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Abstract: The aim of this paper is to identify how employees perceive flexibility at work provided by their usage of email. After interviews with the employees in four different organisations, I identify four basic ways in which employees conceptualise flexibility at work: in terms of teleworking, but not exactly, in terms of connecting to distant others, and also of making the hierarchy of the organisation more available and approachable. They furthermore perceive that technological arrangements are not the exclusive condition in order to achieve teleworking in the organisation. These discourses are then linked to various institutional arrangements within the organisations, such as their hierarchical structure, the email introduction practices and their email diffusion level. 
Introduction
Information and communication technologies (ICTs) have for the past decades been extensively used in the working space, to cater for specific organizational needs. They have also quite understandably become an object under study, regarding their functionality, their usage, and the ways in which they have transformed organizational practices, perceptions and processes. This paper presents some preliminary results of the project COMMORG funded by the European Commission on the diffusion of email in organizations and its consequences in organizational processes, such as decision making processes, but also perceptions, such as identification and trust in the organization. The COMMORG project is conducted by a consortium of European Universities, situated in Italy, the UK, the Netherlands, and Greece, and involves the study of email in different types of organizations.

The current paper is positioned in a line of tradition that investigates how technological artefacts acquire their meaning through their everyday usage and through negotiations by their practitioners (e.g. Blumer, 1969; Stryker, 1980; Bausinger, 1984). Email is here viewed as acquiring a specific meaning through the everyday interactions in the working place. We interviewed employees in four different organisations in Greece in order to understand how they perceive flexibility at work provided by the usage of email.
However, everyday interactions in the working place, that ascribe a meaning for the email a work do not happen in an organisational vacuum but are part and parcel with the organisation’s flow of work, its organisational structure and hierarchy. There have been several studies investigating how the usage of email at work influences organisational structures and hierarchy (e.g. Dubrovski et. al. 1991; Strauss, 1996; Weisband et. al., 1995; Mantovani, 1994). I am here investigating the opposite direction: how organisational structures and hierarchy influence the users’ discourses on email. 
At the same time, I believe that discourses about email at work are affected by the level of email diffusion and specific diffusion processes in each organisation. In the study of the four organisations I found different levels of email diffusion, even though all organisations were indeed using email, as well as different diffusion practices. Diffusion practices are part of the everyday interactional settings of our respondents, and the actors responsible for these practices (e.g. members from IT departments of organisations) attempt to ascribe a specific meaning in the technology introduced. This is the reason I decided to focus on the level of diffusion as well as the diffusion practices as possible factors influencing email discourses. 

Finally, we should keep in mind that this is a country-specific research, concentrating on Greek organisations. The context in which our respondents live and work also plays a role in shaping their discourses on email. This is especially true regarding the usage of information and communication technologies (ICTs), sine Greece seems to belong to the “late majority” or even the “laggards” in ICT diffusion (Rogers, 1995). According to the European Commission, Greece was the last EU country in internet penetration, with a percentage of 9.2%, while the EU average was 40.4% (Eurobarometer, June 2002). I explore the role of internet penetration in Greece, providing some more recent and detailed data, since it constitutes the general cultural setting within which this research is conducted. 
Thus in this paper I investigate in which ways organisational structures as well as diffusion patterns of email affect the employees discourses about email, in the context of Greek organisations. In order to keep consistent with the thematic of this conference, I concentrate on how people discuss flexibility at work provided by the usage of email. 
In what follows I first present the picture of the diffusion of ICTs in Greece: what do the statistics on internet and more specifically email penetration reveal for this country? After a short description of the methodology used, I explore the different ways in which our respondents have discussed flexibility at work relating to the usage of email. Next, I take up each of the organisations under study, and explore their organisational structure and diffusion practices. I show how different discourses about flexibility at work occur in different organisational settings. The objective of this paper, namely how diffusion patterns influence perceptions of flexibility and inclusion/ exclusion, is discussed in the last part of the paper. 

Internet and Email in Greece
The gathering of the data for the current study involved the period from April to December 2002. The Eurobarometer statistics offered in the introduction (internet penetration of 9,2%) stands for June 2002. At the same time, however, the Greek internet market growth rates were at 80%, and in specific areas such as e-government (in the provision of online government services) Greece held one of the best positions in EU with a percentage of 39%, which is among EU average (Samourkassidou, 2002). We decided to focus our attention to a study conducted in a period closer to our research, and our focus group, small and medium size enterprises (SMEs), namely the National Research for New Technologies and the Information Society (NRNTIS), 2002, commissioned by the Secretariat for the Information Society, by the Greek Ministry of Economy and Finance
.  
This research was conducted within the period 30th July – 27th September 2002, and its sample was 2464 households, which accounted for responses on 5566 individuals. The sampling procedure was stratified and representative for Greek population, and the data gathering was based on personal interviews using structured questionnaires. According to the NRNTIS internet usage in Greek population was at 19.3%, with two out of fifteen households being connected to the internet
. The average time of internet use is 6.3 hours a week. Regarding the working place, two out of fifteen employees of small enterprises (1-5 employees) use the internet. 
In order to focus more on the working place, we took a closer look at an earlier e-business survey, again commissioned by the Secretariat for the Information Society, by the Greek Ministry of Economy and Finance. This survey took place within the period 26th November 2001 – 5th February 2002, with a sample of 1804 small and medium size enterprises (1 – 250 employees), representative regarding their size and geographical dispersion. According to it, 87% of companies with more than 11 employees have PCs, with 70% of them having internet connection. This accounts in total for 60.9% of companies with more than 11 employees being connected to the internet
. 
Email usage seems to be the primary reason that companies get internet connection, with 56% of them using it everyday. Moreover, 79% of the companies having internet connection use email. All in all, the results of both the surveys show that Greece is lagging behind in internet penetration, but the figures show a dynamic growth rate. In enterprises consisting of more than 11 employees, internet and email usage is a common feature, but also fairly recent (the average time having an internet connection is 2.2 years).

We need to keep those figures in mind when discussing email usage and email perceptions in Greek companies, as they do provide the general setting for our respondents. I will come back to this point in the discussion of the results. 
Methodology
The paper is based on a study of emailing systems and email usage in four different organizational settings: a local branch of an international company (organization A), a national company (organization B), a sector of public administration (organization C) and a national science and technology institute
 (organization D). This differentiation was deemed necessary from the relevant literature review, which indicated a variation of email usage patterns in different types of organizations (private – non-private, small-scale – large-scale). In the sampling process, we took into account their main object of interest, which in all cases is technology. 

In order to facilitate further discussion, a description of the organizations is provided. Organization A is developing software and applications, organization B is an importer and distributor of electronics, organization C is running many ICT-related projects
, and organization D is a publicly funded science and technology institute. The first three organizations are large scale organizations, organisation A having 113 employees, organisation B 92 employees, organisation C 156 employees and organisation D 29 employees. All organizations are based in Athens, Greece.

After securing access to the organizations, we conducted interviews with employees and key-figures; we gathered documents of relevance to email usage and the research questions of the project and observed their emailing systems
 (Table 1 presents the data gathered for each organisation at the time this paper is written). The questions asked during the interviews covered the following topics: email diffusion and substitution, trust and identification processes, genre repertoires, participation in decision making processes, and policy issues (email surveillance, gender and age). All interviews lasted about an hour, and were tape-recorded and afterwards transcribed.
This paper is a qualitative research, since it is a ‘systematic investigation that attempts to understand the meaning that things have for individuals from their own perspectives’ (Taylor, 1994: 266). Thus, in each case study I analysed the interview transcripts using repertoire analysis and trying to identify the basic themes relating to issues of flexibility in working time and space through the usage of email. I used a data-driven approach making each interview as a unit of analysis and of coding
 (Boyatzis, 1998). I identified relevant themes to the topic of interest here. Then I compared these themes across sub-samples, creating a code of themes, with which I analysed each interview.

A basic them is here defined as specific keywords or ideas which identify “a pattern found in the information that – at a minimum describes and organizes the possible observations and – at maximum interprets aspects of the phenomenon” (ibid., p.4). The basic themes that appeared in the interview and document data are presented and explained in the following section. 
The themes in discussion about flexibility in the working place are identified as 

1. Teleworking but not exactly

2. It’s not only the technical

3. Making the top available

4. Connecting to distant others

After explaining the aforementioned themes, I show how the occurrence of each theme is related to each organisation, exploring the organisational structure and diffusion level and processes in each organisation. 
	
	Organisation A
	Organisation B
	Organisation C
	Organisation D

	Number of interviews
	9
	4
	6
	7

	Position of interviewees in the organisation
	HR employee, Marketing employee, Presales Manager, six employees. 
	President, IT manager, IT employee, executive secretary
	Two IT directors, employee IT department, employees 
	General Director, Technical Director, PR manager, four employees 

	Types of documents gathered
	Email samples, security policy statement, email code of practice, press releases, organisational chart 
	Email sample, list of email accounts, instructions for email usage, organisational chart, mission statement
	Organisational chart, internal report on implementation of information system, list of employees. 
	Organisational chart, annual reports, press releases, email samples

	Additional data used here
	
	24 questionnaires from email non-users
	4 questionnaires
	8 questionnaires



Repertoires of flexibility
1. Teleworking but not exactly

Flexibility from time and space coordinates is discussed mostly in terms of “teleworking, but not exactly”. What does that mean? It means that many of our respondents say that teleworking is allowed and promoted in their companies, in the sense of being able to connect to the company’s intranet or login to check their emails, but they understand at the same time that it is not teleworking exactly, in the sense of remote-working or home-working. 
An indicative answer is the following: “It depends. If I am sick and I have my email and I work from home yes. But if let's say I don’t want to come here and I want to work from home … [organization A] doesn't support this. We haven't reached this level of teleworking yet” (respondent 1). And according to another employee: “Working from home no, but, in general, [organization A] encourages access from home” (respondent 6). In organisation D we have yet another example of this theme: “Yes, I can use the laptop and I have a login and a password that I can connect to it. The space of work is not limiting, I just feel I need to be here as a moral obligation, since I do have an office. The company doesn't prohibit it, but the practice is to be here” (respondent 3).
These excerpts present the theme eloquently. The respondents perceive a certain kind of teleworking allowed by the organisation, a certain degree of flexibility that allows them to work also from different locales, but at the same time they perceive that this is not the complete essence of teleworking, as being able to work outside of the office instead of being in the office.  
2. It’s not only the technical arrangements
This theme also arises when our respondents discuss teleworking and flexibility in the working place provided by the use of email. They point to different factors (cultural or organisational) in order to indicate that the technical ability to log in to the organisational email account, or intranet is not the only condition for teleworking, for being flexible regarding the time and space of their working practices. 

Some examples of this theme are the following: “No, in Greece not, of course it's also a matter of mentality…The everyday contact of the team is necessary, It's not easy to start a teleconference from home, who would pay for the bill and the equipment? …In Greece we are not very progressive in this in general” (respondent 5, organisation A). And in another case: “When you travel yes, but I cannot say that the company supports home working. There have been no attempts so far to do it, or not to do it, maybe it's in the mentality of the Greek company” (respondent 6, organisation D).
3. Making the top available 

One aspect of flexibility that the usage of email seems to introduce to the working environment is that it makes high status people more available. Both employees and key-figures of the organizations acknowledge the fact that the usage of email within organizations has made managers and directors, who are usually very busy, more available to the employees, since email is an asynchronous means of communication. 
“Anyone can communicate with whoever they want, they can communicate better with supervisors, they don’t need to go through formal procedures” is the answer of one of our respondents in organisation C. And in organisation D “I guess they [high status people] are more approachable, because they are not full time here so via email I can find them easily and show them something, because they are constantly online” (respondent 4). 
This theme consists of sentences indicating that high status people in the organisations have become more approachable due to the usage of email, which is also explicitly acknowledged by the respondents as something that makes their work more flexible: e.g. that they can send them an email any time, and not wait to meet them, or find them through the telephone. Another good example for this is the following excerpt: “[Organisation A] tries to be a flexible and open company so we don’t need to wait for the periodic meetings to control the workflow. This happens the whole time. And here email helps, because people can tell you what is going on instantly” (respondent 9, high status person).  

D. Connecting to distant others

The last theme identified in our responses relating to flexibility allowed by the usage of email, is the ability to connect to distant others. Many of our respondents identify the technical ability to connect to colleagues or partners abroad or in other physical spaces as an advantage that helps them rearrange their working practices and be more flexible regarding the time that they can contact others. Employees don’t need to wait until it’s the appropriate time to contact their colleagues in Japan or the USA via the telephone, and through this they have become more flexible as to when they can contact others. The respondents perceive that there is a specific reorganization of work in this way, in the sense that they can access an information source, or communicate their messages according to their time frame, and not their communicants’ time frame. 

Examples of this theme can be found in almost all organisations: “The positive thing is that we obtain information that, due to time difference we would get with several hours or days of delay. Now we immediately get it… The conditions under which people work would be more difficult [without email], because some information they need for their work they only get via the internet” (respondent 3, organisation B). “There are people where the time zone is different, or others that you don't know if they have the time at that moment to listen to you, so by sending an email it's easier” (respondent 2, organisation A). And also: “Yes, definitely [email helps the organisation of work]. Most of our work is done via virtual groups, because some of our partners/ colleagues are situated in other cities of Greece” (respondent 1, organisation D)
Themes in each organisation
As a next step I identified how often the specific themes appeared in each organisation, taking as a unit of analysis each interview
. By doing so I attempt to show how these specific themes are connected to the institutional arrangements within each organisation, and more specifically the hierarchical structure of each organisation, and the diffusion processes in them. This is based on the assumption that the interactional practices of our participants with their colleagues and with the specific technology (email) – both of which shape the meaning that our respondents ascribe to email - do not happen in an organisational vacuum but are delineated by hierarchical structures in the organisation (the former) and by diffusion patterns (the latter). 

The following table (Table 2) indicates the occurrence of its theme in each organisation. Table 3 gives an overview of the hierarchical structure, introduction practices and diffusion level in each organisation. 

	
	Organisation A
	Organisation B
	Organisation C
	Organisation D

	Teleworking but not exactly
	6 (of 9)
	-
	1 (of 6)
	4 (of 7)

	It’s not only technical
	3
	-
	1
	4

	Making the top available
	5
	-
	1
	4

	Connecting to distant others
	5
	10 (including also written response of 24 non-email users)
	2
	5



	
	Hierarchical structures
	Introduction practices
	Diffusion level

	Organisation A
	Two levels of hierarchy. Described by the respondents as “flat”, “flexible”, “democratic”. Weekly reports. 
	Introduction in 1991-1992. Introduced as a means of internal communication (with parent company abroad). All employees participated in the process. 
	Email for external and internal communication. Email as routine, but not very much for communication with colleagues. Problem of information overload. 

	Organisation B
	Hierarchical structure of five levels, with seven departments and many sub-departments each. Strict control of every process by the president. Weekly reports.
	Introduction in 1998. 19 email accounts only for managers. Emails go through central control point, are printed out and registered (protocol number) 
	Email not used for internal communication. 19 email accounts managed by 12 individuals. 

	Organisation C 
	Highly structured organisation. Under a ministry, having five levels of hierarchy. Loose centralized control. 
	Introduction in 1999. Email accounts for all employees. IT department guiding / pushing the process. Introduced with a law. 
	Email not used for internal communication. At least half of the employees do not use email at all. They use email only when essential to their work.

	Organisation D
	Two levels of hierarchy, with some control from public sector. Considered by the respondents as flat and flexible. 
	Introduction from the beginning of the company (1998) by all employees. 
	Heavy email usage both internally and externally. Problem with information overload. 


                                 
Discussion – Conclusions
Flexible working arrangements are becoming increasingly prominent in the shift towards the information society, according to the theme of this panel. What we have studied in this paper is how employees perceive this flexibility in the working place, and how their perceptions are affected by institutional arrangements within their organisations. The way that the employees discuss this flexibility is manly in terms of four themes: 

1. Far from instituting home- or teleworking, these organisations have structured working processes, and email practices in such a way that the employees can indeed work from other physical localities, other than their office, but this is not performed instead of being in the office. It rather has to do with the employees being able to log in their email accounts and use it to work from home (e.g. when they are sick), while they are on holidays, or while they are travelling. This is perceived by our respondents as “teleworking, but not exactly”.
Flexibility provided by the usage of email is thus connected to the extension of the working place and time into the private place and time, whenever the employee is absent, e.g. during the weekends. This seems flexible for the organization and the employer, but not for the employee. It is important to note that this theme is mostly perceived in the organisations that use email the most, and thus we can assume that the employees are more reflexive towards the potential and also the limitations of email systems.

2. Some of the employees interviewed in this study perceive discuss how teleworking is a practice that involves a lot more than the technical ability to connect to the organisation’s intranet, log in their accounts and work. They introduce cultural factors, such as the mentality of the management, but also of the employees, as well as organisational practices that promote teleworking. The organisation could provide internet access from home for its employees, through a deal with an internet provider, and contribute to the expenses generated by connecting from home, for working reasons. In this way our respondents perceive additional arrangements and decisions essential for teleworking to become a practice in their companies. 
3. A benefit from the usage of email that the employees introduce is that top-level figures of the organisations, managers and directors, have become more approachable. This is understood by our respondents as a benefit in so far as they can rearrange their working and communication practices having in mind that the communication with the supervisor does not need to be done at the specific time that he/ she is available and physically present in the office. This makes the time schedule of the employees more flexible, as it is easier for them to contact the hierarchy of an organisation in their own time, for example when an issue is urgent. 

4. Through almost all organisations, the usage of email to connect to distant others is acknowledged as an advantage. Not only that, it s discussed in terms again of providing a more flexible time schedule for the employees, that do not have to arrange their working practices according to the time difference with colleagues abroad. At the same time, our respondents indicate that email sage makes the organisation more flexible n terms of collaborating with colleagues in other physical locations, as is the case with organisation D. 
If we now take a look at how these themes occur in each organisation we have very interesting results. First, and most remarkable, is the lack of any discussion on flexibility in organisation C. Our respondents do not perceive any actual influence of the usage of email n how they organise their time schedule, or how they may become more flexible regarding the working locale. This is maybe because the introduction of email was a top-down process, decided outside of the organisation, and was not related to an actual need within the organisation. This is probably one of the reasons why email is not so much used in the organisation. The employees we interviewed did use email as a tool in their work, but did not perceive any actual difference related to flexibility in the working place. This may also be the case because they were not using email to a great degree and for a lot of time. This indicates that the introduction of a specific information and communication technology, here the email, does not necessarily result in the employees feeling and becoming more flexible regarding their working practices and arrangements. 
In organisation B we have a similar picture. There communication with the partners abroad is essential for the company, as it is an importer. This is the main working practice of our respondents, and this is why they also perceive that the usage of email has allowed them to be more flexible in their communication patterns. It is also interesting to note that some of the non-users (one third of them) understand that email would make their working practices more flexible, concerning their contact with abroad. In this organisation email usage is not discussed in terms of teleworking, or of making the hierarchy available, because of the highly bureaucratic system that has been adopted.
It is probably the case that in organisations A and D, that are using email more heavily, other types of flexibility have been identified. The usage of email for working from home, or while travelling is a routine practice. At the same time, because they use email more, they understand the limitations of the concept of teleworking that their organisations have introduced. Teleworking for some of the employees there does not involve only the technical arrangements but also other considerations on behalf of the companies.
To summarize, I have tried to indicate in which ways employees perceive that the usage of email has resulted in more flexible arrangements in their working environments. I attempted to link this to specific institutional arrangements that seem to be important factors influencing how the employees make sense of email as a new technology. What the current study indicates is that employers and policy makers should take into account a number of dimensions in order to ensure that the usage of the new ICTs can result in providing flexibility for their employees. 

The exact process of introduction of the technology, the hierarchical structure of the company, the participation in the introduction process, the communication needs of the organisation all play a part in this context. Flexibility in the working space due to ICTs does not result from a mere implementation of a technology. The findings of this paper point to the need of study of the organizational environment taking into account working practices, communication needs, mentalities and perceptions. 

Finally we should also take into account that the current study was conducted in a country with a low degree of internet penetration, which does indicate that employees have most probably no previous experience with the use of email, apart from their current working environment. It is in this case that the meaning they attach to the new ICTs in their working environment will become a prior experience for their future contact and usage of email. This means that the introduction and diffusion processes in the organisations play a very important role. 

The collection of the data on which this paper is based has been funded by the European Commission, IST Program of the FP5, IST-2000-26075, Organisational Consequences of E-mail Introduction, Adoption and Diffusion. Partners in the project are the Universities of Amsterdam (the Netherlands), Surrey (the UK), Manchester (the UK), Luiss (Italy), Patras (Greece) and Cattolica University (Italy). I would like to thank the participants of the graduate internet group of the Communication Department in the University of Amsterdam for their criticism and comments. The work of Athanasiou Maria in transcribing the interviews is also acknowledged. 
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� Some of the results of this research, and namely the annual growth rate for internet usage and the growth rate of the digital divide in Greece are quite different than the ones reported by the Eurobarometer for June 2002. Several reasons for this are described in the NRNTIS (2002)  


� The figure that Eurobarometer statistics give for June 2002 is 18%, which if we take into account the time difference of the two surveys is justified. 


� Taking into account also the time difference of this survey and our fieldwork, it becomes important that 50% of those companies (owing PCs and with more than 11 employees) stated their intention of getting an internet connection within the next six months. 





� A case study of an international team is also part of the study, which however was left out of the current paper, in order to focus on the national landscape of email usage in organizations. 


� Such is the Information Society program. 


� The project also involved questionnaire based surveys, which to this time are not yet available. 


� I didn’t use the responses to each question as a unit of coding, as many questions were irrelevant to the focus of this paper (flexibility at work). 


� The questionnaires are here used only to supplement our data on organisational structures and email introduction processes in each organisation. 





