature of presence and ava�lab�l�ty as well as the ways of be�ng together �n var�ous ways. 
Th�s �s, I suggest, one defin�ng feature of the l�v�ng cond�t�ons �n the arch�pelago. It must be 
kept �n m�nd that many of those who l�ve �n the arch�pelago apprec�ate the �solat�on �n the 
arch�pelago �n contrast to the more �nhab�ted outs�de world. 

Some of the Contact Centre personnel were born �n the arch�pelago wh�le others 
had moved there for example, due to fam�ly reasons and/or an apprec�at�on of l�fe �n 
the arch�pelago. Those who were born �n the arch�pelago generally had l�ved elsewhere 
for some t�me and moved back aga�n. The number the staff members who both l�ve and 
work on the �slands var�es between the three �slands. On Ornö, all the employees also 
l�ved on the �sland at the t�me of my fieldwork. Most of the employees on Sandhamn 
also l�ved there. However, a couple of the employees l�ved on a nearby �sland and two on 
the ma�nland. On Arholma, on the other hand, only a m�nor�ty of the Contact Centre 
employees l�ved there. Most of them l�ved on the ma�nland. Others had a place to l�ve 
both on the ma�nland and on the �sland. “Boat people” (båtfolket), as they somet�mes were 
called among the personnel, depend on the regular boat transportat�on fac�l�t�es to and 
from work at the Contact Centre. 

An employee at the Contact Centre �s not just an operator who handles cr�me 
reports but has several other soc�al pos�t�ons that are apparent at the workplace. I bel�eve 
that the �nd�v�dual’s background �s enacted and brought to the workplace �n the arch�pelago 
perhaps d�fferently than �t would be, for example, �n the c�ty. For �nstance, the employees 
share an understand�ng of the s�m�lar l�v�ng cond�t�ons �n the arch�pelago. Apart from 
that, the �nd�v�duals have relat�ons to the people around h�m/her. Those employees who 
l�ve on the same �sland knew each other already before they started work�ng at the Contact 
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Centre, or, at least, they knew about each other. They are not solely operators �n relat�on 
to each other through the work, but are also somebody’s ne�ghbour, former teacher or 
pup�l. They have ch�ldren who attend the same school and so on. Th�s was someth�ng 
to take �nto cons�derat�on when each of them appl�ed for the�r pos�t�ons at the Contact 
Centre. V�ola, for example, had thought about �t and expressed her concern to me th�s 
way: “How would �t be to talk about one’s own development w�th one’s ne�ghbour” dur�ng 
an annual personnel development talk? (fn 2002-0�-��). The statement shows a complex 
concern to be handled when people face novel s�tuat�ons. On the other hand, work at the 
Contact Centre brought �nd�v�duals closer together (fn 200�-02-2�). “To some extent, an 
‘unknown’ ne�ghbour �s no longer unknown,” Anton bel�eved. 

The three �slands �n focus here are Arholma, Sandhamn and Ornö. The �llustrat�on 
(F�gure 2), presented at the beg�nn�ng of th�s sect�on, shows the�r d�stance to each other 
and to Norrtälje, where the headquarters are s�tuated, as well as to Stockholm. The d�stance 
between Arholma �n the north and Ornö �n the south �s about ��0 k�lometres. L�v�ng and 
hous�ng on Sandhamn dates back to the ��th century. It �s an old serv�ce commun�ty w�th 
customs houses and sea p�lots (Åkerman ���5). Arholma, on the other hand, �s above 
all known for �ts board�ng houses from the beg�nn�ng of the 20th century (Archipelago 
Foundation 2000). Even today, d�fferences cont�nue to ex�st between the �slands. For 
example, the number of �nhab�tants as well as the s�ze of the three �slands var�es. Ornö �s the 
largest �sland of the three, both �n terms of area and �n terms of populat�on (approx�mately 
260 �nhab�tants dur�ng w�ntert�me). On Arholma, there are only approx�mately s�xty 
�nhab�tants. Sandhamn has the smallest geograph�cal area; you can eas�ly walk around the 
�sland �n an hour. The settlement �s concentrated to the v�llage of Sandhamn. In everyday 
vernacular, the �sland Sandö �s called Sandhamn, wh�ch �s also the reason for the use of the 
name �n th�s thes�s. Both settlements on Ornö, on the other hand, are scattered among 
several places on the �sland. Arholma and Sandhamn can be reached by boat, wh�le Ornö 
can be reached by car through ferry. Obv�ously, there �s car traffic on Ornö. On Sandhamn 
and Arholma, you can only see occas�onal tractors, transport mopeds (flakmopeder), and 
four-wheel mopeds. These are part�cularly su�table for transportat�on on narrow roads 
and rough c�rcumstances. Th�s affects the transportat�on of grocer�es, furn�ture, bu�ld�ng 
mater�al, and other suppl�es needed for l�v�ng and work�ng on the �slands. 

The l�v�ng cond�t�ons, such as work opt�ons, access to shops, schools, and med�cal 
serv�ces also d�ffer among the �slands. For example, both �n Sandhamn and on Ornö there 
�s a pr�mary school for ch�ldren unt�l the s�xth grade, wh�le the ch�ldren from Arholma have 
to travel da�ly to the ma�nland for school. A shop on Arholma has had vary�ng open�ng 
hours. Most of the t�me, the shop �s open only a few hours every week. Customers need to 
order some th�ngs beforehand. On Ornö, the shop �s open dur�ng a couple of afternoons 
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every week wh�le the shop �n Sandhamn �s open da�ly. Many of the �slanders buy grocer�es 
on the ma�nland whenever poss�ble. They also make jo�nt orders and coord�nate del�very 
to the �sland. 

In the arch�pelago, there are also cons�derable d�fferences between the summer 
and w�nter per�ods. In Sandhamn, for example, the number of people stay�ng on the �sland 
�ncreases from around �20 dur�ng the w�ntert�me to several thousands dur�ng the summer. 
In add�t�on, on a summer day, hundreds of people may come to the �sland for a daytr�p. 
Naturally, th�s means a cons�derable change for those who l�ve there. For �nstance, the 
number of work opt�ons expands and contract seasonally. Th�s can be seen, for example, �n 
the �ncreased range of restaurants and coffee shops on the �sland dur�ng the summer.

Sandhamn �s often, but not always, accurately descr�bed as fash�onable for 
draw�ng summer guests and tour�sts to the �sland. People w�th yachts and sa�l�ng boats, 
and those who l�ke to d�ne at the Sandhamn Hotel do v�s�t the �sland. Tour�sts that come 
to Arholma, on the other hand, are rather “green-wave party [types] who carry a Fjällräven 
[brand name] backpack,” as Helm�, one of the employees at the Contact Centre, told 
me when we talked about Arholma and �ts �nhab�tants (fn 2002-0�-2�). “Green wave” 
and “Fjällräven” �llustrate that many of the tour�sts com�ng to Arholma are �nterested �n 
exper�enc�ng nature and the outdoor l�fe. They l�ve at the local youth hostel or camp �n 
the�r own tents dur�ng the�r short v�s�ts.

A Living Archipelago

As descr�bed above, the arch�pelago �s of concern for several reg�onal �nterests. Var�ous 
act�v�t�es such as recreat�on and hous�ng reflect the nature and culture of the arch�pelago. 
The l�v�ng cond�t�ons ment�oned above are connected to processes and pract�ces that shape 
and const�tute the l�ves of those who l�ve on the �slands both on a global, nat�onal and local 
level. Here, I descr�be some of them through focus�ng on an often used, common concept 
of “a l�v�ng arch�pelago” (levande skärgård). Summer guests and other v�s�tors m�ght seek 
for an “�dyll” �n the arch�pelago, but the concept has a d�fferent mean�ng for those who 
l�ve there permanently.

Local newspaper headl�nes such as “School a fateful quest�on for the future of 
Ornö”�5 (Skärgården 200�-06-0�) and “If they take the school, they take the �sland!”�6 
(Skärgårdsnytt 200�-06-0�) announced a threat of clos�ng for the pr�mary school on 
Ornö �n June 200�, just before the end of the school term. Han�nge mun�c�pal�ty, of 
wh�ch Ornö �s part, faced a d�fficult financ�al s�tuat�on and the closure of the school on 
Ornö would save around one m�ll�on SEK. The quest�on was to be �nvest�gated w�th�n a 
fortn�ght. The closure of the school would force 25 pup�ls, up the s�xth grade, to attend a 
school on the ma�nland. 
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Newspapers reported the “anger” and “d�smay” people on Ornö felt �n response 
to the suggest�on. Parents of the ch�ldren attend�ng the school were descr�bed as “angry.” 
The parents commented on the �mportance of the school for fam�l�es who had chosen to 
l�ve on the �sland. ”Clos�ng down the school would be cruel to them,” one of the parents 
had told the reporter (Skärgården 200�-06-0�). Several of the parents could not see any 
poss�b�l�ty of l�v�ng on the �sland w�thout the school. “I w�ll not rema�n on the �sland �f the 
school �s closed down. I w�ll not let my ch�ldren travel on the ferry every day to and from 
the ma�nland,” one of them sa�d accord�ng to the local newspaper (Skärgårdsnytt 200�-06-
0�). “The school must funct�on �n order to keep people on the �sland. Th�s �s a pr�ce one 
needs to pay for a l�v�ng arch�pelago,” the head of Ornö school argued (Skärgården 200�-
06-0�). Accord�ng to h�m, the constantly recurr�ng threat of closure creates �nsecur�ty and 
hes�tat�on among those who would l�ke to move to the �sland. He also announced that “It 
�s a pol�t�cal dec�s�on whether one wants to have a l�v�ng arch�pelago or not.” The quest�on 
not only concerns the school, but also about the whole commun�ty. “The school �s the 
heart of the �sland,” he �nd�cated �n the art�cle.

Other stakeholders, such as �nterest organ�zat�ons for the arch�pelago, were also 
cr�t�cal. In h�s own statement publ�shed �n Skärgårdsnytt (200�-06-0�), the cha�rman of 
the �nterest organ�zat�on for the Ornö arch�pelago expla�ned the negat�ve effects clos�ng 
the school would have. He wrote that bus�nesses such as the Contact Centre on the �sland 
depend on access to labour. W�thout a school, �t would be d�fficult to keep younger people 
on the �sland and that �n turn would affect the employers’ w�ll�ngness to stay on the 
�sland. The cha�rman of SIKO,�� another �nterest organ�zat�on, bel�eved that the closure 
of the school also would negat�vely affect an ongo�ng �nvest�gat�on on expand�ng rental 
hous�ng �n the arch�pelago (Skärgården 200�-06-0�).�� Others feared the devastat�on of 
Ornö soc�ety and talked about “the k�ss of death” for a “l�v�ng Ornö” �f the school was 
closed down. Others stated, “It �s l�ke putt�ng a dead hand on the development of the 
�sland” (Skärgården 200�-06-0�).

The statements quoted �n the newspaper art�cles show some of the values �mportant 
for people l�v�ng �n the arch�pelago. In general, I bel�eve, they are comparable to other 
rural areas �n Sweden. The statements quoted �n the art�cles also confirm what I learned 
about the l�v�ng cond�t�ons, values, and �deas �n the arch�pelago from the Contact Centre 
personnel. The quest�on of the school also engaged some of the employees personally, 
s�nce the�r ch�ldren attended the school there. The Contact Centre was also brought �nto 
the debate as one of the workplaces that m�ght suffer �f people were not able to l�ve on 
the �sland. Th�s part�cular �ssue �llustrates that l�v�ng and work�ng �n the arch�pelago are 
�ntertw�ned matters. The l�v�ng cond�t�ons and the people are connected to each other �n 
var�ous ways. Sav�ng the school �s about not only the school, ch�ldren, and the�r parents, 



�2

but also the soc�ety �n the arch�pelago at large. Th�s �s yet another example of both soc�al 
and pol�t�cal processes of “place mak�ng” (Gupta and Fergusson ����b: 6). They are woven 
together w�th everyday l�fe �n the arch�pelago. 

Eventually �t was reported (e.g. Dagens Nyheter 200�-06-�0) that the school was to 
rema�n open on the �sland–a happy end�ng to the confl�ct from the �slanders’ po�nt of v�ew. 

Conditions for Togetherness

Th�s chapter a�ms to eluc�date the sett�ng of the study, �.e. the c�rcumstances and processes 
that �llum�nate the Contact Centre and the arch�pelago. The Contact Centre organ�zat�on 
�s an example of the establ�shment of a call centre �n a rural area by processes of “push” and 
“pull.” The Contact Centre �s a form of work relocat�on to wh�ch HCI researchers have not 
yet pa�d much attent�on. The Contact Centre represents a k�nd of relocat�on, a movement 
of cap�tal, �nfrastructure, and, �n a way, labour qu�te l�terally “off shore.” The dec�s�on to 
locate th�s work �n the arch�pelago recap�tulates a long pr�or h�story of connect�ons and 
bus�nesses between the �slands and the reg�on.

The actors of the soc�al world that surround the Contact Centre and who, �n 
var�ous ways affect �ts c�rcumstances and act�v�t�es are, among other th�ngs, the pol�ce 
organ�zat�on; the general publ�c that reports on cr�me; pol�t�c�ans on nat�onal, reg�onal, 
and local levels; and �nterest organ�zat�ons focus�ng on the arch�pelago. They all act from 
d�fferent perspect�ves and for var�ous reasons. The dec�s�ons and act�ons of every one of 
these actors affect the l�v�ng and work�ng cond�t�ons on the �sland, �nclud�ng cond�t�ons 
affect�ng those work�ng at the Contact Centre. 

In th�s chapter, the sense of togetherness and belong�ng man�fests �tself as var�ous 
boundar�es that mark “us” and “them” relat�onsh�ps, pol�t�cs, and structures w�th�n 
the organ�zat�on and throughout the arch�pelago. Who we cons�der to be “us” changes 
depend�ng on who the s�gn�ficant other �s and th�s concept transforms �n relat�on to 
t�me and the c�rcumstances w�th�n wh�ch we emphas�ze or do not emphas�ze the sense of 
togetherness. Language �s one of the elements that may un�te people, regardless of nat�onal 
borders. The Swed�sh language, for �nstance, �s spoken across the arch�pelago from Sweden 
to F�nland. When another state crosses the borders and v�olates the terr�tory of a nearby 
nat�on, �t becomes a clear express�on for who we are and who the others are. The Russ�ans 
�n the ��th century were probably not thought to belong to the arch�pelago commun�ty 
even �f they most certa�nly took part �n act�v�t�es there �n many ways. The boundar�es 
are negot�ated and stretchable, even for a nat�on state when protect�on �s needed. “Boat 
people,” summer guests, and the “0�’s” ment�oned at the beg�nn�ng of the thes�s are terms 
that d�st�ngu�sh “other” people from those who l�ve �n the arch�pelago.
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Work�ng at the Contact Centre, the personnel “belong” to an organ�zat�on, the 
pol�ce author�ty. One way to define “us” at the Contact Centre �s �n reference to occupat�onal 
categor�es. At the Contact Centre, on a general level, two categor�es of employees meet: 
the adm�n�strat�ve staff and the pol�ce officers, �.e. the �nvest�gat�on officers. S�nce both 
the personnel �n the arch�pelago and the �nvest�gat�on officers work w�th�n the same 
organ�zat�on, “us” usually �ncludes both categor�es. However, there are t�mes when the 
personnel made a d�st�nct�on between themselves and the �nvest�gat�on officers. One �s 
ment�oned above as an explanat�on of the roles to v�s-à-v�s the publ�c. The d�st�nct�on 
between the two employment categor�es reflects educat�onal background, but also work 
tasks and respons�b�l�t�es. The personnel at the Contact Centre rece�ve telephone calls and 
establ�sh the cr�me reports. The �nvest�gat�on officers dec�de whether or not to conduct 
further cr�me �nvest�gat�ons. They are also respons�ble for mon�tor�ng the work. The pol�ce 
operate mostly from the ma�nland wh�le the personnel work �n the arch�pelago.

In many ways, the “fight” to keep the school on the �sland �s s�m�lar to other 
efforts �n the arch�pelago. The struggle for rental hous�ng �n order to make �t poss�ble for 
people to l�ve there �s one more example. Another example �s the effort made for work 
opportun�t�es. The early days of the Contact Centre �s also descr�bed as a k�nd of struggle, 
espec�ally �n Sandhamn. “We are very anx�ous about our work. We needed to fight for the 
work opportun�t�es on th�s �sland. The others seems to have a b�t of ‘try for a wh�le and 
move along later’ po�nt of v�ew,” as Kerst�n put �t wh�le we talked about the sense of un�ty 
at the Contact Centre (fn 200�-0�-0�). Several t�mes before, I had heard that the work at 
the Contact Centre was taken even more “ser�ously” because of the need to draw new work 
opportun�t�es to the arch�pelago and keep them there. In the�r work, the personnel wanted 
to show that they were “capable” and “worked hard” to prove the�r ab�l�ty to the�r employer 
(fn 2002-�0-0�). Some of the Contact Centre employees were themselves engaged �n the 
process of start�ng the Contact Centre and now worked there. Th�s work opportun�ty 
seems to been turned �nto a collect�ve matter and become everyone’s respons�b�l�ty. What 
you fight for, you also want to preserve. In th�s way, �t becomes both an ent�cement and a 
threat. Not only was there a need to br�ng new econom�c opportun�t�es to the arch�pelago, 
but the personnel also bel�eved they had to work hard to keep the�r jobs there. We can find 
parallels d�lemmas wherever relocat�on occurs. 

Ind�v�duals quoted �n the newspaper art�cles about the school used the concept of 
a l�v�ng arch�pelago �n the�r argumentat�on. Th�s �s a �deal�zed p�cture of the arch�pelago. 
The people l�v�ng �n the arch�pelago use �t. It �s also a pol�t�cal statement used by pol�t�c�ans 
and others. For example, a pol�cy statement by the County Adm�n�strat�ve Board uses the 
concept (County Administrative Board ����). A l�v�ng arch�pelago �s ment�oned as the 
first of the seven goals for the arch�pelago pr�or to the year 2000. The goal �s to protect 
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the �nterests of the populat�on �n the arch�pelago and outdoor l�fe as well as the natural 
env�ronment and the culture of the arch�pelago (�b�d.). In the case descr�bed above, the 
concept of a l�v�ng arch�pelago �s used �n order to challenge the clos�ng of the local school. 
The �dea of a l�v�ng arch�pelago �s reproduced to work aga�nst the pol�t�cal dec�s�ons. 
Preserve the school, and you w�ll preserve the whole soc�ety. Th�s protest, as well as the 
attempt to prov�de work opportun�t�es such as those offered by the Contact Centre, 
shows, I suggest, the comm�tment to the l�v�ng cond�t�ons on the �slands on the local 
level. A rather small soc�ety needs to “fight” for �tself �n order to surv�ve. Islanders almost 
cont�nually reflect on and engage the debate over what belongs to the �sland and what does 
not. Th�s d�scuss�on marks an engagement w�th the local matters. Local people also make 
a common cause aga�nst a common “enemy.” Furthermore, struggles such as these are 
examples of why, when, where, and how �slanders emphas�ze the way �n wh�ch they belong 
to arch�pelago soc�ety. Here, the �slander �dent�ty �s emphas�zed over var�ous alternat�ve 
�dent�t�es or soc�al pos�t�ons ava�lable to them. They cla�m the�r �dent�ty through place, 
belong�ng, and l�v�ng �n a certa�n place. 

The concept of a l�v�ng arch�pelago �mpl�es the modern Swed�sh state’s 
comm�tment to �mprov�ng l�v�ng cond�t�ons �n the arch�pelago. Normat�vely, the state’s 
�ntent�on here �s to protect and preserve the arch�pelago’s natural env�ronment and culture. 
Th�s comm�tment to a l�v�ng arch�pelago reflects a long-term h�stor�cal debate on the 
s�gn�ficance of the arch�pelago �n Sweden. Th�s �s not so much a debate about boundar�es 
or reg�ons anymore as �t �s one about how both the dest�ny and h�story of a part�cular 
local�ty �s to be defined and determ�ned. The arch�pelago has long played an �mportant 
role �n negot�at�ons about place and power �n the h�story of Sweden. Th�s �s a debate that 
essent�ally revolves around the �ssue of a nat�onal and a reg�onal government and who 
determ�nes “the order of th�ngs.” 

The sea can connect but also d�sconnect. H�stor�cally, the sea and waterways 
represented connect�on and connectedness between people and remote places. Even �f 
cumbersome, the sea met the needs of easy transport because transportat�on on and by 
land was more d�fficult. Today, �t �s the other way around. It �s more d�fficult to travel 
by sea than on land, at least �n Swed�sh c�rcumstances (obv�ously, a�r traffic also plays a 
s�gn�ficant role �n gett�ng to and from places today). Ideolog�cal, econom�cal, and pol�t�cal 
processes as well as development of ICT are creat�ng �ncent�ves that make �t poss�ble to 
establ�sh work opportun�t�es �n rural areas. The Contact Centre �s one example on how 
work can be carr�ed out at a d�stance w�th the help of technology. However, at the same 
t�me, ICT opens up work opportun�t�es locally. What �s at a d�stance for some �s local for 
others. Technology not only makes the work poss�ble �n the arch�pelago, but �t also l�nks 
people, just as �t l�nks the personnel at the Contact Centre w�th those at the Stockholm 
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County Pol�ce on the ma�nland. In add�t�on, �t also connects them w�th cr�me �n Stockholm 
County. Even �f handl�ng the cr�me reports �s an �nd�v�dual task at the Contact Centre, 
�t �s connected, through the agency of others, to the w�der structures of our soc�ety. It �s 
connected, for example, to those processes that lead to and susta�n cr�m�nal�ty, but also, 
once the cr�me �s reported, to legal pract�ces. 

To some extent, th�s sett�ng outl�nes the cond�t�ons for express�ng the sense 
of togetherness at the Contact Centre. For example, the d�spersed Contact Centre 
organ�zat�on and �ts geograph�cal locat�ons suggest cond�t�ons that challenge ways of 
ma�nta�n�ng and d�str�but�ng the sense of togetherness. However, these cond�t�ons also 
�ntervene w�th each other and, for example, come together �n common h�story, shared l�v�ng 
cond�t�ons and exper�ences as well as pract�cal c�rcumstances and poss�b�l�t�es, such as the 
struggle for work opportun�t�es �n the arch�pelago. In add�t�on, the sense of togetherness 
�s reconstructed from var�ous h�stor�cal accounts of the pol�t�cs �n the arch�pelago. Th�s 
process g�ves the people and the place a mean�ng. The mean�ngs are man�fested �n h�story, 
photographs, artefacts, and trad�t�ons, oral and wr�tten narrat�ves about the arch�pelago, 
and �n gu�debooks and �n novels. Who has not read about Madame Flod and the l�fe �n the 
arch�pelago �n Str�ndberg’s The People of Hemso (Hemsöborna)? There are also a number of 
first-person wr�tten accounts of l�fe �n the Stockholm arch�pelago (e.g. L�ndfeldt 200�). 

As we can see, the soc�o-cultural context �s not neutral. Nor �s �t only a geograph�cal 
place or a place on a chart. Rather, recurr�ng soc�al, h�stor�cal and ongo�ng pol�t�cal processes 
construct �t. In th�s way, d�fferent forms of soc�al conduct are reproduced cont�nuously 
across t�me and space. We cannot neglect these “larger” �ssues, other “layers,” structures 
and str�ctures �n our analyses �f we are to rema�n “fa�thful” to the c�rcumstances �n wh�ch 
our �nformants l�ve. Regardless of how we �nterpret developments �n the organ�zat�on and 
arch�pelago, �t �s necessary to understand the frame of reference w�th�n wh�ch the Contact 
Centre personnel act, whether �t �s a quest�on of face-to-face contact or the v�deo-med�ated 
commun�cat�on that the Commun�ty at a D�stance project brought to the�r workplaces. 

***

The goal �n th�s chapter has been to descr�be and expla�n the soc�al world, s�tuat�ons, and 
c�rcumstances w�th�n wh�ch the Contact Centre personnel act and w�th�n wh�ch the�r 
act�ons are not just poss�ble, but rendered �ntell�g�ble. Th�s, I bel�eve, �s an �mportant level 
of analys�s. It �s one that enables us to l�nk the workplace to a ser�es of soc�al, pol�t�cal, and 
h�stor�cal processes �n wh�ch the Contact Centre employees are both embedded �n and 
part�c�pate. Wh�le some of the processes work “at a d�stance,” others affect the everyday 
pract�ces at the Contact Centre. Th�s “level” of the soc�o-cultural context �nform the next 
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step of analys�s, where I �nvest�gate the soc�o-cultural context w�th�n the organ�zat�on and 
at the workplace. Th�s allow us to explore how the sense of togetherness �s promoted and 
managed among the Contact Centre personnel, even across geograph�cal d�stance and 
t�me. 
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In the prev�ous chapter, I attempted to expand the soc�o-cultural context of the Contact 
Centre, geograph�cally, reg�onally and �n terms of the organ�zat�on of the Stockholm 
County Pol�ce. In th�s chapter, I cont�nue to �nvest�gate the Contact Centre organ�zat�on 
from a soc�o-cultural po�nt-of-v�ew that g�ve us further understand�ng of the workplace 
and the soc�o-cultural context w�th�n wh�ch the technolog�es are used.

A bond�ng, a format�on of a (close) relat�onsh�p, can be enabled through frequent 
or constant assoc�at�on. Contact �s necessary �n order to d�str�bute and share values, �deas, 
and mean�ngs w�th�n an organ�zat�on. Repet�t�ons, rout�nes, and hab�ts are means ofRepet�t�ons, rout�nes, and hab�ts are means of 
uphold�ng and mod�fy�ng pract�ces, values, and att�tudes (Bourd�eu ����/���6; Geertz 
����/����; G�ddens ����/200�; Herzfeld 200�). Each commun�ty or soc�ety elaborates Each commun�ty or soc�ety elaborates 
�ts own poss�b�l�t�es for commun�cat�on. When face-to-face encounters are l�m�ted or not 
poss�ble, the d�fferent channels of commun�cat�on and ways of d�str�but�ng �nformat�on 
“const�tute �ntermed�ary l�nks” (Garsten ����: ��5). In th�s chapter, I attempt to �llustrate 
the fabr�c of a work�ng day and unpack recurr�ng, complementary act�v�t�es as well as 
spat�al arrangements, �deas, symbols and s�gns that seem to contr�bute to, but somet�mes 
also counteract, the sense of togetherness w�th�n the Contact Centre �n Stockholm. I also 
g�ve a ser�es of examples of the ways of rema�n�ng socially organized dur�ng the day w�th�n 
the group at one locat�on as well as between the three s�tes. 

Hav�ng presented the descr�pt�ons and v�gnettes, I move on to prov�de a more 
comprehens�ve account that reconc�les the fragmentary gl�mpses and h�ghl�ght major 
concepts for cons�derat�on about how the sense of togetherness �s promoted, and managed 
between the employees at the Contact Centre. Further, I d�scuss how the technology, both 
low- and h�gh-tech, fac�l�tates and counteracts those processes. 

Chapter 5

The Fabric of a Working Day
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Same but Different

S�nce I heard both the s�ngular “Contact Centre” and the plural “Contact Centres,” I needed 
to ask wh�ch was the correct name. I rece�ved d�fferent answers from both management 
and staff. Some cons�dered �t one un�t, �.e. the Contact Centre; others cons�der �t three 
un�ts (doc 2002-0�-��). One manager expla�ned that the Contact Centre �s “one operat�on 
at three d�fferent locat�ons” (fn 200�-0�-2�). S�m�larly, an employee sa�d, “We are one 
workplace placed on three �slands” (Q2� August 2002). Further, others expla�ned that 
the Contact Centre cons�sts of “three un�ts, but dependent on each other” (fn 2002-�0-
0�). A group of employees represent�ng each of the three locat�ons �n the arch�pelago 
d�scussed the term�nology dur�ng a Commun�ty at a D�stance project workshop. “It �s 
unclear vocabulary,” sa�d Sten, one of the part�c�pants (ws 2002-��-��). The others agreed 
and po�nted out that th�s lack of clar�ty generates confus�on. They bel�eved that the terms 
are used d�fferently depend�ng on the s�tuat�on and who �s part�c�pat�ng. However, most 
of the t�me the personnel referred to each other and the d�fferent locat�ons by the name 
of the �sland, for example: “Kajsa on Ornö,” “a secur�ty alarm on Arholma,” “there �s 
no electr�c�ty on Sandhamn,” “Arholma and Ornö have meet�ngs today” or s�mply “the 
other �slands.” Here, the name of the �sland does not refer to the part�cular �sland as a 
geograph�cal place per se but to the personnel, the workplace, and the rout�nes there.

The Main Theme

As V�ola, one of the employees, expressed �t at a project workshop, “a ma�n theme (en 
röd tråd), a core concept, can be recogn�sed through the act�v�t�es and work tasks at the 
Contact Centre regardless of locat�on (ws 2002-��-��). However, the same seed grows 
d�fferently on the d�fferent �slands.” As the reader may recall from the prev�ous chapters, 
the Contact Centre �n Stockholm �s one organ�zat�onal un�t. However, �t �s a d�spersed 
workplace commun�ty at the three locat�ons �n the Stockholm arch�pelago w�th a ch�ef of 
staff �n Norrtälje, on the ma�nland. Although the workplaces are separate, the personnel at 
the three s�tes share bas�c work act�v�t�es and �nterests, wh�ch requ�res commun�cat�on and 
co-ord�nat�on between the s�tes. The employees on the three s�tes seldom meet because of 
the geograph�cal d�stances and the transportat�on �nconven�ence. The generous open�ng 
hours and the fact that many employees work part t�me l�m�t the number of t�mes they 
meet, even when work�ng at the same locat�on. 

One of the “seeds” or “core concepts” V�ola referred to �s, unsurpr�s�ngly, the 
ma�n work task, handl�ng �ncom�ng cr�me reports from the general publ�c. The work 
tasks are also the ma�n reason for the employees to be together at the Contact Centre.� 
The work tasks are the cond�t�on for creat�ng and ma�nta�n�ng the sense of togetherness at 
the Contact Centre. The values and att�tudes attached to the work tasks often reflect the 
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organ�zat�onal culture of an organ�zat�on. These values and norms are, I bel�eve, the core 
from wh�ch we can start explor�ng how the sense of togetherness �s establ�shed, ma�nta�ned, 
man�fested, and made access�ble at the Contact Centre. 

S�m�lar work tasks and pract�ces are �mportant �nd�cat�ons of whether or not an 
organ�zat�on can �dent�fy as one organ�zat�on. Staff members cons�dered that they all share 
or are supposed to share the same goal, �.e. to g�ve serv�ce and help to the publ�c who 
telephone the pol�ce. As one would expect, work related act�v�t�es are s�m�lar at the three 
locat�ons. Work eth�cs, serv�ce values, and att�tudes are connected to these tasks. They 
are, together w�th the cr�me matters reported to the Contact Centre, d�scussed frequently 
among the personnel. For example, the staff often emphas�zed that the pla�nt�ffs, the cr�me 
v�ct�ms, must be treated w�th respect, l�stened to, and helped �n the s�tuat�on they are 
fac�ng. After all, employees sa�d, the Contact Centre personnel represent the Stockholm 
County Pol�ce and are �ts “face” towards the publ�c. Indeed, the personnel work w�th 
serv�ce �nvolv�ng customer contact, �n the “front-l�ne” (Frenkel et al. ����: 2) of the pol�ce 
author�ty. The Contact Centre employees are often the pla�nt�ff’s first and, most of the 
t�me, only contact w�th the pol�ce author�ty �n that part�cular matter.

S�m�lar�t�es �n the work on var�ous levels are needed �n order for the centres to 
funct�on as one un�t. Th�s need was h�ghl�ghted even �n the follow�ng comment made 
�n the quest�onna�re about contact and commun�cat�on between the �slands: “The most 
�mportant th�ng �s that all the �nformat�on about the work and how we work �s s�m�lar at 
the d�fferent places, �.e. that we do s�m�lar reports, s�m�lar evaluat�ons, etc. That we can 
funct�on as one un�t. We do not do that today” (Q�� August 2002, underl�ne �n or�g�nal). 
Of course, th�s �s also �mportant for ensur�ng the legal r�ghts of the �nd�v�dual. 

There are synchron�z�ng and rat�onal�z�ng act�v�t�es at the Contact Centre �n 
order to ensure cons�stency among the s�tes �n the handl�ng of reports. These act�v�t�es 
make �t eas�er to manage ex�st�ng rout�nes and develop new ones, I was told. S�m�lar 
educat�on for all new employees �ncludes work�ng w�th more exper�enced staff and, for 
example, l�sten�ng to �ncom�ng telephone calls from the general publ�c before the new 
employees start to handle reports on the�r own. These act�v�t�es promote s�m�lar�t�es and 
the poss�b�l�ty of ma�nta�n�ng them. However, the personnel po�nted out that one must 
keep �n m�nd that every telephone call, every conversat�on w�th a pla�nt�ff, �s un�que and 
therefore every report �s d�fferent even �f only subtly.

The organ�zat�on of the groups on the �slands and the adm�n�strat�on fac�l�t�es �s 
about the same at all three s�tes. The groups look out for each other and organ�ze the�r 
work so that �t accommodates the others and the organ�zat�on as a whole. When personnel 
plan other act�v�t�es, they always need to cons�der whether there �s someone cover�ng the 
lost telephone t�me. For example, when personnel on one �sland are engaged �n a meet�ng 
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or have an electr�c�ty fa�lure, personnel at the other s�tes cover for them and concentrate 
on handl�ng the cr�me reports.

One way of contr�but�ng to the d�str�but�on of the Contact Centre “culture” and 
the sense of togetherness �s to v�s�t each other. The management of the Contact Centre 
encourages the personnel to v�s�t each other and work �n each other’s offices. The employees 
ment�oned th�s poss�b�l�ty to me several t�mes, descr�b�ng �t as the best way to commun�cate 
and �nteract (e.g. Q�� August 2002). However, only a few had actually done so. I asked 
Eja, one of the group leaders, about the rat�onale for hav�ng personnel to work at other 
locat�ons (fn 200�-��-26). “The ch�ef of staff has probably sa�d noth�ng about why,” she 
sa�d: “For me �t �s about a sense of cho�ce, an opt�on. It �s good to �ncrease understand�ng 
of our d�fferent s�tuat�ons and work cond�t�ons, to get an �dea of our l�ves. It �s about be�ng 
able to be �nfluenced and �nfluence others.” Accord�ng to Eja, �t �s �mportant to learn 
about, not only about the office pract�ces at each locat�on, but also the l�v�ng cond�t�ons. 
She bel�eved that the employees shared a bas�c understand�ng of how �t �s to l�ve and work 
�n the arch�pelago. Yet, there are d�fferences as the l�v�ng cond�t�ons on the three �slands 
are d�st�nct�ve. As descr�bed earl�er, the access to shops and restaurants or the lack of them 
as well as the need to adjust the work�ng hours to the local boat t�metables affects the 
work at the spec�fic Contact Centre locat�on. Those who had v�s�ted and worked on other 
�slands reported the �mportance of learn�ng about each other, and understand�ng both the 
s�m�lar�t�es and d�fferences between the s�tes. 

A Chair in an Open-Plan Office

Bu�ld�ngs, offices, furn�ture, and dress code for the personnel and other mater�al objects 
can also be seen as cultural artefacts and, as such, format�ons contr�bute to the values 
and �deas as well as fac�l�tate and mod�fy mean�ngs and pract�ces. Bu�ld�ngs and spat�al 
arrangements, for example, are des�gned w�th an �nst�tut�on �n m�nd and reflect the soc�al 
norms and rules as well as the embod�ed pract�ces of people �n the part�cular places (e.g. 
Agre 200�; G�ddens ����/200�; M�tchell ���5/���6). Locales are not just places, but 
sett�ngs of �nteract�on and susta�n mean�ng for commun�cat�ve acts (G�ddens ����/200�). 
The Contact Centre �s an office workplace, w�th work desks �n an open-plan office as we 
can see �n the �llustrat�on F�gure �. 

On both Sandhamn and Ornö, the Contact Centre s�tes are located �n former 
office quarters. However, they were mod�fied and rebu�lt to fulfil the requ�rements of, for 
example, secur�ty requ�rements of the Stockholm County Pol�ce. On Arholma, on the other 
hand, a new office bu�ld�ng was spec�ally bu�lt for the Contact Centre. Nevertheless, there 
are var�ous s�m�lar�t�es �n the prem�ses of the three s�tes. They are all s�tes for �nformat�on 
work, made to house �nformat�on-handl�ng dev�ces, computers, telephones, fax mach�nes, 
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pr�nters, cop�ers, pens, papers, folders, and such. They are composed of var�ous work�ng 
areas, reg�ons for handl�ng cr�me reports, photocopy�ng, rece�v�ng and send�ng ma�l, 
stor�ng office suppl�es, as well as meet�ng rooms for conferenc�ng and be�ng together. 

Even though the exter�or and scale of the three Contact Centre prem�ses look 
somewhat d�fferent between the s�tes, the same funct�ons and tasks are poss�ble regardless 
of the locat�on. Comparable fac�l�t�es and office suppl�es for the work tasks are found �n 
each locat�on and var�ous k�nds of equ�pment funct�on �n about the same way wherever 
you are. The overall office space �s d�v�ded �n equ�valent spaces, prov�d�ng poss�b�l�t�es for 
the same type of act�v�t�es. K�tchen fac�l�t�es, for example, are located �n meet�ng quarters 
(except �n Sandhamn), wh�ch are also, to var�ous degrees, used for d�n�ng. The k�tchen 
area and the fac�l�t�es prov�ded reflect the needs of the employees, but also the broader 
soc�o-cultural context �n terms of c�rcumstances on the �slands and the opportun�t�es to 
d�ne elsewhere. In Sandhamn, where the Contact Centre �s close to the �sland commun�ty, 
most of the personnel d�ne at the�r homes or meet up w�th fr�ends and fam�l�es �n the 
restaurants. The k�tchen at the Contact Centre prem�ses �s not equ�pped w�th cook�ng 
fac�l�t�es to any great extent. On Arholma and Ornö, on the contrary, you can eas�ly heat 
up and even prepare a meal �n the k�tchen. The cupboards are filled w�th �ngred�ents and 
dry food ready to be used for cook�ng. The staff there have a longer way home and the 

Figure 4  The illustration gives a general idea of the open-plan office at the Contact Centre.
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poss�b�l�ty of d�n�ng somewhere else �s l�m�ted or �mposs�ble. Later �n th�s chapter, I explore 
coffee breaks, dur�ng wh�ch the meet�ng areas are used �n order to be together �nformally. 

The furn�ture �s s�m�lar at the three locat�ons. Most �s bought from the same office 
suppl�er, wh�ch has a blanket agreement for all office furn�ture w�th the Stockholm County 
Pol�ce. Government offices �n Sweden are requ�red by law to use blanket agreements 
for var�ous procurements and purchases. There may be several advantages w�th these 
arrangements. For example, large purchases from the same suppl�er often save money for 
an organ�zat�on. The adm�n�strat�ve rout�nes are eas�er to handle on several levels �n the 
organ�zat�on both when �t comes to complet�ng or arrang�ng the office furn�ture and other 
equ�pment as well as handl�ng techn�cal support when needed. Runn�ng th�ngs �n a s�m�lar 
way �s often more effic�ent for the organ�zat�on. In th�s way, the Contact Centre offices 
appear about the same, both when �t comes to the furn�ture but also the procurement 
processes, wh�ch may be seen to commun�cate and stress equal�ty between the s�tes. 

At each locat�on, there are more employees than there are work desks. The staff 
members have no personal desks. Th�s �s cost-effect�ve for the employer, s�nce less space �s 
needed for each �nd�v�dual. Employees told me that the rat�onal for the c�rculat�on of s�tt�ng 
arrangements was to fac�l�tate gett�ng fam�l�ar�ty among the staff or, as �t was somet�mes 
put �n a more negat�ve way, “to avo�d permanent groupings between the employees. At the 
beg�nn�ng of the work�ng day, employees choose a desk that �s ava�lable �n the open-plan 
office. Most have favour�te desks that they tend to return to whenever poss�ble. Towards the 
end of my fieldwork, almost everyone had h�s or her own cha�r marked w�th an �nd�v�dual 
nametag. Th�s was ma�nly �n order to keep the personal ergonom�c adjustments of the 
cha�r �ntact and avo�d hav�ng to adjust the cha�r every day. Notebooks, pens, and other 
rather personal mater�al needed dur�ng the work�ng day are kept �n a personal locker.

The open-plan office �s a central area or, as one employee expressed �t, the “bunker” 
or the “heart” of the Contact Centre prem�ses (fn 200�-�0-2�). It �s an open area w�th work 
desks scattered around and to some extent enclosed w�th screens to �nd�v�dual cub�cles 
prov�d�ng pr�vacy for telephone conversat�ons w�th a pla�nt�ff. There are bookshelves for 
the office mater�al as well as the �nd�v�dual lockers. Every t�me I entered the open-plan 
office, I both saw and heard the personnel carry out the�r work. On certa�n days and at 
certa�n t�mes, there were only a couple employees. More often, there were five to e�ght. The 
personnel talked on the telephone, some talked w�th each other, and one took care of the 
outgo�ng ma�l. Espec�ally at the beg�nn�ng of the Contact Centre act�v�ty and my fieldwork 
there, the contact between staff members often took place �n th�s work�ng area (fn 200�-
�0-2�, 200�-�0-2�, 200�-��-0�; ws 2002-�0-0�). Later, th�s changed to some extent2002-�0-0�). Later, th�s changed to some extent. Later, th�s changed to some extent 
due to new rout�nes; but, st�ll, short conversat�ons, comments and statements, g�ggl�ng, 
laughter, and people talk�ng to themselves belonged to the everyday act�v�t�es apart from 
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handl�ng the cr�me reports over the telephones. When work�ng �n an open-plan office, �t 
�s easy just to look around and get an �mpress�on of who �s there, what they are occup�ed 
w�th, and whether �t �s poss�ble and appropr�ate to �nterrupt them for ass�stance, to �nform 
them of someth�ng or just to comment on some deta�ls about a telephone call or a cr�me 
report. For example, the staff members told me how they pa�d attent�on to the headphones 
and whether they were on or off �n order to dec�de when �t was a su�table t�me to �nterrupt 
(fn 2002-�2-0�).

The headphones used dur�ng telephone conversat�on part�ally shut out the 
outs�de and create a s�tuat�on of one’s own for the staff member and the pla�nt�ff. 
However, th�s �s not absolute. I observed s�tuat�ons where quest�ons were asked and help 
offered between and even dur�ng the telephone calls. Somet�mes a person walked over 
to a colleague �n order to put a quest�on stand�ng by the desk, hang�ng on, or lean�ng 
over bookshelves or a desk-separat�ng screen. Somet�mes a person rolled h�s/her cha�r 
closer to the person he/she wanted to talk to. In add�t�on, quest�ons were asked �nto the 
open �n hope that someone would answer, wh�ch usually happened. In that way, no one 
�nterrupted anyone �n part�cular, and the one who was free and knew the answer usually 
responded. Quest�ons were about a var�ety of top�cs such as “How do you code a burglary 
�n a cellar?” or d�scuss�ons of d�fferent mean�ngs of s�m�lar sound�ng word construct�ons, 
such as avnjuta and njuta av, enjoy and del�ght (fn 2002-0�-0�). Somet�mes quest�ons 
were asked out of concern for another, as when D�sa asked An�ta, “Why do you s�gh?” 
and An�ta, who was s�tt�ng oppos�te her, responded, “I do not know how I should wr�te 
about a med�cal cert�ficate to the pla�nt�ff” (fn 200�-0�-0�). A conversat�on that followed 
about the formulat�on �n quest�on was soon completed, and they both turned back to 
the�r respect�ve work tasks at hand. An answer or a comment was not always des�red, 
but talk�ng to the room seemed to work as one way of deal�ng w�th the telephone calls, 
leav�ng one beh�nd, and gett�ng ready to move on to the next, such as when R�ta once 
s�ghed, “Ugh, how angry she was and furthermore very old, so �t was d�fficult for her to 
take �n what I was say�ng” (fn 2002-0�-�0). R�ta looked at the d�splay on her telephone 
and cont�nued, “There are 2� calls �n the telephone queue. What a great day th�s �s go�ng 
to be!” She then pressed a key on her telephone �n order to rece�ve the next �ncom�ng 
telephone call. In Arholma and Sandhamn, �t �s poss�ble to work �n a smaller office area 
next to the open-plan office. Th�s area �s used by those who requ�re more s�lence around 
them �n order to hear properly or, as �n Sandhamn where th�s area �s downsta�rs, by those 
who have d�fficult�es �n walk�ng up and down the sta�rs. In Sandhamn, everyone seemed 
to choose to s�t upsta�rs �n the open-plan office although �t could get qu�te crowded there 
at t�mes. N�na, one of the group leaders found several advantages to s�tt�ng �n the open-
plan office, even �f the hum of conversat�ons �n the work�ng area was somet�mes d�sturbed 
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her concentrat�on (fn 2002-�0-0�). Wh�le s�tt�ng �n the same work�ng area as the rest of2002-�0-0�). Wh�le s�tt�ng �n the same work�ng area as the rest of. Wh�le s�tt�ng �n the same work�ng area as the rest of 
the personnel, she cont�nuously got updated on how the work was go�ng. She could eas�ly 
get an �mpress�on of what �nformat�on was needed or wh�ch way she could be of help: 
“[In the open-plan office,] you can see and hear what everyone �s do�ng. It �s eas�er to just 
fill �n w�th commentary, even �n the m�ddle of an ongo�ng telephone conversat�on.” She 
cont�nued, “It �s also easy to feel the atmosphere among the personnel.” In th�s way, N�na 
bel�eved, most of the small problems could be d�scussed and solved before they became 
b�gger ones. As we see, shar�ng the common open-plan office may contr�bute to handl�ng 
the work tasks, standard�ze office pract�ces as well as settle d�sagreements, wh�ch are of 
�mportance to all, but part�cularly for the group leaders. Further, there are med�at�ng 
aspects �nvolved (fn 2002-0�-0�). Just as when Ylva beh�nd the separat�ng screen asked, 
“T�na?” “She �s busy w�th the telephone,” answered Sten who was s�tt�ng closer to T�na and 
had a good v�ew of her. Th�s way, T�na was not �nterrupted �n the m�ddle of her telephone 
call, and the quest�on was put to someone else �nstead.

These observat�ons correspond �n part to the prev�ous research on cooperat�on 
pract�ces of “talk�ng to the room,” where people more or less �ntent�onally serve each 
other w�th �nformat�on w�thout part�cularly ask�ng for �t (e.g. Artman and Wærn ����; 
Heath and Luff ���2). However, talk�ng to the room �s not just about solv�ng problems 
and �nform�ng others, but �t also contr�butes to the atmosphere of the room (Artman 
and Wærn ���6). At the Contact Centre, the pract�ce of talk�ng to the room �s not as 
expl�c�t as �t �s �n the case of emergency co-ord�nat�on. Even �f ask�ng for ass�stance and 
�nform�ng others occurs at the Contact Centre, most of the cr�me reports are completed 
�nd�v�dually. The pract�ces of help�ng and car�ng for one another at the Contact Centre, 
however, contr�bute to the atmosphere of the workplace. The open-plan office enables 
everyday, somet�mes subtle, �nteract�on between the personnel, wh�ch would be more 
d�fficult to conduct wh�le s�tt�ng �n separate offices. Needless to say, everyday �nteract�on 
of th�s k�nd �s not poss�ble across geograph�cally d�str�buted workplaces. 

Turn�ng around, somet�mes only a l�ttle, �s suffic�ent to see what the fellow staff 
members have on the�r desks as well as wh�ch computer appl�cat�on they are us�ng for the 
moment. Separat�ng screens between the work desks ensure some pr�vacy. However, except 
for a few desks �n the corners of the work�ng area, I could eas�ly walk beh�nd a person’s 
back w�thout mak�ng an all too obv�ous �ntrus�on �n h�s/her workspace. The open plan-
office appears less h�erarch�cal, s�nce everyone has the same advantages and d�sadvantages, 
espec�ally when no one has a personal desk but makes a cho�ce each work�ng day. The 
open-plan office also makes d�rect superv�s�on and mon�tor�ng poss�ble for the group 
leaders. As an �dea, the open-plan office somewhat encourages superv�s�on, not merely by 
the management, but also as soc�al control between employees. 
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The prem�ses of a workplace are created and equ�pped w�th the everyday work 
tasks �n m�nd. At the Contact Centre, the openness fac�l�tates work tasks, conversat�ons, 
�nformat�on flows as well as a sense of togetherness. Nonetheless, the Contact Centre 
prem�ses do not always work for the purposes of the employees. For example, the annual 
personnel development talks were somet�mes carr�ed out outdoors dur�ng a walk partly 
because �t was a n�ce way to do �t, but also for the purpose of pr�vacy, wh�ch was not 
prov�ded �n the offices. In add�t�on, the employees used the space �n the office �n ways for 
wh�ch �t was probably not �ntended. For example, a sofa was used for a nap dur�ng lunch 
breaks. Those who could not get home for the n�ght because of transportat�on d�fficult�es 
made a bed and slept at the Contact Centre prem�ses over n�ght. At the Contact Centre, 
pr�vate del�ver�es of grocer�es and other suppl�es from the ma�nland were now and then 
made to the staff members (e.g. fn 2002-�0-0�). A work place �s seldom only for work.2002-�0-0�). A work place �s seldom only for work.. A work place �s seldom only for work. 
Food del�very and other everyday transact�ons br�ng both joy and trouble from outs�de—
for example, ch�ldren’s travel exper�ences—that are d�scussed dur�ng a coffee break. In a 
way, the boundary between the use of the Contact Centre prem�ses for work act�v�t�es 
and for somewhat pr�vate and personal matters was flu�d. The workplace also becomes 
somewhat of a l�v�ng room.

S�m�lar�t�es �n furn�ture and �n the spat�al arrangements of the prem�ses contr�bute 
to a sense of un�ty and equal�ty between the s�tes. The spat�al arrangements fac�l�tate not 
only the work tasks but also var�ous ways of be�ng together at the Contact Centre. I 
suggest that the spat�al arrangements are a cond�t�on for creat�ng and ma�nta�n�ng a sense 
of togetherness at the Contact Centre. 

Statistics against the Idea of Unity

In l�ne w�th the �dea that (monotonous) tasks can be quant�fied and that effic�ency aspects 
can be �dent�fied, �t �s common to extract stat�st�cs about work tasks �n call centres. The 
telephone and computer technolog�es that are used to handle work tasks also make 
measurements poss�ble (Callaghan and Thompson 200�; L�ndegren and Sederblad 200�). 
The control system �s partly based on the techn�cal control of employees (L�ndegren and 
Sederblad 200�). W�th help of ICT, there are several techn�cal poss�b�l�t�es for management 
to follow up and control staff members. The use of stat�st�cs �s also common w�th�n the 
pol�ce author�ty (fn 2002-�2-��). The degree of cr�m�nal�ty �n our soc�ety, the success of 
the pol�ce author�ty, and so on �s measured, for �nstance, w�th the number of reported 
and resolved cr�mes. The ICT appl�cat�ons and systems used at the Contact Centre �n 
order to store �nformat�on about cr�m�nal�ty �n Sweden can also be used to measure the 
work performance. The Contact Centre management put together stat�st�cs about several 
aspects, for example, the number of rece�ved telephone calls and handled cr�me reports. 
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Accord�ng to the management, “The stat�st�cs serve as the bas�s for how to �mprove the 
serv�ce towards the general publ�c” (doc 2002-02-2�). 

Obv�ously, the handl�ng of �ncom�ng cr�me reports �s the most �mportant work 
task at the Contact Centre. Th�s �s perhaps the only task that �s also measured and analysed 
�n deta�l. When the Contact Centre was first created, stat�st�cs covered the ach�evements 
of the ent�re Contact Centre. However, gradually, the stat�st�cs were d�fferent�ated for 
each of the three s�tes. They showed that the average number of rece�ved cr�me reports 
was lower �n one of the locat�ons. When the stat�st�cs were presented th�s way for the 
first t�me, �t contr�buted to a d�sagreement between the personnel on the three �slands as 
well as between some of the employees and the �nvest�gat�on officers. There are d�fferent 
understand�ngs of what the d�spute really was about or how �t started, whether �t was 
the fact that the d�fferent�ated stat�st�cs po�nted out a d�vergence between the s�tes or 
whether the d�vergence was due to the way the stat�st�cs were presented the first t�me or to 
some other element of cruc�al �mportance. The stat�st�cs m�ght have stood for someth�ng 
else, and they rubbed salt �nto the wounds that already ex�sted. Nevertheless, both the 
d�sagreement and the stat�st�cs were ment�oned jo�ntly and d�scussed by the personnel 
several t�mes dur�ng my fieldwork (e.g. doc 2002-0�-��; fn 2002-0�-��, 2002-0�-20, 
2002-�2-��, 200�-��-��). There followed d�scuss�ons about the relat�onsh�ps between the 
employees and the s�tes, work eth�cs at the s�tes, as well as work effect�veness, wh�ch of the 
s�tes was do�ng the best work, and who always seemed to get the worst results. 

The separated stat�st�cs were connected to the �dea of an organ�zat�onal un�t, 
and ra�sed the quest�on of whether the Contact Centre was to be understood as one or 
three un�ts. At a workplace meet�ng at one of the Contact Centre s�tes, Sten ra�sed the 
quest�on as to whether �t �s “eth�cally just�fiable to measure �slands aga�nst each other, 
as we are supposed to th�nk as one un�t. It m�ght lead to a contest �f we compete about 
who takes �n the h�ghest number of cr�me reports” (doc 2002-0�-��). Accord�ng to the 
meet�ng m�nutes, the ch�ef of staff agreed w�th th�s po�nt-of-v�ew and “understood” the 
po�nt Sten was mak�ng, that the compar�son between the s�tes m�ght be contrad�ct�ng the 
�dea of one un�t. Generally, att�tudes towards the d�fferent�ated stat�st�cs var�ed among the 
personnel as well as the management. As �t was an engag�ng top�c at the t�me, I, together 
w�th a fellow researcher, d�scussed the need for measurement and stat�st�cs as well as the 
consequences of present�ng them, w�th two �nvest�gat�on officers (fn 2002-�2-��). Isak, 
one of the �nvest�gat�on officers, assumed that “If you do not feel the compet�t�on you 
are on the wrong track.” Accord�ng to h�m, the compet�t�on works as a carrot and spurs 
fresh efforts. H�s colleague Gustav, on the other hand, bel�eved that the stat�st�cs have a 
negat�ve effect, press�ng down the �nd�v�dual rather than mot�vat�ng h�m/her. Att�tudes 
among the personnel �n the Contact Centre reflected the same op�n�ons. Some of the staff 
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members found stat�st�cs paralyz�ng and prevented them from ach�ev�ng better results 
wh�le others have asked for �nd�v�dual stat�st�cs on the�r ach�evements (fn 2002-�0-0�). 
Others manually counted the number of answered telephone calls and cr�me reports they 
managed to do dur�ng the day, just to make sure that they kept up w�th the work accord�ng 
to the suggested number of cr�me reports, wh�ch at the t�me was an average of three to four 
reports per hour (fn 2002-�0-0�). The number d�d not �nclude �nformat�on �nqu�r�es or 
telephone calls that needed to be transferred elsewhere w�th�n the pol�ce author�ty. E�vor, 
one of the staff members, told me that at the beg�nn�ng of her work sh�ft, she always 
calculated how many reports she needed to make dur�ng the day �n order to be cons�dered 
that “she was do�ng her share” (fn 2002-0�-20). Then she manually counted the number 
of reports dur�ng the day to make sure that she �n fact “d�d her share.” Later on dur�ng my 
fieldwork, most of the staff members told me that they d�d the�r best. They d�d not care 
any more about how the�r work would be �nd�cated �n the stat�st�cs. 

The focus on stat�st�cs brought up a d�scuss�on of values at the Contact Centre. 
Was the object�ve of the Contact Centre personnel to work toward “humane meet�ngs” 
w�th the pla�nt�ffs or to produce as many cr�me reports as poss�ble? Anton, and many 
others w�th h�m, wanted to bel�eve that g�v�ng a “humane response” was st�ll the most 
�mportant th�ng �n the�r work (fn 2002-0�-20). “It �s, after all, people, cr�me v�ct�ms, 
we meet over the telephone. Some of them are upset after hav�ng exper�enced someth�ng 
awful or v�olent. We have to be prepared to handle the person �n a correct way,” Anton 
expla�ned. Somet�mes th�s can be t�me consum�ng. Occas�onally, you need to find a 
telephone number �n order to d�rect the person. Other t�mes, people need some comfort. 
“Somet�mes, we need to be hobby psycholog�sts,” Mart�na put �t (fn 200�-��-�0). 

Th�s d�scuss�on concerns not only the quest�on of the value of d�fferent�ated 
stat�st�cs, but also the central quest�on of what work means at the Contact Centre for 
the �nd�v�duals engaged there. How the work and �ts propert�es are defined �s somewhat 
unclear. What �s the most �mportant aspect �n the�r work, the number of cr�me reports 
produced or the qual�ty of the conversat�ons w�th the pla�nt�ffs? The employees need 
to l�ve up to both �n serv�ce �deolog�es. Accord�ng to Isak, an �nvest�gat�on officer, �t �s 
poss�ble to accompl�sh “a good report” rap�dly and at the same t�me g�ve good serv�ce to 
the pla�nt�ff (fn 2002-�2-��). 

Now and then, as we can see here, pr�or�t�es and �deology somet�mes come �n 
confl�ct and obv�ously counteract the sense of togetherness at the Contact Centre. The 
separated stat�st�cs made the d�fference between the three s�tes v�s�ble. It was no longer 
one centre, but three, even �f they were supposed to form one organ�zat�onal un�t. The 
measured results showed d�fferences �n product�v�ty (as �t �s measured �n the part�cular 
stat�st�cs) and thereby defined d�fferences between the groups �n terms of product�v�ty. Th�s 



�0�

reflected even the relat�onsh�ps between the s�tes, as we see later �n the thes�s. As t�me went 
by, the d�sagreement among the s�tes was put �n the past. However, what happened was st�ll 
somet�mes reflected on. Ina once ment�oned to me that the “wounds” from “what happened 
before w�th [the name of the �sland] seems not to be healed yet” (fn 200�-��-��).

Symbolism of Meeting

In an organ�zat�on, meet�ngs, coffee breaks, and other gather�ngs can funct�on as r�tuals, 
s�nce they �nclude certa�n repet�t�ve patterns w�th symbol�c and express�ve elements 
(Alvesson and B�ll�ng, ����). Recurr�ng meet�ngs may be seen as r�tuals, the repet�t�ons and 
rout�nes of a workplace, and one way to uphold and mod�fy pract�ces �n an organ�zat�on. 
In meet�ngs, the convent�ons, �deas, and rules are learned and reproduced. In order to 
understand how meet�ngs can funct�on as such pract�ce as well as the�r s�gn�ficance �n the 
Contact Centre commun�ty, I have chosen to �llustrate some of the meet�ngs �n deta�l. 
Focus here �s on the un�t�ng factors aga�nst the background of the sense of togetherness 
and �ts ma�ntenance.

At the Contact Centre, there are several types of meet�ngs that can be character�zed 
as e�ther spontaneous or planned, �nformal or formal. The purpose of some of them �s 
to prov�de �nformat�on about the Contact Centre act�v�t�es, d�scuss work pract�ces and 
organ�zat�onal development, wh�le others concentrate on a spec�al task, for example, to 
plan a duty schedule. Yet others are w�thout any agenda and, as such, often more �nformal 
�n character. Several of the planned meet�ngs are somewhat normal�zed and regulated 
pract�ces w�th�n the pol�ce author�ty. For example, at every workplace, the personnel 
must have an opportun�ty to d�scuss the work�ng env�ronment �n a recurr�ng “workplace 
meet�ng” (wh�ch the personnel often called an “APT” an abbrev�at�on for the Swed�sh 
arbetsplatsträff).2 Apart from these meet�ngs, there are also meet�ngs where part�cular work 

Figure 5  An illustration over the planning scheduled in a six-week period.
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groups meet. There are also somewhat ad hoc meet�ngs, wh�ch the employees called “as 
needed” meet�ngs, called whenever �t �s necessary to d�scuss a certa�n press�ng �ssue. Desp�te 
the name s�gnall�ng temporary �ssues, the “as needed” meet�ngs dur�ng my fieldwork took 
place every second week, alter�ng w�th the ord�nary workplace meet�ngs. 

Some of the meet�ngs gather a small group w�th a spec�al �nterest, wh�le others are 
carr�ed out �n large groups. Some of them are only of �nterest for the personnel w�th�n one 
locat�on, but there are also meet�ngs gather�ng employees from the three locat�ons. Group 
leaders from each s�te, for example, meet up once a month as do the “local co-operat�on” 
groups between the s�tes, wh�le the ent�re Contact Centre personnel get together tw�ce a 
year at a sem�-annual “jo�nt workplace” meet�ng. Meet�ngs w�th�n the locat�on are held at 
the workplace, wh�le meet�ngs engag�ng employees from the d�fferent locat�ons are usually 
held on the ma�nland at the prem�ses of the Stockholm County Pol�ce. 

Whenever meet�ng m�nutes are taken, they are d�str�buted to everyone at the 
Contact Centre. Dur�ng an �sland spec�fic workplace meet�ng, Eja, one of the group 
leaders, encouraged everyone to read the other �slands’ meet�ng m�nutes for �nformat�on 
purposes (fn 200�-0�-�0). However, she po�nted out, the dec�s�ons taken on one �sland do 
not need to be appl�ed to another, s�nce “no rules for the ent�re Contact Centre are made 
at one locat�on only. The local meet�ng m�nutes show how the part�cular s�te has dec�ded 
to act on a certa�n matter. The dec�s�ons taken �n the management group meet�ngs, on the 
other hand, are of concern for everyone at the Contact Centre,” she expla�ned. 

S�nce the staff members work d�fferent sh�fts, several days can pass w�thout staff 
members meet�ng each other. For example, �t took me five days �n a row to meet all, at 
the t�me, twelve employees at one of the locat�ons because of the�r �rregular duty schedule, 
even �f I was present at the s�te for most of the t�me dur�ng the open�ng hours. However, 
recurr�ng meet�ngs allow many of the staff members to part�c�pate. One recurr�ng meet�ng 
at the Contact Centre �s the meet�ng �n wh�ch the duty schedule for the com�ng s�x weeks 
�s planned and a prel�m�nary vers�on �s establ�shed. 

Planning the Duty Schedule: A Possibility with a Threat

Based on stat�st�cs and prev�ous exper�ences as well as upcom�ng events such as hol�days and 
other happen�ngs, the Contact Centre management sets up requ�rements for the number 
of persons work�ng at a part�cular t�me. Aga�nst these requ�rements, the employees plan 
the�r �nd�v�dual duty schedules s�x weeks at a t�me. The plann�ng occurs dur�ng a per�od 
of two weeks, start�ng four weeks before the next s�x-week work�ng per�od as shown �n 
the F�gure 5. 

The meet�ngs to plan and establ�sh a prel�m�nary vers�on of the duty schedule 
occur every s�x weeks, �n accordance w�th the plann�ng. The date and t�me for the next 



��0

meet�ng �s usually marked �n the �nd�v�dual calendars several weeks �n advance. However, 
not everyone can be first to plan h�s/her duty schedule. The personnel have worked out a 
rout�ne �n order to handle the plann�ng �n, as they called �t, a “democrat�c” and pract�cal 
way between the three s�tes. The three locat�ons take turns to be first to choose work�ng 
hours. If the personnel on Arholma are first th�s t�me, they w�ll plan the�r work�ng hours as 
the second s�te next t�me. The t�me after that, they w�ll be the last ones to choose.

One of the meet�ngs I part�c�pated �n, �n September 2002, started w�th the 
personnel gather�ng around a conference table at the meet�ng area. The atmosphere was 
�nformal and fr�endly, filled w�th small talk, jokes and laugh�ng. The coffee was poured 
�nto cups and m�lk and sugar c�rculated the table. Everyone work�ng at the locat�on except 
An�ta was present. On the wh�te board nearby, Eja, the group leader, had drawn a chart of 
the s�x-week duty schedule and marked the number of requ�red personnel dur�ng certa�n 
hours. It �s �mportant to make sure that the work �s carr�ed out at all t�mes. In the work, 
staff members depend on each other. Therefore, recurr�ng meet�ngs and work that prevents 
the personnel to take �ncom�ng telephone calls at one locat�on were marked on the board 
also (see the F�gure 6). S�nce the personnel at th�s part�cular locat�on were first to plan th�s 
t�me, there were plenty of work�ng hours from wh�ch they could choose. Th�s made �t �s 
eas�er to accommodate �nd�v�dual w�shes.

Most of the employees are fam�l�ar w�th the procedure, but s�nce one of them was 
back from a lengthy leave of absence and I was part�c�pat�ng �n the “plann�ng meet�ng” for 

Figure 6  An illustration of a detail of a duty schedule as it appeared on a white board.
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the first t�me, Eja repeated the rules for the meet�ng: the prev�ously settled requ�rements 
�n the schedule must be filled. She also �nformed the group about when the schedule 
needed to be establ�shed for a final crosscheck between the s�tes as well as when the final 
vers�on needed to be establ�shed �n the computer appl�cat�on for t�me plann�ng. After that, 
the schedule would be settled for the current t�me per�od and only da�ly, �nd�spensable 
changes, for example, because of �llness would be poss�ble.

Soon �t became clear to me that the plann�ng of the duty schedule had already 
started w�th check�ng and cons�der�ng �nd�v�dual needs and events, fam�ly matters, 
hol�days, and other act�v�t�es as well as the transportat�on l�m�tat�ons and t�metables for 
the boats. Some of the staff members had made careful notes �n the�r �nd�v�dual calendars. 
Others brought a p�ece of paper w�th notes to the meet�ng. Yet others brought a boat 
t�metable as well. Ebba had also a l�st of An�ta’s w�shes, s�nce she was absent that day. A 
short d�scuss�on about dates for upcom�ng hol�day weekends such as Fathers’ Day followed 
�n order to make sure that everyone was aware of them.

Eja turned fac�ng the wh�te board and started call�ng out dates and hours, 
“Monday from � a.m. unt�l � p.m.” A person who wanted to work at that part�cular t�me 
was to g�ve h�s/her �n�t�als. E�vor announced “EB,” and Ebba qu�ckly called out “EC.” 
Eja wrote down the two �n�t�als on the board. Th�s marked that E�vor and Ebba would 
work those hours. Th�s auct�on l�ke procedure cont�nued unt�l everyone had completed 
plann�ng the�r work�ng hours. It often happened that someone called out only “Me” or 
gave h�s/her first name �nstead of �n�t�als. Th�s caused some confus�on for Eja w�th her 
back to the rest of us, mak�ng the rest of us burst �nto laughter. Someone always cheerfully 
filled �n the r�ght �n�t�als. 

When enough personnel had chosen a part�cular sh�ft, the others needed to choose 
another sh�ft to fill. Some sh�fts, espec�ally dayt�me sh�fts, seemed to be more popular, 
wh�le others, such as weekends got almost no response from the staff. R�ght after the 
meet�ng, everyone filled �n the�r �nd�v�dual hours �n the computer appl�cat�on and made 
them v�s�ble for the rest of the personnel. In the mean t�me, I wrote down the �nformat�on 
on the wh�te board so that Eja could fax �t to her fellow group leaders on the other �slands. 
The group leaders completed the�r wh�te board �nformat�on before the plann�ng procedure 
could take place at the other s�tes. 

Afterwards, when all the Contact Centre personnel are ready w�th the �nd�v�dual 
plann�ng, the group leaders make sure that the plann�ng actually meets the prel�m�nary 
requ�rements. Somet�mes personal changes must be made, and not all �nd�v�dual w�shes 
can be met, espec�ally when the part�cular workplace �s last to plan. It usually takes some 
�terat�on �n order to get the final duty schedule establ�shed. 
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The plann�ng of the duty schedule and the related act�v�t�es before, dur�ng, and 
after the meet�ng shows a close relat�onsh�p between the employees and the work at the 
Contact Centre. The plann�ng �s of �nterest for both the organ�zat�on and the �nd�v�dual. 
There must be enough employees to operate the work tasks at the Contact Centre. Th�s 
�s a respons�b�l�ty that staff members share. Plann�ng the�r �nd�v�dual duty schedules �s 
a cho�ce, a poss�b�l�ty, but also an effort and a threat. In the end, the personnel must 
come to an agreement over the duty schedule; otherw�se, there �s a r�sk that the plann�ng 
w�ll be done elsewhere �n the pol�ce organ�zat�on. “Respons�b�l�ty comes w�th author�ty” 
(befogenheter under ansvar) �s a Swed�sh say�ng that, I bel�eve, appl�es here, s�nce �nfluence 
requ�res that �t be exerc�sed respons�bly. 

A l�fe �n the arch�pelago �s also, to some extent, assoc�ated w�th flex�b�l�ty and 
poss�b�l�ty to choose. Many move there to get away from regular “n�ne to five” jobs and want 
to engage �n someth�ng else as well. The opt�on to choose work�ng hours accord�ng to staff 
member personal needs and des�res was often ment�oned as one of the most pos�t�ve th�ngs 
about the work at the Contact Centre. The management talked about th�s opt�on �n terms 
of necess�ty; the l�v�ng cond�t�ons �n the arch�pelago requ�re some flex�b�l�ty; otherw�se, 
employment �s not poss�ble. “When there are fish, you have to go fish�ng” was a common 
comment even �f, as far as I know, there were no fishermen among the staff. Rather, the 
express�on m�rrors the l�v�ng cond�t�ons, l�m�ted transportat�on fac�l�t�es w�th boats and 
ferry and the fact that many of the staff members work part t�me �n order to keep up w�th 
other �nterests. The work at the Contact Centre needs to accommodate these c�rcumstances. 
The flex�ble work�ng hours m�ght also be a way for the Stockholm County Pol�ce to attract 
employees to the Contact Centre �n the first place. I th�nk �t �s safe to say that by allow�ng 
work hour flex�b�l�ty, the management expected employees to do good work �n return

The staff members talked about the flex�ble work�ng hours as a cho�ce, an opt�on 
(fn 200�-��-26). Gabr�el, for example, cons�dered the poss�b�l�ty of plann�ng h�s own 
work�ng hours as, at that t�me, the one and maybe the only advantage of work�ng at the 
Contact Centre. He had tr�ed out d�fferent alternat�ves, alter�ng long work�ng days w�th 
shorter ones as well as work�ng on weekends and tak�ng t�me off dur�ng the weekdays. Th�s 
way, he could plan the work to su�t the requ�rements of h�s fam�ly l�fe and create more 
t�me for h�s ch�ldren, for example (fn 2002-0�-22). At one t�me dur�ng my fieldwork, 
the management suggested some l�m�tat�ons and restr�ct�ons on flex�b�l�ty. These were 
d�scussed and cr�t�c�zed among the staff. In a conversat�on w�th Sten, he referred to the 
debate and the suggested restr�ct�ons as an attempt to “abol�sh the r�ght to make your own 
dec�s�ons” (fn 2002-0�-�0). 

I bel�eve that the pract�ces around the duty schedule are a good example of 
teamwork and demonstrate how consensus �s ach�eved at the Contact Centre, both as an 
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opportun�ty offered by the management but also as a necess�ty �n the arch�pelago. The 
�ncent�ve for consensus �s strong �n the sense that �t benefits both the �nd�v�dual as well 
as the organ�zat�on. Th�s weaves the employees together as a group w�th�n and between 
each of the three s�tes, s�nce they have to work out a new consensus every s�x weeks, not 
only concern�ng hours of work, but also concern�ng the pract�ce for produc�ng the duty 
schedule. Furthermore, they also need to work out consensus for other (organ�zat�onal) 
pract�ces that produces th�s part�cular pract�ce and ma�nta�ns �t. These �nclude the work 
tasks but also trust, as I d�scuss later �n th�s chapter. Together w�th the other pract�ces, 
the plann�ng of the duty schedule produces and ma�nta�ns the norms and values at the 
Contact Centre.

Link a Name to a Face

Once �n every s�x months, for a day or an overn�ght �n a conference hotel, the ent�re 
Contact Centre personnel get together for a “jo�nt workplace” meet�ng. Quest�ons of 
common �nterest all are d�scussed dur�ng the meet�ng. There had been at least s�x jo�nt 
workplace meet�ngs by the end of my fieldwork. A meet�ng comm�ttee cons�st�ng of a 
representat�ve from each �sland planned the meet�ngs. However, the form and agenda 
var�ed between the meet�ngs.

Some t�me after one of the jo�nt workplace meet�ngs took place, I had afternoon 
coffee w�th Ina and M�a (fn 200�-��-��). We started to talk about the advantages and 
d�sadvantages of the commun�cat�on env�ronment w�th v�deo and aud�o, establ�shed by 
the research project Commun�ty at a D�stance.� Ina made a compar�son between the 
commun�cat�on env�ronment and the jo�nt workplace meet�ng: “The jo�nt workplace 
meet�ng �s l�ke a large paper bag that can be filled w�th substance. K [the commun�cat�on 
env�ronment], on the other hand, �s st�ll only a l�ttle paper bag.” In order to clar�fy the 
po�nt they wanted to make, Ina and M�a �dent�fied the jo�nt workplace meet�ng as perhaps 
the most s�gn�ficant act�v�ty for promot�ng a sense of un�ty (sammanhållning) among the 
personnel at the three Contact Centre locat�ons. Ina cont�nued to pra�se the latest meet�ng: 
“There was plenty of t�me for non-structured act�v�t�es �n the agenda. Free t�me to hang 
around.” T�me had been scheduled for encounters w�th the fellow staff members or just to 
do someth�ng they w�shed to do. “It was spec�al,” she sa�d, s�nce the meet�ngs were often 
filled w�th formal act�v�t�es and gather�ngs. She cont�nued, “It was also fun to see each 
other �n a d�fferent role than the one at the office.”

Ina bel�eved that the Contact Centre personnel were now more secure w�th each 
other. Dur�ng the soc�al act�v�t�es and the games they had played, she had not�ced that they 
all seemed to be able to “let go.” She had observed how several part�c�pants had become 
so engaged �n the games that they dared to v�olate the rules. “It was even poss�ble to br�be 
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the judge of the game,” she sa�d sm�l�ng, po�nt�ng out the relaxed atmosphere. “The soc�al 
act�v�t�es certa�nly created a feel�ng that can l�ve on for a long t�me,” Ina sa�d and M�a 
nodded �n agreement.

As a new employee, M�a po�nted out the �mportance of meet�ng �n person w�th the 
staff from the other �slands: “It �s now eas�er to make contact w�th them, even across the K 
[the commun�cat�on env�ronment].” Espec�ally at the beg�nn�ng of my fieldwork, several of 
the employees po�nted out the �mportance of be�ng able to “l�nk a name to a face,” wh�ch 
was not easy w�thout meet�ng one another. Dur�ng one of the Commun�ty at a D�stance 
project act�v�t�es, the ent�re personnel gathered at KTH. At the top of the�r l�st of the 
pos�t�ve aspects of that meet�ng was the opportun�ty to get together (ws 2002-��-��). M�a 
also po�nted out that gett�ng together seems to br�ng more value to the �nteract�on between 
the staff members as well as strengthen the sense of belong�ng to one organ�zat�onal un�t. 
However, �t was also often emphas�zed that �t has taken some t�me to do so, s�nce they 
seldom meet. The employees often referred to the jo�nt workplace meet�ng as the only 
opportun�ty for most of them to meet w�th the personnel from the other locat�ons. 

Apart from the soc�al d�mens�ons and opportun�t�es for �nformal encounter 
dur�ng the latest meet�ng, both Ina and M�a were also pleased w�th the formal act�v�t�es. 
Several work-related top�cs had been d�scussed �n small, m�xed groups w�th part�c�pants 
from the d�fferent locat�ons. One part�cular advantage w�th the d�scuss�on �nvolv�ng the 
three workplaces accord�ng to Ina and M�a was that they not�ced that they all, regardless 
of the �sland, exper�ence s�m�lar th�ngs and have s�m�lar concerns about the work. “It �s 
good to not�ce that someth�ng �s not only of concern for us here,” Ina sa�d and cont�nued, 
“Everyone has the same problems regardless of the d�stance between the �slands.” Ina and 
M�a expressed the same concern as I heard several t�mes before. S�m�lar�t�es, even �f they are 
problems and other concerns, may be seen as a un�fy�ng test�mony between the three s�tes. 
It �s more d�fficult to get an �mpress�on of whether all the others share the same everyday 
concerns wh�le work�ng at three d�stant locat�ons. It does not seem to be enough that the 
group leaders meet and the var�ous meet�ng m�nutes are d�str�buted across the workplace. 
Be�ng there �n person calls attent�on to the fact that someth�ng more �s needed. It seems 
to be valuable for the sense of togetherness to not�ce how s�m�lar the concerns are on the 
three �slands. The d�scuss�ons and act�v�t�es from the meet�ngs cont�nued to engage the 
staff even a long t�me after the meet�ngs. Now and then dur�ng everyday work act�v�t�es, I 
heard reflect�ons and references to the jo�nt workplace meet�ngs s�m�lar to Ina’s and M�a’s. 

From Whining to Information

Many of the act�v�t�es �n a workplace are formal�sed, but the work�ng day �s not only about 
the work�ng tasks and formal meet�ngs; the rhythm of the day also �ncludes temporary 
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breaks. Somewhat r�tual�zed coffee, lunch, and d�nner breaks �nterrupt the flow of the 
telephone calls and other work tasks at the Contact Centre.

The rout�nes for meals d�ffer at the three locat�ons depend�ng on the d�fferent, 
current cond�t�ons on the �slands. In Sandhamn, for example, �t �s common for the 
personnel to take the�r meals at home or at the local restaurants. In Arholma, on the 
other hand, most of the personnel travel to the �sland from the ma�nland. There are no 
restaurants except for two coffee shops dur�ng the summer months. Hence, �t �s common 
for the staff to br�ng the�r lunch w�th them and enjoy the meal at the Contact Centre 
prem�ses. Dur�ng the meals I part�c�pated �n at the Contact Centre, the staff ate e�ther 
alone or �n company. At t�mes, some small talk could be heard. Other t�mes, the meals 
were enjoyed �n s�lence wh�le read�ng a book or a newspaper.

Dur�ng my first encounters w�th the Contact Centre employees �n 200�, they 
expla�ned that they seldom took coffee breaks together. Th�s was partly because of an �n�t�al 
statement from the Contact Centre management that there were no regular coffee breaks. 
The personnel also expla�ned that �t was d�fficult to plan a coffee break w�th someone s�nce 
a cr�me report can take five m�nutes or an hour to complete. Th�s made �t d�fficult to get 
away at a certa�n t�me. At a result, coffee was taken between telephone calls. S�nce �t was 
“bor�ng to be �n the meet�ng room alone” (fn 200�-��-0�), the coffee cups were brought 
to the work desk where they also could “keep on eye on the telephone queue.” A few 
persons took coffee along w�th a c�garette outdoors.

However, opportun�t�es to meet and talk w�th each other were requ�red by many 
(doc 2002-05-06). The regular meet�ngs seemed not to be enough. The number of telephone 
calls �ncreased over t�me when the work developed and more and more telephone calls 
were d�rected to the Contact Centre. Together w�th the pressure to ach�eve results, th�s 
made even harder to find t�me to talk to each other. Even �f the personnel acknowledged 
that the soc�al encounters often �ncreased the sense of enjoy�ng one’s work, �t was d�fficult 
to find t�me for them. At one of the Commun�ty at a D�stance project workshops, we 
talked w�th a group of staff members about the work cond�t�ons at the Contact Centre 
(ws 2002-0�-25). One of the employees expressed her po�nt of v�ew �n th�s way: “We have 
no t�me for each other. Wh�n�ng �s all that you have t�me w�th, to wh�ne over someth�ng. 
There �s no t�me for small talk about someth�ng personal or about work.” As a task from 
the workshop, we asked the personnel to explore poss�b�l�t�es for common, regular coffee 
breaks as an example of soc�al encounters and t�me for each other. 

Partly as a result of the workshop task, but also partly because of requ�rements 
from the personnel, coffee breaks were �ntroduced at the Contact Centre. The coffee 
breaks are at fixed t�mes both �n the morn�ngs and �n the afternoons on the three �slands. 
They are rotated so that wh�le the personnel on one �sland was hav�ng a coffee break, the 
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rest of the personnel covered for them by pr�or�t�z�ng the handl�ng of �ncom�ng telephone 
calls dur�ng that t�me. The coffee was enjoyed on the sofa or s�tt�ng around the table 
at the meet�ng area. Dur�ng the summer, coffee was often taken outdoors and enjoyed 
on the veranda or s�tt�ng on the lawn. Dur�ng the coffee breaks I part�c�pated �n, short 
quest�ons concern�ng the work often came up: “What happened w�th the report of such 
and such?” or “How do you handle the quest�ons about that and that?” At one t�me, 
we d�scussed language and express�ons the personnel used dur�ng the telephone calls (fn 
200�-�2-��). It was establ�shed that many of the staff members have developed the�r own 
express�ons and ways of del�ver�ng a message to the pla�nt�ff. Other t�mes, a newspaper 
art�cle about pol�ce hav�ng to report part-t�me work to the�r employers led to a d�scuss�on 
about whether part-t�me work came �nto confl�ct w�th employment at the Contact Centre 
(fn 200�-06-0�). Dur�ng the coffee breaks, I also heard several “war stor�es” concern�ng 
cr�me reports and persons the staff had talked to over the telephone. Also, newspaper 
art�cles and more pr�vate matters regard�ng ch�ldren, da�ly rout�nes, hol�days, and events 
�n the arch�pelago were d�scussed.

We d�scussed the mean�ng of the coffee breaks one summer morn�ng wh�le 
dr�nk�ng coffee outdoors (fn 200�-0�-0�). F�ve of the staff members were scattered 
around a garden table and Gabr�el was ly�ng down on the lawn. Anton po�nted out how 
several work-related quest�ons now are handled dur�ng the coffee breaks and “at the same 
t�me the coffee break �s a poss�b�l�ty for more soc�al encounters.” Accord�ng to h�m, “The 
coffee breaks have welded the group together. […] The soc�al �nteract�ons are needed �n 
order to get a p�cture of people, so that you learn more about them and how to spend t�me 
w�th them.” An�ta filled �n, “Yes, you need some junk �nformat�on (skräp information) 
�n order to do that.” Much later, other staff members met up at an �nternal meet�ng �n 
order to d�scuss the work�ng day and how to handle the cons�derable workload (fn 200�-
�2-0�). Among other th�ngs, Tekla asked everyone to make sure that the coffee breaks 
were not prolonged, but everyone returned back to the work r�ght after the break. Sten 
defended the coffee breaks somewhat l�ke th�s: “But the coffee break �s the only t�me we 
can meet and talk to each other and be soc�al w�th each other.” He cont�nued to stress the 
�mportance of coffee breaks and d�d not want l�m�t or take them away.

The coffee breaks may be seen as a welcome break from the telephones and other 
work tasks at the Contact Centre. However, the coffee breaks had an �mportant role 
to play as means for soc�al encounters, to learn about the work as well as about each 
other. The coffee break may be seen as a r�tual that promoted weav�ng the employees 
together as a group and enhanced the sense of togetherness between them. The coffee 
breaks as they worked at the Contact Centre symbol�zed how the management �n�t�ally 
valued them d�fferently than the employees. Maybe the �n�t�al lack of common coffee 
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breaks also reflected the �dea of work effic�ency at a call-centre organ�zat�on �n general. 
The �ntroduct�on of common coffee breaks shows the agency of the employees and that 
they can and do quest�on the ex�st�ng values and norms and propose soc�al change at the 
Contact Centre.

Congratulations Malin!

One summer afternoon �n 200�, the staff members were gather�ng outdoors, hang�ng 
around w�th the�r coffee or smok�ng c�garettes. In add�t�on, La�la and Ol�v�a had come 
to the Contact Centre although �t was the�r day off. Even I could feel a tens�on �n the a�r 
but tr�ed to act as normal and relaxed as poss�ble wh�le wa�t�ng. Earl�er, the employees had 
made careful preparat�ons �n order to surpr�se Mal�n, who was gett�ng marr�ed �n a few 
weeks. It all had to be done w�thout g�v�ng anyth�ng away. F�nally, Mal�n came out and 
we greeted her w�th “Congratulat�ons!” �n chorus, wh�ch apparently took her by surpr�se. 
However, she soon pulled herself together and sm�l�ngly rece�ved a present and a necklace 
of flowers from her co-workers. A pushcart was decorated w�th branches and colourful 
r�bbons to symbol�ze a wedd�ng transport. We made Mal�n to s�t �n the pushcart, and, I 
dare say, everybody was joyful when we, �n a hurry, took her to the boat, wh�ch was leav�ng 
�n a few m�nutes.

Informal get-togethers such as celebrat�on of each other’s b�rthdays, part�es, p�cn�c, 
and Chr�stmas lunches are also part of the act�v�t�es at the Contact Centre. Normally, the 
act�v�t�es engaged the personnel at one s�te at the t�me. Occas�onally, the �nvest�gat�on 
officers were �nv�ted. Afterwards, the get-together act�v�t�es were d�scussed, reflected upon, 
and laughed at on several occas�ons dur�ng the work�ng days to come, “Do you remember 
that t�me? Do you remember how she/he d�d th�s or that?” Photographs taken on the 
occas�on extended the memor�es from those events. The photographs c�rculated among 
the personnel and were p�nned up on the not�ce boards. They were sent to the staff on the 
other �slands as well as to the �nvest�gat�on officers. The get-togethers are, apart from just 
hav�ng fun together �nformally, also a way to work w�th the group dynam�cs. Get-together 
act�v�t�es l�ke these contr�bute to create a common h�story of the workplace and, I bel�eve, 
weave a group together.

Ways of Remaining Socially Organized

Var�ous �nformat�on and commun�cat�on technolog�es offer poss�b�l�t�es for connect�ng 
d�str�buted workplace and employees throughout an organ�sat�on as well as contr�bute to 
the format�on and v�s�b�l�ty of d�fferent groups w�th�n an organ�sat�on. Through d�fferent 
boundary objects, artefacts, and technolog�es, the personnel can share �nformat�on about 
the�r work tasks and organ�sat�onal matters as well as more spec�fic �nformat�on about each 
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other. At the Contact Centre, an e-ma�l system �s frequently used for these matters between 
staff members at the same locat�on and at the d�fferent locat�ons. However, e-ma�l �s not 
explored further here (for further research on e-ma�l see e.g. Bälter 2002; Bälter and Lantz 
���5). Instead, I explore other ways that contr�bute to the d�str�but�on of �nformat�on but 
also the sense of togetherness at the Contact Centre dur�ng a work�ng day.

As ment�oned before, the employees planed the�r work hours on an �nd�v�dual 
bas�s spann�ng seven days a week from � a.m. to �0 p.m. each day. Many of them work 
part t�me. Therefore, when enter�ng the Contact Centre, one does not necessar�ly know 
who or how many persons are work�ng at that part�cular locat�on at that part�cular 
t�me. B�cycles and mopeds outs�de the Contact Centre as well as cars parked �n the 
harbour g�ve a first �nd�cat�on of who �s work�ng at the t�me. The rubber boots by the 
door, �dent�ficat�on cards w�th p�ctures to be used for logg�ng �nto the pol�ce computer 
appl�cat�ons, express�ons on fellow staff members faces, ways of s�tt�ng, greet�ngs, and the�r 
attent�on to the work, and notes on the wh�te board are examples of how personnel rece�ve 
and d�str�bute �nformat�on that �nd�cates how the�r work�ng day �s go�ng to start, who they 
are to work w�th, and the workload ahead. The �nformat�on �s essent�al s�nce the number 
of �ncom�ng telephone calls as well as the number of persons work�ng somewhat regulates 
the workload. The work task, wh�ch �s ma�nly carr�ed out �nd�v�dually, do not depend on 
who works but rather that somebody does. Who �t �s matters for the competence of the 
group �n case of spec�al expert�se need and for the soc�al encounters such as who to eat 
meals w�th as well as the general comfort of the work�ng day.

Obv�ously, the rubber boots and other s�gns do not carry the same �nformat�on 
for everyone. New employees, for example, cannot make sense of the sem�ot�cs, but need 
some t�me before they start to recogn�se wh�ch pa�r of boots belongs to whom. As one of 
the new employees at the t�me told me about the boots by the door, “I am too new to be 
able to read the s�gnals. I need to look at the work�ng area �nstead” (fn 200�-0�-�0). In the 
follow�ng sect�on, I g�ve two examples of ways �n wh�ch the employees rema�n organ�zed 
dur�ng the�r work�ng day at the Contact Centre. The examples concern �nformat�on on 
wh�te boards and on a telephone d�splay. Var�ous technolog�es, both low-tech and h�gh-
tech, carry �nformat�on from fellow staff members at the other s�tes, not just the part�cular 
locat�on �n wh�ch they are rece�ved and represented.

Family and Christmas on the White Board

One way to �nform the personnel and get �nformed �s to use d�verse not�ces on wh�te 
boards and not�ce boards. The wh�te board �s also one way to reach each of the employees 
whatever t�me they start work�ng. The number of boards and placement of them �n the 
workplace var�es among the three Contact Centre s�tes. However, they are used �n s�m�lar 
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manner. D�verse boards or at least d�fferent sect�ons on each wh�te board make �t poss�ble 
to separate one type of �nformat�on from another. A note that �s placed on a certa�n board 
�nd�cates whether the �nformat�on �s urgent and needed dur�ng the day or whether �t 
makes sense �n the longer term. At least one wh�te board �s placed �n each work�ng area 
so that everyone has good access to �t w�thout too much effort. Accord�ng to the staff, 
�nformat�on on that board �s current, up to date �nformat�on that make sense w�th�n a 
short t�me of reference, for example, a day or a week. 

Obv�ously, wh�te board �nformat�on �s only v�s�ble to the staff at that part�cular 
locat�on. As can be expected, the �nformat�on �s mostly locat�on spec�fic, address�ng the 
local staff. On the wh�te boards, you can read about v�s�tors to the s�te, a l�st of persons 
tak�ng the�r phys�cal-act�v�ty hour dur�ng that spec�fic day, names and telephone numbers 
to the �nvest�gat�on officers, and meet�ngs at the other locat�ons, just to name a few 
examples. Th�s type of �nformat�on has �mportance for the work�ng act�v�t�es at the 
locat�on. For example, dur�ng the meet�ngs, the �ncom�ng telephone calls are taken care of 
by the personnel on the locat�ons not part�c�pat�ng �n the meet�ng. 

Between the three locat�ons, there are some d�fferences �n what �s wr�tten on the 
wh�te board and what not�ces are p�nned up. Yet, some �nformat�on �s presented at all the 
three locat�ons. For example, the l�sts of employees’ duty schedules hang up the not�ce 
boards. Earl�er �n th�s chapter, I �llustrated how the duty schedule �s created. The schedules 
are then produced �n a computer�zed appl�cat�on, pr�nted out and hang on the not�ce 
board. One of the l�sts presents personnel names and the�r expected work�ng hours on 
a weekly bas�s wh�le the other corresponds to the work�ng hours dur�ng that part�cular 
day. Even �f everyone work�ng at the Contact Centre has access to the �nformat�on �n 
the computer appl�cat�on, the l�st present�ng the work�ng hours for a part�cular day �s 
pr�nted out every morn�ng for eas�er access on the board. The person who pr�nted out 
the l�st also h�ghl�ghted w�th a mark�ng pen the names of the staff members work�ng at 
the same locat�on as h�m/her. Accord�ng to Eja, the reason for th�s was that “They are the 
most �mportant to know about. They are the closest fam�ly, the others are relat�ves” (fn 
200�-�2-��). Eja used the “fam�ly” metaphor, wh�ch �s one of the most commonly used 
metaphors �n organ�zat�ons to descr�be and define the company as a whole (Salzer-Morl�ng 
����). Eja used the metaphor to d�st�ngu�sh between the closest fam�ly, �.e. the personnel 
at that part�cular s�te, and the “relat�ves,” �.e. the personnel on the other s�tes. I get back to 
the fam�ly metaphor later �n th�s chapter.

I observed how the personnel check the duty schedule �n order to get an 
�mpress�on of who and how many persons are work�ng at a part�cular t�me. Some of 
them also checked out the�r own upcom�ng work�ng hours. At one of the s�tes, add�t�onal 
handwr�tten �nformat�on about respons�b�l�t�es of the day was also d�str�buted through 
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the l�sts. The personnel took turns be�ng respons�ble for the da�ly del�very of the handled 
cr�me reports to the pla�nt�ffs and for handl�ng the d�fferent types of �ncom�ng reports. On 
th�s s�te, the add�t�onal tasks were marked on the duty schedule by each name w�th a letter, 
wh�ch �nd�cates the respons�b�l�t�es and the tasks of that part�cular day. 

However, the �nformat�on presented on the l�st changed and was not always 
current. It somet�mes happened that someone changed h�s/her work�ng hours or fell �ll 
and was therefore absent that day. Even �f the changes were to be made �n the computer 
appl�cat�on and were access�ble for them all r�ght away, the staff members made changes 
by hand on the l�st hang�ng on the not�ce board. One reason for th�s was that the duty 
schedule on the not�ce board was v�s�ble and therefore the last m�nute changes were made 
v�s�ble as well. It �s eas�er to get a general v�ew of the �nformat�on wh�le �t �s pr�nted out. 
Another reason was also pract�cal. The computer appl�cat�on �s slow to operate and the 
arrangement of the �nformat�on on the screen �s not appeal�ng v�s�bly, I was told.

On the not�ce boards, there are also some more personal �tems addressed to the 
personnel. They are usually separated from the other �nformat�on and placed on the 
separate board or, for example, �n a part�cular corner of the not�ce board. Encourag�ng 
poems, funny stor�es, com�cs and art�cles assoc�ated w�th the work �n call centres or the 
pol�ce author�ty are placed there as well as postcards from hol�days �n d�stant places sent 
by fr�ends and fellow staff members. 

A spec�fic Chr�stmas greet�ng from one of the �slands had a more central pos�t�on 
on the board at the two s�tes that rece�ved �t. Rather than just one postcard among others, 
�t was placed among the more �nformat�ve matters. The Chr�stmas greet�ng was fabr�cated 
w�th a p�ece of cardboard. Each staff member at the part�cular s�te was presented w�th 
h�s/her photograph and first name as a Chr�stmas ornament hang�ng on a green Chr�stmas 
tree. A text on the card sa�d, “Merry Chr�stmas! From all of us on [the name of the 
�sland].” I bel�eve the postcard was hang�ng there for at least over a year.

There was also a more recent p�cture of a sh�p w�th a crew. A text sa�d, “Sh�p 
ahoy!” The name of the �sland was wr�tten there as well. The p�ctured crew represented 
the personnel on that part�cular �sland �llustrated w�th photographs and the�r first names. 
When I asked about the p�cture, Freja told me that the p�cture had made been made 
for a jo�nt workplace meet�ng for the ent�re Contact Centre personnel (fn 200�-�2-��). 
The task was to present the staff and the �sland to the fellow staff from the other s�tes. 
Apart from the p�cture, the staff had wr�tten new lyr�cs for a song as well. The lyr�cs 
reveal some exclus�ve deta�ls about each of the staff members on that part�cular �sland. 
The personnel performed the song together at the meet�ng. Someone had v�deo recorded 
the performance, and Freja showed me the film �n the meet�ng area. As we watched the 
film, some staff members happened to walk by and made comments about us watch�ng 
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�t as well as the performance �tself or just sm�led a l�ttle. “I th�nk we had more fun wh�le 
rehears�ng the song before the meet�ng than actually perform�ng �t at the meet�ng,” Helm� 
commented. “I agree, we needed to pract�ce �t on the sly and hush up each other wh�le 
�nvest�gat�on officers happened to call �n the m�ddle of the rehearsal,” Freja remembered 
sm�l�ng. The technology worked to save an exper�ence from the performance. The mak�ng 
of the performance, the rehearsal, was valuated to great a extent among the personnel. 

The Chr�stmas card and the p�cture w�th a crew were also a way to get around the 
d�lemma of not be�ng able to “l�nk a name to a face” ment�oned prev�ously.

Operators on Display

The telephone �s one of the most used work�ng dev�ces �n the Contact Centre.� As the 
reader may recall, all �ncom�ng telephone calls regard�ng the cr�me reports from the publ�c 
are d�str�buted through an automated call d�str�but�on system to a free operator regardless 
of where she/he �s.5 The d�splay on the telephone showed the total number of �ncom�ng 
telephone calls from the publ�c placed �n queue to the operators at the Contact Centre. It 
also showed the total number of operators logged �n on the call d�str�but�on system and 
ready to rece�ve telephone calls. Log�n procedure had two ma�n steps. The first commands 
on the telephone act�vated only the d�splay placed on the telephone. The d�splay now 
showed the total number of �ncom�ng telephone calls from the general publ�c queu�ng 
to be answered to. It also showed the total number of operators logged �n on the call 
d�str�but�on system at the Contact Centre. The next step was to type �n the personal log�n-
code; then the operator was connected to the call d�str�but�on system and the system started 
hand�ng the operator telephone calls. The d�splay on the telephone was of �mportance for 
the personnel, s�nce �t showed the most current �nformat�on of the number of telephone 
calls as well as the number of operators accept�ng calls. In a way, �t represented �nformat�on 
of the workload based on the telephone calls but also of how many persons were work�ng 
w�th �ncom�ng telephone calls at that moment. 

One morn�ng �n October 2002, Kerst�n was s�tt�ng at a work desk next to m�ne 
(fn 2002-�0-0�).6 There was a telephone, a computer screen, a keyboard, and a computer 
mouse on her desk. There was also a notebook, pens, and papers, and a p�le of damage 
reports of graffit� found �n busses, underground tra�ns and stat�on areas �n Stockholm. That 
morn�ng Kerst�n was ass�gned to reg�ster the reports about graffit� �n a pol�ce computer 
appl�cat�on about the comm�tted cr�mes. Kerst�n was do�ng th�s work one report at a t�me. 
There was a d�splay on the telephone.� 

Kerst�n looked at the d�splay and made to herself a comment on the h�gh number 
of �ncom�ng telephone calls as well as the low number of persons logged �n. She looked 
around �n the open-plan office and turned back to the damage reports and her computer. 
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Now and aga�n, she glanced at the telephone d�splay. After a wh�le, she put a sheet of paper 
on the telephone to cover the d�splay and h�de the �nformat�on (the number of operators 
logged �n, the number of �ncom�ng calls). Some t�me went by, and she cont�nued to work 
on the damage reports us�ng her computer. Then aga�n, Kerst�n pa�d attent�on to the 
telephone. She removed the paper and looked at the d�splay. She s�ghed deeply and looked 
around �n the open-plan office. Then she covered the d�splay aga�n and cont�nued to work 
on the graffit� reports. Now and aga�n, Kerst�n l�fted the sheet of paper and checked the 
d�splay as she cont�nued to work on her graffit� reports.

When I asked, Kerst�n expla�ned �t was �mportant to keep herself up to date about 
the workloads of others at the Contact Centre. She d�d not l�ke to do other work when 
the number of �ncom�ng telephone calls was h�gh. That morn�ng she ra�sed a general 
quest�on about what work really counted. Could fil�ng graffit� reports, she asked, really be 
more �mportant than answer�ng �ncom�ng telephone calls? Later, Kerst�n and her fellow 
staff members expla�ned that the check�ng the queue had much to do w�th “respons�b�l�ty 
towards the work tasks” and that th�s helped �nsure that “the work was done” (fn 2002-
�0-0�; ws 2002-�0-�0). 

Kerst�n was not the only person to mon�tor the d�splay closely even when not 
expected to do so, for example, wh�le wr�t�ng or read�ng e-ma�ls or be�ng engaged �n a 
conversat�on w�th someone else. If they not�ced that the number of �ncom�ng telephone 
calls �ncreased, they would start to take telephone calls. When the number of �ncom�ng 
calls �s h�gh, �t most l�kely means long wa�t�ng t�mes and some degree of �rr�tat�on for the 
persons call�ng. Th�s, �n turn, creates a stressful s�tuat�on for the personnel because callers 
often start the�r conversat�on w�th compla�nts about how long they had to wa�t. For the 
personnel, �t �s not pleasant to deal w�th �rr�tated people call after call. In sp�te of th�s, there 
were reasons for not be�ng logged �n on the call d�str�but�on system. One of them, as seen 
�n the v�gnette above, �s other work tasks. For a number of reasons, an employee needed 
to log out of the call d�str�but�on system �n order to complete a report for the pol�ce. 
The regular (at that t�me) five m�nutes delay between the telephone calls was not always 
enough t�me for employees to complete th�s task.

Once the operator logged out, �.e. left the call d�str�but�on system, the �nformat�on 
regard�ng h�m/her, as a number on the d�splay, was no longer ava�lable. For Kerst�n and 
her fellow staff members at the same locat�on, th�s was not a problem, they saw each 
other anyway and could keep themselves appr�sed of another person’s whereabouts. At 
the other two locat�ons, �t was not always clear what was happen�ng about call queu�ng. 
D�d an operator at a s�te qu�t work�ng? Posted, shared �nformat�on about personnel and 
work�ng hours often d�d not answer the quest�ons operators had at a part�cular moment. 
Th�s �nformat�on could not be obta�ned �n any other way. Several t�mes, I observed the 
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personnel as they wondered what was happen�ng at the other two s�tes when the number 
of operators was low. It also happened that the personnel from one s�te called another to 
ask, “What �s go�ng on [there]?” Those who rece�ved the telephone calls d�d not apprec�ate 
the pract�ce, wh�ch caused some tens�on between the s�tes, espec�ally �f we keep �n m�nd 
the stat�st�cs and the d�scuss�ons that followed at the Contact Centre (presented earl�er �n 
th�s chapter). What underlay, �t seemed, these conversat�ons was d�vergent understand�ngs 
of work and work respons�b�l�t�es. Partly because of th�s pract�ce of check�ng on each other, 
the not�on of “b�g s�ster” had been co�ned �n order to �nd�cate the relat�onsh�p w�th the s�te 
that was, �n a way, parent�ng others (ws 2002-�0-�0). Parent�ng �s about car�ng for and 
help�ng those who were new to the Contact Centre. However, the not�on of “b�g s�ster” 
also establ�shed a pos�t�on that was seen as somewhat super�or to the other two s�tes. 

Not know�ng what was go�ng on at the other two s�tes, espec�ally why the number 
of logged on operators was somet�mes low, was an �ssue that came up aga�n and aga�n 
at the Contact Centre. The quest�on was also ra�sed at a sem�-annual jo�nt workplace 
meet�ng for all the Contact Centre staff (fn 2002-0�-25, doc 2002-0�-25). The top�c came 
up when “everyday comfort/well-be�ng, work�ng env�ronment, and eth�cs” was d�scussed. 
The d�scuss�on started �n small groups and fin�shed w�th all the part�c�pants present. It 
became clear that the �ssue was a sens�t�ve one–one that ra�sed the spectre of control and 
surve�llance. The personnel d�scussed that the check�ng on each other across the s�tes 
was not appropr�ate. The staff concluded, “We must trust each other.” They also ra�sed a 
number of related work �ssues. The five m�nutes delay between the telephone calls, the staff 
argued, �s somet�mes too short for fin�sh�ng up a report before the next call arr�ves. The 
telephone d�splay, the personnel added, d�d not always show accurate �nformat�on, wh�ch 
po�nted to another quest�on of trust, �.e. trust of technology.

The telephone �s an �mportant tool �n the Contact Centre, not only as equ�pment 
for mak�ng and rece�v�ng telephone calls. The numbers on the telephone d�splay 
represented current �nformat�on about the workload ahead. Th�s �nformat�on and the way 
�t was �nterpreted became a k�nd of thermometer that sa�d volumes about the cl�mate 
at the workplace. The telephone became an �nstrument staff used to plan, make sense 
of, and pr�or�t�ze work. Keep�ng an eye on the telephone d�splay or, rather, the queue 
�nformat�on was, �n a way, keep�ng an eye on the general publ�c call�ng �n, tak�ng act�on 
on not mak�ng them wa�t. Not mak�ng them wa�t �s part of the serv�ce the author�ty 
wants to g�ve the publ�c, but also an act�on to protect the Contact Centre staff from 
�rr�tated people who had to wa�t too long. It was also used check�ng on, �nterrogat�ng, and 
mon�tor�ng each other. Wh�le check�ng on someone has a somewhat pos�t�ve mean�ng �n 
th�s context, �ssues related to accountab�l�ty and surve�llance were there too. The telephone 
d�splay allowed the staff to mon�tor each other w�thout reveal�ng that they actually were 
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do�ng so. How an �nd�v�dual assessed a s�tuat�on var�ed from person to person accord�ng 
to h�s/her prev�ous understand�ngs and needs at that part�cular t�me and s�tuat�on. For 
the Contact Centre employees, these were �mportant, unresolved �ssues. The fact that they 
came up �n d�scuss�ons at the jo�nt workplace meet�ng w�th a t�ght t�me schedule shows 
how �mportant they were at the t�me. 

The Fabric of Togetherness

A work�ng day at the Contact Centre �s not only about be�ng profess�onal �n the front-l�ne, 
handl�ng telephone calls from the publ�c. Th�s chapter turned attent�on to the fabr�c of the 
work�ng day, how the employees talk about, reflect, act on, and l�ve the organ�zat�onal culture 
�n var�ous s�tuat�ons dur�ng a work�ng day. The v�gnettes and descr�pt�ons reveal, I suggest, a 
range of cond�t�ons for the sense of togetherness for the Contact Centre employees.

The Contact Centre, as an organ�zat�on, symbol�zes a comm�tment that �nvolves 
�ts staff. The organ�zat�onal arrangements are someth�ng of a gu�d�ng concept, a frame of 
reference, and a bas�c cond�t�on that form a bas�s for the sense of togetherness. For the 
most part, I suggest, the employees of the Contact Centre belong to and const�tute what 
may be called a workplace commun�ty w�th�n wh�ch, �n Bauman’s terms, the employees 
share “tempered togetherness” (Bauman ���5/����: �6). The Contact Centre personnel 
are together �n order to fulfil work tasks. The sense of togetherness among the personnel 
�s establ�shed and ma�nta�ned through the work rout�nes, norms, values, and �deology. 
Some of the rules and values are settled and regulated by the Contact Centre management 
and the pol�ce author�ty (e.g. how to handle the cr�me reports and need for �nformat�on 
about comm�tted cr�mes). Other rout�nes and convent�ons such as plann�ng the duty 
schedule requ�re teamwork �n order to establ�sh the duty schedule but also the pract�ce 
w�th�n wh�ch the schedule �s produced. The spat�al arrangements are a result of local 
c�rcumstances, blanket agreements, but also somewhat �nst�tut�onal�zed �deas about how 
an office workplace may look. S�nce the prem�ses work the same way regardless of the 
s�te, they also add to the s�m�lar�t�es between the s�tes. These s�m�lar�t�es, I bel�eve, stress 
un�fy�ng aspects between the s�tes and the employees. They are a cond�t�on for establ�sh�ng 
and uphold�ng the sense of togetherness at the Contact Centre. 

In order to establ�sh and ma�nta�n the sense of togetherness, you need opportun�t�es 
to be together. Togetherness at the Contact Centre �s filled w�th and balanced between 
structured or regulated meet�ngs and unstructured meet�ngs between the �nd�v�duals. In 
meet�ngs, the convent�ons, �deas, and norms are learned and reproduced. They are a way 
of uphold�ng and mod�fy�ng var�ous pract�ces at the Contact Centre. As we have seen, 
there were several reasons for the Contact Centre personnel to be �n the same place at 
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the same t�me: to note the�r body language �n the open-plan office and as they expressed 
�t, �n order to “l�nk a name to a face,” get past the wh�n�ng and develop relat�ons of trust 
w�th each other. Plann�ng the duty schedule, hand�work w�th the Chr�stmas card, as well 
as rehears�ng the song for the jo�nt workplace meet�ng requ�red part�c�pat�on from the 
personnel, and, as such, these acts can funct�on as ways of weav�ng the group together. 
The somewhat sent�mental value of remember�ng the t�me someth�ng came about �s not to 
be neglected �n the context of commun�ty mak�ng. For example, watch�ng the v�deo film 
w�th me gave the personnel an add�t�onal occas�on to reflect on the past. The stor�es were 
remembered and told once aga�n and contr�buted to creat�ng a common h�story as well as 
keep�ng �t al�ve. Habitus �s a result of cont�nu�ng product�on and reproduct�on of people 
and the�r h�story (Bourd�eu ����/���6).Bourd�eu ����/���6).

However, face-to-face encounters are not always poss�ble because of d�verse work 
tasks, d�fferent work�ng hours and/or geograph�cal d�stances. Under such cond�t�ons, 
med�ated �nteract�on and med�ated commun�cat�on between the part�es become 
�mportant. Part�cular attent�on �n th�s chapter was pa�d to the ways �n wh�ch mean�ngs 
were made publ�c and access�ble between the Contact Centre employees across geograph�cal 
boundar�es and, further, how they were l�ved, �.e. �nterpreted, exper�enced, and acted on at 
the workplace. In every workplace, employees create ways of find�ng out what �s go�ng on, 
who �s do�ng what, and how to �nd�cate belong�ng to the same organ�zat�on (some of them 
were ment�oned �n Chapter 2). When face-to-face �nteract�on was not poss�ble due to 
the work�ng hours and geograph�cal d�stance, var�ous s�gns—meet�ng m�nutes, Chr�stmas 
cards, electron�c ma�l, duty schedules and other �nd�cators—const�tuted �ntermed�ary 
l�nks across the three s�tes at the Contact Centre. The sense of others or the supposed 
presence of others �s �n th�s way d�str�buted by low-tech and h�gh-tech artefacts. Send�ng 
p�ctures of the employees to each other �s also a way to �ntroduce and rem�nd people of the 
ex�stence of scattered personnel. The p�ctures made �t poss�ble to “l�nk a name to a face,” 
wh�ch can be cumbersome wh�le work�ng at a d�str�buted workplace. That m�ght be one 
reason why the greet�ng cards stayed up on the not�ce boards for a long t�me. Of course, �t 
may also be more d�fficult to throw away someth�ng that has been created by the personnel 
rather than just bought �n a shop. 

“Out of s�ght, out of m�nd” (Syns du inte, finns du inte) was a flash�ng text-slogan 
on an outdoor advert�sement board at Fr�dhemsplan �n Stockholm a few years ago. The 
text was an advert�sement for the current advert�sement board, h�gh up on the house wall, 
perfectly placed and made v�s�ble for the road traffic on Drottn�ngholmsvägen on the�r 
way �n to the c�ty. Most of us not�ce others and want to be not�ced by them, even �f not 
on the advert�sement board. However, even small �nd�cat�ons such as rubber boots by the 
door, Chr�stmas cards, or d�g�ts on a telephone d�splay mean someth�ng when we need 
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to or�entate ourselves �n our everyday l�fe �n �nteract�on w�th each other. The personnel 
at the Contact Centre need and create poss�b�l�t�es for check�ng on, mon�tor�ng, and 
superv�s�ng the�r work�ng s�tuat�on of wh�ch they are a part. The problem the telephone 
d�splay ra�sed for the Contact Centre employees was that the�r work, all the�r work, was 
made v�s�ble. In effect, the�r work was never out of s�ght, out of m�nd. As a result, work, 
espec�ally the work of others, could not only be �nventor�ed, but �t could be quest�oned 
as well. In open-plan office, these �ssues, espec�ally how to balance control and trust, are 
complex enough even �f �t �s easy to just look around and check on the people there. They 
are compounded at the Contact Centre because both work and respons�b�l�ty �s d�v�ded 
between four geograph�cally d�str�buted s�tes. Ind�cat�ons of the others become then, as I 
see �t, an even more compl�cated �nterpretat�ve procedure to make sense of.

Wh�le employees present themselves to others through the var�ous objects (e.g. 
rubber boots, duty schedules) and construct�ons, they also construct each other as well 
as relat�onsh�ps to each other (e.g. b�g s�ster). Because some of the commun�cat�ons take 
place w�thout bod�ly presence or even the sound of the�r vo�ces, they m�ght be unable 
to make sense of the whole. The representat�ons and/or (boundary) objects can both be 
un�fy�ng, but they can also be d�v�d�ng. Some of the pract�ces po�nted out asymmetr�es, 
contrad�ctory act�ons that counteracted the normat�ve �ntent�ons towards the sense of 
togetherness. The everyday term�nology, for example, po�nted out a d�v�d�ng aspect. It was 
not settled dur�ng my fieldwork whether �t �s the Contact Centre (s�ngular) or the Contact 
Centres (plural). The stat�st�cs compared and therefore �mpl�c�tly separated the three s�tes 
rather than un�ted them. The mark�ngs of the duty schedule, for example, d�v�ded the staff 
on a part�cular �sland from the staff on the other two �slands. What the telephone d�splay 
shows may, as we have seen, lead to d�scuss�ons of trust and surve�llance that may lead to 
fr�ct�on between the s�tes.

The somewhat �nst�tut�onal�zed values and norms of a call-centre organ�zat�on 
(e.g. quant�tat�ve values of the work) were, unsurpr�s�ngly, reproduced at the Contact 
Centre, even �f �t was a relat�vely new organ�zat�on. However, �n the work, such as �n 
plann�ng the duty schedules, reg�onal characters were taken �nto account. It must be 
planned w�th transportat�on and other aspects �n m�nd. As demonstrated �n the prev�ous 
chapter, the work at the Contact Centre was descr�bed as a k�nd of struggle. The Stockholm 
arch�pelago �s �n many ways a rural area regardless of �ts prox�m�ty to Stockholm. Issues 
such as serv�ce (e.g. access to school) and work opportun�t�es are �mportant for those who 
l�ve there (descr�bed �n Chapter �). Not only was there a need to br�ng new econom�c 
opportun�t�es to the arch�pelago, but the personnel also bel�eved they had to work hard 
to keep jobs there. The �ssues that relocat�on ra�se for work cond�t�ons and for those who 
do the work were framed, not as mon�tor�ng �ssues, but as �ssues about collect�ve and 
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�nd�v�dual (moral) respons�b�l�ty. G�ven th�s, �t �s no wonder that the staff stud�ed the�r 
telephone d�splays so carefully. The Contact Centre personnel used the telephone d�splays 
to take the temperature not just of the�r own part�cular work env�ronment, but also of all 
those they collaborate w�th. Work�ng and sense making across and between three d�fferent 
workplaces po�nt to a complex soc�o-cultural context. 

Representat�ons are const�tut�ve as they settle what to perce�ve and commun�cate. 
It must be kept �n m�nd that not all the personnel exper�ence the same th�ng. We 
understand stat�st�cs �n one way and the telephone d�splay �n other way. The small and large 
�nd�cat�ons of other people can mean d�fferent th�ngs. However, the var�ous representat�ons 
and artefacts do not �nclude all that �s needed �n order to understand a spec�fic act�on. 
In order to understand what a part�cular artefact, such as rubber boots, stands for, or 
what appears on telephone d�splays or on the duty schedule, �t �s necessary to come to an 
understand�ng of how d�fferent s�gns and mean�ngs become embedded �n a work�ng day 
and what these s�gns mean. Here both use of (low-tech and h�gh-tech) technology and 
mean�ng are �terat�ve. Pr�or use and exper�ence feeds �nto the �nterpretat�ons of subsequent 
act�v�ty, wh�ch �n turn �nforms and affects the use aga�n. As we have seen, an �nterpret�ve 
act added to the representat�ons can take both the use and mean�ng of that use �n d�fferent 
d�rect�ons. I bel�eve �t �s not enough to treat these representat�ons �nstrumentally, to be 
content w�th unpacking the semant�c “load” they carry and acqu�re only �n reference to the 
work �tself. If we confine ourselves emp�r�cally and analyt�cally to just th�s, we w�ll m�ss a 
whole ser�es of s�tuated not�ons that we also need to unpack �f we are to understand �n any 
adequate way what �s go�ng on �n work at spec�fic s�tes.

The sense of togetherness �s not establ�shed once and for all. It �s not a stra�ghtforward 
matter, value, or rule. As the v�gnettes a�m to eluc�date, the sense of togetherness, l�ke 
many other values and norms, works on var�ous c�rcumstances and s�tuat�ons w�th�n an 
organ�zat�on. These pract�ces, values, and �deas about the sense of togetherness should not 
be understood �n �solat�on, but as �nterweaved w�th each other. Together, they produce 
part�cular pract�ces over and over aga�n, just as they reproduce and ma�nta�n the �deas and 
values of the Contact Centre.

***

At the Contact Centre, recurr�ng, d�scurs�ve pract�ces, shar�ng �nformat�on, rout�nes, 
rules and respons�b�l�t�es about the work tasks are obv�ous ways to “weave together” the 
personnel at the three s�tes. The spat�al arrangements of the open-plan office, �ntroduct�on 
of coffee breaks, and var�ous face-to-face encounters help to establ�sh and ma�nta�n the 
sense of togetherness at the Contact Centre. The meet�ngs and other get-togethers prov�de 
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the personnel w�th top�cs for d�scuss�on and, as such, become stor�es to tell and, �n turn, 
recreate and ma�nta�n the sense of togetherness at the Contact Centre. When face-to-face 
�nteract�on �s not poss�ble due to the work�ng hours and geograph�cal d�stance, d�fferent 
symbols and s�gns—meet�ng m�nutes, Chr�stmas cards, electron�c ma�l systems and other 
�nd�cators—const�tute �ntermed�ary l�nks. The pract�ces and convent�ons, I suggest, can 
be understood as cond�t�ons for and express�ons of the sense of togetherness w�th�n the 
Contact Centre. They can also be understood as ways �n wh�ch the employees �nteract and 
commun�cate the�r sense of togetherness. As Garsten suggests, “med�a br�ng employees 
closer to each other as they make them access�ble �rrespect�ve of d�stances. The extent 
to wh�ch the company rel�es on channels of commun�cat�on other than face-to-face 
encounters to get messages across suggests the �mportance of med�ated �nteract�on �n 
ma�nta�n�ng soc�al organ�zat�on and a sense of commun�ty” (Garsten ����: ��5). The 
v�gnettes presented �n th�s chapter also po�nt out the soc�o-cultural context of technology 
use we are approach�ng �n follow�ng chapters. 

What follows �s a d�scuss�on of the commun�cat�on env�ronment w�th aud�o and 
v�deo that was developed �n the research project Commun�ty at a D�stance, and how th�s 
commun�cat�on env�ronment was �ntroduced to span and connect the three geograph�cally 
d�stant workplaces at the Contact Centre.
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So far, th�s thes�s has d�scussed cond�t�ons for the sense of togetherness at the Contact Centre. 
Prev�ously, I descr�bed how the staff members reasoned about the sense of togetherness �n 
�ts var�ous nuances �n the workgroup as well as how these not�ons were man�fested and 
d�str�buted among �nd�v�duals and among the three s�tes �n the arch�pelago, reflect�ng the 
soc�o-cultural context the Contact Centre personnel are engaged �n. Th�s makes way for 
the next step �n the thes�s, where the �ntroduct�on and the everyday use of commun�cat�on 
env�ronment w�th v�deo and aud�o, establ�shed �n the research project Commun�ty at a 
D�stance, �s analysed. In so do�ng, the thes�s takes a d�fferent turn.

The personnel at the Contact Centre took part �n the research project Commun�ty 
at a D�stance. In the project, a commun�cat�on env�ronment w�th aud�o and v�deo was 
establ�shed to span and connect the three geograph�cally d�stant workplaces at the 
Contact Centre �n Stockholm. Th�s chapter summar�ses the att�tudes, assumpt�ons, and 
expectat�ons the staff had regard�ng the commun�cat�on env�ronment and d�scusses them 
w�th respect to the sense of togetherness. I am �nterested �n the arguments the Contact 
Centre personnel made concern�ng the �ntroduct�on of the commun�cat�on env�ronment 
at the beg�nn�ng of the project. Technology �s not just about technology, but also about 
everyday pract�ces and, �ndeed, the soc�o-cultural context that may or may not change 
when a project l�ke Commun�ty at a D�stance enters a workplace. Therefore, not all the 
comments can be seen as comments on the part�cular technology per se, but rather reflect 
the project as well as the workplace �n general, the soc�o-cultural context. The a�m �s to 
explore how the employees, �n th�s soc�o-cultural context, made sense of the �ntroduct�on 
of the commun�cat�on env�ronment. What appears here are some recurr�ng perspect�ves 
put forward by the �nd�v�duals. 

The chapter starts w�th a short �ntroduct�on to the research project Commun�ty 
at a D�stance, �n wh�ch the employees’ expectat�ons and att�tudes were expressed. I then 
summar�se aspects of the commun�cat�on env�ronment that the personnel ment�oned at 

Chapter 6

Towards “K”
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the beg�nn�ng of the project. Hav�ng presented the summary, I br�efly present a des�gn 
�dea, an “open door,” and move on to h�ghl�ght what I find to be major cond�t�ons for 
cons�derat�on when we move towards the use of a commun�cat�on env�ronment. 

Change Expectations

Imag�n�ng, art�culat�ng, and talk�ng about the future and the unknown �s �ndeterm�nate 
and unpred�ctable. ICT br�ng �n an “over-sell” of the poss�b�l�t�es (Boden and Molotoch 
����). ICT �s expected to have pos�t�ve effects on work�ng l�fe, le�sure, and soc�ety as well 
as on the �deas and values they represent, such as equal�ty and democracy (Boden and 
Molotoch ����; Löfgren and W�kdahl ����). ICT �s expected to create new networks and 
commun�t�es and transform old ones. They are expected to break down h�erarch�es as well 
as change our percept�on of t�me and d�stance (Löfgren and W�kdahl ����). However, 
technology �tself �s seldom e�ther ent�rely or �nherently good, assoc�ated w�th development 
potent�al, or bad, lead�ng to destruct�on (Männ�kkö-Barbut�u 2002). Technolog�cal 
�nnovat�ons are often assoc�ated w�th utop�as and dystop�as (Löfgren and W�kdahl ����). 
However, they are also a result of negot�at�ons, confl�cts, and even power struggles between 
var�ous actors (Ilshammar 2002; see also e.g. Webster ���5/2000). At the same t�me, 
technology can be understood as a prom�se as well as a threat. Some can see opportun�t�es 
and poss�b�l�t�es w�th novel techn�cal ach�evements wh�le others are more scept�cal. A 
v�deo-med�ated commun�cat�on technology l�ke the one that �s d�scussed here was a new 
exper�ence for the personnel at the Contact Centre. Technology as such suggested new 
ways to support everyday act�v�t�es such as presence and awareness of each other as well as 
be�ng together at the Contact Centre.

As the reader may recall from the prev�ous chapters (part�cularly Chapter �), the 
research project Commun�ty at a D�stance started as a result of �n�t�al contacts taken by 
the Contact Centre management w�th researchers at the CID, KTH. The management at 
the Contact Centre had recogn�zed a need for commun�cat�on and �nteract�on between 
the s�tes �n order to fac�l�tate the co-plann�ng and co-organ�zat�on of work, as well as for 
develop�ng and strengthen�ng the sense of commun�ty and belong�ng to what was, at 
that t�me, a new work organ�zat�on. Research funds financed the project, and sponsors 
contr�buted technology. The Stockholm County Pol�ce prov�ded the Contact Centre as an 
env�ronment for the study and also �nvested �n the project w�th the personnel’s work�ng 
hours and, as a result, enabled the�r personnel to part�c�pate �n the project. The support of 
the management was essent�al �n order to fac�l�tate employee part�c�pat�on �n the project 
act�v�t�es. The pre-study was conducted �n November-December 200�. The project was 
fin�shed �n October 200�.
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The overall a�m of the project was to study whether �t was “poss�ble to create 
connect�ons to d�stant places so they are exper�enced as �mmed�ate and natural extens�ons 
of the local env�ronment, as commun�cat�ve surfaces between co-workers at d�stant places?” 
(Lenman et al. 2002: �2�). The project also looked �nto poss�b�l�t�es of establ�sh�ng a 
permanent �nstallat�on of the commun�cat�on env�ronment at the Contact Centre �f 
the employees w�shed to and the other resources made �t poss�ble. The object�ves of the 
pol�ce author�ty �ncluded test�ng the technology w�th�n the organ�zat�on, pr�mar�ly at 
the Contact Centre, but also explor�ng other potent�al use s�tuat�ons w�th�n the pol�ce 
author�ty at large.

A des�gn model w�th a broad approach was used �n the project together w�th 
several techn�ques. The model �s pr�mar�ly a�med at “unprejud�ced” development phases 
�n order to capture a large number of �deas. These are then d�scussed, and a few of them 
are selected and developed further. The �ssues are then aga�n expanded to �nclude new 
�deas and var�at�ons. In the project Commun�ty at a D�stance, we also a�med to ver�fy and 
develop ex�st�ng and new methods �n order to capture d�verse �deas and cons�derat�ons. 
Var�ous act�v�t�es—such as meet�ngs, workshops, �nterv�ews, and photograph�ng—were 
ava�lable for the personnel to explore the�r everyday pract�ces as well as s�tuat�ons where a 
commun�cat�on env�ronment w�th aud�o and v�deo m�ght be useful (The research approach 
�n the project was br�efly descr�bed earl�er, �n Chapter �. For more deta�led descr�pt�ons, 
see Er�xon et al. 200�; Gullström-Hughes et al. 200�; Lenman et al. 2002; Räsänen et al. 
2005). The follow�ng comments about expectat�ons and att�tudes were captured dur�ng 
these �n�t�al project act�v�t�es before the commun�cat�on env�ronment was establ�shed �n 
the Contact Centre.

There �s seldom a common understand�ng of what an art�culat�on of someth�ng 
unknown represents. S�m�larly, �t �s almost �mposs�ble to �solate what one’s op�n�on and 
reflect�ons are based on. The v�ewpo�nts and att�tudes of the staff at the Contact Centre 
were (generally) affected by the�r personal preferences, habitus, and d�scuss�ons at the 
s�tes and �n the organ�zat�on as well as �n soc�ety at large. The�r empathy or lack thereof 
towards the suggested technology as well as towards the project as such �nfluenced the�r 
v�ewpo�nts. In the project, attempts were made to concret�se th�s process, for example, by 
us�ng techn�ques such as meet�ngs and v�deo prototyp�ng �n order to make the start�ng 
po�nt of d�scuss�ons the staff members’ everyday c�rcumstances and explore them from 
var�ous perspect�ves. Obv�ously, the project techn�ques and s�tuat�ons for gather�ng �deas 
for des�gn purposes, �.e. how people ask quest�ons, were also reflected �n the answers. In 
add�t�on, the suggested technology already �mpl�ed certa�n poss�b�l�t�es and l�m�tat�ons. 
However, the mere presence of the researchers affected the v�ewpo�nts, even though 
attempts were made to encourage d�scuss�ons w�thout �nfluenc�ng them �n deta�l. For 



��2

�nstance, the project team chose not to talk about the commun�cat�on env�ronment by 
us�ng a g�ven name. The d�fferent terms known to the project team are e�ther technology-
or�ented, such as v�deo commun�cat�on, or �nd�cate a certa�n type of use s�tuat�on, such as 
V�deocafé (Tollmar et al. 200�). Instead, �t was hoped that the staff members would put 
forward the name of the commun�cat�on env�ronment as the project proceeded. However, 
a term was needed to talk about the commun�cat�on env�ronment. The letter “K” served the 
purpose, �nd�cat�ng the Swed�sh words for commun�cat�on (kommunikation) and contact 
(kontakt), concepts that were used �n the project. At the t�me, these concepts were not 
thought of as someth�ng spec�al or mean�ngful. However, obv�ously they reflect what the 
project team was a�m�ng at on a general level. In the �n�t�al meet�ngs, the Contact Centre 
staff cheerfully contr�buted add�t�onal mean�ngs to the letter K, such as love (kärlek), and 
K as the ma�n character �n a novel by Kafka (e.g. fn 200�-��-0�). However, there were 
s�tuat�ons when �t was unavo�dable and equally �mportant to descr�be the technology and 
�ts poss�b�l�t�es and l�m�tat�ons �n order to make the d�scuss�ons concrete and sat�sfy the 
cur�os�ty of the staff. Spec�fic words, often used un�ntent�onally by the project team, were 
eas�ly p�cked up along the way and somet�mes understood as prom�ses that were kept 
�n m�nd by the Contact Centre personnel. For example, the �dea of an extended room 
was used �n�t�ally �n the project �n order to descr�be what could be ach�eved w�th v�deo-
med�ated commun�cat�on. Later, the staff members used the same words to compare the 
�n�t�al �dea w�th the outcome. 

Further, both att�tudes and expectat�ons also change over t�me. For example, there 
are new s�tuat�ons people get �nvolved �n and new knowledge forms over t�me affect�ng the 
att�tudes. What one meant yesterday �s not val�d tomorrow as a matter of course. There 
were staff members who changed the�r �n�t�al v�ewpo�nts as well as those who kept the�rs 
the same throughout the ent�re project. In th�s presentat�on, only some of the changes of 
the staffs’ v�ewpo�nts are h�ghl�ghted wh�le others are not, purely for the reasons of clar�ty 
�n the narrat�ve.

Consequently, �t �s d�fficult to work w�th and evaluate these somewhat occas�onal 
and �nd�v�dual statements towards someth�ng that �s expressed as a (d�ffuse) poss�b�l�ty—
no matter how close and �n s�tu they seem to be. The follow�ng accounts are made by 
�nd�v�duals and reflect the�r personal op�n�ons. On the other hand, the expectat�ons are 
shared �n speak�ng acts and at least occas�onally adopted by others. Do they then reflect 
the thoughts of all the group members? Maybe to some extent, but not ent�rely. Regardless 
of the complex�ty and a warn�ng s�gn stressed here, I st�ll want to cons�der and d�scuss 
some of the early expectat�ons the staff members expressed dur�ng the early days of the 
project. There are ma�nly three reasons for that. F�rst, talk�ng about expectat�ons and 
att�tudes added to the pre-understand�ng and embedd�ng �n already ex�st�ng forms and 
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att�tudes, wh�ch �n turn allow people to shape the technology �n cruc�al ways (Löfgren and 
W�kdahl ����). Assumpt�ons, expectat�ons, and knowledge of technology are �mportant 
for understand�ng �ts use (Orl�kowsk� ����). If the c�rcumstances and the “culture” of the 
workplace on one hand, and �nnovat�on on the other, are not �ntact, the novel technology 
w�ll be abandoned and/or not used. Second, expectat�ons contr�buted to bu�ld�ng up an 
(�deal�st�c) p�cture of the commun�cat�on env�ronment, wh�ch was matched expl�c�tly and 
�mpl�c�tly by the personnel aga�nst the outcome. Th�rd, as a d�scurs�ve act, expectat�ons 
reflected and reshaped even other concepts, �deas, and convent�ons at the Contact Centre. 
It should be emphas�zed that the expectat�ons expressed �n the research project also affected 
the soc�o-cultural context at the Contact Centre by �mply�ng a change that could make 
contacts and �nteract�on poss�ble and (probably) “strengthen” the �dea of togetherness at 
the Contact Centre. These are the ma�n reasons for us to rev�ew the expectat�ons of the 
commun�cat�on env�ronment �n the thes�s.

The Commun�ty at a D�stance project was of concern for several �nd�v�duals. 
Here, the ma�n focus �s on the expectat�ons expressed by the Contact Centre personnel. In 
add�t�on, the �nvest�gat�on officers and the management of the Contact Centre had the�r 
expectat�ons and op�n�ons, wh�ch were not necessar�ly �n accordance w�th those of the 
staff. The mult�d�sc�pl�nary project team had the�r own expectat�ons, as d�d the financ�al 
contr�butors and sponsors of the project. Even people l�v�ng on the �slands m�ght have 
had d�fferent expectat�ons about the technology, pred�ct�ng, for example, other use areas 
for v�deo-med�ated commun�cat�on. However, these are not �ncluded �n th�s account. 
Nevertheless, �t �s �mportant to keep �n m�nd that there are almost always mult�ple 
agendas w�th�n a research project. Most l�kely, we cannot change them. However, we can 
acknowledge them and, �f poss�ble, manage them w�th�n the project. Somet�mes, we can 
address them, but somet�mes they need to be and are addressed by others.

“Unbelievable Cyber-Communication”

The first responses of the employees at the Contact Centre var�ed between pos�t�ve and 
negat�ve att�tudes towards the commun�cat�on env�ronment as well as the project. The 
first pos�t�ve spontaneous comments were for �nstance “fun/great,” “unbel�evable,” “Th�s 
�s enr�ch�ng,” “funny,” and “cool” when the project �dea and the techn�cal poss�b�l�t�es 
were presented and d�scussed w�th the personnel for the first t�me dur�ng the pre-study 
�n the autumn of 200�. The negat�ve responses centred on �ssues l�ke fear of control and 
surve�llance across the commun�cat�on env�ronment (fn 200�-�0-2�, 200�-�0-2�, 200�-
��-0�; see also Er�xon et al 200� where the early expectat�ons are d�scussed).

Some of the more comprehens�ve start�ng po�nts towards an add�t�onal 
commun�cat�on and �nteract�on fac�l�ty between the s�tes could be summar�zed by the 
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follow�ng comments expressed �n a quest�onna�re concern�ng commun�cat�on hab�ts at 
the Contact Centre �n August 2002 just before the research project was started. We asked 
the staff members to comment on what was �mportant for them �n commun�cat�on w�th�n 
and between the s�tes:

As we are geograph�cally scattered on three d�fferent �slands �n the 
Stockholm arch�pelago and as we are qu�te �solated w�th�n each s�te, 
commun�cat�on �s �mportant. Actually, we need to meet more often ‘face-
to-face.’ K [commun�cat�on env�ronment] w�ll be a help. (Q2 August 
2002) 

Among the most �mportant �s that commun�cat�on �s spontaneous. 
You may need to meet more regularly. Somet�mes �t feels as �f you have 
forgotten the face of a certa�n person, a colleague. You should be able to 
commun�cate fast and eas�ly. (Q� August 2002) 

The commun�cat�on between the �slands [the s�tes] �s sparse but not bad. 
It �s just that each s�te takes care of �tself. That we would have so much 
�n common apart from formal th�ngs �s an �llus�on! We are d�fferent 
workplaces and �nterest for each other should not be overest�mated. The 
result of a cyber-commun�cat�on �s go�ng to be l�m�ted. (Q26 August 
2002) 

It �s �mportant that we can feel as one un�t. Th�s �s re�nforced �f we can 
qu�ckly get access to the same �nformat�on and can meet face-to-face. 
There are st�ll, after one and a half years, faces on the other �slands [s�tes] 
that I cannot connect to a name. (Q2� August 2002) 

These comments �llustrate, among other th�ngs, some of the d�fficult�es and challenges 
d�spersed workplaces face, such as a sense of “�solat�on” w�th�n each s�te (see response 
number Q2). Commun�cat�on between the s�tes, the responder po�nts out, then becomes 
“�mportant.” Actually, the staff should meet more often face-to-face. The response �nd�cates 
a hope or almost a conv�ct�on. It seems that “K,” the commun�cat�on env�ronment, 
would “help” to �mprove th�s matter. Another response (Q�) stresses the �mportance of 
“spontaneous” commun�cat�on on a regular bas�s. It happens that one forgets “the face 
of a person,” that �s, what a colleague looks l�ke. There were, after one and a half years 
employment, “faces” on the other s�tes the respondent could not “connect to a name” 
(Q2�). As the reader may recall from the prev�ous chapter, a des�re for face-to-face 
meet�ngs and be�ng able to l�nk a name to a face were commonly d�scussed part�cularly 
�n the beg�nn�ng of my fieldwork. Access to the same �nformat�on and the poss�b�l�ty of 
meet�ng face-to-face would strengthen a feel�ng of be�ng “one un�t” (Q2�). However, 
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much of the work�ng day funct�ons anyway; the s�tes “take care of” themselves (Q26). The 
response declares that the commun�cat�on between the s�tes �s sparse, but not bad. Further, 
the s�tes do not have any other common �nterests apart from the formal work tasks at the 
Contact Centre. They are, �n fact, d�fferent workplaces. Interest for each other, the response 
suggests, should not be overvalued. Therefore, the results of “cyber-commun�cat�on” w�ll 
be l�m�ted. It seems that the respondent d�d not bel�eve �n the poss�b�l�t�es of the suggested 
aud�o and v�deo commun�cat�on, but, rather, understood the �dea as somewhat utop�an. 
“Cyber-commun�cat�on” m�ght also �nd�cate the respondent’s negat�ve att�tude towards 
the project as a whole. I can only speculate about reasons for that.

The v�ewpo�nts also po�nt out poss�ble use areas, wh�ch are descr�bed next.

The Possible Areas of Use

Among the first project act�v�t�es dur�ng the pre-study, the personnel were asked to explore 
s�tuat�ons where a v�deo and aud�o commun�cat�on could be useful. The follow�ng l�st �s a 
collect�on of use areas the Contact Centre personnel stressed at var�ous occas�ons dur�ng 
the pre-study and dur�ng the first project phase. Issues regard�ng travel, spontaneous and 
planned meet�ngs as well as �nformat�on d�str�but�on between the three s�tes were some of 
the recurr�ng concerns for the personnel. Th�s also showed �n the d�scuss�ons of poss�ble 
use areas.

A meet�ng on the ma�nland takes t�me. As N�na, one of the employees put �t, 
“A one-hour meet�ng takes all day because everyone needs to travel �nto the c�ty [of 
Stockholm]. It’s great not hav�ng to travel” (fn 200�-�0-2�). At the t�me, the meet�ngs 
were a preferable way of sort�ng th�ngs out between the s�tes: “The only way to talk th�ngs 
through �s to travel �nto the c�ty, wh�ch takes t�me (fn 2002-�2-02). A commun�cat�on 
env�ronment could reduce the need for travel and ga�n t�me for the staff at the Contact 
Centre as well as be better for the env�ronment at large. It was also hoped to enable shorter 
meet�ngs, wh�ch �n turn would reduce the need for long meet�ngs (fn 2002-�2-02). V�deo 
was thought to br�ng �n a valuable d�mens�on �n the �nteract�on between people. It was 
compared to telephone conversat�ons: “On the telephone, I cannot see whether the person 
I am talk�ng to wr�nkles up h�s forehead.” Desp�te of that, the telephone funct�ons well 
between two part�c�pants, but three people part�c�pat�ng �n a telephone meet�ng “requ�res 
d�sc�pl�ne,” for example, w�th turn tak�ng (fn 2002-�2-02). 

The staff d�scussed co-use of spec�al competenc�es w�th�n the workgroups, such 
as poss�b�l�t�es to �mprove management of the Contact Centre w�th the commun�cat�on 
env�ronment. For example, because of the d�verse work�ng hours, the group leader on 
the part�cular �sland �s not always there. However, the group leader at one of the other 
s�tes m�ght be ava�lable. In add�t�on, d�fferent work�ng groups, for example, for several 
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areas of respons�b�l�t�es, would be able to meet and d�scuss common �nterest areas across 
the commun�cat�on env�ronment (fn 200�-�0-2�, 2002-�2-0�). Even poss�b�l�t�es for 
educat�onal purposes were d�scussed. A teacher could v�s�t one of the s�tes and reach all 
three s�tes at the same t�me (fn 200�-�0-2�). The company of fellow staff members at 
remote s�tes across the commun�cat�on env�ronment could be valuable, espec�ally when 
someone was work�ng alone at the part�cular s�te.� Apart from the above, the l�st of 
poss�ble use areas and s�tuat�ons �ncluded also spontaneous meet�ngs �n order to �ncrease 
a sense of belong�ng and cooperat�on at the Contact Centre but also to share exper�ences, 
handle certa�n �ncom�ng reports, and other matters. Plann�ng the common duty schedule 
d�scussed �n Chapter 5 was �n�t�ally cons�dered as a su�table use area for v�deo-med�ated 
commun�cat�on (fn 200�-�0-2�). 

Some of the staff members talked also about s�tuat�ons at home, where v�deo-
med�ated commun�cat�on m�ght be useful, such as hav�ng contact w�th ch�ldren who have 
moved to the ma�nland for school. “It would be n�ce to be able to dr�nk even�ng tea together,” 
sa�d Ebba at one of the project meet�ngs �n wh�ch v�deo-med�ated commun�cat�on and the 
project were d�scussed �n general terms (fn 200�-��-0�; for a more deta�led descr�pt�on 
over the explored use areas, see Er�xon et al 200�; Gullström-Hughes et al 200�; they are 
also l�sted �n Lenman et al 2002).

Show Your Work and Be Exposed

Potent�al d�sadvantages and problems that m�ght ar�se w�th the use of a commun�cat�on 
env�ronment were also d�scussed among the Contact Centre staff. Feel�ngs of d�scomfort 
and fear for surve�llance were some of the top�cs. The personnel were fac�ng a new 
s�tuat�on, none of them had exper�enced v�deo-med�ated commun�cat�on before or, for 
example, part�c�pated �n a v�deoconference. Even after test�ng a prototype at KTH, many 
of them sa�d �t was d�fficult for them to �mag�ne how one m�ght exper�ence and feel 
about v�deo-med�ated commun�cat�on at the Contact Centre, when there was no prev�ous 
exper�ence to fall back on. To some extent, th�s affected the�r att�tudes and was �nd�cated 
�n our d�scuss�ons w�th the personnel. S�gne, for example, felt “scept�c�sm” towards the 
v�deo-med�ated commun�cat�on, s�nce she d�d not know what �t really “meant” (fn 2002-
0�-�0). Other comments show s�m�lar reflect�ons: “It �s so new, you are not used to that 
k�nd of s�tuat�on” (fn 200�-�0-2�). Nevertheless, an understand�ng of v�deo-med�ated 
commun�cat�on was ga�ned wh�le the project proceeded. As R�ta sa�d, “It �s hard to 
�mag�ne �t, but the penny’s start�ng to drop” (fn 2002-0�-�2).

Yet �n another meet�ng on one of the s�tes, the project team and the staff members 
d�scussed how we meet up w�th each other �nformally (fn 2002-�2-0�). Informal and 
spontaneous encounters are d�fficult to conduct, espec�ally when the part�es do not know 
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each other. For people who already know each other, �t �s not necessary to keep a soc�al 
d�stance. At the Contact Centre, �t was po�nted out that even �f the personnel at least know 
of each other, they m�ght not really know each other, at least not enough for �nformal 
encounters to occur naturally. Anton bel�eved that “[It w�ll] be d�fficult to walk up to the 
screen [of the commun�cat�on env�ronment]. It can be d�fficult. Informal meet�ngs are 
d�fficult. It should be as real�st�c as poss�ble.” Gabr�el bel�eved relat�onsh�ps among the 
staff members across the s�tes were not close enough for such encounters: “The suggest�on 
[of the commun�cat�on env�ronment] �s very abstract now. There �s no relat�onsh�p w�th 
someone on the other �sland. Therefore, �t �s more d�fficult to make contact. Maybe �t gets 
eas�er then [after the �ntroduct�on of the commun�cat�on env�ronment].” In the meet�ng, 
the personnel cont�nued to talk about �nformal s�tuat�ons and encounters between the 
s�tes. For example, when the Contact Centre bus�ness was st�ll qu�te new, the personnel 
had a hab�t of telephon�ng each other at the beg�nn�ng of the new work�ng day as well as 
when �t was t�me to go home for the even�ng. As they expressed �t, �n order to say “hello” 
and respect�vely to say “goodbye.” It was one way to �nform the d�stant s�tes that the 
personnel were now there ready to start work �n the morn�ng or that they were clos�ng 
down for the day. In add�t�on, the �nvest�gat�on officers called to the �slands to let the 
personnel know that they were ava�lable for quest�ons. Even �f some of them stuck to 
the pract�ce, not everyone d�d �t any longer by the end of 2002, �.e. about one and a half 
years after the Contact Centre had been �n full use. Gabr�el was one of those who d�d not. 
He compared the telephone and the v�deo-med�ated commun�cat�on, “I never call to say 
‘good morn�ng’ or ‘goodbye,’ but I m�ght wave �f I can. Mak�ng a telephone call demands 
more. One has to ask how �t’s go�ng, how that person �s feel�ng. There �s a barr�er. Then 
you just don’t g�ve a sh�t about �t, �t �s too much of drag to make contact” (fn 2002-�2-0�). 
Even a short greet�ng over the telephone �s demand�ng whereas the poss�b�l�ty of wav�ng to 
one another across a commun�cat�on env�ronment could be carr�ed out more effortlessly, 
Gabr�el bel�eved. 

Dur�ng other meet�ngs, the personnel talked about the consequences of constant 
contact. The number of poss�b�l�t�es to reach and be reachable �s �ncreas�ng �n soc�ety today 
w�th mob�le telephones and electron�c ma�l systems. The Contact Centre employees use 
var�ous ICT �n order to carry out the�r work tasks. V�deo-med�ated commun�cat�on would 
add to that and be yet another way to �nteract w�th each other. The personnel wondered 
what m�ght be the consequences of that (fn 200�-�0-2�). Some bel�eved that ”too much 
commun�cat�on [was] not needed [at the Contact Centre]” on a general level. In add�t�on, 
there was already enough ICT at the Contact Centre. 

The personnel also pondered over the d�fference between a phys�cal meet�ng 
and a meet�ng through a “project�on.” Some bel�eved that not everyone felt comfortable 
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“appear�ng” and talk�ng �n front of a group or �n the front of a “camera” (fn 2002-�0-0�). 
Even aspects of whether one needs to reth�nk what to wear and how to act came up. “Then 
one has to start th�nk�ng of what one wears. One needs to wear make-up and have h�gh-
heel shoes,” somebody remarked cheerfully at one of the meet�ngs w�th the project team 
(fn 200�-�0-2�). The personnel also ra�sed quest�ons about how you exper�ence a fellow 
staff member �n a med�ated �mage. The sense of the other on a screen �s always art�fic�al; 
�t �s exper�enced as both “[…] exc�t�ng and scary at the same t�me. It �s scary because you 
cannot feel the presence of the others. The exper�ence does not correspond to the feel�ng 
when someone walks �nto the room” (fn 200�-�0-2�). We can “sense somebody’s presence 
when we are �n the same room but not �f the ‘presence’ �s on a computer screen,” Terese 
assumed (doc 2002-�2-��). It was also thought to be eas�er not to take not�ce of people 
one knows wh�le present at the same locat�on. That �s not exper�enced as �mpol�te or bad 
mannered, s�nce one knows the others and does not mean to be rude by �gnor�ng them at 
t�mes. Terese expressed her concern about the matter: “How would a person on the other 
s�te feel �f I just pass by �n front of the screen w�thout tak�ng any not�ce of her or h�m? Here 
I already know everyone so �t �s eas�er to pass by” (ws 2002-0�-�2).

A v�deo camera �s one k�nd of equ�pment �ncluded �n the commun�cat�on 
env�ronment. The v�deo camera records what �s go�ng on at one s�te and sends the 
v�ew �mmed�ately to the rece�ver. In Sweden, we come across v�deo cameras �n d�fferent 
s�tuat�ons and env�ronments. For example, we use them to record fam�ly celebrat�ons, and 
as tour�sts, we document the scenery of places we v�s�t. The cameras take d�fferent forms; 
nowadays, there are mob�le telephones w�th camera and v�deo funct�ons as well. Even �f 
the use of v�deo cameras �n Sweden �s not comparable w�th that of many other countr�es, 
there are qu�te a few surve�llance cameras, closed c�rcu�t telev�s�on (CCTV) around us. 
Depend�ng on the s�tuat�on, of course, they are exper�enced a means of creat�ng a sense 
of secur�ty, but they can also be seen as a threat to one’s personal �ntegr�ty. Assoc�at�ons 
w�th surve�llance cameras were not uncommon among the Contact Centre personnel: “A 
surve�llance camera �s the first th�ng you th�nk of, s�nce that �s what you have exper�enced” 
(fn 200�-��-0�). As Ylva later po�nted out, “There �s a r�sk you feel l�ke you are be�ng 
mon�tored” (fn 2002-�2-05).

One of the aspects of control and surve�llance that concerned more or less 
everyone was who would see and hear you as well as what would be shown across the 
commun�cat�on env�ronment. In�t�ally, the concern about the control and surve�llance 
was ma�nly about the management �n Norrtälje and whether they would be �ncluded 
�n the commun�cat�on env�ronment. Any d�scuss�ons or, rather, thoughts about whether 
to �nclude the management �n the commun�cat�on env�ronment also �ncreased concern 
about control and even surve�llance. Yet, the fear of surve�llance was not always a quest�on 
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of whom but rather that somebody m�ght be watch�ng. Terese, for example, put �t th�s 
way: ”[I] do not want to feel that I am be�ng mon�tored, and I want to know when 
somebody �s look�ng at me” (doc 2002-�2-��).

Wh�le some, as we see here, d�d not want be “watched” and some sensed a r�sk of 
control and even surve�llance, others d�d not. On the contrary, some emphas�zed that they 
d�d not have anyth�ng to “h�de” as some of them put �t. The personnel, above all on one of 
the �slands, rather stressed the opportun�ty to show what �s go�ng on at the s�te, the work 
that �s done, and therefore, to show that everyone was “do�ng the�r share” (fn 2002-0�-
20). The commun�cat�on env�ronment would be of help and br�ng the three s�tes and the 
work there closer together, they bel�eved. 

The concern about mon�tor�ng and surve�llance was partly connected to the 
placement of the commun�cat�on env�ronment at the Contact Centre locales. Several 
placement poss�b�l�t�es were d�scussed. No one part�cular place at the Contact Centre 
prem�ses was preferable for all the employees. Some were conv�nced that the open-plan 
office was the best place for the commun�cat�on env�ronment; others were not that certa�n 
and proposed other placements. The follow�ng two comments from the quest�onna�re at 
the beg�nn�ng of the project capture both pos�t�ve and negat�ve, recurr�ng reflect�ons on 
placement of the commun�cat�on env�ronment �n the open-plan office:

If we can see those who are work�ng on the other �slands, we w�ll get closer 
to each other, get to know each other better. Feel [each other’s] company. 
We w�ll be able to commun�cate better w�th each other. I am look�ng 
forward to hav�ng the screens and want them to be �n large scale �n the 
open-plan office. (Q5 August 2002) 

[I am] very scept�cal about hav�ng K [the commun�cat�on env�ronment] 
�n the open-plan office. [I] want to have peace and qu�et there �n order 
to be able to carry out good work. It works better �n the luncheon room. 
In fact, you do not need to see each other all the t�me. That would be an 
exaggerat�on. [There should be] as l�ttle effect on the ex�st�ng [workplace] 
env�ronment as poss�ble. [I am] uncerta�n, whether �t should be always 
on, but of course [�t w�ll be] great dur�ng meet�ngs. (Q�� August 2002) 

As the response Q5 po�nts out, the open-plan office was one poss�ble placement of the 
commun�cat�on env�ronment put forward by the staff. S�bylla expressed s�m�lar concern 
at a meet�ng: “I see �t [the commun�cat�on env�ronment] as a work �nstrument. I am not 
afra�d of be�ng seen because I am not ashamed of the work I am do�ng” (doc 2002-�2-��). 
For many, the �dea of the commun�cat�on env�ronment as a “work �nstrument” advocated 
the open-plan office, s�nce most of the work act�v�t�es occurred there. The commun�cat�on 
env�ronment then would come to be used wh�le carry�ng out everyday act�v�t�es. 
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The response Q��, on the other hand, po�nts out that the open-plan office should 
be kept �ntact for “peace and qu�et there �n order to be able to carry out good work.” Because 
of poor sound and l�ght qual�ty, the area was not seen as su�table for any more d�sturbances. 
The concerns about the arch�tectural, phys�cal appearance of the office and poss�ble effects 
to the room were some of the problems that were po�nted out by the employees. “I do not 
want to get the apparatus �nto the open-plan office. I th�nk �t would have too large an effect 
on the phys�cal work�ng env�ronment,” V�rg�n�a sa�d (doc 2002-�2-��). The concern for 
potent�al damage to the spat�al arrangement was shown part�cularly at one of the s�tes.2 
Others could not put a finger on why �t was unpleasant; but st�ll stressed other placements 
than the open-plan office. For example, one of the staff members excla�med at one meet�ng, 
“I’ll qu�t, �f �t [the commun�cat�on env�ronment] comes to the open-plan office” (fn 200�-
�0-2�). Later, she sa�d, “I w�ll be sleepless, I do not want to have �t �n the open-plan office” 
(ws 2002-�2-05). When I asked for reasons, �t was d�fficult for �nd�v�duals to expla�n and 
define where the d�scomfort came from. They m�ght not have been able to art�culate the�r 
feel�ngs or perhaps they d�d not want to share them w�th me.

The meet�ng areas, wh�ch also funct�oned as d�n�ng rooms, were suggested as more 
su�table locat�ons of the commun�cat�on env�ronment (e.g. Q��). However, everybody 
d�d not share op�n�ons about the placement �n the d�n�ng area. For example, T�na 
expressed her op�n�on �n a meet�ng th�s way: “I would feel more d�scomfort hav�ng K 
[the commun�cat�on env�ronment] �n the luncheon room than �n the work�ng area” (doc 
2002-�2-��). Espec�ally at the t�me of the �n�t�al project act�v�t�es, the meet�ng and d�n�ng 
areas were used for breaks from the work tasks. They were the areas where many staff 
members wanted to be left alone when they felt a need to be “pr�vate” (e.g. fn 200�-��-
0�). The placement of the commun�cat�on env�ronment there would probably have made 
staff to go somewhere else to enjoy the�r meals.

There were also those who hoped that d�fferent k�nds of commun�cat�on 
env�ronments would be �nstalled �n var�ous places at the Contact Centre so that var�ous 
other needs and des�res of the employees there could be fulfilled. Some wanted the 
commun�cat�on env�ronments to be mob�le so that they could sh�ft them from place to 
place for d�fferent use s�tuat�ons. 

Shall We Open a Door…

The research project �nvolved �nd�v�duals w�th var�ous att�tudes and v�ewpo�nts. Qu�te 
naturally, there was not one s�ngle, un�versally held v�ewpo�nt, but rather several leads to 
follow towards des�gn suggest�ons. Obv�ously, not all of them could be �ncluded �n a des�gn 
�dea. The v�ewpo�nts, together w�th results from the other project act�v�t�es,� were worked 
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forward by the project team and resulted �n a des�gn �dea, an “open door.” At the end of 
the �n�t�al project act�v�t�es, the bas�c cond�t�ons for the “open door” were summar�sed to 
�nclude aspects such as rec�proc�ty (“You can see and hear when you yourself are seen and 
heard”); eye contact (“If I talk to you, we should be able to look �nto each other’s eyes”); 
user fr�endl�ness (“There should be no need to operate the aud�o and v�deo technology 
dur�ng use”); attract�ng attent�on (“Th�s should not �ncrease the workload for people at the 
other s�tes”); and �m�tat�on of the workplace (“The technology should, as far as poss�ble, 
�m�tate current contexts and behav�our”). As �t �s always on, the “door” �s always open to 
the other s�tes dur�ng work�ng hours. As one work commun�ty at three s�tes, the Contact 
Centre needs to bu�ld �ts sense of work commun�ty.

Based on the analys�s of the needs for v�deo-med�ated commun�cat�on and 
�nteract�on, on the one hand, and needs for pr�vacy and places to be pr�vate, on the other 
hand, the project team suggested the open-plan office, where the most work act�v�t�es were 
carr�ed out as a su�table placement of the commun�cat�on env�ronment.

G�ven the expectat�ons and att�tudes towards the commun�cat�on env�ronment 
descr�bed above, one can deduce that many, but not all the staff members welcomed the 
des�gn suggest�on. Let us now exam�ne further the above perspect�ves that were ra�sed 
dur�ng the �n�t�al phase of the Commun�ty at a D�stance project and that are of �nterest 
for us later, part�cularly the perspect�ves on the suggested openness of the commun�cat�on 
env�ronment and �ts suggested placement, s�nce, I bel�eve, they help us to �llum�nate 
further the cond�t�ons of the sense of togetherness at the Contact Centre.

…Or Keep the Door Closed?

The commun�cat�on env�ronment as well as the project �tself ra�sed thoughts and feel�ngs 
that naturally var�ed from person to person. These att�tudes, assumpt�ons, and expectat�ons 
are rooted �n the�r prev�ous exper�ences and personal preferences and are based on 
common sense bel�efs and everyday pract�ces shared �n the organ�zat�onal culture at the 
Contact Centre. L�fe �n the arch�pelago and the del�cate travel cond�t�ons are also reflected 
�n the early expectat�ons along w�th the need to recons�der alternat�ve commun�cat�on 
poss�b�l�t�es. I bel�eve that the travel �ssues would not have been such a concern outs�de 
of th�s part�cular rural context. In the arch�pelago, the d�stance between locat�ons may 
not always be so very much �n k�lometres, but travell�ng by sea can make commut�ng 
compl�cated at t�mes as descr�bed �n prev�ous chapters. Concerns for l�m�ted poss�b�l�t�es 
to see each other face-to-face and, �ndeed, to get to know who �s who or, as the employees 
put �t, to “l�nk a name to a face,” were of �mportance for them at the t�me. Contact and 
�nteract�on �s necessary for creat�ng and ma�nta�n�ng a sense of togetherness at a workplace. 
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However, “keep�ng an eye on” and check�ng on each other as well as concerns about 
control and surve�llance were part of everyday l�fe at the Contact Centre. In general, the 
employees’ expectat�ons confirm cons�derat�ons already reported �n prev�ous research on 
med�ated-v�deo commun�cat�on and med�a space. A des�re to see each other face-to-face 
as well as related concerns about check�ng on each other and about control and lurk�ng are 
recurr�ng aspects taken up �n prev�ous research (e.g. Gaver et al. ���2).

The Contact Centre staff expla�ned the�r expectat�ons to some extent �n terms of 
organ�zat�onal anx�et�es about expected use s�tuat�ons and the soc�al aspects of connectedness 
(or the lack thereof ). The fear of control and surve�llance was to some extent, a surpr�se 
to the outs�der, s�nce, �n the organ�zat�onal h�erarchy, the three s�tes are on an equal level 
and understood as one organ�zat�onal un�t. The personnel were not unfam�l�ar w�th each 
other even �f they d�d not know each other well, and at least some of them des�red more 
�nteract�on between the s�tes. In add�t�on, techn�cal surve�llance through the computer 
appl�cat�ons already offers var�ous opportun�t�es for check�ng and control at the Contact 
Centre. The form and des�gn of the open-plan office allows for and encourages soc�al 
control. You are seen and heard at almost any place at any t�me �n the open-plan office—
even �f the separat�ng screens between the work desks g�ve some sense of pr�vacy and some 
of the corners make �t �mposs�ble or, at least, �nappropr�ate for people to walk around you 
or beh�nd your back. However, the �nsert�on of a camera �nto a workplace probably makes 
a d�fference, add�ng yet another element. On the other hand, the camera �tself seemed not 
to be a problem. Even the most doubtful staff members “acted” �n front of the camera 
dur�ng the workshops �n the project. To me, they d�d not seem to be too uncomfortable; 
rather, they seemed to enjoy �t, both dur�ng the v�deo mak�ng and afterwards, when the 
v�deo was played for them. They may have been s�mply act�ng comfortable. There �s, 
of course, a d�fference between fac�ng the camera—so to speak, “act�ng” �n the front of 
�t—and be�ng “watched” through the camera w�thout know�ng �t. Wh�le fac�ng a camera 
does not br�ng about a sense of surve�llance, be�ng “watched” does.

Fear of surve�llance from the management �s, to some extent, d�fferent matter. The 
d�fferent organ�zat�onal levels suggest a rather �nst�tut�onal�zed, normal�zed conduct at the 
lower levels of the h�erarchy that the h�gher h�erarchy wanted to know about, keep an eye 
on, and somet�mes control. Those who �n turn are on an even h�gher level �n the h�erarchy 
seem to expect them to do so. In some sense, the �dea of a h�erarchy �s strengthened by 
the organ�zat�onal culture, or the organ�zat�onal culture �deal, w�th�n the pol�ce author�ty. 
At one of my meet�ngs w�th the staff, Sten sa�d, gest�culat�ng w�th an outstretched arm 
and an open palm, that the pol�ce author�ty gave d�rect�ons “by po�nt�ng w�th the whole 
hand” (visade med hela handen) and expected others to follow (fn 2002-0�-0�). The 
say�ng �n Swed�sh refers to how d�rect�ons are g�ven w�th�n h�erarch�es or author�tat�ve 
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organ�zat�ons, for example, the m�l�tary. An order from an officer h�gher �n rank �s to be 
followed w�thout quest�on�ng. Th�s, of course, �s a somewhat convent�onal understand�ng 
of the pol�ce author�ty and does not always apply. However, g�ven th�s understand�ng at 
the Contact Centre, the att�tudes some of the staff had about camera surve�llance may not 
be surpr�s�ng.

As we have seen, op�n�ons d�ffered about the contact and �nteract�on between 
the Contact Centre s�tes and therefore also about the need and use for v�deo-med�ated 
commun�cat�on. For some, there was no need for more contact w�th the other s�tes wh�le 
others urged more for the var�ous reasons explored above. The �nd�v�dual v�ewpo�nts were 
not part�cularly s�tuated �n one s�te, but rather s�m�lar comments ranged across the three 
s�tes. However, there were some d�fferences between the three s�tes. The follow�ng exempl�fies 
br�efly how two of the s�tes handled the�r op�n�ons as �t appeared to me at the t�me. 

The personnel at one of the three s�tes emphas�zed openness—that they d�d not 
have anyth�ng to “h�de”—and wanted to make v�s�ble the work they were do�ng for the 
other two s�tes (fn 2002-0�-20). Hav�ng prev�ously exper�enced m�sg�v�ng and control, 
the group wanted to use the commun�cat�on env�ronment to prevent th�s k�nd of th�ng 
from happen�ng aga�n. As we saw �n the prev�ous chapter, the ex�st�ng technology d�d not 
funct�on sat�sfactor�ly for th�s purpose. They bel�eved that the commun�cat�on env�ronment 
could be one way to �mprove the s�tuat�on. I understood that they, as a group, were 
probably most conv�nced that the best placement for the commun�cat�on env�ronment 
was �n the work�ng area, where the most of the work tasks were carr�ed out. We must keep 
�n m�nd that other pract�ces that coex�sted w�th the project as well as act�v�t�es w�th�n the 
project �tself created new pract�ces and reshaped ex�st�ng ones. Some of them were cruc�al 
for develop�ng the workgroup. W�th�n the s�te, the personnel used the project and the 
project act�v�t�es to work on the�r group dynam�cs and enhance the�r group �dent�ty. Staff 
members frequently ma�nta�ned, as one person stated �n a quest�onna�re at the end of the 
project, that “Work�ng w�th K [the commun�cat�on env�ronment], sem�nars, exper�ments, 
quest�ons, bu�ld�ng mock-ups, furn�sh�ng, etc. benefited the group enormously. It gave us 
a su�table chance to develop as a group” (Q6 October 200�). In a way, the var�ous project 
act�v�t�es also helped to transform the sense of togetherness w�th�n the group. Many of 
them were pos�t�ve �n the�r evaluat�ons and comments on the project act�v�t�es. That does 
not mean that they were sat�sfied w�th the outcome.

Nevertheless, as we see above, some staff members d�d not want to place the 
commun�cat�on env�ronment �n the open-plan office. Th�s became a top�c for the ser�es 
of d�scuss�ons part�cularly on one of the s�tes. Judg�ng by the m�nutes from a meet�ng 
w�thout the project team present, the feel�ngs towards the placement were d�verse (doc 
2002-�2-��). F�ve of the ten staff members present at the meet�ng were aga�nst hav�ng 
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the commun�cat�on env�ronment �n the open-plan office for reasons ment�oned above 
(r�sk of surve�llance, concern for arch�tectural deta�ls, and so on). The other five preferred 
the open-plan office. However, they would not advocate the work�ng area �f some of the�r 
fellow staff members d�d not want that locat�on. In the meet�ng m�nutes, other concerns 
were summar�zed, such as uncerta�nty about whether the commun�cat�on env�ronment 
would be of any benefit for them at all. The �mportance of the attempt to connect the three 
s�tes to one was quest�oned and the project team was cr�t�c�zed for not l�sten�ng to them. 
At the conclus�on to the meet�ng, however, the personnel welcomed the commun�cat�on 
env�ronment to the s�te, but only �f placed �n the d�n�ng area. Desp�te that, some bel�eved 
they would feel more “d�scomfort” about hav�ng �t there than �n the open-plan office. At 
the s�te, some of the staff members exper�enced that the d�sagreement over the placement 
and, �nd�rectly, unease about the project d�v�ded the group “between those who were for 
and those who were aga�nst. [There was] a d�sagreement of where the screen would be 
located” (Q2� October 200�). 

For the project team, the react�ons added to other observat�ons at the s�te at that 
t�me and made us ask whether the personnel on the s�te m�ght need to recons�der the�r 
part�c�pat�on �n the project. The project team dec�ded to postpone the �ntroduct�on of 
the commun�cat�on env�ronment there. Generally speak�ng, and as ment�oned before, 
hes�tat�ons and negat�ve att�tudes towards certa�n technology do not �mprove w�th the use 
of that technology (see also e.g. Löfgren and W�kdahl ����; Orl�kowsk� ����; Orl�kowsk� 
and Hofman ����).�

The d�fferences �n op�n�on between the s�tes, I bel�eve, demonstrate that the 
soc�o-cultural context �s not the same throughout an organ�zat�on, not even on the same 
h�erarch�cal level and w�th�n one organ�zat�onal un�t. The Contact Centre cons�sts of three 
env�ronments w�th three d�fferent compos�t�ons of staff members, each of whom br�ngs �n 
the�r �nd�v�dual exper�ences. What �s des�rable �n one s�tuat�on �n one locat�on at one t�me 
�s not the des�rable �n another. The webs are spun d�fferently.

The research project Commun�ty at a D�stance per se �s not d�scussed �n the thes�s, 
but left to the per�phery; however, w�thout gett�ng �nvolved �n the d�verse des�gn pract�ces 
and processes, I would l�ke to stress a few v�ewpo�nts that may h�ghl�ght the breadth 
of the soc�o-cultural context. The employee’s comments should be partly understood 
�n the context of the research approach that gets �ts “strength” from user-centred and 
co-operat�ve des�gn �deas by suggest�ng the employees use the�r vo�ce to work towards 
the �mpl�cat�ons for des�gn. It g�ves a central role to the future users of the technology. 
W�sely used, �t can be a su�table approach. The approach used �n the Commun�ty at a 
D�stance project supported employee part�c�pat�on, wh�ch was, �n general, apprec�ated 
by many (for d�scuss�ons about the project approach, see Gullström-Hughes et al 200�; 
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Lenman et al 2002; Räsänen et al 2005). The co-operat�ve des�gn approach also �nd�rectly 
suggests, I bel�eve, that every op�n�on counts. It makes everyone bel�eve that he/she �s, �n 
a way, “r�ght.” However, d�sappo�ntments become obv�ous when not all the �nd�v�dual 
part�c�pants get what they want.

Both the Contact Centre organ�zat�on and the Commun�ty at a D�stance project 
are, I bel�eve, t�ghtly connected to Swed�sh norms and values about the workplace where 
the staff are encouraged to express the�r op�n�on and are �nvolved �n the dec�s�on-mak�ng 
process �n var�ous ways.5 In my op�n�on, the project act�v�t�es also �llustrated the teamwork 
pract�ces and demonstrated that results should come about through common efforts of all 
employees (Gustavsson ���5). The teamwork �n Sweden may have �ts roots �n the long 
trad�t�on of try�ng to solve problems together (�b�d.). Some may have rejected the des�gn 
suggest�on for the commun�cat�on env�ronment �n the open-plan office because �t d�d not 
reflect the teamwork pract�ces and fa�led to ach�eve group consensus as the employees had 
understood �t. The feel�ngs of fellow staff members were put �n the foreground; even they 
were not �n the major�ty. Wellbe�ng and concern for the others’ wellbe�ng, I suggest, may 
work as means to keep the group together. In retrospect, the dec�s�on to postpone the 
�ntroduct�on of the commun�cat�on env�ronment at one of the s�tes both reflected respect 
for the staff’s op�n�ons and worked �n accordance w�th the approach used �n the project.6 

There m�ght be a confl�ct of �nterest between the d�fferent stakeholders. One 
of the object�ves �n the project was that the outcome, �f the employees w�shed and the 
resources made �t poss�ble, would be a permanent commun�cat�on env�ronment at the 
Contact Centre. Therefore, a poss�ble goal for the employees was to work for a solut�on that 
meets the�r part�cular needs for a certa�n serv�ce. For some of them, the formal, planned 
meet�ngs seemed, �n a way, to have more benefits, leav�ng l�ttle or l�m�ted room for any 
other approaches. The suggested use areas were �mportant to take �nto cons�derat�on for 
the project team as well, but research �s also about learn�ng more about methods, d�fferent 
technology, and use aspects, to name just a few areas of �nterest (for a d�scuss�on of d�fferent 
roles �n th�s research project see Lantz et al 2005). The Contact Centre staff had no or 
l�m�ted prev�ous exper�ence of part�c�pat�ng �n research projects. However, many of them 
had part�c�pated �n development projects or �n purchases of techn�cal equ�pment. Even �f 
the members of the project team emphas�zed the research object�ves and expla�ned that the 
method of work d�ffers from that trad�t�onally used �n development projects, the employees 
d�d not see much of a d�fference. To put �t very s�mply, at least some of the employees at 
the Contact Centre wanted a product and someone to del�ver �t. Be�ng part of a research 
project becomes secondary. In retrospect, our attempts �n the project team to commun�cate 
the bas�c �dea of a research project were apparently unsuccessful. That m�ght expla�n, to 
some extent at least, the employees’ frustrat�on that researchers d�d not “l�sten” to them. 
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By �nvolv�ng the personnel �n the var�ous act�v�t�es, the Commun�ty at a D�stance 
project and the project team part�c�pated �n reshap�ng the soc�o-cultural context and the 
sense of togetherness �n the Contact Centre at the t�me. The project act�v�t�es brought 
the staff members together on var�ous occas�ons. The project and eluc�dat�on act�v�t�es 
certa�nly ra�sed awareness w�th�n the organ�zat�on and, �n a way, a�ded and “forced” the 
staff members to explore and more or less define how far they wanted to go, what they 
wanted to share w�th the other s�tes and what not. The �nd�v�duals and the groups acted 
on them d�fferently. Wh�le some used the project act�v�t�es to enhance group �dent�ty 
and, I argue, strengthen the�r sense of togetherness w�th�n the group, as well as express a 
des�re to get �nvolved w�th the other s�tes, there were those who felt contrary and cla�med 
the project rather tore the group apart. The work w�th expectat�ons not only �ncreased 
the project team’s understand�ng of the soc�o-cultural context of the Contact Centre but, 
certa�nly, also had an effect on the soc�o-cultural context of the Contact Centre. 

***

In th�s chapter, the thes�s take a d�fferent turn and br�efly eluc�date the early expectat�ons 
about the upcom�ng commun�cat�on env�ronment expressed by the Contact Centre 
staff. The expectat�ons further �llum�nate the soc�o-cultural context of the workplace, 
part�cularly �n respect to the sense of togetherness �n the Contact Centre. As the word 
suggests, expectat�ons are about employees’ hopes about the prospects of the upcom�ng 
v�deo-med�ated commun�cat�on. To some extent, the expectat�ons reveal what k�nd 
of togetherness the Contact Centre personnel w�sh to ga�n w�th the commun�cat�on 
env�ronment and therefore descr�be a “new” soc�o-cultural context for wh�ch they hope. 
The expectat�ons bu�lt up �mag�nary, verbal and v�sual �mages and, at least, as I bel�eved at 
the t�me (naïvely, I adm�t), very much was, at least, theoret�cally poss�ble �n the Commun�ty 
at a D�stance project. The expectat�ons also reveal someth�ng about us as members of the 
project team, as well as the act�v�t�es and techn�ques used.

S�nce the soc�o-cultural context of technology use �s p�votal �n th�s thes�s, I have 
explored �t prev�ously by �nvolv�ng several technolog�es used �n order to promote, and 
manage the sense of togetherness at the Contact Centre. The next chapter goes on to 
elaborate th�s theme, but puts the focus on one part�cular technology, the use of the 
commun�cat�on env�ronment.
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In earl�er chapters I have explored var�ous ways of creat�ng and ma�nta�n�ng the sense of 
togetherness at the Contact Centre. Spat�al arrangements, repet�t�ons, rout�nes, and hab�tsrepet�t�ons, rout�nes, and hab�ts 
as well as the project act�v�t�es are means of uphold�ng and mod�fy�ng these pract�ces, 
values, and att�tudes. In th�s chapter, I return to them, but now focus�ng on the pract�ces In th�s chapter, I return to them, but now focus�ng on the pract�ces 
around and across the commun�cat�on env�ronment, wh�ch �s �n a sense a “new” soc�o-
cultural s�tuat�on. A ser�es of v�gnettes a�m to �llum�nate the fabr�c of the work�ng day, 
the ways of rema�n�ng socially organized dur�ng the day between the three s�tes across the 
commun�cat�on env�ronment as well as how the sense of togetherness �s constructed, made 
access�ble and percept�ble to the staff members, and how �t �s d�str�buted and ma�nta�ned 
across the commun�cat�on env�ronment. I attempt to �llustrate and unpack the use 
s�tuat�ons �n relat�on to the soc�o-cultural context w�th�n wh�ch they occur, wh�ch �s a goal 
throughout the thes�s. By so do�ng, we turn to the soc�al processes of mak�ng, wh�ch �n 
part, at least, are defined by the c�rcumstances, d�scurs�ve pract�ces, culture, and h�story of 
the Contact Centre. However, the chapter starts w�th a descr�pt�on of the commun�cat�on 
env�ronment, how technology, together w�th surround�ng features such as a counter, �s 
turned �nto a commun�cat�on env�ronment and an �ntermed�ary l�nk for commun�cat�on 
between three Contact Centre s�tes.�

Mediated Places: “Making Place”

As descr�bed �n the prev�ous chapter, the des�gn �dea for the commun�cat�on env�ronment 
was an “open door.” Here, as elsewhere, we, as des�gners and researchers, �nfluenced 
and suggested ways to contextual�ze and commun�cate mean�ng. The commun�cat�on 
env�ronment was organ�sed for �nformal meet�ngs to allow the Contact Centre staff to 
carry out the�r everyday act�v�t�es and to support encounters between the three s�tes. It 
suggested a place w�th�n wh�ch certa�n k�nds of soc�al act�v�t�es would be poss�ble. The 
commun�cat�on env�ronment was bu�lt w�th so-called consumer technology, �nclud�ng 
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telev�s�on sets, cameras, speakers, and m�crophones among other th�ngs.2 The arrangement 
of technology together w�th sem�-transparent m�rrors supported the sense of eye-to-eye 
contact between the part�c�pants. A counter at an angle of �20 degrees and curta�ns framed 
and h�d the technology, as shown �n an �llustrat�on F�gure � (see also the p�cture on the 
cover of th�s thes�s). The curta�ns also worked somewhat to absorb the sound at the locales. 
The counter fac�l�tated the sense of turn tak�ng between part�c�pants. 

A commun�cat�on env�ronment, l�ke other elements �n a room, �s not just about 
spat�al features but �s des�gned w�th organ�zat�onal or �nst�tut�onal funct�ons and values 
�n m�nd (Agre 200�; G�ddens ����/200�). It prov�des cues, wh�ch frame and organ�se 
soc�al behav�our. At the Contact Centre, for �nstance, �t offered a surface, a meet�ng place 
where encounters could take place wh�le stand�ng. Th�s reflected the way the contacts were 
made dur�ng a work�ng day �n the open-plan office (see Chapter 5). In add�t�on, s�nce the 
staff members carry out the�r work task w�th computers at the�r desks and most of the 
t�me wh�le s�tt�ng down, stand�ng wh�le us�ng the commun�cat�on env�ronment suggested 
mot�on for the personnel. As the reader may recall, shoulders and back problems are 
common for staff �n call centres where most of the work tasks requ�re that one be “t�ed to 
a desk” (some health problems are d�scussed �n Chapter �).

In the beg�nn�ng, the plan was to connect the three s�tes on the �slands, but also 
to seek poss�b�l�t�es for management and �nvest�gat�on officers on the ma�nland to use the 
commun�cat�on env�ronment to test �ts funct�ons for management purposes. As descr�bed 
�n a prev�ous chapter, the personnel on Ornö wanted to recons�der the�r part�c�pat�on 
�n the project. In the meant�me, �n order to proceed w�th the project, the project team 
dec�ded to establ�sh a commun�cat�on env�ronment at the Contact Centre headquarters 
�n Norrtälje �nstead. Even though th�s was aga�nst the �n�t�al cond�t�ons of the project, 
the project team recogn�zed that there were advantages w�th start�ng �n Norrtälje. The 
commun�cat�on env�ronment �n Norrtälje could be used as a test�ng and ver�ficat�on 
�nstallat�on pr�or to bu�ld�ng on the �slands. Th�s seemed to be su�table even from the 
transportat�on po�nt of v�ew, s�nce Norrtälje was eas�er to access than the �slands �f and 
when more techn�cal parts were needed.

The first connect�on was establ�shed between the management �n Norrtälje and 
the personnel �n Sandhamn �n August 200�. The personnel �n Arholma were connected to 
the commun�cat�on env�ronment on the 2�st of October 200�. The three s�tes were then 
connected w�th each other on August 200�. However, Ornö was never connected to the 
commun�cat�on env�ronment. Even �f the personnel and the project team had reached an 
alternat�ve solut�on for the placement of the commun�cat�on env�ronment on the prem�ses 
at Ornö, other compl�cat�ons appeared. One of them concerned the broadband. In the 
project, �nfrastructure w�th suffic�ent broadband was prov�ded to the Contact Centre s�tes 
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and sponsored by part�c�pat�ng compan�es as one of the act�v�t�es �n the project. Even �f 
each �sland had broadband, �t d�d not reach the workplaces. It was not poss�ble to solve 
problems related to gett�ng broadband to the Contact Centre s�te at Ornö. Broadband 
expans�on �n the arch�pelago �nvolved several actors such as broadband suppl�ers, local 
organ�zat�ons, landowners, and excavators, all of whom had the�r own agendas and t�me 
schedules to follow, wh�ch added to the complex�ty of the project. The project team 
d�d not have a very strong pos�t�on for negot�at�on w�th the actors due to the l�m�ted 
econom�c resources of the project. Clearly, th�s �s an �mportant part of the soc�al world 
that the personnel on the �slands part�c�pate �n, and, obv�ously, �t also affected the use of 
the commun�cat�on env�ronment as w�ll be descr�bed later. The complex�ty would g�ve us 
other s�tuat�ons to explore and br�ng �n even further perspect�ves on the soc�al world of 
the personnel. However, th�s �s one of the “elements” I have chosen to leave outs�de of the 
thes�s, s�nce �t would have taken us somewhat away from the ma�n focus.

The commun�cat�on env�ronment was placed �n the open-plan office at both 
Sandhamn and Arholma s�tes. In Norrtälje, �t was placed �n a meet�ng room. Needless to 

Figure 7
An illustration of the communication environment.
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say, the or�g�nal arch�tectural deta�ls of the workplaces were not des�gned to accommodate 
the commun�cat�on env�ronment. Rather, the personnel needed to make room for �t on 
the�r prem�ses. The goal was to �ntegrate the commun�cat�on env�ronment �n the office 
env�ronment, but also, as far as poss�ble, not to �nterfere w�th the ex�st�ng construct�ons of 
the locales, such as walls. The l�m�ted financ�al resources �n the project restr�cted the degree 
of major construct�on work on the �nter�or des�gn and arch�tecture. The latter was also due 
to a request from the personnel.

The �nstallat�on of technology and sem�transparent m�rrors as well as the counter 
used �n the project were s�m�lar at the three s�tes (see the prev�ous �llustrat�on). However, 
the commun�cat�on env�ronment took a d�fferent shape at each locat�on depend�ng on the 
d�verse arch�tectural cond�t�ons at the three workplaces. For example, the ce�l�ng at one 
locat�on �s very low wh�le �n another s�te the ce�l�ng �s h�gh and reaches r�ght up to the 
apex of the roof. The meet�ng room �n Norrtälje where the commun�cat�on env�ronment 
was placed �s small. 

The commun�cat�on env�ronment was des�gned to prov�de a l�nk for commun�cat�on 
between the three s�tes dur�ng work�ng hours. The person who wanted to talk to a fellow 
staff member across the commun�cat�on env�ronment approached the screen and called 
for attent�on by shout�ng to the locat�on and/or by s�gnall�ng w�th h�s/her body, for 
example, by wav�ng h�s/her arms. The person who took not�ce that someone from one of 
the other s�tes was seek�ng contact then approached the commun�cat�on env�ronment for 
a conversat�on. Preferably, no operat�on of the technology was needed. The technology 
supported eye contact between the part�c�pants. The v�ew on the screen showed, apart 
from the persons talk�ng to each other, also some parts of the open-plan office as seen �n 
the prev�ous �llustrat�on. Thus, the commun�cat�on env�ronment allowed representat�on 
and awareness of human act�v�t�es as well as a v�ew of the prem�ses.

The commun�cat�on env�ronment was, �n a sense, “fin�te” and phys�cal and therefore 
had certa�n poss�b�l�t�es and l�m�ts to encompass and represent the act�v�t�es and places. 
In add�t�on, techn�cal shortcom�ngs compl�cated and affected the or�g�nal �ntent�ons and 
therefore the use of the commun�cat�on env�ronment. For example, a fault �n the m�crophones 
caused, among other th�ngs, acoust�c feedback, and errors �n aud�o transference caused the 
sound to d�sappear but return after some t�me. Sound record�ng was not sens�t�ve enough and 
carr�ed more sounds than was preferable. Sounds from the other locat�ons compl�cated the 
problems w�th complex sounds and h�gh volume �n the open-plan offices. To some extent, �t 
was poss�ble to work around th�s by lower�ng the volume �n the commun�cat�on env�ronment 
when �t was not used. That, of course, �ncreased the need to handle the technology. One of 
the �slands also suffered from short and somet�mes long power fa�lures, wh�ch to some extent 
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also affected the commun�cat�on env�ronment. Techn�cal breakdowns of var�ous sorts also 
cut the actual t�me for the connect�on between the s�tes.�

Th�s descr�pt�on roughly h�ghl�ghts a few aspects perta�n�ng to the �ntroduct�on 
of the commun�cat�on env�ronment to the Contact Centre. They add to the soc�o-cultural 
and soc�o-econom�c sett�ng and are useful when we move towards explor�ng the use of 
the commun�cat�on env�ronment. The commun�cat�on env�ronment as a place prov�ded 
an underly�ng opportun�ty for d�verse act�v�t�es across the three s�tes. The next step �s 
to explore the processes of “place mak�ng,” �.e. how the Contact Centre staff made the 
commun�cat�on env�ronment theirs. The exper�ences of the commun�cat�on env�ronment 
var�ed from person to person �n the Contact Centre. The overall pos�t�ve v�ewpo�nts after a 
per�od of use can be summar�zed as, for example, “fantast�c,” wh�ch reflects, to some degree, 
a fasc�nat�on w�th the �nnovat�on technology (fn 200�-�0-2�; see also Räsänen et al 2005). 
The negat�ve responses, on the other hand, expressed d�sappo�ntment over the fact that the 
commun�cat�on env�ronment d�d not manage to l�ve up to the amb�t�ons that were set �n 
the beg�nn�ng. Yet others sa�d they were �nd�fferent to the commun�cat�on env�ronment—
that “they d�d not care” or that the commun�cat�on env�ronment d�d not “mean” anyth�ng 
to them. Th�s chapter h�ghl�ghts var�ous responses to the use of the commun�cat�on 
env�ronment �n relat�on to both as �nd�v�dual exper�ences and as part of group �nteract�ons, 
wh�ch are �n turn nested �n organ�zat�onal act�v�t�es at the Contact Centre.

“Finish It Pronto!”

At one occas�on when I was just about to meet the Contact Centre staff on the �slands dur�ng 
a v�s�t to Norrtälje (fn 200�-��-05). I was chatt�ng w�th E�vor across the commun�cat�on 
env�ronment at one of the s�tes when M�a approached me from the other, wa�ved to me 
and sa�d, “Hello!” Wh�le I responded to her greet�ng, she p�cked up a sheet of paper from 
the counter �n front of her and showed �t to me ask�ng, “And when do we get �t as n�ce 
as th�s?” She showed me a copy of a photograph of the commun�cat�on env�ronment on 
the other �sland. I knew she was referr�ng to curta�ns surround�ng the commun�cat�on 
env�ronment. They were m�ss�ng at her s�te.

It took some t�me before the commun�cat�on env�ronment was accompl�shed and 
got �ts “final” form.� M�a’s quest�on was just one of the recurr�ng quest�ons on th�s subject 
from the staff. Earl�er, on the telephone, Kerst�n expressed to me what I understood as her 
frustrat�on when she excla�med, “We are not go�ng to g�ve a sh�t about the whole project 
�f �t [espec�ally the curta�ns] �s not go�ng to be fin�shed pronto” (fn 200�-�0-2�). She also 
po�nted out the need to adjust the l�ght�ng and the uneven aud�o qual�ty. Then she added, 
”It �s qu�te fantast�c that one can see Norrtälje and talk to Freja on the other �sland. It �s 
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just annoy�ng that �t never gets fin�shed.” In a techn�cal sense, a complete solut�on was not 
understood as “fin�shed” by the staff. For some, �t was never fin�shed; rather �t was understood 
as “prov�s�onal,” as M�a put �t (fn 200�-��-05). The v�deo technology, the counter, and the 
curta�ns seemed to be understood as equ�valent parts of the commun�cat�on env�ronment. 
For M�a, Kerst�n, and the others, the curta�ns represented a degree of completeness because 
�t h�d the technology, made the commun�cat�on env�ronment look t�dy, and �ncreased a 
sense of technolog�cal embeddedness �nto the surround�ngs at the Contact Centre. Another 
reason why the env�ronment was not understood as completed and “fin�shed” was that the 
commun�cat�on env�ronment was not establ�shed on Ornö. One of the comments �n the 
evaluat�on form �llustrates th�s v�ewpo�nt: “K [the commun�cat�on env�ronment] has been 
fun. It �s a p�ty that �t never got fin�shed before �t ended. We wanted to be able to carry 
out th�ngs, meet�ngs, and so on all three �slands as was the plan from the beg�nn�ng” (Q5 
October 200�). 

The “honeymoon” per�od of the project, when everyth�ng seemed poss�ble, was 
now replaced by a new phase, w�th�n wh�ch expectat�ons met the concrete outcome. An 
�ntroductory phase and, thereafter, a rout�n�zat�on of the technology w�th�n everyday 
act�v�t�es took over. A way to v�ew the process of technolog�cal embeddedness �s to look 
at what have been call�ng the domest�cat�on, accommodat�on and appropr�at�on processes 
(e.g. S�lverstone and H�rsch ���2). We make an empty office �nto our own office by 
arrang�ng the furn�ture and add�ng th�ngs that reflect our work pract�ces. I make a mob�le 
telephone my telephone by chang�ng the s�gnals and decorat�ng the surface. In the process, 
a focus sh�fts from the artefact or tool �tself to use of that tool and somet�mes makes the 
tool “d�sappear” (Charmers 200�; see also Löfgren and W�kdahl ����).5 Domest�cat�on 
processes �nvolve �nterpretat�on, learn�ng, and (re)creat�ng everyday pract�ces and may 
therefore change the soc�o-cultural context of the workplace. When an artefact or 
technology �s new to �ts user, �t �s used �n a rat�onal�z�ng, consc�ous manner �n order 
to understand �t aga�nst the backdrop of that person’s prev�ous exper�ence. Use �s an 
ongo�ng c�rcular process of �nterpretat�on, �nfluenced by one’s prev�ous understand�ng 
and exper�ence of older artefacts and technology. 

The commun�cat�on env�ronment d�d not become “two flat screens on the wall,” 
as some of the staff members seemed to expect (e.g. 200�-��-0�). Expectat�ons about 
technology are somet�mes used, as they are here, to recall and compare one’s exper�ence of 
technology to what one �mag�ned. Obv�ously, �t �s a challenge to descr�be what one may 
want as well as to capture that �mage and turn �t to a real�zable object. The reflect�on on 
the flat screens somewhat summar�zes expectat�ons and an unsuccessful attempt to real�ze 
them. The technology was not exper�enced as sl�m and embedded to the env�ronment.6 
On the �slands, the commun�cat�on env�ronment was v�s�ble for all who entered the open-
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plan office, s�nce �t occup�ed about three square metres of each workplace. In add�t�on, 
�n the final �nstallat�on, the screens’ s�ze was smaller than �ntended when the frame for 
the �nstallat�on was bu�lt (as can be seen �n the �llustrat�on above). However, the s�ze of 
the frame hold�ng the screens, m�rrors, and the rest of the technology was not adjusted 
to the smaller s�ze of the screens.� Kerst�n, one of the employees, thought �t was “ugly.” 
“Is �t supposed to be that b�g?” she asked, po�nt�ng w�th her hands to the furn�ture �n 
front of the �nstallat�on and the black cas�ng around the screens (fn 200�-�0-0�). N�na 
exper�enced �t as “Clumsy for our room” (fn 200�-�0-0�). One of the responses at the end 
of the project also po�nted out the s�ze: “Large furn�ture that occup�es a lot of space, but 
we got used to �t” (Q� October 200�). It was a d�sappo�ntment for many staff members 
that the commun�cat�on env�ronment d�d not turn out as they had expected, even �f �t had 
been hard to express what to expect, as Cec�l�a put �t, “I do not know what I had expected” 
(fn 200�-05-06). However, �t seems that most of them became accustomed to �t. 

Already by the t�me of �nstallat�on, the placement of the commun�cat�on 
env�ronment �n the open-plan office was a well-debated top�c as we have seen �n the 
prev�ous chapter. The d�scuss�ons cont�nued throughout the ent�re project. In the office, 
there was no poss�b�l�ty to separate the commun�cat�on env�ronment from the rest of the 
office �n a suffic�ently soundproof way. Th�s was of �mportance, s�nce h�gh sound levels 
were an acknowledged problem �n the office even before the �nstallat�on. Both those who 
used the commun�cat�on env�ronment and those s�tt�ng near by recogn�zed a d�lemma. 
E�vor put �t th�s way: “If I talk across the commun�cat�on env�ronment, I d�sturb others 
�n the open-plan office. In add�t�on, I cannot say anyth�ng �n confidence. Everybody 
hears” (fn 200�-02-�2). However, the degree of d�sturbance as well as the need to speak �n 
confidence var�ed between the staff members. 

Somewhat s�mpl�fied, one may say that the staff on one of the �slands was more 
pleased w�th the placement of the commun�cat�on env�ronment �n the open-plan office 
than the�r fellow co-workers on the other �sland. They l�ked the placement �n the open-
plan office because that was “where we s�t and work” (Q� October 200�). The comment 
refers to the �dea that the commun�cat�on env�ronment was best used for everyday 
act�v�t�es, wh�ch ma�nly were carr�ed out �n the open-plan office. The open-plan office was 
also preferred, s�nce “�t �s �n the work�ng area everyone acts under the same cond�t�ons” 
(Q� October 200�). In the open-plan office, everyone �s part�c�pat�ng under s�m�lar 
cond�t�ons, carry�ng out work-tasks and gett�ng as much or as l�ttle pr�vacy as anyone 
else. Th�s �s the area they all use. Therefore, the placement supported equal opportun�t�es 
to use the commun�cat�on env�ronment as well as equal occas�on to find �ts use by others 
d�sturb�ng. In add�t�on, �t allowed staff members to develop an awareness of the personnel 
on the other �sland: “The �nstallat�on [of the commun�cat�on env�ronment] was certa�nly 
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clumsy, but �ts placement was good. You could feel that [name of the other �sland] was 
there” (Q2 October 200�). “The placement �s perfect for our room [the open-plan office]. 
P�ty that �t �s cramped on [name of the �sland]” (Q� October 200�). On one of the �slands, 
some of the staff members stressed the negat�ve aspects of the placement �n the open-
plan office. Closeness to the nearby work desks was exper�enced as d�sturb�ng: “Wrongly 
placed. It d�sturbed the work dur�ng all the v�s�ts, and �t takes up too large of an area �n 
our small office” (Q�� October 200�). ”The placement of the K [the commun�cat�on 
env�ronment] on our �sland was not successful. It’s too close to the work desks. When 
someone was talk�ng across the screen then others near by got d�sturbed �f they were �n 
the m�ddle of the conversat�on” (Q�� October 200�). Other placements were suggested: 
“The placement should have been on the bottom floor so as not to d�sturb the work” (Q�� 
October 200�). 

Equally, the counter played a s�gn�ficant part of the spat�al commun�cat�on 
env�ronment. Wh�le talk�ng to someone, part�c�pants placed the�r hands or rested the�r 
elbows on �t and leaned forward as �f try�ng to get closer to the ones they were talk�ng to or 
�n order to hear better. They used �t for the�r notebooks and calendars when they needed 
to wr�te down notes. Project documentat�on was placed on the counter, and �t was used 
as an add�t�onal work surface for tasks that needed more space. Dur�ng the Chr�stmas 
season, someone placed decorat�ons such as a figure of Santa Claus on the counter. On 
another occas�on, I found a not�ce for b�scu�ts for sale: “Order b�scu�ts here. Note: school 
sale. ” (fn 200�-��-�0). I was also told that, on one of the s�tes dur�ng an after-work, soc�al 
encounter, the staff hung up a dr�nk l�st on the upper s�de of the m�rror frame so that even 
the other s�tes could take part of �t (and maybe get a b�t env�ous of the party) (fn 200�-
�2-0�). Th�s was, I bel�eve, a rather charm�ng �nv�tat�on for others to take some part �n the 
gather�ng, even though at a d�stance. The personnel could have turned off the connect�on 
dur�ng the soc�al encounter �nstead.

As we have seen, rec�proc�ty between the s�tes as well as var�ous aesthet�c aspects of 
the commun�cat�on env�ronment—curta�ns, the counter, the s�ze of the screens compared to 
the s�ze of the ent�re establ�shed env�ronment—was s�gn�ficant �n mark�ng and represent�ng 
the sense of completeness of the commun�cat�on env�ronment. Apart from the�r pract�cal 
use to h�de technology, the curta�ns symbol�zed the degree of fit and fin�sh as well as a 
des�re to have a comparable look for the commun�cat�on env�ronment at the two s�tes. 
The curta�ns �ncorporated the commun�cat�on env�ronment �nto the open-plan office, for 
example, w�th a colour theme s�m�lar to that of the rest of the office env�ronment. The 
curta�ns also worked as a boundary l�ne between the commun�cat�on env�ronment and the 
open-plan office. They d�v�ded the open-plan office to two separated areas, one for local 
and the other for a shared area across the three s�tes. However, the borders were not defin�te. 
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The personnel d�d not talk about them as borderl�nes between certa�n areas. For them, �t 
was �mportant to know where you could be seen and, respect�vely, not seen. One of the first 
adjustments was to add adhes�ve mask�ng tape on the floor to mark the otherw�se �nv�s�ble 
borders of where exactly you were seen at the other two locat�ons and where you could be 
stand�ng w�thout be�ng seen. Th�s was a pract�cal measure �n order to fac�l�tate the use of the 
commun�cat�on env�ronment as well as the space around �t. In add�t�on, I bel�eve the tape 
also marked the commun�cat�on env�ronment as a certa�n place w�th a v�s�ble borderl�ne 
�n the open-plan office, a reg�on w�th�n other reg�ons. Th�s adds to the reg�onal�zat�on 
processes (G�ddens ����/200�) of the Contact Centre workplace—the ways d�fferent areas 
are used for d�fferent purposes at d�fferent t�mes dur�ng a work�ng day. 

The commun�cat�on env�ronment occup�ed a rather large area of the workplaces. 
As a mater�al artefact, �t was v�s�ble and not�ceably changed the spat�al arrangement of the 
workplaces, add�ng a new element to the soc�o-cultural context of the Contact Centre. 
Technology may become v�s�ble when �t breaks down or, as �n th�s case, when �t rema�ns 
v�s�ble because �t �s understood as unfin�shed and/or wrongly placed or, qu�te s�mply, too 
large to be �gnored. We may therefore conclude that the commun�cat�on env�ronment 
stayed v�s�ble for most of the t�me and most of the personnel. Needless to say, the 
domest�cat�on and accommodat�on processes d�d not stop, but can be understood as a 
cont�nuous transformat�on process throughout the ent�re project.

Who Is on “A Map”?

The cameras used �n the commun�cat�on env�ronment were focused on the area just �n 
front of �t, where the part�c�pat�on across the s�tes took place. However, as �llustrated 
earl�er, one could st�ll see, even �f not very clearly what was go�ng on �n the background. 
It was poss�ble to see the staff work�ng, pass�ng by and to hear fragments of talk w�th the 
pla�nt�ffs on the telephone and other sounds such as typ�ng on the keyboard. Obv�ously, 
the placement of the commun�cat�on env�ronment as well as the spat�al arrangements 
�n the room d�ctated what was shown to the others. The sketches �n F�gures �-�0 (see 
the follow�ng pages) show where the commun�cat�on env�ronment was placed at each 
locat�on. The l�ne shows approx�mately what could be seen.

In�t�ally, the v�ew from one of the �slands was l�m�ted; one could see parts of an 
entrance to the open-plan office and a door to a storeroom as the �llustrat�on �n F�gure 
� shows. People passed by, but most of the t�me too qu�ckly to be addressed or even 
recogn�zed, espec�ally �f one was not watch�ng the screen at that very moment. When the 
personnel had used the commun�cat�on env�ronment for a few weeks, they compla�ned 
about th�s l�m�ted v�ew of the workplaces. “It g�ves us only a peephole,” sa�d Anton 
dur�ng one of my meet�ngs w�th them (fn 200�-��-�2). “You can’t see �nto the office. It 
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Figure 9  The placement of the communication environment in Sandhamn (not in scale).

Figure 8  The placement of the communication environment in Arholma (not in scale).
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�s �mposs�ble to get an �dea of how many of them are work�ng there,” expla�ned Annel�. 
D�sa was concerned about rec�proc�ty: “We’re the only ones who show the whole office. Is 
that stup�d of us?” Annel� then added, “It should be equ�valent between the part�es.” Some 
t�me later on, s�m�lar concerns were ra�sed on the other s�te. “[T]he ent�re office should be 
seen. One cannot get a sense of one un�t, one workplace, �f you can see only a few cha�rs,” 
expla�ned M�a to me dur�ng a coffee break (fn 200�-��-��). 

In order to �mprove the s�tuat�on, the med�at�ng p�ctures on the screens were 
sw�tched. After the change, the management �n Norrtälje was fac�ng the storeroom door. 
The staff, on the other hand, could now see about half of each other’s open-plan offices. 
Even �f th�s st�ll d�d not meet the �n�t�al des�res of show�ng the ent�re open-plan office, �t 
gave an �dea of what the workplaces looked l�ke. The med�ated v�ew now captured areas 
that were regularly used for work, wh�ch meant that one could see more staff members, 
but also for longer per�ods of t�me. The schema shows how the three s�tes were shown �n 
relat�on to each other (F�gure ��, the next page). 

I was v�s�t�ng one of the s�tes when the med�ated p�ctures were sw�tched and 
w�tnessed how the personnel started to make rearrangements �n the office �n order to 
reveal more of the�r office for the other s�te (fn 200�-��-��). They replaced plants and 
moved bookshelves �n order to make room for more people to appear �n the med�ated 
v�ew. The staff on the rece�v�ng �sland applauded the broadened v�ew. Bod�l, for example, 
excla�med, “Th�s �s how �t should to be. Now one has co-workers.” The change of the 
med�ated v�ews, I bel�eve, strengthened the sense of equal�ty between the two s�tes; what 
and how much one could see of the other s�tes was now more or less equ�valent, just as the 
staff had requ�red earl�er. In add�t�on, the rearrangements �n the office contr�buted to th�s 
equ�valency and therefore had an �mpact on rec�proc�ty between the s�tes.

Desp�te the l�m�tat�ons, the v�ew was exper�enced as “g�v�ng us a map” of the other 
s�tes as Eja, one of the staff members, expressed �t when I had asked about her exper�ences 
of the commun�cat�on env�ronment (fn 200�-��-26). The med�ated v�ew, the “map” of 

Figure 10
The placement of the communication 
environment in Norrtälje (not in scale).
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the workplace, was used �n d�fferent ways. Eja told me how she glanced to the screen to 
see �f the person she wanted to talk to was at her/h�s desk and ava�lable for a telephone 
call. Only then would she make the telephone call. She told me that �t happened that the 
personnel on one s�te wondered about the personnel’s whereabouts on the other �sland 
when they could not see them across the commun�cat�on env�ronment. Eja told me about 
one of these s�tuat�ons: “When I was s�tt�ng on the ‘wrong’ s�de of the open-plan office one 
day and passed by [the commun�cat�on env�ronment] later on, N�na not�ced me and sa�d, 
‘So you are work�ng after all. I have not seen you so far today!’” 

As we see, the commun�cat�on env�ronment added yet another way to be soc�al 
dur�ng a work�ng day. It gave a v�sual, real-t�me representat�on of the workplace and the 

Figure 11 
A schema seen from above, on the three sites in relation to each other as they appeared on the 
screens. The figurines attempt to indicate participants looking at each other. For example, if you were 
in Norrtälje, you could see Arholma on the screen to the left and Sandhamn on the screen to the right.
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people there. Nevertheless, the commun�cat�on env�ronment had �ts l�m�tat�ons and, s�nce 
�t d�d not manage to med�ate who really was present, �t also contr�buted to the s�tuat�on l�ke 
the one descr�bed above. As far as I know, th�s part�cular s�tuat�on was not about check�ng on 
who was work�ng; �t was, rather, a soc�al concern. However, �t had happened that the ch�ef 
of staff had addressed the personnel across the commun�cat�on env�ronment and wondered 
why nobody was logged �nto the telephone appl�cat�on. Accord�ng to Er�ka, th�s was a 
gesture of mon�tor�ng the work across the commun�cat�on env�ronment (fn 200�-06-0�). 

When a larger number of employees were present at one s�te, they were “enough 
to keep track of” and to be “soc�al” w�th one another. However, when there were only a 
few work�ng at each s�te, the need and des�re to get some k�nd of s�gnal from the others 
was d�fferent (fn 200�-��-25). Then �t became more relevant for the �nd�v�duals to 
know about each other’s workload and work tasks as well as to be soc�al across the s�tes. 
The work�ng s�tuat�on was, �n a way, more exposed and managed by only a few, who 
therefore became more v�s�ble. Then the commun�cat�on env�ronment played a role �n 
med�at�ng that someone else was work�ng as well, that you were not alone. Obv�ously, the 
commun�cat�on env�ronment d�d not solve the problem the personnel exper�enced of not 
always know�ng who was work�ng and on what. The role of the telephone d�splay (and, 
later on, the computer d�splay), for �nstance, kept �ts pos�t�on as an �nd�cator of how many 
people were currently rece�v�ng cr�me reports over the telephone. 

A response �n the quest�onna�re at the end of the project stated the �mportance of 
see�ng each other: “[…] [the commun�cat�on env�ronment] was good for keep�ng contact 
w�th [the name of the �sland] and Norrtälje. And for putt�ng a face on the people you are 
talk�ng w�th” (Q2 October 200�). It seemed to me that the personnel by the end of the 
project could connect a name to a face as they requ�red earl�er dur�ng my fieldwork. By 
that t�me, the staff had also had opportun�ty to get to know each other due to the common 
meet�ngs such as the sem�-annual workplace meet�ngs. 

As ment�oned before, fragments of talk and other everyday sounds carr�ed across 
the commun�cat�on env�ronment. Once we heard d�stant laughter from the other s�te. 
L�sa happened to walk by and sa�d sm�l�ng, “Oh, they are l�ke us.” L�sa referred to the 
laughter that also was part of everyday l�fe at her s�te as well. At the Contact Centre, the 
commun�cat�on env�ronment prov�ded a way of know�ng and learn�ng about each other. 
Comments, such as L�sa’s, “They are l�ke us,” both demonstrate and contr�bute to a sense 
of s�m�lar�ty and of belong�ng to the same organ�zat�on. The s�gn�ficance of see�ng or, as 
�n th�s case, hear�ng each other (or not) was also brought up �n compar�son to the fact 
that one of the Contact Centre s�tes d�d not have a commun�cat�on env�ronment. Eja told 
me about her reflect�on on th�s: “Now I call more often to them w�th the commun�cat�on 
env�ronment �n order to ask and tell them about th�ngs. Then, I find myself th�nk�ng, ‘Oh 
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r�ght, Ornö too!’” (fn 200�-��-26). The follow�ng quotat�ons are from the quest�onna�re 
at the end of the project and take up s�m�lar matters:

Because there were some problems now and then, �t turned out that I d�d 
not use “K” [the commun�cat�on env�ronment] as much. We occas�onally 
had problems w�th both the sound and the p�cture, but you st�ll had 
a strong feel�ng that [the name of the �sland] was closer us than Ornö 
because we could not see Ornö. So, even �f you d�d not stand and ‘chat’ 
so much w�th the co-workers on [the name of the �sland], I th�nk that 
there was a certa�n value �n say�ng h� when we saw each other on “K” 
[the commun�cat�on env�ronment]. You became more consc�ous of the�r 
presence. (Q� October 200�)

My ma�n op�n�on of “K” �s: “Good �dea.” On Ornö, we were never able 
to exper�ence the project, but I was one of those who travelled to [the 
name of the �sland] and tr�ed �t out. You got a sense of togetherness w�th 
those on other �sland more spontaneously when you went by the screens. 
You even met “the boss” more often than you would otherw�se. (Q2� 
October 200�)

These comments confirm what I heard several t�mes dur�ng the fieldwork. The respondents 
exper�enced that even see�ng each other and the short, spontaneous encounters across the 
commun�cat�on env�ronment had an effect: they gave the staff a sense of gett�ng “closer” to 
each other. “The map,” the v�ew through the commun�cat�on env�ronment, gave a certa�n 
v�ew of the workplaces, even �f the representat�on was l�m�ted. It also became obv�ous what 
was left out, that �s, the Contact Centre s�te on Ornö. The sense of who belonged to the 
Contact Centre commun�ty and who d�d not was �n a way affected by the representat�on. 
A med�ated v�ew gave the Contact Centre staff extended knowledge of each other, a b�gger 
p�cture of the workplace, and an awareness of the “presence” of others (Q�). The “sense 
of togetherness” w�th the other s�tes was establ�shed even after us�ng the commun�cat�on 
env�ronment for a short per�od of t�me, as one of the staff members wrote �n her/h�s 
comment (response Q2�). She/he also exper�enced that she/he met the ch�ef of staff more 
often than one would normally do. I do not bel�eve that the personnel on Ornö �n general 
felt that they were left outs�de of the workplace commun�ty. As far as I know, they were 
not left out of any �mportant d�scuss�ons, nor were they forgotten; however, they were 
apparently exper�enced to be m�ss�ng from “the map.”

The placement of the commun�cat�on env�ronment at the prem�ses of the Contact 
Centre headquarters w�th management �n Norrtälje was aga�nst the �n�t�al cond�t�ons 
for the project. The three s�tes—two on the �slands and one �n Norrtälje—were not on 
the same organ�zat�onal level and therefore not equal �n the formal h�erarch�cal sense, 
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wh�ch would have been the case �f the three s�tes �n the arch�pelago had been connected. 
Espec�ally �n the beg�nn�ng, the employees expressed the�r concern for and even fear of 
mon�tor�ng and surve�llance from the management (d�scussed �n Chapter 6). In order 
to m�n�m�ze and avo�d th�s, the project team together w�th the staff settled that the 
contact w�th management �n Norrtälje was to be for spec�fic, organ�zed occas�ons such as 
�nformat�on meet�ngs or for contact w�th the �nvest�gat�on officers. The employees would 
�n�t�ate and control the connect�on. However, th�s cond�t�on was not l�ved up to �n�t�ally, 
s�nce the first connect�on was between Norrtälje and one of the �slands. Further, and maybe 
more �mportantly, the connect�on was always on. Of course, the employees �mmed�ately 
quest�oned th�s. In add�t�on, occas�onally and espec�ally �n the beg�nn�ng, the personnel 
on the �slands heard pol�ce emergency-serv�ce veh�cles �n Norrtälje but also occas�onally 
the telev�s�on �n the hallway outs�de of the room where the commun�cat�on env�ronment 
was placed. Now and then, they heard the ch�ef of staff and the �nvest�gat�on officers 
talk�ng at a d�stance. The sounds and vo�ces were understood as annoy�ng, d�sturb�ng, and 
troublesome (fn 200�-�0-0�). Somet�mes, they caused confus�on s�nce �t was not always 
clear where the sounds came from, part�cularly because the employees could not see �nto 
the hallway �n Norrtälje and actually see who was talk�ng. As a result, they were also afra�d 
that someone m�ght be l�sten�ng to them �n turn wh�le they were not aware of �t. In order 
to avo�d or at least m�n�m�ze eavesdropp�ng, �t was dec�ded that the door to the meet�ng 
room where the commun�cat�on env�ronment was placed �n Norrtälje was to be kept 
closed. The personnel on the �slands could also turn off the connect�on to Norrtälje and 
turn �t back on when requ�red. After that, the door was always kept closed. But, as far as I 
know, the personnel never turned off the connect�on to Norrtälje on purpose. 

In general, the fear of eavesdropp�ng, lurk�ng, control, and surve�llance—both 
by management and by fellow staff members on the other s�tes that many had talked 
about �n the beg�nn�ng of the project—faded and van�shed more or less ent�rely as the 
project went on. As the personnel were accustomed to the commun�cat�on env�ronment, 
they learned to handle the new s�tuat�ons along the way. Somet�mes they “forgot” about 
the med�ated aspects of the commun�cat�on env�ronment and talked anyway and/or just 
avo�ded d�scuss�ng sens�t�ve matters close to the commun�cat�on env�ronment. I d�d not 
not�ce anyone move away from the commun�cat�on env�ronment because of poss�ble 
eavesdropp�ng. If pr�vacy was needed, the staff had to go some place else anyway because of 
the openness of the office-plan. A reason for the �n�t�al fear of control m�ght to some extent 
have been caused by the fractured relat�onsh�ps between the s�tes at the t�me. It must also 
be kept �n m�nd that the personnel had several poss�b�l�t�es to repa�r these relat�onsh�ps 
s�nce then. The staff worked to enhance the organ�zat�onal �dent�ty and belong�ng as well 
as group dynam�cs. Furthermore, soc�al control �s not always “mon�tor�ng” as �n an exerc�se 
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of power or mon�tor�ng over someth�ng or someone. It �s also car�ng for each other. S�gnals 
from others carry the mean�ngs of “contact, soc�al control” (fn 200�-0�-�0). “Someone 
sees me, wh�ch �s a confirmat�on of my ex�stence as a human be�ng,” as An�ta put �t �n one 
of my meet�ngs w�th the staff (�b�d.).

At the end of the project, one part�c�pant wrote about surve�llance �n the 
quest�onna�re as follows:

I thought then [at the beg�nn�ng of the project] that �f felt strange to be 
connected to another place. The feel�ng of surve�llance was there. Later, �t 
became clear that one of the screens was go�ng to be placed at the Norrtälje 
pol�ce stat�on. That you can surely quest�on! You became accustomed to 
the screen. […] The contact w�th Norrtälje has been good, s�nce we could 
talk w�th [the name of the ch�ef of staff] and the �nvest�gat�on officers. 
(Q�5 October 200�)

In the beg�nn�ng of the project, the respondent felt that �t was “strange” to be “connected” 
to another place. She/he also seemed to fear surve�llance. Even �f she/he objected to 
the management �n Norrtälje be�ng �ncluded �n the commun�cat�on env�ronment, 
the poss�b�l�ty to meet the ch�ef of staff and the �nvest�gat�on officers seemed to, after 
some adjust�ng, turn �nto someth�ng rather pos�t�ve as the project proceeded. One of 
the new employees at the t�me told me that she saw more of the ch�ef of staff thanks 
to the commun�cat�on env�ronment than she would have otherw�se. Be�ng new at the 
Contact Centre, she apprec�ated th�s. It was a way to get to know each other as well as 
the organ�zat�on. Yet another comment �n the evaluat�on quest�onna�re at the end of the 
project was “It was good to see [name of the ch�ef of staff] from t�me to t�me because he 
seldom comes out here [on the �slands]” (Q�� October 200�). Dur�ng the busy t�mes, the 
ch�ef of staff could not make tr�ps to the arch�pelago because they took too much took 
t�me. Appear�ng across the commun�cat�on env�ronment, however, was eas�er to fit �nto 
the everyday act�v�t�es. 

Part�cularly towards the end of the project, the v�ew of the closed door at 
Norrtälje was exper�enced as a rather negat�ve representat�on of the s�te. The staff members 
compla�ned about �t. N�na commented, “The door �n Norrtälje could be open. It would 
be n�cer that way. It’s no fun to look at a closed door” (fn 200�-0�-2�). A comment �n 
the quest�onna�re stated, “The closed door �n Norrtälje was bor�ng” (Q�� October 200�). 
See�ng each other’s open-plan office was also compared w�th see�ng only part of the small 
conference room �n Norrtälje: “It funct�oned best when the screen was �n the room [the 
open-plan office] as on [the name of the �sland]. The not�ce board �n Norrtälje d�dn’t do 
much for the sense of togetherness” (Q6 October 200�). The respondent preferred a v�ew 
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from the open-plan office to a v�ew of a not�ce board for a sense of togetherness. The 
comments are also feedback and reflect�ons on the project �dea of extend�ng the room 
and creat�ng a sense of a larger open-plan office. Closed doors and a l�m�ted v�ew do not 
support an �dea of extended workplace commun�ty, nor d�d they seem to contr�bute to a 
sense of togetherness. It also reflects the fact that the status and h�erarchy �ssues �nvolved 
were made v�s�ble w�th th�s closed door. Later �n the thes�s, I come back to the concept of 
control at the Contact Centre. 

Med�ated commun�cat�on across the commun�cat�on env�ronment added to the 
var�ous representat�ons of the staff and the workplace. “A map,” the v�ew ga�ned across 
the commun�cat�on env�ronment, was obv�ously d�fferent from other ways of rema�n�ng 
soc�ally organ�zed, such as the duty schedules, telephone numbers, and Chr�stmas cards on 
wh�te boards descr�bed �n Chapter 5. It d�d not replace the wh�te board �nformat�on or the 
number of operators work�ng shown on the telephone d�splay. Nevertheless, �t added to the 
v�sual understand�ng of the workplace and the people work�ng there. The commun�cat�on 
env�ronment offered a d�fferent k�nd of map than the other commun�cat�on dev�ces at the 
Contact Centre.

Mediated Rituals: Meeting Each Other

In the beg�nn�ng, the employees expla�ned the use of the commun�cat�on env�ronment �n 
terms of a “H-e-l-l-0!” (tjohej). They tested the commun�cat�on env�ronment’s funct�onal�ty 
by greet�ng each other. Where and how should one stand? Where �s one seen and heard? 
What vocal level �s su�table �n order to be heard w�thout d�sturb�ng colleagues work�ng 
near by? When �s the volume most su�table? How about the l�ght�ng? In the beg�nn�ng, 
most of the employees had a tendency to ra�se the�r vo�ces when approach�ng others across 
the commun�cat�on env�ronment. After a wh�le, most of them used normal conversat�on 
vo�ce level. In add�t�on, the technology fa�lures and shortcom�ngs led the staff to beg�n each 
conversat�on by test�ng the technology. For example, due to problems of h�gh sound level �n the 
open-plan office, the volume was often turned down when nobody used the commun�cat�on 
env�ronment. Therefore, the conversat�ons often started by find�ng out whether the 
part�c�pants could hear each other. Eventually, the volume was regulated. The technolog�cal 
fa�lures, tests, and suggest�ons for �mprovements were also recurr�ng conversat�on top�cs 
every t�me the commun�cat�on env�ronment d�d not funct�on sat�sfactor�ly. The test�ng �tself 
became a k�nd of r�tual whenever the commun�cat�on env�ronment was used. It can also be 
understood as an open�ng or establ�sh�ng part of other r�tuals. 

Later, the staff roughly d�v�ded the use of commun�cat�on env�ronment �nto 
“say�ng ‘H�’” encounters and “real” meet�ngs. These categor�es both add to and are s�m�lar 
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to the ex�st�ng common, everyday pract�ces and encounters, wh�ch I explore �n Chapter 
5 and refer to as the “r�tuals” of the Contact Centre. However, here the focus �s on the 
med�ated r�tuals, encounters, and pract�ces that the personnel engaged �n across the 
commun�cat�on env�ronment.

“Saying ‘Hi’” Encounters

“Is Freja talk�ng [over the telephone]?” Kerst�n asked me across the commun�cat�on 
env�ronment when she not�ced me by the bookshelves near by (fn 200�-05-��). I looked 
across the open-plan office, saw Freja on the telephone, and turned back to Kerst�n and 
sa�d, “Yes, she �s.” Kerst�n gest�culated w�th her hand that she had heard me, turned her 
head back to the task she was engaged w�th by the counter, and I turned back to the 
meet�ng m�nutes I was about to read. Soon Anton passed by and sa�d someth�ng l�ke 
“trob�doo” as a greet�ng to Kerst�n across the screen. Kerst�n responded w�th, “H�! No short 
pants today?” Anton laughed and sa�d, “No” and cont�nued to h�s way to h�s work desk. 
Somet�me after, Freja fin�shed her telephone call and asked me, “What d�d Kerst�n want?” 
I answered, “I do not know.” Freja took off her headphones, got up, and approached the 
commun�cat�on env�ronment. She addressed the other s�te w�th, “I am ava�lable now.” 
Kerst�n had stepped back to her work desk by then, but not�ced Freja and came to talk 
to her. Kerst�n asked, “How are you?” and leaned towards the counter. Freja d�d the same 
as to get a l�ttle b�t closer and answered, “I am fine. It went well yesterday. I called h�m at 
home today. He was not at home, but I th�nk he l�stened [to my message] yesterday. I told 
h�m that everyone was sat�sfied.” Kerst�n: “Okay.” Freja: “It would be �nterest�ng to know 
how much everyth�ng costs […]. Now we have double screens too.” Kerst�n: “That �s very 
good, �sn’t �t? We should have had them ages ago.” Freja: “Yes, really! Bye now.” Kerst�n: 
“Bye.” They both turned around and returned to the�r work desks. I fin�shed wr�t�ng down 
the notes of the conversat�on. Its content d�d not make any sense to me, but obv�ously �t 
d�d for Kerst�n and Freja.

A research fellow of m�ne recorded the follow�ng encounter w�th h�s d�g�tal camera 
when we were v�s�t�ng Norrtälje (fn 200�-0�-�2). Olle was engaged �n a d�scuss�on w�th 
N�na and Kerst�n across the commun�cat�on env�ronment. N�na and Kerst�n were bend�ng 
over someth�ng �n front of them, not d�rectly look�ng at Olle. N�na sa�d, “I wonder �f �t 
wasn’t on the 2�st because we were talk�ng about of hav�ng a soc�al get-together then and Ina 
could not attend then? So, I th�nk that �t was on the 2�st of January.” Kerst�n filled �n: “Yes, 
I th�nk �t was then. I th�nk I made a note of �t. My mother has her b�rthday then, and I was 
th�nk�ng of that too. I can check �t.” N�na looked up at Olle who sa�d, “Well, I do have my 
calendar here and I have made a note of �t.” At the same t�me, he took h�s calendar out of h�s 
pocket and opened �t on the counter. He cont�nued, “LSG [local co-operat�on group] on the 
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2�th of January. And then we have one on the ��th of February.” N�na, “On the 2�th?” Olle 
answered, “Yes. On 2�th. And then we have on a meet�ng on the 2�rd.” N�na: “Yes, that I 
know.” N�na confirmed the dates, turned around, and d�sappeared from the commun�cat�on 
env�ronment. Olle, “So, that’s how �t looks.” Kerst�n bend her head down and wrote on 
someth�ng near the counter and Olle cont�nued to look at h�s calendar for wh�le.

Numerous t�mes, I was told about a “bandage joke” (e.g. fn-2005-0�-0�). M�a had 
been talk�ng to Mats, one of the �nvest�gat�on officers, over the telephone and told h�m 
about the consequences of a Contact Centre soc�al, get-together party the n�ght before. On 
the telephone, she cla�med that on her way home she had had an acc�dent and had been 
�njured. Obv�ously, Mats d�d not bel�eve her. However, M�a was well prepared for that and 
asked h�m to meet her across the commun�cat�on env�ronment, wh�ch he d�d. There she 
appeared w�th v�sual ev�dence of a large bandage around her head. Th�s had apparently 
scared Mats at first, mak�ng h�m ser�ous and concerned. In t�me, the truth of the matter 
was revealed. The way the story was told afterwards made us usually sm�le �n remembrance. 
Th�s �s yet another story of the encounters and relat�onsh�ps between the Contact Centre 
employees. The commun�cat�on env�ronment adds a v�sual aspect to the narrat�on and 
prov�des a phys�cal place for the joke, a place for be�ng together, shar�ng a story. Afterwards, 
when the story was told aga�n, the med�ated aspects of the commun�cat�on env�ronment 
and usefulness of the v�deo for the narrat�ve were h�ghl�ghted. 

These v�gnettes �llustrate how the commun�cat�on env�ronment was used most 
of the t�me, �.e. for short, rather �nformal conversat�ons. The staff members �dent�fied 
them as “wav�ng a hello” or “say�ng ‘H�’” conversat�ons. A “say�ng ‘H�’” conversat�on was 
character�zed by �ts shortness as �llustrated between Kerst�n and Anton �n the first v�gnette 
above. The conversat�on was settled fast, somewhat �n pass�ng. It can also be character�zed 
by the contents of the conversat�on. The “say�ng ‘H�’” conversat�on �ncluded only greet�ng 
phrases, wh�ch were somet�mes del�vered from a d�stance as when someone shouted a 
greet�ng or just waved when she/he passed by the commun�cat�on env�ronment. The 
conversat�on could also �nclude a few words about “th�s and that,” for example, comments 
on the weather cond�t�ons at sea or sl�ppery roads as well as what had happened dur�ng a 
weekend or a hol�day. 

The v�gnettes above are also examples of what the employees called “say�ng ‘H�’” 
encounters; however, these were somewhat longer �nformal encounters. Th�s type of 
conversat�on started often between two persons, but could �nvolve others who happened 
to pass by the commun�cat�on env�ronment at the t�me. In reference to the des�gn �dea, we 
may say that the part�c�pants met �n the “open door.” Some of them stopped to exchange 
a few words w�th each other; others passed by. There could be just one conversat�on go�ng 
on at the t�me �nvolv�ng two part�c�pants. However, �f a person walked by, she/he could 
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jo�n them. Somet�mes they cont�nued together; somet�mes one of them left. When more 
people happened to gather �t also drew others there. People seemed to get cur�ous and 
wanted to check out what was go�ng on. Normally laughter drew attent�on and caused 
more people to jo�n. Desp�te the �nformal character of the conversat�on, the staff �n these 
conversat�ons asked quest�ons about the everyday work, came to agreement on work �ssues 
about several top�cs, and exchanged work �nformat�on. 

Once I observed a “chat” about who would be the r�ght person to contact �n a 
certa�n human resource matter as well as her current telephone number w�th�n the pol�ce 
author�ty (fn 200�-0�-06). The “chat” started w�th a short quest�on posed by Kerst�n to 
Eja, who already was talk�ng w�th me across the commun�cat�on env�ronment. Kerst�n 
asked, “Whom should I talk to at the salar�es department?” Eja ment�oned a name and 
cont�nued, “I have a telephone number. I’ll get �t for you.” I stepped as�de, show�ng that 
Eja’s and my conversat�on was over. Wh�le Eja was about to leave �n order to fetch the 
telephone number, Kerst�n expla�ned, “Actually, I don’t need �t. I am only a m�ddleman.” 
She turned away and s�gnalled to M�a who approached the counter �nstead. After awh�le, 
Eja came back and sa�d to M�a that she d�d not have the telephone number after all. She 
ment�oned the name aga�n and M�a repeated �t. Eja ra�sed her hand as �n gesture to wa�t: 
“Hold on, Annel� has the telephone number.” Eja turned towards Annel� whom we could 
not see and repeated to us what Annel� sa�d to her: “It �s �2��5.” M�a sa�d, “Thank you,” 
and they both returned to work desks. Yet another t�me, I was hang�ng around by the 
commun�cat�on env�ronment �n Norrtälje when I saw Kerst�n across the screen to walk 
by and w�thout pay�ng attent�on to me. She called out to Freja �n Arholma, “Freja, we 
should talk about the plann�ng, you know! I w�ll call you!” Freja s�gnalled w�th her hand 
�n some sort of agreement. Both Kerst�n and Freja were engaged �n plann�ng the next 
jo�nt workplace meet�ng (fn 200�-0�-�2). Now and then, these short conversat�ons or 
rather chats led to longer d�scuss�ons about part�cular �nformat�on or the handl�ng of a 
work task and rout�nes as well as other matters. For example, at the t�me, a new nat�onal 
Contact Centre organ�zat�on was tak�ng form, wh�ch �nvolved add�ng new work rout�nes 
and chang�ng ex�st�ng ones. In other cases, they �nformed each other about meet�ngs they 
were to start or had just fin�shed. These exchanges carr�ed unspoken �nformat�on about 
whether they were ava�lable for handl�ng the telephone reports or needed the others to 
cover for them dur�ng the t�me for meet�ng.

For me, there are close po�nts of s�m�lar�ty between the “say�ng ‘H�’” encounters 
and the encounters that occur �n the open-plan office descr�bed �n Chapter 5. The 
contents of the conversat�ons are s�m�lar, but the people and the med�um vary, s�nce across 
the commun�cat�on env�ronment �t �s poss�ble to �nclude the personnel at geograph�cally 
d�stance places. 
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The Lack of “Real” Meetings

Structured or regulated meet�ngs are recurr�ng and essent�al parts of the work�ng day 
and, �n my op�n�on, may be regarded as s�gn�ficant means to contr�bute to creat�ng and 
ma�nta�n�ng rout�nes and norms �n a workplace. The Contact Centre staff members 
often expressed d�sappo�ntment over not be�ng able to have “real” meet�ngs across the 
commun�cat�on env�ronment. A “real” meet�ng for them seemed to belong to a category 
of planned, organ�zed and formal meet�ngs. As the reader may recall from Chapter 5, 
planned, formal meet�ngs at the Contact Centre were announced beforehand so that 
as many people as poss�ble had an opportun�ty to part�c�pate and, �n my op�n�on, the 
employees tr�ed to be present whenever poss�ble. Var�ous meet�ngs can belong to th�s 
category, such as meet�ngs for d�scuss�ng and mod�fy�ng work tasks, plann�ng a duty 
schedule, and work�ng on group dynam�cs. The formal meet�ngs were normally carr�ed 
out �n the meet�ng area, where everyone could s�t down around a table. The meet�ngs 
employed spec�al forms of fixed equ�pment such as a wh�te board and/or papers for note 
tak�ng. The meet�ngs could be short or long, engage any number of people, and have 
some sort of agenda, even �f only a loose one. At least �mpl�c�tly, such meet�ngs stress the 
�mportance of the �ssues d�scussed and dec�s�ons made. The commun�cat�on env�ronment 
was not used for such meet�ngs by the staff. 

Even �f the des�gn �dea for the commun�cat�on env�ronment was not pr�mar�ly 
thought of as a place for formal meet�ngs, �t was poss�ble to gather five to e�ght persons at 
each locat�on for a d�scuss�on of a more formal character. For example, the project team 
and I gathered a few of the employees for meet�ngs across the commun�cat�on env�ronment 
now and then. In those meet�ngs, at least three to four persons part�c�pated at a t�me. In 
add�t�on, four sem�nars were held w�th�n the context of the project where poss�b�l�t�es for 
v�deo and aud�o med�ated commun�cat�on were d�scussed. The sem�nars gathered a total 
of approx�mately ��0 representat�ves from var�ous Swed�sh author�t�es, mun�c�pals, and 
pr�vate compan�es. Each t�me, the part�c�pants were somewhat unevenly d�v�ded between 
the three s�tes that had the commun�cat�on env�ronment, w�th five to twelve part�c�pants at 
each s�te. Dur�ng the sem�nars, part�c�pants rece�ved �nformat�on about the Commun�ty at 
a D�stance project and d�scussed potent�al use poss�b�l�t�es w�th�n the�r own organ�zat�ons 
(for more �nformat�on about the sem�nars see Räsänen et al 2005). 

A cons�derable part of each sem�nar was carr�ed out across the commun�cat�on 
env�ronment. The part�c�pants stood up dur�ng that t�me. Obv�ously, when there were a 
large number of part�c�pants, not all of them could be captured �n the med�ated v�ew at 
the same t�me. A s�mple rem�nder about a need to approach the counter usually d�d the 
tr�ck and even new part�c�pants approached the counter qu�te effortlessly when �t was 
h�s/her turn to speak. Rather effortless turn tak�ng between the part�c�pants both at the 
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same locat�on as well as between the three s�tes and the sense of eye contact were features 
that took the first-t�me part�c�pant by surpr�se. They d�d not pay attent�on to �t at first and 
usually just not�ced what was go�ng on after a wh�le. Note tak�ng dur�ng the meet�ng was 
poss�ble, even �f not opt�mal, by the counter. Obv�ously, �t was not poss�ble to use fac�l�t�es 
such as a wh�te board or a computer. The sem�nars took place s�multaneously w�th normal 
work act�v�t�es at the s�tes. The sem�nars were somet�mes exper�enced as d�sturb�ng by 
some of the staff members, espec�ally at the s�te where they rece�ved many other v�s�tors as 
well. Nevertheless, I th�nk �t �s safe to say that the commun�cat�on env�ronment worked 
for formal meet�ngs.

Plann�ng new and chang�ng ex�st�ng pract�ces w�th�n an organ�zat�on �s an effort 
and can take some t�me. Arrang�ng a “real” meet�ng m�ght have been too b�g an effort at the 
Contact Centre. Wh�le the research project was go�ng on, the everyday workload, together 
w�th new work pract�ces and organ�zat�onal changes, already engaged the personnel. For 
example, the Contact Centre became a nat�onal resource dur�ng that t�me. On the other 
hand, because of the changes, there would have been several top�cs w�th current �nterests 
for the Contact Centre personnel to talk about w�th each other. I suggested that a few 
of them could be d�scussed across the commun�cat�on env�ronment �n a rather formal 
meet�ng. Desp�te rem�nders and �nv�tat�ons both to the personnel and to the management, 
they never arranged a “real” meet�ng across the commun�cat�on env�ronment. Also, some of 
the employees seemed to wa�t for an announcement from the project team, a sort of “now 
we start” desp�te the fact that we had already started and the commun�cat�on env�ronment 
was funct�on�ng. Th�s may also �nd�cate that the personnel d�d not have any use for, nor 
felt respons�ble to use, the commun�cat�on env�ronment for organ�zed meet�ngs.

Obv�ously, there are several reasons for why the commun�cat�on env�ronment 
was not used for “real” meet�ngs. I explore some of them here. L�m�ted benefits of the 
commun�cat�on env�ronment were put forth as a reason �n the quest�onna�re at the end of 
the project: “We could have had more benefits of K [the commun�cat�on env�ronment] �f 
�t was more secluded. But, on the other hand, Ornö was not connected, so the three-part 
meet�ng could not take place” (Q�� October 200�). Th�s statement captures �mportant 
aspects perta�n�ng to the placement and the des�gn of the commun�cat�on env�ronment 
as well as the fact that Ornö was not part�c�pat�ng �n the commun�cat�on env�ronment. I 
have referred to these aspects earl�er; but I explore them further here.

The placement of the commun�cat�on env�ronment �n the open-plan office d�d not 
allow for meet�ngs “beh�nd closed doors.” In an organ�zat�on, there �s always �nformat�on 
and matters that are not �ntended to be publ�c and that need to be handled w�th care. 
These �nclude matters such as the personnel and organ�zat�onal changes. At the Contact 
Centre, the group leaders and workplace representat�ves for the labour un�on, for example, 
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needed to talk now and then about matters that were of a del�cate nature. Usually, matters 
concern�ng the whole Contact Centre were d�scussed �n the jo�nt meet�ngs held on the 
ma�nland. These were not always suffic�ent; some matters needed to be d�scussed further 
on other occas�ons, usually over the telephone. For more pr�vate conversat�ons over the 
telephone, the employees used the meet�ng areas and, �f poss�ble, closed the doors. Eja told 
me that she usually walked around the workplace w�th her cordless telephone (fn 200�-
��-26). That way the fragments of conversat�on the fellow staff members m�ght overhear 
probably would not make sense to them anyway. Anton, on the other hand, went outdoors 
w�th the telephone to be able to talk more pr�vately, “as �f ” beh�nd closed doors. The 
placement of the commun�cat�on env�ronment �n the open-plan office d�d not support th�s 
type of conversat�on. In add�t�on, some of those who used the commun�cat�on env�ronment 
exper�enced that they d�sturbed the colleagues s�tt�ng nearby. It was placed “too close to the 
work desks” as a respondent stated �n a quest�onna�re (Q�� October 200�).

It �s often pract�cal to send e-ma�l when certa�n �nformat�on has to reach many 
people, and the telephone �s a suffic�ent way to commun�cate between two part�es. 
When three or more persons part�c�pate �n a meet�ng over telephone, �t can get more 
compl�cated, for example, because of the turn tak�ng that needs to be fac�l�tated only by 
vo�ce. In the Contact Centre, the personnel needed access to computer appl�cat�ons from 
t�me to t�me wh�le settl�ng matters w�th each other. In add�t�on, s�nce the personnel on 
Ornö could not part�c�pate across the commun�cat�on env�ronment, there was always the 
�ssue of, as one part�c�pant put �t, “How would the staff on Ornö feel �f they were excluded 
from a meet�ng?” Carry�ng on a meet�ng w�thout the Ornö-staff m�ght upset some of 
the personnel, and, �n a way, th�s m�ght have rubbed salt �nto the wounds that ex�sted �n 
the relat�ons between the Contact Centre s�tes. As we have seen before, the s�m�lar�t�es as 
well as equal cond�t�ons and qual�t�es of the s�tes were encouraged �n the Contact Centre 
�n several ways and s�tuat�ons, such as follow�ng s�m�lar work�ng rout�nes and hav�ng 
s�m�lar furn�ture and office equ�pment as well as �n the des�re that the commun�cat�on 
env�ronment should look the same regardless of the s�te. The use of the commun�cat�on 
env�ronment, I suggest, became yet another case where �nclus�veness w�th�n the workplace 
commun�ty was made to work �n the Contact Centre as a whole. Here, �t seems that the 
�dea of �nclus�veness (the �dea of “we”) was valued more than a test of a “real” meet�ng 
across the commun�cat�on env�ronment. The personnel chose not to challenge the values 
of equal cond�t�ons, wh�ch m�ght have become the case �f they would have carr�ed out a 
“real” meet�ng w�thout the personnel on Ornö.

In a way, a “real” meet�ng across the commun�cat�on env�ronment between the s�tes 
also seemed to �nclude the ent�re Contact Centre staff. An example of such a meet�ng was 
the “plann�ng of duty schedule” meet�ng descr�bed �n Chapter 5. S�nce one of the common 
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tasks at the Contact Centre was coord�nat�on between the s�tes, the employees often used 
the plann�ng of duty schedule as an example of where the commun�cat�on env�ronment 
m�ght have been useful. The meet�ng was also used �n�t�ally �n the Commun�ty at a D�stance 
project as an example of one of the use s�tuat�ons that v�deo med�ated commun�cat�on 
could support. In a meet�ng w�th the project team, the personnel d�scussed whether the 
plann�ng of duty schedules, as an act�v�ty by �tself, would work �f everyone part�c�pated at 
the same t�me (fn 2002-�2-0�). Plann�ng together would be challeng�ng even �f everyone 
was gathered together at the same geograph�cal locat�on, the staff concluded. One may 
also wonder how often �t would have been poss�ble, necessary, or even des�rable to arrange 
a meet�ng for the ent�re Contact Centre staff. Obv�ously, a meet�ng together w�th the 
whole staff requ�red plann�ng and arrangement of work and needed to be scheduled well 
�n advance so that all could be present. 

“Real” meet�ngs across the commun�cat�on env�ronment for some were also 
closely connected to the group leaders and the�r work s�tuat�ons. After all, they are the 
ones who travel regularly to meet�ngs on the ma�nland. The s�tuat�on of the group leaders 
was often po�nted out to me �n the meet�ngs w�th the employees. The group leaders’ 
concern was also expressed �n the quest�onna�re at the end of the project as the follow�ng 
quotat�ons exempl�fy:

A good funct�on [for the commun�cat�on env�ronment] would have been 
�f the group leaders on the �slands could have had meet�ngs w�th each 
other so that they would not need to travel long d�stances. (Q�� October 
200�)

I th�nk that the best ut�l�ty of the env�ronment would have been created 
�f �t would had been reserved for the group leaders for �nternal meet�ngs, 
such as work plann�ng. Then �t would have been better �f the placement 
would have been less central, e.g. on the ground floor or �n a separate 
space. (Q�� October 200�)

Accord�ng to some, the persons who “really” could have benefited from the commun�cat�on 
env�ronment were the group leaders. However, the group leaders d�d not express th�s 
concern themselves, at least not to me. Rather, the concern for them and the�r needs 
was part�cularly stressed by a couple of persons on one of the �slands. When I had heard 
s�m�lar statements several t�mes dur�ng the fieldwork, I finally asked about the rest of 
the staff at the Contact Centre, d�d they want to use the commun�cat�on env�ronment? 
The quest�on seemed to surpr�se L�sa, to whom I was talk�ng dur�ng a coffee break (fn 
200�-02-�2). She squ�rmed, as I understood, out of uneas�ness and answered somewhat 
slowly, “Yes, they have sa�d that �t could be good for those that work even�ngs.” She was 
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referr�ng to the s�tuat�ons when only a few persons worked at the same t�me. A short 
s�lence followed, and we changed the top�c to more general, d�sturb�ng aspects of the 
commun�cat�on env�ronment. My quest�on m�ght have been an unwelcome one. I bel�eve 
that the meet�ngs between the group leaders were also a concrete example of meet�ngs the 
employees bel�eved to be su�table for carry�ng out across the commun�cat�on env�ronment. 
Meet�ngs for the group leaders suggested also a “less central,” “separate” placement of the 
commun�cat�on env�ronment as the above response (Q��) proposes. 

The commun�cat�on env�ronment enabled people to meet wh�le stand�ng. Th�s 
seemed to go aga�nst the �dea of meet�ng each other more formally, wh�ch at the Contact 
Centre was connected w�th the �dea of a meet�ng area w�th cha�rs and a table. “One 
cannot stand up for more than 20 m�nutes,” as someone sa�d. However, the same persons 
part�c�pated �n meet�ngs across the commun�cat�on env�ronment w�th me, one of wh�ch 
extended over an hour (fn 200�-�0-0�). At the end of a long meet�ng, I not�ced how 
the part�c�pants started to show s�gns of t�redness. I encouraged them to roll �n a few 
office cha�rs for s�tt�ng, but th�s d�d not arouse enthus�asm among the personnel. We were 
gett�ng close to the end of the meet�ng and everyone wanted to close �t and leave. The�r 
lack of enthus�asm m�ght also have been due to the fact that we had been d�scuss�ng the 
l�m�ted, formal use of the commun�cat�on env�ronment and s�tt�ng down m�ght have 
proved them wrong. 

Was the lack of “real” meet�ngs caused by a lack of knowledge of how to run a 
meet�ng across the commun�cat�on env�ronment? Dur�ng one of the sem�nars ment�oned 
earl�er �n th�s sect�on, I was pulled as�de wh�le the sem�nar took place and the part�c�pants 
were talk�ng to each other across the commun�cat�on env�ronment (fn 200�-0�-�0). An�ta 
and Eja had observed the meet�ng at some d�stance and d�scussed the ease w�th wh�ch the 
part�c�pants took turns w�th each other. An�ta bel�eved that the part�c�pants were used to 
part�c�pat�ng �n meet�ngs l�ke these. On the contrary, they d�d not bel�eve that the same 
k�nd of meet�ng “culture” ex�sted or was poss�ble at the Contact Centre. I needed to go 
back to the sem�nar, so we d�d not cont�nue our d�scuss�on. However, my exper�ence of 
the meet�ngs at the Contact Centre �s that they already shared th�s k�nd of meet�ng culture. 
The�r meet�ngs were organ�zed �n terms of both turn tak�ng, an agenda, and the d�sc�pl�ne 
to follow �t. 

However, one �mportant reason for not us�ng the commun�cat�on env�ronment for 
“real” meet�ngs was technology fa�lure. The Contact Centre �s not a workplace organ�zed 
to develop and ma�nta�n technology; rather, the technology supports the everyday work 
tasks and/or med�ates �nformat�on and contacts among the personnel. Add to th�s the fact 
that the commun�cat�on env�ronment was not exper�enced as “fin�shed” and complete 
as ment�oned earl�er �n th�s chapter. The technolog�cal shortcom�ngs bu�lt up res�stance 
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to the technology’s use and worth, susp�c�ousness of the technology’s capab�l�ty, and 
reduced w�ll�ngness to use �t. How do you plan a meet�ng �f you do not know whether the 
technology �s funct�on�ng or not? On the other hand, technolog�cal unrel�ab�l�ty m�ght 
also be used as an excuse for not us�ng �t, espec�ally when �t �s new and the advantages 
are not obv�ous. From a research po�nt of v�ew, a test meet�ng between the three s�tes 
across the commun�cat�on env�ronment would have been des�rable for learn�ng about 
�mpl�cat�ons of such a meet�ng for the Contact Centre.

I bel�eve these are the ma�n reasons for not us�ng the commun�cat�on env�ronment 
for “real” meet�ngs. They m�ght have been overcome �f the personnel had been w�ll�ng to 
test the poss�b�l�t�es of the commun�cat�on env�ronment for an organ�zed meet�ng. What 
staff reported were d�fferent op�n�ons on the value and the worth of the commun�cat�on 
env�ronment. The reader must also keep �n m�nd that not all the �nd�v�duals stressed the 
same reasons, even though most reasons were, at least to some extent, shared among the 
staff. There were also some d�fferences �n op�n�on between the two s�tes �n the arch�pelago. 
The group leaders’ needs were h�ghl�ghted part�cularly by some employees on one of the 
�slands wh�le on the other �sland th�s d�d not seem to be an �ssue. 

“Saying ‘Hi’” versus “Real” and the Benefits

The staff roughly d�v�ded the use of the commun�cat�on env�ronment �nto “say�ng ‘H�’” 
encounters and “real” meet�ngs. Somewhat s�mpl�fied, th�s d�st�nct�on could be thought 
of �n terms of spontaneous (�nformal) and planned (formal) meet�ngs. A quest�on, �n 
general, �s what we understand as a formal meet�ng. Is �t when everyone can s�t down 
around a table and there �s an agenda? Or �s �t when formal dec�s�ons are made? Or both? 
I bel�eve that the d�sconnect�on between �nformal and formal �s, to some extent, vague, 
s�nce, carefully stud�ed, any meet�ng can �nclude both planned and �nformal, spontaneous 
elements. The formal and the �nformal can weave �nto each other dur�ng the same meet�ng. 
It �s not uncommon that a planned meet�ng starts as well as ends accord�ng to �nformal 
convent�ons. The prev�ously ment�oned sem�nars �n the project were formal, but had also 
�nformal elements. The coffee breaks, d�scussed earl�er �n the thes�s, are one example of 
what we m�ght call an �nformal meet�ng: they are, at least, “framed” as �nformal. At the 
Contact Centre, however, rather formal top�cs about the work were d�scussed dur�ng 
�nformal sett�ngs such as s�tt�ng on the sofas and dr�nk�ng coffee dur�ng a break. Some 
of the qu�te formal meet�ngs were carr�ed out s�tt�ng on the same sofas or dr�nk�ng coffee 
as well. At one of the s�tes, coffee was often enjoyed �n the meet�ng area, a rather formal 
sett�ng.� A number of t�mes, the part�c�pants exchanged formal �nformat�on and made 
dec�s�ons concern�ng the work tasks, t�mes for meet�ngs, and so on dur�ng the “Say�ng 
‘H�’” encounters across the commun�cat�on env�ronment. In a way, these d�scuss�ons were 
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formal; however, they were not exper�enced as “real” meet�ngs by the Contact Centre 
personnel. Br�ng�ng the analys�s further, I suggest that “real” work was carr�ed out �n 
�nformal contexts even though part�c�pants d�d not acknowledge that th�s can be done. 
Perhaps we need yet another category that could capture and acknowledge the “real” work 
dur�ng the �nformal encounters. 

One way to approach the use (and non-use) of the commun�cat�on env�ronment �n 
respect to the “say�ng ‘H�’” and “real” encounters �s to cons�der the staff members’ reason�ng 
about the potent�al benefits and worth of such use. Desp�te the use s�tuat�ons where the 
technology, at least, for some seemed to funct�on for the range of act�v�t�es cons�dered 
above, there were d�vergent understand�ngs about the “benefits” of these encounters. As 
descr�bed earl�er, see�ng and gett�ng �n touch w�th each other prov�ded “soc�al” benefits, 
such as becom�ng aware of the presence and absence of others. Desp�te th�s benefit, some 
�nformal conversat�ons s�m�lar to what I have descr�bed as “say�ng ‘H�’” conversat�ons 
were understood as “dr�vel,” espec�ally on one of the �slands. M�a and Ol�v�a, for example, 
acknowledged the �mportance of ”soc�al” encounters, but st�ll stressed the �mportance 
and benefits of a formal meet�ng. As M�a put �t, “[…] certa�nly the soc�al aspect �s also 
�mportant, but �t’s not as useful as a meet�ng” (fn 200�-02-��). She cont�nued, “[…] �t 
�s n�ce to approach the other �sland across the screen and say hello to them.” And Ol�v�a 
filled �n, “Yes, �n �tself, but […] wav�ng [to each other] �s not that �mportant or necessary. 
It has no �ntr�ns�c value. One can be w�thout �t.” The follow�ng quotat�ons capture a few, I 
bel�eve, central op�n�ons of the pos�t�ve aspects, but also, to some degree, negat�ve att�tudes 
towards �nformal encounters across the commun�cat�on env�ronment. The first �s from the 
quest�onna�re at the beg�nn�ng of the project and the others are from the quest�onna�re at 
the end of the project: 

Most �mportant for me �s that �t [the use of the commun�cat�on 
env�ronment] �s work-related so that �t feels natural and ser�ous. A 
very good s�de effect �s to create soc�al contact and therefore better 
understand�ng for each other. (Q�2 August 2002)

The pos�t�ve th�ng was that we had a l�ttle more contact w�th [the name 
of the �sland] and Norrtälje. But actually [�t had] no pract�cal use except 
that we could “greet” each other. (Q�� October 200�) 

We have not been able to do much w�th �t, really. Sure, �t has been qu�te 
fun to be able to say h� and talk a l�ttle w�th a person who you are able to 
see. (Q�� October 200�)
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As �t �s now, �t [the commun�cat�on env�ronment] doesn’t work for us 
because �t �s not used very much and not all �slands part�c�pate. K [the 
commun�cat�on env�ronment] �s not used much. […] There �s no pract�cal 
use area yet. (Q�2 October 200�) 

In order to be cons�dered “natural” and “ser�ous,” the respondent bel�eved, the use has 
to be “work related” (Q�2 August 2002). Desp�te the contact w�th the other two s�tes, 
and the opportun�ty to “say h�” to each other, there seems to be no “pract�cal use” of the 
commun�cat�on env�ronment (Q��). Even �f face-to-face contact w�th staff on the other 
s�tes was valued and apprec�ated, the employees had “not been able to do much” w�th the 
commun�cat�on env�ronment (Q��). The commun�cat�on env�ronment d�d not “work” 
s�nce �t was not “used.” Accord�ng to the respondent, there was no “pract�cal use area” 
(Q�2 October 200�). The short encounters w�th each other seemed not to be cons�dered 
as “benefic�al.” The “say�ng ‘H�’” meet�ngs were not thought of as meet�ngs at all. In a 
way, even the longer encounters seemed to go unnot�ced. However, these encounters took 
place both w�th�n each s�te �n the open-plan office as well as between the s�tes across the 
commun�cat�on env�ronment. 

A d�fference between what the employees do and what they tell the researcher that 
they do po�nts out that everyday, common pract�ces are not always art�culated or act�vely 
thought of. The short encounters w�th fellow employees are t�ghtly woven �nto everyday 
rout�nes. The �nteract�on �s, �n a way, embod�ed and “forgotten.” At least to some extent, 
these pract�ces are not “talkable.”� Here, there seems to be a d�screpancy between do�ng 
someth�ng and �ts mean�ng. Do�ng someth�ng does not always match w�th the mean�ng 
the act�ons have for the part�c�pants.

Th�s leads us to a quest�on of what work and related concepts such as “benefit” 
(nytta) means at the Contact Centre for those who work there. “We must get back to work 
now” �s someth�ng that I heard several t�mes at the Contact Centre towards the end of a 
meet�ng. The comment �s common at workplaces �n Sweden. It may be �nterpreted as a 
way to mark the end of a meet�ng. It can also mean that the meet�ngs do not have the same 
pr�or�ty and value as the rest of the work tasks, at least not that part�cular meet�ng. It �s 
also about be�ng soc�al at work, what �s allowed and valued and what �s not. The focus �n 
a workplace, qu�te naturally, �s on the work tasks. As we have seen �n prev�ous chapters, at 
the Contact Centre, l�ke �n many other call centres, even the qual�tat�ve work �s quant�fied, 
e.g. the handled and reg�stered cr�me reports. These are counted and are therefore a means 
of measur�ng the work performance both on �nd�v�dual and organ�zat�onal levels. The value 
of a meet�ng, on the other hand, m�ght be a more d�fficult matter to measure. Meet�ngs 
seemed to be understood as act�v�t�es that take t�me from the measurable work tasks. 
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Nevertheless, meet�ngs have value as they help coord�nate and make poss�ble what can be 
counted. At the Contact Centre, the recurr�ng meet�ngs were planned �n the computer�zed 
duty schedule appl�cat�on and were therefore, to some extent, made measurable.

Be�ng soc�al at work, �nclud�ng soc�al �nteract�ons between employees dur�ng the 
work�ng day, was to some extent set as�de at the Contact Centre. As the reader may recall, 
there were �n�t�ally no common, shared coffee breaks at the Contact Centre (see Chapter 
5). In�t�ally, the management d�d not encourage the staff to take common coffee breaks; 
rather, the coffee was enjoyed �nd�v�dually wh�le carry�ng out the work tasks, between 
telephone calls from the publ�c and wh�le handl�ng the cr�me reports. However, some 
staff members preferred common coffee breaks, and, eventually, these were �ntroduced 
to and scheduled as �mportant rout�nes �n the work�ng day. In add�t�on, soc�al sk�lls were 
emphas�zed. For example, when Contact Centre employees were h�red, �t was an �mportant 
advantage to understand the pla�nt�ffs who called and to handle the report�ng accord�ngly. 
Understand�ng group processes were also �ncluded �n the Contact Centre staff members’ 
tra�n�ng. As we have seen, the staff also apprec�ated the opportun�t�es to get together 
�nformally, for example, dur�ng the jo�nt workplace meet�ngs. The soc�al �nteract�on w�th 
each other that, on the one hand, was sa�d to be �mportant and woven �nto the work�ng 
day seemed to be someth�ng that had to go largely unnot�ced. It was a “s�de effect” as one 
of the responses to a quest�onna�re put �t (Q�2 August 2002). 

However, these aspects of the work seem to be valued sl�ghtly d�fferently w�th�n the 
Contact Centre organ�zat�on. In relat�on to the commun�cat�on env�ronment, there was a 
strong des�re for formal meet�ngs at one s�te wh�le, on the other s�te, th�s was not stressed 
as strongly. Therefore, be�ng soc�al at work, such as “say�ng ‘H�’” encounters across the 
commun�cat�on env�ronment got a negat�ve value among some, but not all the personnel. 
Th�s contrad�ct�on m�ght cause some confus�on among the staff members.

Th�s m�ght partly pose the quest�on of how work �s understood �n Sweden and 
what �s �ncluded �n �t so that one �s able to say, “I am do�ng someth�ng benefic�al (jag 
gör nytta).” Obv�ously, the answer to th�s quest�on var�es s�gn�ficantly between d�fferent 
workplaces and occupat�onal areas. In a call-centre organ�zat�on, the quant�tat�ve aspects 
are h�ghl�ghted. W�th th�s background, the staff members’ reason�ng about the benefits of 
the commun�cat�on env�ronment can be understood d�fferently. D�fferent understand�ngs 
of value of �nformal encounters m�ght �n turn change the work env�ronment. I do not 
attempt to answer th�s quest�on, but would l�ke to acknowledge a poss�ble follow-up 
quest�on for HCI research: how can we redes�gn technology and work to accommodate 
both formal and �nformal values of the work�ng day?
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Transforming Boundaries: About the Context 

Th�s chapter descr�bes and d�scusses the staff members’ encounters and exper�ences across 
and around the commun�cat�on env�ronment. Based on the�r �nteract�ons w�th the 
technolog�cal artefacts, the Contact Centre staff also constructed d�fferent �nterpretat�ons 
of the �nteract�on w�th�n the commun�cat�on env�ronment. Th�s confirms earl�er research 
(e.g. P�nch and B�jker ����). The �nterpretat�ons are, to var�ous degrees, shaped and 
constructed by use, the relat�onsh�ps between the staff members, soc�al context, as well 
as the�r knowledge and understand�ng of the commun�cat�on env�ronment �tself. I po�nt 
out how the sense of togetherness �s supported and affected by the commun�cat�on 
env�ronment. However, let us take the �nterpretat�on further �n the d�rect�on of the soc�o-
cultural context of technology use. To understand the relat�onsh�p between the �mmed�ate 
pract�ce around and across the commun�cat�on env�ronment and extant broader structures, 
�t �s �llum�nat�ng to search for concepts that were h�ghl�ghted by the staff members and 
recogn�zed as so fundamental that they contr�bute to the organ�zat�onal and somewhat 
�nst�tut�onal order of the sense of togetherness at the Contact Centre workplace. 

Transforming Boundaries

The commun�cat�on env�ronment �tself, �ts use, �ts placement �n the Contact Centre 
calls attent�on to the spat�al, h�stor�cal, and geograph�cal d�mens�ons of pract�ces and 
structures. However, concepts such as “place” have not been explored to the�r l�m�ts �n th�s 
thes�s. Rather, they have been left to work �n the background. Nevertheless, these concepts 
deserve attent�on here, s�nce many of the pract�ces also tell us how staff members form 
mean�ngful relat�onsh�ps w�th each other across the scattered geograph�cal places as well 
as �n the var�ous locales they occupy. Follow�ng G�ddens (����/200�), I have cons�dered 
the “locales” not purely for the�r mater�al propert�es, but for how the Contact Centre staff 
used them rout�nely. 

The des�gn �dea for the commun�cat�on env�ronment was that of an “open door,” 
wh�ch, as the metaphor suggests, was a place that can be passed by or entered through. 
It also suggests a boundary that �s open, but that also, more �mpl�c�tly, can be closed. 
The commun�cat�on env�ronment was organ�sed for �nformal meet�ngs (by the “door”) 
as an arena for the Contact Centre staff to carry out the�r everyday act�v�t�es and support 
encounters between the three s�tes. The commun�cat�on env�ronment offered a surface, a 
meet�ng place, where encounters could take place wh�le stand�ng as we usually do by the 
door. By so do�ng, the des�gn �dea appl�ed the �nst�tut�onal�zed understand�ngs we have 
of everyday encounters at a workplace �n general and at the Contact Centre �n part�cular, 
where var�ous encounters took place �n the open-plan office (descr�bed �n Chapter 5). 
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The placement of the commun�cat�on env�ronment �n Norrtälje, but also �n the 
open-plan offices at the s�tes, was much d�scussed �n the project. Some staff cr�t�c�zed the 
placements and others exper�enced the placements su�table. The staff members’ compla�nts 
that the commun�cat�on env�ronment fac�l�tated only a “peephole,” the l�m�ted v�ews of 
the workplaces, �nd�cate to me that the placement �n the open-plan office was su�table 
�n order to ach�eve an overall v�ew of the workplaces. Unfortunately, �t d�d not prov�de 
a suffic�ently good v�ew accord�ng to the staff. The placement �n the open-plan office 
was on “equal terms,” as some of the staff members stressed. The use of the technology 
was, �n a sense, poss�ble for them all under s�m�lar cond�t�ons. That �s not to say that 
another placement would not have worked as well. However, I bel�eve that placement, for 
example, �n the meet�ng areas would have created d�fferent use s�tuat�ons, such as v�deo 
conferenc�ng fac�l�t�es for spec�fic top�cs and spec�fic groups.

Earl�er �n the thes�s, I d�scuss the spat�al arrangements of the Contact Centre 
and suggest that they are t�ed to the performance of the work�ng act�v�t�es and reflect 
the establ�shed pract�ces, rout�nes, and values of the organ�zat�onal culture w�th�n the 
pol�ce author�ty as well as �n call centres �n general. I suggest that some of the spat�al 
arrangements work to create and ma�nta�n the sense of togetherness at the Contact Centre. 
In th�s chapter, I focus on the way th�s sett�ng around and across the commun�cat�on 
env�ronment was used �n everyday encounters by the Contact Centre staff, not only �n 
a purpos�ve manner, but also to record the un�ntended consequences of that use (and 
non-use). Rearrang�ng the office place for the commun�cat�on env�ronment affects more 
than the spat�al arrangements. The commun�cat�on env�ronment as a mater�al artefact 
not only occup�ed an area of the Contact Centre prem�ses, but �t also changed the 
soc�al organ�zat�on of that place. Spat�al cr�ter�on for the sense of togetherness appears 
here �n terms of equal�t�es on several levels, both how the commun�cat�on env�ronment 
looked, where �t was placed at the Contact Centre prem�ses, and what v�ew �t med�ated. 
It affected ex�st�ng pract�ces at that place, as I descr�be, somet�mes d�sturb�ng them, but 
also transform�ng and add�ng act�v�t�es to that place. Th�s sett�ng, the area of and around 
the commun�cat�on env�ronment, was, as �t would be �n any other place, cont�nually 
negot�ated, produced, and reproduced by �ts actors �n connect�on to other soc�al processes 
at the Contact Centre. 

The commun�cat�on env�ronment, w�th �ts technology and counter, partly enclosed 
w�th curta�ns, thus was, I suggest, a place w�th�n a place, �.e. the part�cular workplace. It was 
created w�th�n the workplaces w�th the�r needs and poss�b�l�t�es �n m�nd, as well as be�ng 
a “product” or, rather, a transformat�on of that place. Th�s place w�th�n a place would not 
have been poss�ble, nor would �t have ex�sted, w�thout the workplace locales and the space 
around �t. The commun�cat�on env�ronment connected the three prem�ses. Th�s confirms 
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prev�ous research find�ngs, �n a sense, that not only people, but also the places and the 
env�ronments get connected (e.g. Dour�sh et al. ���6). In a way, the commun�cat�on 
env�ronment deformed, or, rather, transformed the ex�st�ng spat�al aspects not only 
because of �ts mater�al�ty but also by offer�ng a med�ated v�ew, a representat�on of the s�tes, 
and suggest�ng a place of �ts own where (med�ated) �nteract�ons and pract�ces could take 
place between the part�c�pants across the three geograph�cally d�stant s�tes. In th�s way, �t 
�nd�cated a place that �ncluded, at least to some extent, the three s�tes. The technology, 
so to speak, tr�ed to const�tute an attempt to overcome the geograph�cal d�stances. Th�s �s 
one reason why the commun�cat�on env�ronment was of such �mportance for the Contact 
Centre personnel �n the first place. It also added to the values of spat�al arrangement at 
the Contact Centre, �.e. the openness of the open-plan office. The technology suggested 
means for the staff to create, ma�nta�n and d�str�bute the sense of togetherness not only by 
way of �nteract�on, but also through the spat�al representat�ons of the Contact Centre s�tes. 
In add�t�on, every t�me the commun�cat�on env�ronment was used �t also created soc�al 
s�tuat�ons that changed the sense of that place and made �t a reg�on for work �nformat�on, 
be�ng together �nformally, or, as we have seen, a scene for a pract�cal joke.

Even though the metaphor “open door” may further suggest that there �s a place 
one can enter, we should keep �n m�nd that the commun�cat�on env�ronment offered 
an add�t�onal way to �nteract. But �t d�d not replace the part�c�pants’ located embod�ed 
exper�ences. They were st�ll �n place wherever they were phys�cally present. They d�d not 
enter through the door to someplace d�fferent, nor d�d they travel to another geograph�cal 
place. Nor d�d they exper�ence be�ng somewhere �n-between, �n cyberspace. They were 
“emplaced” (Casey ���6) as we are always �n one or another place and never nowhere.

The commun�cat�on env�ronment at the Contact Centre was created w�th 
(�nst�tut�onal�zed) organ�zat�onal arrangements �n m�nd. Both the management 
and the staff at the Contact Centre work as a group of people belong�ng to the same 
organ�zat�onal un�t. The sense of togetherness among the staff members reflects the�r 
sense of organ�zat�onal belong�ng and common work tasks. These are �n many ways the 
start�ng po�nt, the bas�c cond�t�on, w�th�n wh�ch the sense of togetherness can be created, 
ma�nta�ned, and d�str�buted w�th�n the Contact Centre (see Chapters 2, �, and 5). The 
commun�cat�on env�ronment was added to th�s sett�ng as a tool for these processes. It was 
hoped that the commun�cat�on env�ronment would allow the staff to be �ncluded more �n 
the work commun�ty. 

The �mportance of see�ng and meet�ng each other, preferably face-to-face, was 
stressed �n the Contact Centre as seen �n prev�ous chapters. For example, many apprec�ated 
the coffee breaks and the meet�ngs �n person when the ent�re personnel were gathered, such 
as the sem�-annual jo�nt workplace meet�ngs. I suggest that these face-to-face encounters 
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were g�ven a pos�t�ve mean�ng at the Contact Centre and were bel�eved to �ncrease the 
sense of togetherness w�th�n the organ�zat�on. The commun�cat�on env�ronment offered 
a poss�b�l�ty for meet�ngs at a d�stance w�th v�deo and aud�o. Gett�ng “a map” of each 
other’s env�ronments and whereabouts as well as encounters across the commun�cat�on 
env�ronment are examples of s�tuat�ons that were s�m�lar to s�tuat�ons and encounters that 
could be observed w�th�n a s�te. For me, th�s reflects s�m�lar�t�es between the s�tes and a 
k�nd of nearness between them. 

The technology and the project act�v�t�es, as we could see �n the Chapter 6, led 
the personnel to recons�der and negot�ate who was part of the group as well as who else 
should be �ncluded and when. Th�s could be seen part�cularly �n s�tuat�ons �nvolv�ng the 
personnel on Ornö and �n Norrtälje. The placement of the commun�cat�on env�ronment 
�n Norrtälje, for example, d�d not only offer a new s�tuat�on, one unwanted by the 
personnel at the beg�nn�ng w�th fear for surve�llance, but also a v�s�ble ch�ef of staff, wh�ch 
was apprec�ated later on. I can only speculate, but th�s m�ght have resulted �n a d�fferent 
management �n the long run.

The commun�cat�on env�ronment may be �nterpreted as a k�nd of as a symbol, 
suggest�ng poss�ble connect�ons and �nteract�ons between part�c�pants. However, when 
we create a sense of another’s presence, we also, �n a way, create and suggest the absence 
of others. At the same t�me, the commun�cat�on env�ronment fostered and ma�nta�ned 
unbalanced and unequal relat�onsh�ps w�th fellow staff members on the unconnected 
�sland. By apply�ng G�ddens’ terms, we could call th�s s�tuat�on “an un�ntent�onal 
consequence” (G�ddens ����/200�) of th�s part�cular development pract�ce. The project 
team d�d not manage to solve the problems related to gett�ng the broadband to the 
Contact Centre prem�ses there. In consequence, the sense of togetherness, the �dea that the 
commun�cat�on env�ronment a�med to support between the three Contact Centre s�tes, 
ended up, �f not challeng�ng the sense of togetherness, at least not support�ng �t �n one 
case. On the other hand, the sense of togetherness and car�ng for each other among the 
personnel worked also by �gnor�ng and refus�ng to part�c�pate �n pract�ces that m�ght have 
made d�sconnect�on v�s�ble. The �dea of �nclus�veness worked effect�vely at the Contact 
Centre. For example, “real” meet�ngs were not carr�ed out across the commun�cat�on 
env�ronment—�f not everyone could attend, then no one would, the personnel seemed to 
reason. The benefits of the commun�cat�on env�ronment for the personnel were connected 
to supported bus�ness that was d�rectly related to work at hand. A hypothet�cal quest�on 
that I do not attempt to answer �s what would have happened �f a few “real” meet�ngs had 
been carr�ed out across the commun�cat�on env�ronment.

In add�t�on, “med�ated togetherness” m�ght also be a way for the part�c�pants 
to pretend to be together, show that they are together: we are a group even �f we are 
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not. We are, as the project team, at best mak�ng the best of an �llus�on of places and 
relat�onsh�ps, connected �n d�fferent ways. Somet�mes technology does not work: �t merely 
emphas�zes that we are not �n the same place, that we are, actually, �n d�fferent places and, 
�n add�t�on, belong to d�fferent groups. As I descr�be at the beg�nn�ng of th�s chapter, 
not all the employees attached the same �mportance to be connected to others across the 
commun�cat�on env�ronment. In add�t�on, because of the somewhat strong pos�t�ve values 
attached to the �dea of an organ�zat�on, belong�ng to a group and the sense of togetherness 
(descr�bed �n Chapter 2), �t may have been d�fficult to express any �deas that contracted 
the value that togetherness had for th�s organ�zat�on and the pract�ces that were a�med to 
support �t. In a way, the v�sual representat�on of the workplaces has an �deolog�cal funct�on 
of e�ther strengthen�ng or not strengthen�ng the �nst�tut�onal�zed values attached to �t and 
the �nterests �t serves on a broader organ�zat�onal level.

The attempt to ach�eve group consensus �n dec�s�on mak�ng and keep�ng up w�th 
the sense of sol�dar�ty among the employees �s, I argue, one of the strong themes that 
�nformed work at the Contact Centre. The nature of the Contact Centre work, �.e. the 
handl�ng the telephone reports from the publ�c, �s to some extent a collect�ve matter even 
�f performed �nd�v�dually. If there are not enough operators answer�ng telephone calls, 
th�s affects all the personnel s�nce the three Contact Centre s�tes share the respons�b�l�ty 
for process�ng telephone calls made to the pol�ce. Plann�ng the common duty schedule �s 
also a collect�ve matter (Chapter 5). Consensus and sol�dar�ty also connect to h�stor�cally 
determ�ned values and �nterests �n the arch�pelago, such as the need for work opportun�t�es, 
keep�ng the work there, and a common understand�ng of the transportat�on l�m�tat�ons 
(Chapter �). The �deas of sol�dar�ty, car�ng for each other, and consensus �n dec�s�on mak�ng 
become �mportant for the complet�on of the work at the Contact Centre as well as for 
the group. Th�s was not�ceable, for example, when the placement of the commun�cat�on 
env�ronment was d�scussed (Chapter 6), but also the use, or rather, non-use of the 
commun�cat�on env�ronment descr�bed earl�er �n th�s chapter. The pract�ces reflect and 
add to some commonly held organ�zat�onal �deas of teamwork, the �dea that workplace 
results should be the outcome of the common efforts of all employees (Gustavsson ���5). 
Approx�mately three years passed between the first bra�nstorm�ng of poss�ble use areas for 
v�deo and aud�o technology w�th the Contact Centre personnel and the po�nt at wh�ch 
the commun�cat�on env�ronment was finally taken down. That also adds three years to the 
h�story of the fa�rly new Contact Centre organ�zat�on. Even �f not part�cularly emphas�zed 
�n th�s thes�s, the use of the commun�cat�on env�ronment should also be understood 
�n relat�on to changes and �nnovat�ons w�th�n the organ�zat�on. For example, the work 
rout�nes changed along w�th new demands w�th�n the organ�zat�on. The work groups 
changed when people left and others took the�r place. In add�t�on, work groups on each 
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s�te became more �ndependent and more confident �n the�r work as the t�me went by and 
work and rout�nes were changed to handle the d�fferent matters. They d�d not need to 
d�scuss and confirm the work tasks between the s�tes to the same extent that they had at 
the beg�nn�ng when the project team first met the Contact Centre personnel. 

Informal, soc�al encounters are d�scussed earl�er �n th�s chapter; however, s�nce they 
are embedded �n and reflect the needs and des�res of the work tasks, espec�ally the need 
to help create and ma�nta�n the sense of togetherness at the Contact Centre, let us d�scuss 
further the transformat�on that �nformal encounters seemed to undergo dur�ng the t�me 
for my fieldwork. The �nformal, soc�al encounters are �n var�ous ways part of the work�ng 
day at the Contact Centre (Chapter 5). The personnel emphas�zed the�r �mportance and 
worked �n order to fit them �nto the rout�nes at the Contact Centre. For example, they 
arranged more t�me to be together �nformally at the sem�-annual workplace meet�ngs, and 
the coffee breaks became, eventually, an expected, valued part of the everyday workplace 
rout�ne. In a way, I suggest, the personnel pushed along a change �n rout�nes at the Contact 
Centre. For me, these processes demonstrate the agency of the actors, the�r capab�l�ty to 
propose soc�al change, both �nd�v�dually and collect�vely (cf. G�ddens ����/200�). They 
also demonstrate the transformat�on of certa�n values and norms at the Contact Centre. 
By the end of my fieldwork and the project, we could observe establ�shed rout�nes for the 
�nformal encounters and the�r place and �mportance at the Contact Centre. However, 
chang�ng ex�st�ng rout�nes �s one th�ng, and chang�ng values and convent�ons connected 
to those rout�nes �s another. The value of the �nformal encounters �s to some extent st�ll 
under negot�at�on among the Contact Centre employees as seen throughout the thes�s. 
Are apprec�ated and protected �nformal encounters really �mportant and benefic�al? The 
processes of the �nformal events demonstrate transformat�on and reproduct�on of the values 
and norms at the Contact Centre. The d�fferent understand�ngs and values of �nformal 
encounters ach�eved at the Contact Centre m�ght change the work�ng env�ronment on 
�ts bas�c organ�zat�onal and �nst�tut�onal level �n a long run. The “say�ng ‘H�’” encounters 
turn attent�on to everyday pract�ces rather than those dur�ng, for example, jo�nt workplace 
meet�ngs. Certa�nly, the establ�shment of the �nformal encounters such as coffee breaks 
were acknowledged as �mportant w�th�n each s�te. However, the “say�ng ‘H�’” encounters 
across the commun�cat�on env�ronment between the s�tes were not g�ven the same 
�mportance. As far as I know, for example, no common coffee breaks were establ�shed 
across the commun�cat�on env�ronment. Th�s may, of course, be because of the need to 
follow the scheduled t�mes for each coffee break.

Soc�al concerns seem to be easy to set as�de, espec�ally �f they are not part of 
the �nst�tut�onal�zed structure of the organ�zat�on and soc�ety. But �f we understand the 
so-called �nformal encounters th�s way, there m�ght be a reason to reth�nk whether we 
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should strengthen and encourage �nformal encounters by v�deo-med�ated commun�cat�on 
technology or any other awareness bu�ld�ng and support technology �n the first place? 
Med�ated commun�cat�on that prov�des �nformal contacts, l�ke any other technology, �s 
�n a way worthless �f �t �s not apprec�ated and/or �f �t does not fit �nto the organ�zat�on’s 
values and convent�ons as earl�er research has po�nted out (Chapters � and 6). On the 
other hand, technology’s �mpact on �nformal encounters �n a work�ng env�ronment m�ght 
be cruc�al. Technolog�es m�ght fac�l�tate and even push organ�zat�ons �n a certa�n d�rect�on 
�f the part�c�pants so w�sh. In retrospect, the �dea of support�ng the �nformal encounters 
between the s�tes w�th technology seems �n many ways to m�rror the employees’ need 
and des�re for more encounters that are soc�al. Nevertheless, the Contact Centre staff 
also contextual�zed the use of the commun�cat�on env�ronment �n terms of �ts benefit for 
the work tasks, wh�ch, at least �n part, reflected d�fferent values than those �ncluded �n 
the des�gn �dea that emphas�zed openness and poss�b�l�ty—�n short, the transformat�on 
of the value of �nformal encounters at the Contact Centre. In add�t�on, econom�c �ssues 
also b�nd the use of technology and the commun�cat�on env�ronment. As the reader may 
recall, Commun�ty at a D�stance was a research project w�th fund�ng outs�de of the pol�ce 
author�ty except for the part�c�pat�on of the Contact Centre personnel. In general, ICT �s 
often exper�enced as expens�ve. Therefore, technolog�es �mply ser�ous �ntent. Should they 
then be used for measurable, “real” matters rather than soc�al encounters? 

Checking and Monitoring

I have d�scussed the putat�vely emanc�patory potent�al of the commun�cat�on env�ronment. 
I now return to the control aspects �nformants also p�cked up on. Throughout the thes�s, 
quest�ons related to control �n �ts var�ous forms, from keep�ng an eye on the staff and 
check�ng on someth�ng and someone, to �ssues of control and surve�llance, were brought 
up at var�ous occas�ons and �n var�ous s�tuat�ons at the Contact Centre. On th�s bas�s, I 
suggest, control was one of the central concepts (and �ssues) at the Contact Centre.

ICT �n general make control and quant�ficat�on poss�ble. Technology �n call-
centre organ�zat�ons �s used to control the pace and d�rect�on of the work as well as ass�st 
management �n mon�tor�ng and evaluat�ng the work. It �s �nt�mately connected to both 
reward and d�sc�pl�ne (Callaghan and Thompson 200�). The var�ous technolog�es are, 
generally speak�ng, used �n s�m�lar ways to prov�de �nformat�on to track performance 
and product�v�ty at the Contact Centre (Chapter 5). Bureaucrat�c control at the Contact 
Centre operates for example by spec�fy�ng performance standards such as the number of 
handled telephone reports per hour and by defin�ng var�ous sk�lls, such as wr�t�ng sk�lls 
and treatment of the pla�nt�ffs, as �mportant (Chapters � and 5). Such control systems 
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�nst�tut�onal�ze values and standards that define work ach�evement and g�ve superv�sors and 
employees spec�fic cr�ter�a aga�nst wh�ch to evaluate the performed work tasks (Callaghan 
and Thompson 200�). Techn�cal and bureaucrat�c control together help structure the work 
tasks at the Contact Centre. Check�ng on and controll�ng elements are bu�lt �nto the work 
pract�ces (Chapter 5). The �nvest�gat�on officers and the management w�th�n the pol�ce 
author�ty could observe the staff’s performance through technology. The staff, �n turn, 
kept an eye on the telephone queue, and we have also seen a few examples of “snoop�ng” 
on fellow employees through the var�ous technolog�es. The open-plan office also supports 
soc�al control among the staff members. In add�t�on, the staff pract�ced work mon�tor�ng 
by count�ng the number of reports completed by hand. Check�ng on and control also 
became �ssues that affected the sense of togetherness at the Contact Centre. 

In short, one cannot adequately or mean�ngfully engage �n the soc�al construct�on 
of technolog�es at the Contact Centre w�thout also ask�ng quest�ons about how the 
control and surve�llance man�fested �tself �n the use of commun�cat�on env�ronment. 
Quest�ons of control, h�erarchy, �nequal�ty, and dom�nat�on were present �n the v�s�ons 
of the commun�cat�on env�ronment (Chapter 6). Some of the staff members feared what 
they perce�ved to be add�t�onal techn�cal surve�llance. However, as seen earl�er on �n th�s 
chapter, the �n�t�al fear of surve�llance from the management faded away among the staff 
as the project proceeded. 

Th�s may also be the result of a form of border cross�ng where trad�t�onal, 
organ�zat�onal boundar�es become less �mportant. The form border cross�ng takes here �s 
on both the same and d�fferent organ�zat�onal levels. Border cross�ng between the two s�tes 
�n the arch�pelago transformed the �mmed�ate sense of awareness of each other on the same 
organ�zat�onal level. As I d�scuss above, the commun�cat�on env�ronment prom�sed, at 
some �mpl�c�t level, that these boundar�es could redefine surve�llance between the d�fferent 
organ�zat�onal levels: �.e. the staff on �slands and the management on the ma�nland became 
less �mportant when one could actually see one another now and then. There �s a sense that 
panopticon lost some of �ts power when the places and the people became v�s�ble. Even 
�f the mon�tor�ng was st�ll there and expressed through the everyday pract�ces, �ts v�sual 
character, I suggest, made �t less �rksome �n some ways, less present. In part�cular, on one 
of the �slands, the personnel turned the �n�t�ally �nd�cated fear of lurk�ng, control and even 
surve�llance �nto rather pos�t�ve aspects �n the use of the commun�cat�on env�ronment by 
open�ng up the�r workplace to others (see Chapter 6). 

However, we should keep �n m�nd that see�ng each other does not make a d�fference 
on �ts own. There must be a common understand�ng of what see�ng each other means. 
The quest�on of control must also be negot�ated between part�c�pants on a structural level. 
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I bel�eve that the sense of control �s also about who dec�des the control rules. When the 
personnel could dec�de when to turn off the technology and the door at the headquarters 
was kept closed, they also fell more comfortable w�th the technology. 

In reference to th�s, one m�ght also explore how the sense of surve�llance and 
lurk�ng, part�cularly through technology, has been transformed �n soc�ety over the years. 
Dur�ng October – November 200�, I part�c�pated �n a pre-study where poss�b�l�t�es for a 
v�deo-med�ated commun�cat�on were explored. The sett�ng, the workplaces, and the use 
s�tuat�ons d�scussed were d�fferent, of course, but there were s�m�lar�t�es w�th my fieldwork 
at the Contact Centre, such as quant�fiable work tasks and formal h�erarch�es w�th�n the 
organ�zat�ons. However, the �ssues of control and surve�llance were not ment�oned at all. 
What had changed dur�ng the three-year per�od? Had we, as researchers, learnt to address 
these �ssues beforehand? Or maybe soc�ety has become more tolerant of surve�llance and 
control. Closed c�rcu�t telev�s�on (CCTV) for surve�llance �s not as common �n Sweden as 
�t �s �n many other countr�es, but �t �s present. Even more, mob�le telephones w�th cameras 
are around, and they are used �n publ�c places, somet�mes to our d�smay, but, most often, 
the�r use today passes unnot�ced.

***

The encounters around and across the commun�cat�on env�ronment �nvest�gated �n th�s 
chapter, I suggest, blur the boundar�es between the three Contact Centre s�tes by �nclud�ng 
the personnel �n s�m�lar encounters regardless of the�r geograph�cal pos�t�on. Then aga�n, 
the encounters are bound to one place, close to the commun�cat�on env�ronment. The 
commun�cat�on env�ronment, or, rather, the way �t was used, can be thought of as 
transform�ng and somewhat deform�ng or mod�fy�ng the ex�st�ng boundar�es of the 
three s�tes. Th�s extends as well to the fourth s�te even though that �s not connected. Th�s 
env�ronment may be seen to transform the surround�ng place �n a sense, s�nce �t �s t�ed 
to (and lead to a re�nvent�on of ) relat�ons between �nd�v�duals, the�r mak�ng of order, 
structures, values, and espec�ally the sense of togetherness at the Contact Centre. “Mak�ng” 
these places and s�tuat�ons around and across the commun�cat�on env�ronment reflect 
the h�story, the prev�ous relat�onsh�ps, and pract�ces at the Contact Centre. However, 
references to past events appear �n d�fferent ways, somewhat mod�fied, and above all 
w�th�n new c�rcumstances. The use of the commun�cat�on env�ronment reflects the values 
and structure of the Contact Centre, but also reproduce �ts convent�ons and norms.
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The t�tle of the thes�s, “Islands of Togetherness,” should be read �n var�ous ways. On a 
syntagmat�c level there �s a contrad�ct�on, s�nce the word island suggests someth�ng that 
ex�sts apart from other landmasses, �n �solat�on, wh�le togetherness proposes the oppos�te: 
affect�on, closeness, and commun�ty. Put together as a statement, the t�tle �mpl�es that 
�solated �slands are connected �n an �nt�mate way. The t�tle po�nts towards the geograph�cal 
place of the study, the Stockholm arch�pelago. The �slands are apart from each other 
geograph�cally, but the �nhab�tants, to some extent, share s�m�lar l�v�ng cond�t�ons and 
a common h�story. The t�tle also po�nts out a central concept �n the thes�s, the sense of 
togetherness. Th�s concept has worked as the perspect�ve from wh�ch I have approached the 
soc�o-cultural context. More �mpl�c�tly, the t�tle suggests the analyt�cal work put forward 
�n the thes�s, �.e. the art�culat�ons of d�fferent elements (figurat�vely speak�ng, �slands) and 
the �nterpretat�on that br�ng them “together.” 

The overall a�m of the thes�s �s to offer an analys�s of the soc�o-cultural context of 
technology use. The part�cular technology �s a commun�cat�on env�ronment us�ng aud�o 
and v�deo establ�shed at the Contact Centre �n the Stockholm arch�pelago. The sense of 
togetherness �s employed through the thes�s as a perspect�ve from wh�ch to approach and 
explore the part�cular soc�o-cultural context of technology use. Thus, the d�scuss�on of 
the soc�o-cultural context addresses quest�ons of how the sense of togetherness funct�on. 
The d�scuss�on �n the thes�s �s meant to be explorat�ve rather than conclus�ve, outl�n�ng an 
approach to the analys�s of the soc�o-cultural context of technology use as well as prov�d�ng 
a part�al analys�s of the use of the commun�cat�on env�ronment and the organ�zat�onal 
culture of the workplace.

Th�s chapter offers conclus�ons but also reflect�ons on the part�cular research 
pract�ce. The chapter starts w�th conclud�ng comments on the results. It cont�nues w�th 
d�scuss�on of the analys�s of the soc�o-cultural context w�th�n HCI, po�nt�ng to suggest�ons 
for further research as well as ep�stemolog�cal and pract�cal cons�derat�ons for the HCI 
research and the HCI commun�ty. 

Chapter 8

Conclusions
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Rewriting the Notion of Togetherness

In the prev�ous chapters, I explore and d�scuss �ssues that a�m at answer�ng deta�led research 
quest�ons (see Chapter �, sect�on “The A�ms of the Thes�s”). I now br�efly conclude and 
reflect upon the results that contr�bute to the analys�s of the soc�o-cultural context of 
technology use.

… In Concepts

The first quest�on put forward �n the thes�s �s how the sense of togetherness is established, 
maintained, manifested, and made accessible. Th�s general quest�on �s explored conceptually 
(Chapter 2) and w�th respect to the spec�fic sett�ng of the Contact Centre as an organ�zat�on 
�n the Stockholm arch�pelago (Chapter �). 

Concepts referr�ng to an exper�ence and sense of the belong�ng, un�ty, togetherness, 
soc�al cohes�on, be�ng together, and other s�m�lar themes are used by the employees at 
the Contact Centre and emerge from the project pract�ces of Commun�ty at a D�stance 
(Chapter 2). In th�s thes�s, they merge �nto one category, the sense of togetherness, wh�ch 
�s treated as a soc�ally valued construct�on of fellowsh�p and belong�ng to a group. The 
sense of togetherness, l�ke s�m�lar concepts, �s a construct�on that evolves at a workplace as 
�ts members �nteract w�th one another �n var�ous ways and for var�ous reasons. Th�s thes�s 
then �nvest�gates the construct�on of th�s category �n var�ous s�tuat�ons and c�rcumstances 
at the Contact Centre �n the Stockholm arch�pelago.

Chapter � �llustrates the overall sett�ng of the Contact Centre as an organ�zat�on 
s�tuated �n the Stockholm arch�pelago. The chapter explores the call centre as an 
organ�zat�onal form as well as the processes of “place mak�ng” (Gupta and Fergusson 
����b: 6) �n the Stockholm arch�pelago. Var�ous �nterests led to the establ�shment of the 
Contact Centre �n the arch�pelago. The necess�ty of fac�l�tat�ng contact between the publ�c 
and the pol�ce stressed a need for organ�zat�onal development w�th�n the pol�ce author�ty. 
In the arch�pelago, work opportun�t�es are �mportant for �mprov�ng l�v�ng cond�t�ons. 
ICT �s a cond�t�on for new work poss�b�l�t�es �n rural areas and one that enables people 
to l�ve there.

An organ�zat�on �s an �nst�tut�onal concept w�th�n wh�ch the sense of togetherness 
�s cruc�al (Chapter 2). The Contact Centre �s a relat�vely new organ�zat�on (part�cularly at 
the t�me of my early fieldwork). However, the organ�zat�on draws from the organ�zat�onal 
�deas and exper�ences of other call-centre organ�zat�ons (Chapter �). In add�t�on, the 
Contact Centre �s part of the pol�ce author�ty. However, the nature of the work tasks and 
tra�n�ng of the adm�n�strat�ve staff who rece�ve the cr�me reports over the telephone from 
the publ�c d�ffers from that of the pol�ce officers who rev�ew each report and dec�de �f a 
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prel�m�nary �nvest�gat�on should be �n�t�ated. As a d�spersed workplace �n the arch�pelago, 
the Contact Centre also challenges pract�cal opportun�t�es for uphold�ng and promot�ng 
the sense of togetherness between the s�tes. These aspects, I suggest, create the bas�c 
cond�t�ons for the personnel to establ�sh and d�str�bute the sense of togetherness w�th�n 
the organ�zat�on. They are based on pract�cal, geograph�cal c�rcumstances and prev�ous 
organ�zat�onal �deas and pract�ces.

In general, we may exper�ence belong�ng to var�ous groups s�multaneously. 
However, depend�ng on t�me, need, s�tuat�on, and c�rcumstances, we h�ghl�ght some 
aspects and are �nd�fferent to others. People �n the arch�pelago have a long h�story of 
soc�al, econom�c, and pol�t�cal processes w�th�n wh�ch the sense of togetherness and the 
cond�t�ons for �t have been ra�sed. The d�scuss�on �n th�s thes�s of var�ous soc�o-cultural 
processes attempt to show how people �n the arch�pelago come together for var�ous reasons 
and purposes, such as the quest�on of the school and work opportun�t�es. The quest�on of 
who �s understood to belong to the arch�pelago (e.g. those who l�ve there) and who does 
not (e.g. tour�sts and summer guests) var�es over t�me and from s�tuat�on to s�tuat�on. 

… Within and Across the Sites

The second quest�on �n the thes�s �s how the sense of togetherness is promoted and managed 
between the Contact Centre employees (within a site and across geographical boundaries) 
in various situations during their working day. Th�s quest�on was explored and d�scussed 
(Chapters � and 5) through act�v�t�es at the Contact Centre (such as work tasks and 
meet�ngs), �deas, and convent�ons (e.g. one un�t or three) as well as symbols and s�gnals 
from each other (e.g. duty schedule and Chr�stmas cards).

The analys�s �llum�nates that the Contact Centre, l�ke many workplace organ�zat�ons, 
�nd�cates a group of people who are together, not because they have chosen to be together, 
but �n order to fulfil a work task. The�r brand of togetherness �s “tempered togetherness” 
(Bauman ���5/����: �6). The Contact Centre �s a s�ngle organ�zat�onal un�t, wh�ch as an 
�dea �nd�cates belong�ng on a formal organ�zat�onal level. The ma�n work task, �.e. handl�ng 
the cr�me reports from the publ�c over the telephone—adds to the un�fy�ng aspects at the 
Contact Centre. However, other tasks that a�m to support and make poss�ble the handl�ng 
of the cr�me reports, such as pract�ces around and establ�sh�ng the duty schedule, are 
�mportant �n the analys�s. These teamwork pract�ces, I argue, br�ng the employees together 
as a group w�th�n the part�cular s�te, but also between the three s�tes, s�nce they have to 
work out a consensus, not only concern�ng certa�n convent�ons and work pract�ces (such 
as work�ng hours), but the pract�ces that produce and ma�nta�n them.

Meet�ngs and other get-together act�v�t�es are offered as examples of workplace 
r�tuals: repet�t�ons, rout�nes, and hab�ts, �.e. the mean�ng to uphold�ng and mod�fy�ng 
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pract�ces, convent�ons, and att�tudes such as those concern�ng the sense of togetherness at 
the Contact Centre. The meet�ngs prov�de the staff members not only w�th opportun�t�es 
to d�scuss the�r work and to be together, but they are also platforms where mean�ngs are 
made access�ble to the personnel (cf. Hannerz ���2). In add�t�on, the spat�al arrangement 
of the open-plan offices fac�l�tates spontaneous encounters between the personnel dur�ng 
the work�ng day, s�nce the area �s heav�ly used and allowed personnel to (at least to some 
extent) eas�ly see and hear each other. The open-plan offices therefore offer the bas�c 
cond�t�ons for the sense of togetherness and help to ma�nta�n �t. On the other hand, 
the spat�al arrangements also support soc�al control. The �nteract�ons between the 
employees also create common h�stor�es to tell, wh�ch �n turn, I argue, ma�nta�n the sense 
of togetherness at the Contact Centre. Spec�al attent�on �n the thes�s �s pa�d to the low-
tech artefacts and technology at the Contact Centre. When face-to-face �nteract�on �s not 
poss�ble due to the �rregular work�ng hours and geograph�cal d�stance, var�ous symbols, 
s�gns, and commun�cat�on dev�ces (e.g. meet�ng m�nutes, Chr�stmas cards, electron�c ma�l 
systems, the telephone d�splay) const�tute �ntermed�ary l�nks between the employees. 
These fac�l�tate work tasks between the s�tes. However, they can also be understood as 
means by wh�ch the employees commun�cate and share the sense of togetherness between 
the s�tes.

On an organ�zat�onal chart, the personnel belong to one organ�zat�onal un�t. 
Th�s �nd�cates un�ty and belong�ng on a formal level. In add�t�on, s�m�lar work tasks and 
rout�nes, var�ous meet�ngs and get-togethers, s�gns and representat�ons, as well as the 
spat�al arrangements of the open-plan offices, I suggest, are cond�t�ons for the sense of 
togetherness at the Contact Centre. These cond�t�ons d�rect what k�nd of togetherness �s 
poss�ble and determ�ne the means by wh�ch �t can be ma�nta�ned. At the Contact Centre, 
certa�n act�ons (such as soc�al, after-work get-togethers) are supposed to contr�bute to the 
sense of togetherness, wh�le others do so �n a spontaneous way (such as coffee breaks). 
Other act�ons un�ntent�onally contrad�ct the sense of togetherness. In add�t�on, somet�mes 
s�gns are �nterpreted �n a way that counteracts the sense of togetherness at the Contact 
Centre. For example, the personnel understood the spec�fied stat�st�cs as d�v�d�ng rather 
than un�fy�ng. The number of operators shown on the telephone d�splay ra�sed quest�ons 
of control and trust between the personnel. These act�v�t�es and the employees’ react�ons 
(agency) to them show the complex�ty of shap�ng the sense of togetherness and that the 
act�ons are �nterrelated. 

… Around and Across K

The th�rd quest�on put forward �n the thes�s concern the use of the commun�cat�on 
env�ronment at the Contact Centre: how is the sense of togetherness supported and affected 
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by the communication environment? The concepts and cond�t�ons d�scussed as results of the 
first and second quest�on bu�ld up part�al cond�t�ons for an outl�ne for the analys�s of early 
expectat�ons (Chapter 6) and everyday use of the commun�cat�on env�ronment w�th aud�o 
and v�deo (Chapter �) establ�shed on Arholma, Sandhamn, and at the headquarters �n 
Norrtälje. However, a commun�cat�on env�ronment was not establ�shed on Ornö because 
of var�ous problems such as prov�d�ng the prem�ses w�th broadband.

The employees’ op�n�ons concern�ng the �nteract�on between the Contact Centre 
s�tes and therefore also the future needs and poss�ble use s�tuat�ons for an aud�o- and v�deo-
med�ated commun�cat�on are d�verse (Chapter 6). Some of the personnel urged for more 
contact and �nteract�on poss�b�l�t�es between the s�tes for var�ous reasons (e.g. �n order 
to co-operate, enhance belong�ng to a workgroup, and deal w�th m�sg�v�ngs between the 
s�tes). However, others bel�eved that there was no need for more �nteract�on, part�cularly 
not through technology (e.g. because of fear for mon�tor�ng and even surve�llance). 
Furthermore, the act�v�t�es at the research project Commun�ty at a D�stance also made 
the personnel recons�der and, �n a way, redefine the k�nd of togetherness they w�shed for 
among the three s�tes. 

The technology (both low and h�gh) �s bound to soc�al, pol�t�cal, and econom�c 
�ssues of the workplace. Technolog�es here, as elsewhere, play a cruc�al part �n marry�ng 
“the mater�al, the soc�al and the symbol�c �n a complex web of assoc�at�ons” (Pfaffenberger 
����: 2��). They embody and br�ng �nto the workplace structures, assumpt�ons, and 
s�gn�ficance der�ved from h�story and soc�ety. The �ntroduct�on of the commun�cat�on 
env�ronment was not only about technology but also about organ�zat�onal pract�ces and 
convent�ons as well as pract�cal c�rcumstances (e.g. geograph�cal d�stance, transportat�on 
d�fficult�es), wh�ch, �n general, confirm prev�ous research that stresses the role of the soc�al 
context where technolog�es are used (Chapter �). The commun�cat�on env�ronment added 
on to the ex�st�ng technolog�es that a�m at offer�ng opportun�t�es for the Contact Centre 
employees to �nteract across geograph�cal d�stances. The commun�cat�on env�ronment was 
used �nstrumentally; �t const�tuted an attempt to overcome the geograph�cal d�stances, 
wh�ch was the reason why the commun�cat�on env�ronment was of �mportance for 
the Contact Centre personnel �n the first place. It prov�ded a means for the employees 
to establ�sh contact and �nteract w�th each other. It also offered a v�ew to the spat�al 
arrangements of the three s�tes. However, the personnel po�nted out that the med�ated 
v�ews of the workplaces were l�m�ted, offer�ng only a “peephole,” wh�ch d�d not l�ve up 
to the�r �n�t�al expectat�ons. Nevertheless, the v�ews prov�ded “a map” that extended 
the boundar�es of the workplaces. The employees engaged �n what they called “say�ng 
‘H�’” encounters across the commun�cat�on env�ronment. A “say�ng ‘H�’” conversat�on 
was character�zed by �ts shortness: the conversat�on was concluded qu�ckly, �n pass�ng. 
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However, the employees also �ncluded �n “say�ng ‘H�’” encounters the somewhat longer 
conversat�ons about everyday work �ssues and exchange of �nformat�on. The employees 
expressed the�r d�ssat�sfact�on at not hav�ng “real” meet�ngs, �.e. formal, planned meet�ngs 
across the commun�cat�on env�ronment. For some, the commun�cat�on env�ronment 
was therefore of no “benefit.” Even though the Contact Centre personnel apprec�ated 
the soc�al encounters w�th each other, they contextual�zed the use of the commun�cat�on 
env�ronment �n terms of �ts benefit for the work tasks, wh�ch �n part at least measured 
values d�fferent from those �ncluded �n the des�gn �dea that emphas�zes openness and the 
poss�b�l�ty of be�ng together dur�ng rather �nformal c�rcumstances, such as the extended 
“say�ng ‘H�’” encounters.

Technology �ntroduct�on �s, at least to some extent, about planned change �n 
an organ�zat�onal culture. There �s no foolproof method to ensure that the sense of 
togetherness w�ll be promoted by or emerge w�th technology. The commun�cat�on 
env�ronment d�d transform boundar�es between the s�tes, mak�ng encounters between 
the staff poss�ble. The technology had an �mpact on the sense of togetherness. However, 
the novel technology alone was not enough to change the organ�zat�onal culture and 
pract�ces at the Contact Centre. In a way, the sense of togetherness affected the use of 
the technology. Ideas and convent�ons at the Contact Centre—such as car�ng for each 
other and the sense of sol�dar�ty as well as search for group consensus �n how to carry 
out everyday pract�ces (Chapters 5, 6, and �)—�mpacted on the use (and non-use) of the 
commun�cat�on env�ronment. These were not�ceable, for example, when the placement 
of the commun�cat�on env�ronment was d�scussed and agreed upon (Chapter 6). “Equal 
terms” (e.g. same or s�m�lar work�ng rout�nes), and var�ous s�m�lar�t�es (s�m�lar furn�ture, 
office equ�pment, and the spat�al arrangement of the open-plan office) at the Contact 
Centre were also shown �n the use of commun�cat�on env�ronment. For example, the 
personnel expressed a des�re to have a s�m�lar look, a s�m�lar placement as well as s�m�lar 
v�ew presented across �t. In part, the rec�proc�ty and “equal terms” were also appl�ed to the 
non-use of the commun�cat�on env�ronment: e.g. s�nce the three s�tes �n the arch�pelago 
were not able to part�c�pate together �n the planned, formal meet�ngs, no one d�d.

In add�t�on, change can also have un�ntent�onal consequences (G�ddens 
����/200�). The Contact Centre personnel used the commun�cat�on env�ronment for 
the everyday encounters, but were somet�mes d�sturbed by �ts use. The �ntroduct�on of 
technology also “pushed” poss�b�l�t�es for �nteract�on and, for example, for establ�sh�ng 
and ma�nta�n�ng the sense of togetherness, even for those personnel who d�d not w�sh to 
go �n that d�rect�on. When the sense of presence and awareness of others was establ�shed 
between the three s�tes at the Contact Centre, �t also became clear that one of the s�tes �n 
the arch�pelago was absent from that commun�ty, s�nce the commun�cat�on env�ronment 
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was not establ�shed there. If the purpose of the commun�cat�on env�ronment was to 
�nclude and enhance the sense of togetherness, �t d�d not serve th�s purpose for all of the 
personnel. In some respect, �t had a negat�ve effect on the sense of togetherness �t was 
supposed to support. 

The Analysis of Togetherness

The sense of togetherness �s a lay, everyday not�on that �s �mportant for both the Contact 
Centre commun�ty and the research project Commun�ty at a D�stance. In add�t�on, 
w�th�n HCI, we are concerned about technolog�es that offer opportun�t�es for people to 
�nteract w�th one another �n order to carry out work, to support belong�ng, and ways of 
be�ng together. The analyt�cal approach �n th�s thes�s a�ms to unpack these common-sense 
�deas and bel�efs as well as pract�ces that are, I argue, �mportant po�nts of departures for 
the HCI research. The analys�s follows the �dea that the models of the pract�ce also shape 
models for the pract�ce (cf. Geertz ����/����). Concepts and mean�ngs are d�str�buted 
through �nterpretable artefacts, act�v�t�es, events, and relat�ons. I pay attent�on to the 
�deas, concepts, and values but also to the ways the mean�ngs are made publ�c, spread, and 
understood among the personnel at the Contact Centre (cf. Hannerz ���2; the analyt�cal 
frame �s d�scussed �n Chapter 2).

The sense of togetherness may be seen as necessary to order and stab�l�ze a workplace. 
It m�ght be easy to agree upon, but more d�fficult to ma�nta�n. The analys�s of the sense of 
togetherness presented �n th�s thes�s �llum�nates that the pract�ces concern�ng the sense of 
togetherness at the Contact Centre are fragmentary, contrad�ctory and �nconsequent�al. 
However, these fragments of togetherness have a h�story at the workplace and may lead to 
some k�nd of future, most probably �n a somewhat mod�fied form. Throughout th�s thes�s, 
I argue that the sense of togetherness �s embedded �n the everyday, soc�al, pol�t�cal, and 
h�stor�cal processes of the workplace. It emerges �n var�ous organ�zat�onal pract�ces, often 
�n near connect�on to var�ous technolog�es. Act�ons that may be understood as pract�cal 
and funct�onal may lead to and be understood as mon�tor�ng (e.g. check�ng on the number 
of operators shown on the telephone d�splay, Chapter 5). My study of the Contact Centre 
shows that the sense of togetherness may be somewhat fleet�ng, �nstable, and vulnerable. 
In certa�n act�ons, �t may be d�fficult to capture and descr�be when and why �t �s there or 
not. The sense of togetherness presented �n th�s thes�s does not suggest a chronolog�cal, 
h�erarch�cal, �ncreas�ng, or decreas�ng value of one or other k�nd of togetherness or ways 
to med�ate the sense of togetherness. In general, �t �s adv�sable not to plot these fragments 
lead�ng to “more” or “less” or a “better” or “worse” sense of togetherness. Rather, one 
should explore the embeddedness of the sense of togetherness.
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The var�ous brands of the sense of togetherness, descr�bed and d�scussed �n the 
thes�s are fragmentary gl�mpses from the field. Treated as separate, �solated act�ons, they 
may d�m�n�sh and could be cons�dered un�mportant. They could even seem to be outs�de 
of the focus of the thes�s. However, the var�ous elements and pract�ces are nested �n webs 
of comb�nat�ons. Put together �n the analyt�cal work of descr�pt�on and d�scuss�on, these 
fragmented pract�ces tell us a story. The story here �s around the pract�ces of and cond�t�ons 
for the sense of togetherness, not ent�rely, but part�cularly, at the Contact Centre. These 
pract�ces and cond�t�ons are �nterpreted, man�pulated, challenged, and argued over by 
the personnel �n the�r day-to-day rout�nes, and they formed, at least to some extent, 
the foremost �deas of the Contact Centre. These cond�t�ons may be recogn�zed as so 
fundamental that they may be seen to contr�bute to the “�nst�tut�onal” order of th�s 
part�cular workplace. 

Obv�ously, these cond�t�ons take var�ous forms depend�ng on the organ�zat�on, 
�nd�v�duals, and soc�ety, as well as the h�stor�cal per�od. In add�t�on, they seldom work 
alone but ex�st �n var�ous comb�nat�ons. It �s not my �ntent�on to present these cond�t�ons 
as normat�ve rules or gu�del�nes. The �nterest of the thes�s �s not to generate normat�ve 
knowledge. Rather, the contr�but�on should be seen as a start�ng po�nt from wh�ch 
d�scuss�on concern�ng the analys�s of the soc�o-cultural context of technology use could 
be developed. 

Rewriting the Notion of Context Analysis

Research of the soc�al context of technology use �s acknowledged as �mportant w�th�n HCI 
(Chapter �). However, �t �s not a stra�ghtforward concept (Chapter 2). Why d�d I then 
take on a concept of context or, rather, a problem of context, that engages anthropology, 
ph�losophy, and HCI? It may be asked how knowledge of a w�der soc�o-cultural context 
would help HCI research where concern for des�gn and �nnovat�on processes plays a major 
role? When �s context too w�de?

In anthropology, there �s an attempt to see and understand each soc�ety, 
phenomena, or pract�ce as a whole, �n �nclus�ve terms, “to throw l�ght on the var�ed 
�nterconnect�ons among �deas and pract�ces” (Hannerz 200�: 5�6). Th�s approach has 
been part of the h�story of anthropology s�nce Mal�nowsk�’s fieldwork on the Trobr�and 
Islands �n the ��20s. The term hol�sm refers to the �dea that any and all aspects of a 
soc�ety are more or less �nterrelated components (Mal�nowsk� ��22/��6�).Th�s means 
that human act�on and �nst�tut�ons, �f they are to be understood, need to be placed 
�n the�r cultural, soc�al, and h�stor�cal context. Mal�nowsk� po�nts out the �mportance 
of understand�ng the parts as well as the whole; regardless of the ma�n theme, such as 
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econom�cs �n a soc�ety, constant reference has to be made to “soc�al organ�zat�on, the 
power of mag�c, to mythology and folklore, and �ndeed to all other aspects as well as the 
ma�n one” (Mal�nowsk� ��22/��6�: xv�). Such an analys�s requ�res s�tuat�ng behav�ours 
and mean�ng �n the�r “total” soc�al, h�stor�cal, and cultural context. S�nce Mal�nowsk�, the 
concept of hol�sm has been redefined as have the k�nds of projects anthropolog�sts take 
on and regard as leg�t�mate. Anthropolog�sts cont�nue to ask quest�ons l�ke the ones I 
have asked �n the thes�s. However, can any study really be hol�st�c? Is �t poss�ble to ach�eve 
a hol�st�c v�ew of any soc�al phenomena? How th�s quest�on �s answered also reflects a 
number of research �ssues such as the focus of the study, t�me l�m�tat�ons, and financ�al 
resources, but also the fact that each analys�s and �nterpretat�on �s part�al and l�m�ted by 
the researcher’s perspect�ves and goals as well as the aud�ence addressed. Too often, these 
arguments seem to confuse hol�sm, completeness (reach�ng the end of an analyt�c project), 
exhaust�veness, and closure. More recently, the �dea of wholeness has been cr�t�c�zed as well 
(Kuper ���2). It �s not necessary to p�cture one’s soc�ety or culture as systemat�c wholes, 
but rather as k�nds or parts of knowledge and trad�t�ons that are �nvoked for spec�fic 
reasons at part�cular t�mes and places. In add�t�on, the search for a relevant context �mpl�es 
that there are several contexts w�th�n wh�ch a phenomenon may be placed (Holy ����). 
What �s context �n one study may be the focus of research �n another. 

Work�ng and sense mak�ng across and between the four geograph�cally separated 
s�tes at the Contact Centre po�nts to a complex�ty �n the soc�o-cultural context and the 
role of technology w�th�n �t. Technology use m�ght be �mmed�ate �n a spec�fic s�tuat�on; 
however, �t �s a concern for several part�es and a result of structural, demograph�c, pol�t�cal, 
econom�c, and soc�al processes and d�scourses of the part�cular reg�on. It �s also a k�nd of 
context that �s common when labour and work �s relocated, outsourced or �nternat�onal�zed 
and when people work w�th each other across geograph�cal d�stances. 

The a�m of th�s thes�s �s to offer an analys�s of the soc�o-cultural context of 
technology use. Th�s thes�s �nvest�gates what th�s context does to technology and how the 
context �nforms and helps understand�ng th�s technology and �ts use. The soc�o-cultural 
context, I argue, �s not solely about the users’ �nteract�on w�th the technology �n s�tu, 
but also how th�s �nteract�on �s made poss�ble, the convent�ons, structures, and norms 
that const�tute �t and v�ce versa. The context �s not solely a frame, a background, or an 
�nfrastructure w�th�n wh�ch the use s�tuat�on �s embedded. In the pract�ce, the “event” 
depends on the context, but also �nforms �t. The mean�ng and the content that �s created �n 
the use of the technology, �n turn, comments on the w�der context of the workplace, the work 
organ�zat�on, as well as soc�ety at large. These mean�ngs are negot�ated and re�nterpreted. 
So �s the soc�o-cultural context. The use of technology needs to be embedded �n a w�der 
context than we normally th�nk of w�th�n HCI. I argue that th�s broader understand�ng of 
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the soc�o-cultural context �s necessary �n HCI research. Th�s step, I suggest, would make 
way for a cr�t�cal d�scuss�on of the embeddedness of technology. It may have �mpl�cat�ons 
for des�gn and development processes both on methodolog�cal and theoret�cal levels.

The soc�o-cultural context �s to some extent boundless. A researcher can cont�nue 
the �nterpretat�on almost endlessly. In HCI, we m�ght agree that our �nterests, resources, 
and pat�ence as researchers const�tute poss�ble l�m�ts of the contextual�sat�on. Even �f 
w�den�ng our approach to context seems to be a ser�ous challenge for HCI, �t �s, nevertheless 
necessary to take on th�s task. 

The Analysis of Reproduced Practices

The thes�s suggests an analyt�c approach follow�ng descr�pt�ve and explorat�ve soc�al sc�ence 
trad�t�ons on how to broaden the analys�s of the context of technology use. Th�s trad�t�on 
emphas�zes “th�ck” descr�pt�on as part of the analyt�cal work as well as a way of present�ng 
the results. Analyt�c, th�ck descr�pt�on �s, �n a way, the result. The d�verse v�gnettes and 
descr�pt�ons �n th�s thes�s a�m to stress and exempl�fy var�ous aspects and elements of 
�mportance for the analys�s of context �n th�s part�cular sett�ng and s�tuat�on. Furthermore, 
they po�nt out the need to explore everyday s�tuat�ons. Here, �t was �mportant to show 
that even �f our �nterest �s �n the uses of technology, we can take a d�fferent approach by 
address�ng common sense �deas and convent�ons such as the sense of togetherness. Th�s 
approach puts the soc�al sc�ence �ssue of reproduct�on of the soc�al world �n focus, rather 
than solely technology use or the work tasks per se. 

Analys�s such as that presented �n th�s thes�s suggests also changes �n methodology 
for the HCI pract�t�oners. Several techn�ques for �nqu�r�es �nto �mmed�ate technology use 
are already known and used w�th�n the HCI research. A connect�on to a broader context 
�s what �s needed. Soc�al sc�ence such as anthropology g�ves us ways to extend our analys�s 
of technology use w�th�n HCI. In part�cular, what comes �nto v�ew are the d�fferent webs, 
aspects, and perspect�ves of our everyday l�fe. These perspect�ves add to the understand�ng 
of act�on that �s already the focus of (ethnograph�cal) HCI research. By look�ng beyond the 
use of an artefact and the artefact �tself as these perspect�ves suggests, we can start see�ng 
the relat�onsh�p, �n part�cular, between agency and structure. The present thes�s po�nts 
out the d�rect�on where analys�s moves to br�dge the gap between �nd�v�dual (but not any 
part�cular �nd�v�dual) and soc�etal (structural) po�nts of v�ews. Th�s offers a way to connect 
the var�ous webs and relat�onsh�ps �n analys�s. Wh�le the framework �s not complete for 
the purposes of the HCI research, �t does prov�de us w�th the analyt�c term�nology we 
need to start talk�ng about key �ssues, term�nology that l�nks �nd�v�dual pract�ce to the 
soc�o-cultural context �n wh�ch they occur. To make a “toolk�t” su�table for the HCI, more 
work �s requ�red. 
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One may cons�der th�s analys�s of embedded soc�al processes outs�de of the scope of 
HCI. However, �f we concentrate on the l�m�ted, �solated, �mmed�ate context of technology 
use, we tend to m�ss the structures and c�rcumstances that construct and const�tute them. 
Isolated act�ons have a tendency to be, as the word suggests, �solated act�ons. Somet�mes 
we, as HCI researchers, seem to take the convent�ons and structures of the soc�al world for 
granted and do not pay much attent�on to them �n our analys�s. However, we tend to fall 
back on the convent�ons and structures, for example, �n order to understand why a system 
works �n one but not �n other s�tuat�ons (cf. Orl�kowsk� and Hofman ����). Therefore, 
�t seems that HCI needs, just as my research needed, to look carefully at commonsense 
�deas such as togetherness and belong�ng to an organ�zat�onal commun�ty and focus on 
soc�al and pol�t�cal processes and pract�ces that const�tute th�s workplace commun�ty. The 
s�tuatedness of act�on suggests a broader soc�o-cultural context than the �solated act�on 
�tself. For �nstance, the �nformants’ act�ons are �nformed by prev�ous, everyday pract�ces. 
Those pract�ces are formed by var�ous convent�ons, wh�ch the pract�ces help to mod�fy and 
uphold. Assoc�at�ons w�th convent�ons, concept�ons, commun�ty, organ�zat�on, people, 
soc�ety, and so on are to some extent stable, but nevertheless ongo�ng soc�al and h�stor�cal 
creat�ons, not g�ven or natural, obv�ous, taken-for-granted facts. 

I bel�eve that study�ng soc�al structures and how they are put to work �n 
organ�zat�ons m�ght br�ng us closer to an understand�ng of the soc�o-cultural context of 
technology use. We should explore the convent�ons and norms, not just to be aware of 
them as the hurly-burly of the organ�zat�onal culture. It �s �mportant to �llum�nate how 
these concepts are put to work and reproduced �n everyday l�fe as well as �n the use of 
technology. In th�s way, �t becomes poss�ble to �dent�fy and understand how the percept�ons 
of concepts as well as the concepts themselves are d�scurs�vely and h�stor�cally constructed. 
I argue that use of a certa�n technology �s based on th�s set of embedded concepts and the 
taken-for-granted symbol�sm and �nst�tut�onal work that emerges from them as well as 
the work tasks. When new technology �s �ntroduced to a workplace, these are �ssues that 
we need to take �nto account. Therefore, �nstead of defin�ng what soc�o-cultural context 
of technology use �s, we could explore �t as any other soc�al phenomenon or as a part of 
that phenomenon. That was done �n th�s thes�s. The analys�s helps us to d�scuss not solely 
the pract�ces of a workplace, but also ask quest�ons about what k�nd of “fundamental” 
processes the employees (and researchers) part�c�pate �n and contr�bute to. The task then, 
I suggest, �s to explore the embeddedness of common-sense categor�es such as the sense 
of togetherness. Th�s thes�s does not explore, but po�nts out other categor�es and pract�ses 
that m�ght be �nterest�ng for the HCI commun�ty (e.g. mon�tor�ng and place mak�ng).

The users’ perspect�ve, the �nd�v�dual po�nt of v�ew, �s often stressed w�th�n HCI 
research. I argue that th�s cons�derat�on alone �s not enough. Nevertheless, I want to stress 
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that �t has not been my �ntent�on to m�n�m�ze the mean�ng of �nd�v�duals’ act�ons. They 
matter and are �mportant for the HCI research and for the present thes�s. The �nd�v�duals 
part�c�pate �n establ�sh�ng and reproduc�ng the pract�ces that may become part of everyday 
l�fe and, eventually, �nst�tut�onal�zed pract�ces. I bel�eve, that broadened perspect�ves on 
understand�ng the �nd�v�dual’s act�ons are necessary steps �n order to understand how the 
technology �s (or �s not) used and embedded �n everyday pract�ces.

The Context of Research Practice

The soc�o-cultural context �s negot�ated just as �ts mean�ng �n technology use �s negot�ated. 
The context �s not g�ven. It �s not just “out there,” automat�cally. It �s constructed. However, 
�t �s not negot�ated from noth�ng. H�story, even recent h�story, plays a role. Indeed, context 
�s both an ep�stemolog�cal and a methodolog�cal challenge (D�lley ����). The analys�s put 
forward here attempts to put technology use �n context. Obv�ously, �t may be put �nto 
d�fferent contexts. The soc�o-cultural context presented �n th�s thes�s �s also a product of an 
academ�c research trad�t�on w�th�n a project. The analys�s and �nterpretat�ons put forward 
are based on a certa�n analyt�cal frame (Chapter 2). In add�t�on, �t �ncludes the researcher’s 
concept�ons of the �nterpretat�on work. Therefore, an object�ve �n th�s thes�s �s to make 
v�s�ble the process of research pract�ce of wh�ch �t �s a result (Chapter �). 

The concept of reflex�v�ty �n the soc�al sc�ences ranges from the researcher’s 
self-reflect�on to h�s/her self-awareness to define act�v�t�es that mutually construct each 
other on several levels (Wacquant ���2b). For Bourd�eu, reflex�v�ty �s not pr�mar�ly the 
analys�s of �nd�v�duals; rather, �t �s the analys�s of “the social and intellectual unconscious” 
(Wacquant ���2b: �6 emphas�s �n or�g�nal) that �s embedded �n the analyt�cal research 
tools and pract�ces (see also Bourd�eu 200�). Therefore, the reflect�on �s a collect�ve 
matter, rather than a task for an �nd�v�dual researcher. It should be a cont�nuous act�v�ty 
�n order to �nvest�gate the collect�ve “unconsc�ous” that �s embedded �n theor�es, methods, 
and research. The a�m of reflect�on �s not to attack, but to support the ep�stemolog�cal 
development of the research field (Wacquant ���2b). Bourd�eu argues aga�nst narc�ss�st�c 
reflex�v�ty, s�nce the researcher all too often accompl�shes �t by look�ng back on the work 
he/she has done. Rather, reflex�v�ty should not be appl�ed on the work that �s done “ex post, 
on the opus operatum, but a pr�or�, on the modus operand�” (Bourd�eu 200�: ��; see also 
Wacquant ���2a). When the “object�vat�ng” techn�ques are appl�ed to sc�ent�fic pract�ce, 
one needs to keep �n m�nd that not only those techn�ques and cond�t�ons are constructed, 
but also the constructers are themselves soc�ally constructed (Bourd�eu 200�). 

As Bourd�eu po�nts out, ep�stemolog�cal reflect�on �s an ass�gnment that should 
encompass the ent�re research act�v�ty. Therefore, the reflect�on presented �n th�s thes�s 
(part�cularly �n Chapter �) �s, �n part, and seems always to be, an after construct�on, the 
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“ex post” reflex�v�ty that Bourd�eu adv�ses aga�nst. One may th�nk �t �s not needed here. 
However, as a PhD cand�date, I am bound by the academ�c convent�ons about thes�s 
content. In add�t�on, I bel�eve that a descr�pt�on �s one way to make the craft v�s�ble. 
The research pract�ce underl�es the �nqu�ry to show how the des�gn of the research came 
about and grew to a thes�s. Hence, the a�m of th�s thes�s �s to draw attent�on, more 
expl�c�tly, to the soc�al and �ntellectual understand�ng that �s embedded �n techn�ques 
and pract�ces used �n th�s research. After all, they are part of the soc�o-cultural context 
we are approach�ng here. The cho�ce of what �s �ncluded and what �s left out �n a research 
agenda does not occur �n a vacuum. Rather, �t �s more or less a consc�ous cho�ce that 
�ncludes some aspects and excludes others. I bel�eve that the process, the theoret�cal and 
pract�cal d�spos�t�ons towards the research act, defines where these frames are to be placed. 
Moreover, sharpen�ng our own sense of the way we fabr�cate contexts �n our own analyses 
m�ght help us to become aware of the �nterpretat�ve pract�ces and contextual�z�ng moves 
used by others elsewhere. In the present thes�s, the role of the researcher �s h�ghl�ghted as 
not solely of descr�pt�ve, but also �nterpret�ve. Academ�c wr�t�ng, the doctoral thes�s �n 
HCI at KTH, �s the context w�th�n wh�ch th�s part�cular pract�ce �s put forward. 

Somet�mes the soc�al sc�ences are cr�t�c�zed for the�r focus on how the th�ngs “come 
to be” �n a certa�n context wh�le des�gn and �nnovat�on suggest processes that focus on 
how th�ngs “should be.” In my op�n�on, th�s cr�t�c�sm underest�mates the power of soc�al 
sc�ence to suggest change. There �s confus�on here about the purpose of the soc�al sc�ences. 
The soc�al sc�ences part�c�pate �n the soc�al world through the�r analyt�cal po�nt of v�ew, 
through descr�pt�on, analys�s, and �nterpretat�on of the d�scourse of change. Researchers 
and developers part�c�pate �n the product�on and reproduct�on of the soc�o-cultural 
context we study. We are, �n the words of G�ddens (����/200�), knowledgeable human 
be�ngs, agents, that can and w�ll suggest change. Somet�mes, the change �s unwanted and 
un�ntent�onal. Somet�mes, we make �t expl�c�t as �n research results. At other t�mes, �t �s 
left for the future and others to judge and react on. 

The somewhat underly�ng stance �n the thes�s has been to offer an approach that 
goes beyond “�mpl�cat�ons for des�gn” (Dour�sh 2006). It has been a consc�ous cho�ce not 
to get �nvolved �n d�scuss�ons of part�cular des�gn or the work of the des�gn team �n the 
thes�s. It �s not argued that the work would not be �nterest�ng and �mportant �n the analys�s 
of the soc�o-cultural context of technology use; on the contrary, I s�ncerely bel�eve �t �s. It 
�s not suggested that the soc�al sc�ence approach �s an answer to every des�gn problem and 
an approach for every development project. Nor do I argue that all the HCI pract�t�oners 
should do soc�al sc�ence. The approach taken �n the thes�s �s an attempt to contr�bute to 
the ongo�ng d�scuss�on of ethnography’s role �n HCI (Chapter �) and propose a d�fferent 
role for soc�al sc�ent�sts w�th�n HCI (th�s role �s also d�scussed �n Räsänen and Nyce 2006). 
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Th�s type of analyt�cal work on context as presented �n the thes�s m�ght well su�t the soc�al 
sc�ent�sts such as anthropolog�sts we meet w�th�n the HCI commun�ty. That, of course, 
would lead to recons�derat�on of a ser�es of �ssues w�th�n the HCI commun�ty. Some of 
them have been po�nted out, such as the convent�ons that shape the sc�ent�fic publ�cat�ons, 
define, and measure the success w�th�n HCI as well as terms for the fund�ng of HCI 
research (Dour�sh 2006; Räsänen and L�ndqu�st 2005; see also Chapter �). 

Some of these concerns are, of course, common to all research projects but are 
also a matter for each project to cons�der and handle �nd�v�dually. However, much �s 
st�ll to be done to make an altered ethnograph�c work poss�ble w�th�n HCI. As Bourd�eu 
has po�nted out, reflex�ve analys�s must cons�der “pos�t�on �n the soc�al space, pos�t�on 
�n the field and pos�t�on �n the scholast�c un�verse” (Bourd�eu 200�: ��). I bel�eve that 
th�s �s an �mportant d�scuss�on, not only for anthropology w�th�n HCI but also for the 
other d�sc�pl�nes w�th�n �t, part�cularly those wh�ch do not possess the same “power” as a 
dom�nant d�scourse has. Even �f �t �s �mportant to cont�nue study�ng the des�gn processes, 
I also propose that �t �s also �mportant to study HCI d�sc�pl�ne, �ts research trad�t�ons, 
and commun�ty to quest�on what “matters” w�th�n th�s research area and under wh�ch 
cond�t�ons �t br�ngs together var�ous d�sc�pl�nary, conceptual, and methodolog�cal 
approaches. It suggests reflex�v�ty, an analys�s of the soc�al and �ntellectual convent�ons 
that are embedded �n theor�es, the analyt�cal tools and research pract�ces w�th�n the field 
of HCI as well as cond�t�ons for fund�ng and other convent�ons w�th�n wh�ch the research 
�s carr�ed out. The a�m of reflect�on �s not to attack but to support the ep�stemolog�cal 
development of HCI. 

Leaving the Islands

My purpose �s not to prov�de yet another defin�t�on of soc�al context. Rather, I have 
unpacked the soc�o-cultural c�rcumstances w�th�n wh�ch the sense of togetherness was 
establ�shed, ma�nta�ned, man�fested, and made access�ble �n order to explore and d�scuss the 
soc�o-cultural context of technology use. D�scuss�on �n th�s thes�s �s meant to be explorat�ve 
rather than conclus�ve, outl�n�ng an approach to the analys�s on soc�o-cultural context of 
technology use as well as prov�d�ng a part�al analys�s of the use of the commun�cat�on 
env�ronment and of the organ�zat�onal culture at the Contact Centre. The a�m here �s not to 
ach�eve consensus on what soc�o-cultural context means or to suggest a s�ngle methodology 
for how the analys�s should be conducted. Rather, I str�ve for a plural�st�c and �nclus�ve 
d�scuss�on of some aspects that may be �ncluded �n the soc�al sc�ence approaches used 
w�th�n HCI. The soc�o-cultural context �s all around us but also w�th�n us. It obv�ously 
depends on our focus, what we want to capture, and how far or near to the “event” (of 
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technology use) we want to be. Here, I advocate a broader context �n order to understand 
the embeddedness of technology �n contrast to �ts �mmed�ate use context.

Th�s thes�s a�ms to contr�bute to those HCI stud�es that focus on a broad soc�al 
context of technology use (Chapter �) by add�ng th�s emp�r�cal study of aud�o- and v�deo-
med�ated commun�cat�on technology used �n a contemporary doma�n, �.e. a call-centre 
organ�zat�on �n a rural area �n the Stockholm arch�pelago. The �ntent�on �s to offer a 
broad analys�s and po�nt out the complex�ty of the technology use. Therefore, �t a�ms to 
contr�bute to the ongo�ng d�scuss�on of why and how to broaden the �nventory and make 
sense of a broader set of assoc�at�ons than we rout�nely th�nk �s necessary �n HCI research. 
In part�cular, �t a�ms to cons�der how these elements and th�s set and ser�es of assoc�at�ons 
both lead to and “take away from” the use of technology. 

The use of technology such as the commun�cat�on env�ronment here �s an act�v�ty 
based on a soc�al s�tuat�on, pract�ces and act�ons �n the part�cular sett�ng. The d�scuss�on 
�n th�s thes�s has been �nterpreted �n the l�ght of th�s s�tuat�on. What �s the soc�o-cultural 
context here may well be the focus, the “event,” �n another study. However, I bel�eve that 
the find�ngs of th�s research may be transferred and appl�ed to s�m�lar sett�ngs w�th careful 
judgement of wh�ch �ns�ghts are �mportant �n those part�cular c�rcumstances.

***

Wh�le on the �sland, I br�efly v�s�ted one of the Contact Centre s�tes �n early May 2006. 
Now I understand the pa�rs of rubber boots by the door d�fferently than when I met Er�ka 
and others for the first t�me. Through the l�nes of th�s thes�s, the webs of relat�onsh�ps are 
explored between what Er�ka called the�r “l�ttle world” and what was left “outs�de.” In 
add�t�on, the�r “l�ttle world” �s much larger now �n real terms. The number of employees 
at the Contact Centre had �ncreased to �0� by September 2006. Most of them work �n 
the ma�nland, �n Norrtälje. Th�s, I bel�eve, po�nts out that the soc�o-cultural context �s not 
a stable concept, settled once and for all. On the contrary, �t �s a cont�nuously ongo�ng 
process �n wh�ch the soc�al world �s �nvolved. However, �t �s also embedded �n the h�story 
and resources that const�tute �t. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction
�. Th�s overv�ew focuses on the somewhat ethnograph�cal approaches to soc�al context 

w�th�n HCI. In HCI, there are, obv�ously, several other ways of understand�ng context, wh�ch are 
not d�scussed here. For �nstance, there �s the behav�our�st�c v�ew �n wh�ch the context of act�v�ty �s 
expla�ned by env�ronmental configurat�ons. See further, for example, Barker’s framework on “behav�or 
sett�ngs” (c�ted �n Lave ����: ���). The cogn�t�ve psychology approach �s also used w�th�n HCI. See, 
for example, Lave (����) as well as Cha�kl�n and Lave (����). D�str�buted cogn�t�on, for example, 
�s concerned w�th structure and w�th understand�ng the coord�nat�on of �nd�v�duals and artefacts 
(Nard� ���6). Another theory used �n the HCI research �s the cultural-h�stor�cal research trad�t�on, 
commonly called act�v�ty theory. For example, Nard� (���6) suggests that act�v�ty theory �s a way to 
extend the �nqu�ry of context. Accord�ng to act�v�ty theory, persons are engaged �n soc�o-culturally 
constructed act�v�ty, wh�ch defines context �n the follow�ng way: “Contexts are act�v�ty systems. An 
act�v�ty system �ntegrates the subject, the object, and the �nstruments […] �nto a un�fied whole” 
(Engeström ����: 6�; see also Greenberg 200�; Nard� ���6).

2. The Swed�sh term civilanställda �s used to �nd�cate the employees who do not have pol�ce 
educat�on. It �s somet�mes translated as “c�v�l�an employees.” Stenmark (2005) uses th�s translat�on.

�. Th�s �nformat�on appl�es on June �0, 2006.
�. Th�s �nformat�on appl�es for the per�od of my fieldwork �n the research project that �s 

descr�bed shortly. S�nce then, there have been changes �n the organ�zat�on. 
5. The des�gn concept enabl�ng eye contact based on beamspl�tter technology has been 

developed by Charl�e Gullström and Mats Er�xon, KTH.
6. I owe the techn�cal descr�pt�on of the technology used �n the commun�cat�on env�ronment 

to Mats Er�xon, Centre for Susta�nable Commun�cat�ons, KTH.
�. For more �nformat�on about the technology, see AMT webs�te, URL: www.amt.kth.se/

projekt/face2face/
�. KTH, Stockholm County Pol�ce, Stockholm County Counc�l, the Development Counc�l 

for the Government Sector and V�nnova (Swed�sh Governmental Agency for Innovat�on Systems) 
financed the project, and the Commun�ty Hub Foundat�on, Net�ns�ght AB, N�l�ngs AB, Norrtälje 
Energ�, Offecct AB, Tel�a and AB Stokab sponsored the research project, Commun�ty at a D�stance.

�. The purpose of the thes�s �s not to g�ve a comprehens�ve and complete account of the project, 
Commun�ty at a D�stance. For further descr�pt�ons and documentat�on of exper�ences and results of 
the project, see Er�xon et al (200�), Lenman et al (2002), Gullström-Hughes et al (200�), Räsänen 
et al (2005). 

Notes
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Chapter 2: Approaching Context
�. Bron�slaw Mal�nowsk� paved way for a long-term fieldwork for anthropology �n ��20s.
2. Cultural and soc�al convent�ons prov�de �nterpretab�l�ty and efficacy for performat�ve 

statements such as “I now pronounce you man and w�fe.” Th�s statement �llustrates how people use 
words to accompl�sh act�on (Goodw�n and Durant� ���2/����).

�. The concept “context of s�tuat�on” first used by Mal�nowsk� �s today more commonly 
replaced w�th the term “context of culture” (D�lley ����).

�. The word control �n Engl�sh has var�ous mean�ngs, such as to check or ver�fy and hence 
to regulate, and “To exerc�se restra�nt or d�rect�on upon the free act�on of; […] exerc�se power or 
author�ty over; to dom�nate, command” (The Oxford English Dictionary ���� vol. III). The word 
surveillance, on the other hand means watch�ng or keep�ng guard over someone, “esp. over a suspected 
person” (The Oxford English Dictionary ���� vol. XVII).

5. For further read�ng about space and place w�th�n HCI, see e.g. Brown and Perry (2002), 
Harr�son and Dour�sh (���6), Hedman (200�). For a select�on of contemporary theor�es of space 
and t�me, see e.g. Fr�edland and Boden (����) but also Levefbre (����/����) and de Certeau 
(����/����).

6. Scarry (���5) uses concentr�c c�rcles as a figure to expla�n d�fferent contexts �n her research.

Chapter 3: Outline of Research Practice
�. The terms “ethnography” and “ethnographer” are often used for �n HCI. The terms usually 

�nclude anthropology.
2. The mean�ng of “long�tude” has changed �n pace w�th new areas of research and the�r 

needs.
�. Appl�ed anthropology approaches have been used �n d�fferent fields, for example, �n 

var�ous development projects �n the South, somet�mes also called development countr�es. Appl�ed 
anthropology may �nclude emanc�patory elements.

�. Anthropolog�st Dav�d Hakken rem�nded the part�c�pants about the analyt�c process �n a 
s�m�lar way at a workshop dur�ng Part�c�patory Des�gn Conference (PDC2006) �n Trento, Italy, 
August 2, 2006.

5. Geertz (����/2000) borrows the concepts exper�ence-near and exper�ence-d�stant from 
He�nz Kohut, a psychoanalyst. As an example, Geertz ment�ons love as an exper�ence-near concept 
and social stratification as an example of exper�ence-d�stant concepts. 

6. “Th�ck descr�pt�on” �s a term Geertz borrows of G�lbert Ryle.

Chapter 4: Living in the Archipelago
�. Th�s �nformat�on appl�es on June �0, 2006.
2. Th�s �nformat�on was presented by the manager of the Contact Centre at a workshop on 

work at a d�stance �n the arch�pelago, Stockholm September �, 2006.
�. The number of responses to th�s study �s �66 (Strandberg, Sandberg and Norman 2006).
�. For example, the Organ�zat�on for Local Assoc�at�ons �n the Stockholm Arch�pelago 

(Skärgårdens Intresseföreningars KontaktOrganisation, SIKO) represents �nhab�tants �n the arch�pelago 
�n contact w�th the author�t�es and mun�c�pal governments and works w�th var�ous matters such as 
the use of land �n the arch�pelago, trade, and bus�ness as well as cultural and soc�al matters (SIKO nd). 
SIKO was also engaged �n the establ�shment of the Contact Centre.

5. Accord�ng to the plan, a total of fourteen posts were to be cut �n the Stockholm traffic area, 
�n wh�ch Sandhamn �s �ncluded (County Administrative Board ����).
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6. There are var�ous ways to report cr�me, for example, to pol�ce officers �n serv�ce (��%), by 
v�s�t�ng the pol�ce stat�on (��%), report�ng to a pol�ce officer over telephone (��%), and by ma�l 
(�%) as well as by fax (�%). These figures apply to the whole of Sweden �n December 200� (doc 
December 200�).

�. Th�s �nformat�on �s collected from the monthly reports over telephone stat�st�cs d�str�buted 
at the Contact Centre.

�. All employees at the Contact Centre meet tw�ce a year �n a “jo�nt-workplace meet�ng.” Some 
aspects on the jo�nt workplace meet�ngs are d�scussed �n Chapter 5.

�. The major�ty of the staff members are women. One reason for th�s, accord�ng to one of 
the staff members, �s that the �n�t�al salary at the beg�nn�ng of the Contact Centre bus�ness was low. 
Potent�al male employees reasoned that they could not “afford” to work there for such low pay. S�nce 
then, the salary has been �ncreased to match salar�es for comparable profess�ons w�th�n the pol�ce 
author�ty. 

�0. Th�s sect�on “To Phone �n the Morn�ng” borrows �ts t�tle from S�sk�nd’s book To Hunt in 
the Morning (����/���5) where hunt�ng, the ma�n act�v�ty among the Sharanahua Ind�ans �n Peru, 
�s d�scussed.

��. The call d�str�but�on system was changed dur�ng the spr�ng of 200�. However, the ma�n 
purpose of the automated call-d�str�but�on system rema�ns the same, to allocate and place calls �n a 
queue and spread them further to the operators. 

�2. The t�me between the telephone calls altered dur�ng my fieldwork, vary�ng from � to � 
m�nutes.

��. In general, the proport�onal d�str�but�on of the telephone calls to the call d�str�but�on 
system corresponded. However, �f one or several operators logged out s�multaneously, there would be 
st�ll many calls �n the queu�ng. 

��. In the project Commun�ty at a D�stance, we asked the personnel at the Contact Centre to 
tell us about the�r everyday l�fe �n the arch�pelago. One of the “cultural probes” (Gaver et al ����) 
was to explore w�th photographs the theme of “What worr�es you?” One of the contr�but�ons was the 
or�g�nal photograph ment�oned here. Totally, as a result of the photograph probes, we rece�ved one 
hundred photographs on four d�fferent themes.

�5. Headl�ne �n Swed�sh, ”Headl�ne �n Swed�sh, ”Skolan ödesfråga för Ornös framtid”
�6 .Headl�ne �n Swed�sh, ”Headl�ne �n Swed�sh, ”Tar de skolan, tar de ön!”
��. SIKO, the Organ�zat�on for Local Assoc�at�ons �n the Stockholm Arch�pelago (SIKO, the Organ�zat�on for Local Assoc�at�ons �n the Stockholm Arch�pelago (the Organ�zat�on for Local Assoc�at�ons �n the Stockholm Arch�pelago (Skärgårdens 

Intresseföreningars KontaktOrganisation)
��. Apart from the school �ssue, rental hous�ng was debated �n the newspaper art�cles. Hous�ng 

�s an �mportant �ssue �n the arch�pelago. The �slands are attract�ve areas, espec�ally dur�ng the summer 
and the pr�ce of real estate �s h�gh, part�cularly on certa�n �slands. In add�t�on to th�s, h�gh real estate 
taxes make �t expens�ve to l�ve �n the arch�pelago and even more d�fficult to �nvest �n pr�vate hous�ng 
(e.g. Archipelago Foundation 2000). Rental hous�ng on the �slands could be one way to resolve some 
of the hous�ng problems. The Contact Centre personnel expressed a need for rental hous�ng �n the 
arch�pelago wh�le we worked �n the workshops �n the project Commun�ty at a D�stance and talked 
about the needs on the �slands (ws 2002-0�-�2, 2002-0�-25, 2002-�0-�0).

Chapter 5: The Fabric of a Working Day
�. There are, of course, var�ous reasons why each of the staff members sought for employment 

at the Contact Centre, such as to be able to work where they l�ve and therefore be close to fam�ly and 
part�cularly ch�ldren. Others apprec�ated the flex�b�l�ty �n plann�ng the work�ng hours and therefore 
be�ng able to adjust the work to the needs �n the fam�ly l�fe (e.g. fn 2002-0�-��, 2002-0�-22).

2. In general, meet�ngs can be categor�sed �n d�fferent ways. Here, I use the names the personnel 
used for the scheduled meet�ngs at the Contact Centre.
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�. I �ntroduce and d�scuss the use of the commun�cat�on env�ronment w�th aud�o and v�deo �n 
the follow�ng two chapters. 

�. Of course, there are several other dev�ces and computer appl�cat�ons that are used and are 
equally �mportant �n order to carry out the work at the Contact Centre. In add�t�on, the telephone 
�s not only used for �ncom�ng cr�me reports from the publ�c, but �t �s also a commun�cat�on dev�ce 
between the personnel on the three locat�ons. S�nce the group leaders are �n charge of the everyday 
rout�nes and cover for each other, they frequently take contact w�th each other. I observed that the 
group leaders somet�mes called each other several t�mes a day �n order to plan work act�v�t�es together, 
to support each other, or to d�scuss quest�ons perta�n�ng to leadersh�p. The other staff members, on 
the other hand, called each other, for example, when they needed to ask about a spec�fic cr�me report, 
clar�fy a work rout�ne, or plan an act�v�ty. Some of the employees called each other about a meet�ng 
so that others could cover for them. The person who rece�ved the telephone call �nformed the rest of 
the staff at that locat�on by announc�ng a message �n the work�ng area and/or wr�t�ng �t on the wh�te 
board.

5 .The call d�str�but�on system and how �t works at the Contact Centre was descr�bed �n general 
terms �n Chapter �. 

6. Th�s v�gnette �s also presented �n Räsänen and Nyce (2006).
�. Dur�ng the spr�ng of 200�, the automated call d�str�but�on system was changed. Today, the 

personnel operate all �ncom�ng telephone calls through the computer screen �nstead of the telephone. 
The same �nformat�on that used to be seen on the telephone d�splay �s now shown on the computer 
screen w�th add�t�onal �nformat�on as well.

Chapter 6: Towards “K”
�. At the t�me, �t happened that a person somet�mes worked alone at a part�cular s�te. Later, the 

pract�ce was changed so that nobody needed to work alone �f they d�d not w�sh to do so.
2. On th�s �sland, the open-plan office looked more or less the same dur�ng my ent�re fieldwork. 

The office was exposed to wear and started to look more “used.” There were more papers and folders 
around, but the work desks and other office furn�ture placed �n the office env�ronment were not 
moved around. At the other two s�tes, the office was restyled and work desks and shelves moved 
around several t�mes.

�. For example, some of the �nformat�on put forward �n the prev�ous chapters was ava�lable for 
the project team at the t�me. 

�. There are, of course, several other aspects of �nterest that could have been ra�sed �n the 
project. For example, var�ous placements suggest a d�fference �n rec�proc�ty between the s�tes. One 
may then ask how would the personnel exper�ence d�fferent placements and what would that mean 
for the att�tudes towards the commun�cat�on env�ronment as well as for the sense of togetherness?

5. Th�s, of course, does not apply to all the compan�es and organ�zat�ons �n Sweden. Rather, �t 
�s somewhat of a convent�onal understand�ng and �dea of how th�ngs should be.

6. Later, the project team �dent�fied aspects that “went wrong” �n the des�gn process, wh�ch 
contr�buted to the react�on by the employees. These �ncluded an overly w�de approach for a long 
per�od of t�me dur�ng the project. The narrow�ng down process towards the des�gn �deas was rather 
fast. The suggested des�gn �dea seemed to be understood as too narrow, espec�ally compared to the 
w�de methodolog�cal approach, for more of the �n�t�al des�gn pract�ces as well as reflect�ons on them, 
see Gullström-Hudges et al (200�).

Chapter 7: Mediated Togetherness
�. The descr�pt�on of technology and �ts placement at the Contact Centre as well as some of the 

examples of encounters across the commun�cat�on env�ronment appear �n Räsänen et al (2005).
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2. The bas�c techn�cal pr�nc�ples were descr�bed �n the �ntroduct�on, Chapter �. For a more 
comprehens�ve descr�pt�on of the complete set of technology needed to create a commun�cat�on 
env�ronment l�ke th�s as well as other techn�cal deta�ls see Er�xon et all (200�) but also the AMT 
webs�te, URL: www.amt.kth.se/projekt/face2face/.

�. The techn�cal breakdowns are yet another aspect that connects the use of the commun�cat�on 
env�ronment to act�ons outs�de of the �mmed�ate use context. The soc�o-cultural context at the 
t�me of the breakdown �s somewhat �mmed�ate �n t�me and place but po�nts to other act�ons and 
organ�zat�ons that m�ght be �n d�stant places.

�. The “final” form here refers to a certa�n level of completeness. As ment�oned above, artefacts 
transform cont�nuously wh�le they are used and talked about. They may never be accompl�shed as 
“final.” 

5. Inv�s�b�l�ty or d�sappearance of technology, of course, �s not always the goal and �s not always 
des�rable. It �s even bel�eved unl�kely to happen (Charmers 200�). Some tools and technolog�es are 
�ntended to be v�s�ble, for example, �n order to emphas�ze a person’s �dent�ty and status (e.g. Douglas 
and Isherwood ���6). Some technolog�es should be v�s�ble because of potent�al danger �f they are not 
(Ilsted-Hjelm 200�). Yet, objects and technology represent d�fferent th�ngs for the�r var�ous users. 
What �s �nv�s�ble for one person �s v�s�ble for someone else. For example, a mob�le phone �s �n one 
sense not visible to me, but v�s�ble for the des�gner of mob�le telephone systems. But aga�n, then they 
are used for someth�ng else; they are not just “tools.”

6. As ment�oned earl�er, no major construct�on work was done �n the ex�st�ng �nter�or and 
arch�tectural features apart from mov�ng the unattached �nter�or around.

�. The frame hold�ng the m�rrors was �n�t�ally measured and ordered to fit a part�cular project�on 
technology. However, the projector d�d not work together w�th the m�rrors, but returned the p�cture 
�n green colour. Therefore, the project team dec�ded to use telev�s�on sets �nstead. However, the s�ze of 
the telev�s�on set was smaller than the frame. Because of the l�m�ted resources �n the project, �t was not 
poss�ble to change the frame s�ze. Th�s may be seen as an example on how pract�cal des�gn dec�s�ons 
�n the project also affected the exper�enced outcome. 

�. Obv�ously, d�fferent use of a spat�al sett�ng can also change the exper�enced character of the 
sett�ng. For example, a street corner can serve as an outdoor café for fam�l�es dur�ng the dayt�me and 
as a place to hang around for drug add�cts dur�ng the n�ght.

�. Th�s also shows the �mportance of us�ng var�ous research techn�ques �n order to capture 
what �s “go�ng on” �n the field (see e.g. Blomberg et al 200�). I bel�eve �t also strengthens the need of 
“know�ng” the part�cular field. Somet�mes, an extended t�me per�od for the research �s necessary �n 
order to ach�eve that.
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