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Computer Use for Work at Home  
Margarita Georgieva, PSTS 

Research Question  
This paper investigates how the acquisition and use of computer for work at home 
affects the daily routine of the household. Our goal is to get ideas and hypotheses about 
this question and not to make a representative study. This is reasonable approach, given 
the limited time to get empirical data. Also, as we will see in the next section, there is 
little research on this particular question and there is not much empirical data already 
available. So it is time to generate ideas and insights, which can be verified by further 
studies, based on statistically representative data. 
 
Of course, the question as it is formulated above, is very broad. In order to focus the 
research, we need to clarify both concepts of “work at home” and “daily routine”. 

Work at Home 
People work at home for many reasons and in different contexts. In any case, by the word 
“work” we mean in this paper paid work, work that generates income. So all household 
“chores” don’t fall in this category.  
 
Furthermore, we will focus on work, which is done at home and which involves use of 
computer. The product of this work is usually information or knowledge, which is needed 
at some other place. Because the product is created at a distance, for some authors this 
type of work at home is part of the concept of teleworking. 
 
Teleworking is a broad concept, which involves not only working at home; it can be done 
at another office, or from a mobile or “virtual” office. Our research in this paper will be 
focused only on teleworkers, who do significant part of their work from home. Haddon 
uses the term “tele-home-workers” for such people [Had92, p.2]. 
 
Haddon mentions three factors which distinguish different types of “tele-home-workers”: 
gender, profession and form of work – employee or self-employed [Had93, p.7]. By 
profession he means not the concrete occupation, but whether the computer is used only 
as supportive element, or is it an essential tool in the profession of the teleworker. This 
paper will focus on self-employed, highly educated people from both genders, who use 
computer as an essential, productive tool in their work at home. By “self-employed” we 
mean people who mainly have a one-person small company and/or work as “freelance” 
specialists. 
 
On the hand, there are definitions of telework, which exclude self-employed people from 
the teleworkers group. According to Casimir [Cas01, p.23] “The Dutch Telewerkforum 
makes a distinction between tele-home-working, mobile work and work in a tele-centre. 
A tele-home-worker is an employee, who performs (part of) his or her duties at home on 
the basis of a contract with his or her employer”. She gives more examples of definitions 
of telework, some of which include self-employed people and freelancers and some 
definitions that exclude them. So in order to avoid terminological problems, we will call 
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our target group “home-office-workers”. But when we look into existing research we will 
keep in mind, that some research on teleworking may be relevant for our case. 

Daily Routine 
Like “work at home”, “daily routine” is also a broad concept. We will be interested only 
in these activities and decisions in the daily routine, which are affected by the acquisition 
and use of the work computer, like 

• How was the computer acquired 
• How is the computer used – by whom and for which purposes 
• Why is the computer used in this way; what is the attitude of household members 

to it 
 

Looking into these areas can help us understand what impact has the computer to 
household life, and in particular does it help or hurt combination of work and private life. 

Motivation 

Existing Research 
Because our research will combine the specifics of work at home with use of computer at 
home, it can be positioned in the following schema: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
There is a lot of research on teleworking in general. But as Haddon says [Had92, p. 15], 
“most of the literature has focused on telework as work”. This means, that most of the 
research analyses the economic and global social role of teleworking. Main part of this 
research is on economic benefits and problems of teleworking, the role of employer in 
organizing it, its consequences to rights of workers, etc.  
 
There is also some important research on telework as a domestic affair. In her PhD thesis 
Casimir “concentrated on the home of the teleworkers, their partners and on 
consequences for the division of labour” [Cas01. p.17]. She concludes that telework and 
in particular telecommuting leads to changes in distribution of household tasks, but these 
changes were not as big as it was expected and they were in different directions – 
sometimes there was more equal distribution of tasks, sometimes there was more unequal 
distribution. She investigates also how computers are used for telecommuting, but she 
doesn’t make direct link between use of computer and distribution of tasks. It is 
important to note, that Casimir uses the definition of telecommuters as “are employees 
who work in their own domestic environment for at least one day per week, on a 
structural basis, using modern information and communication technology and having at 
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his or her disposal the facilities that he or she also would have at the employer’s office.”  
[Cas01, p.24]  This excludes self-employed people from her target group, but 
nevertheless the theoretical framework she uses is relevant also in our case. This is 
because the framework is about the home economics, a model of the household which 
allows to “fit” paid work into it and to analyze its links with the other parts of the 
household life. It would be also interesting to see if there is a difference between self-
employed people and employees working at home in terms of distribution of household 
tasks, but this is out of scope of this paper – it could be a topic for further research. 
 
The book “Home and Work” by Nippert-Eng analyzes the boundaries between the home 
and the work as realms. Although the book is not mainly about telework, Nippert-Eng 
mentions that telework created flexibility in defining the home-work boundaries. She also 
concludes, that “technology [in context of home-working] can encourage us to rethink 
what home and work mean and how they should be related” [Nip96].  The technology 
(ICT) does this because it offers the possibility to combine work and non-work activities 
and because it removes the time and space barrier between work environment and home. 
The important point here is that teleworkers still have distinct work and home 
environments (which is not the case in family-based agriculture, for example), but these 
environments are not separated, but linked via ICT. Nippert-Eng includes self-employed 
people and family businesses in her study and mentions that for self-employed people 
“their personal interests are their business interests” [Nip96, p.65], so one can expect that 
also they would use the computer for a tight combination of “business” and “private” 
tasks. 
 
Mirchandani claims, that working at home creates opportunities for workers to consider 
housekeeping work also as “real work” and to see its importance. But, according to him, 
this does not happen in practice, because home-workers are part of a culture, which gives 
high priority to paid work and says that paid work is the only “real work”. So, working 
culture also affects the home environment of home-workers. 
 
Several authors claim that gender is a significant differentiating factor in home working. 
The motivation of men and women to start working at home is often different – women 
try to combine child care with work, while men prefer more autonomy and flexibility in 
work process [Had??], [Jok05]. So, on one hand, work at home can create better 
opportunities for women to combine child care and careers. On the other hand, feminists 
claim that that “Women tele(home)workers may be marginalized further within the 
workforce, with telework helping to reinforce an ideology that a woman's place is in the 
home” [Had93, p.7]. This could mean in practice, that women often get less paid and less 
wanted telework jobs, or they work only small part of the time. 
 
In several papers Haddon (with co-authors) analyzes in particular the domestication of 
ICT in context of teleworking. He based his conclusions on research done by University 
of Sussex, UK. So most of his empirical data is from UK. This research is probably the 
closest to the topic of this paper. The authors explicitly include self-employed people in 
their studies and in some cases focus especially on them. 
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Their main conclusion is that ICT helps to solve some of the problems with boundaries 
between work and non-work at teleworkers homes, but creates other problems. For 
example, ICT can help the teleworker to manage his accessibility – deciding when to 
answer e-mail or to switch on the answering machine of the phone, etc. This way 
teleworker can decide when is accessible for work and when for non-work activities. 
Furthermore, ICT can help with the “impression management” [Had98, p.141], which 
means that it can help teleworker to look present for his clients and relations, while 
possibly doing some other things at the moment. On the other hand, ICT may create 
conflicts about priority of use – who can use it and when and for what purpose. But it 
also creates possibilities for other members of the household to learn some skills and 
maybe even to become involved in teleworking. Haddon specifies some further research 
questions, like: 

• Do computer skills of the teleworker create better impression about teleworking 
inside the household and outside of household? 

• Does computer used for teleworking change the attitude of others in household to 
ICT – for example that computers are “serious thing”, not only for games 

• Teleworkers with computers usually bring home a business culture combined with 
computer skills. Does this combination bring more “business orientation” in other 
tasks like keeping home finance records, making schedules (agendas), etc? Are 
these tasks performed with the computer? 

 
Haddon also says that the power of the teleworker in the household could be “measured” 
by several technology indicators: 

• The investment in computers for teleworking 
• The space which the computers occupy and which is used primarily for working 
• The priority which the teleworker gets about use of the computers. 

 
On the other hand, there is also much research in domestication of computers in general, 
but they usually see computer as “domestic” device and only briefly mention its use for 
working at home. Nevertheless, some research in this area is relevant for our topic. For 
example, Jokinen [Jok05] argues, that computers can create a “personal space”, where 
someone can “escape” for a while from the obligations and pressure of everyday life. 
This is especially important for women, because they get most of the domestic duties and 
stress. But this “personal space” can in principle be used for working, so in this sense the 
computer at home helps creating a boundary between work and non-work. Also Jokinen 
emphasizes that computers facilitate study of mothers also by creating a personal study 
space. 
 
Habib & Cornford analyze the factors in the family which play role in domestication of 
computers. They say that often initially computers look “wild, erratic, foreign and 
magical”, but when families get knowledge, interest and enthusiasm and when they create 
rules, norms, routines and ceremonials for computer use, computers are perceived as 
familiar, integrated, reliable, friendly and empowering [Hab01, p.135]. Interesting is that 
the author mention that for some families the computer looks “non-domestic”, because it 
comes from the “world of work”, which is opposed to the “world of home” [p.136]. 
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Finally, it is good to mention that there is a lot of market research on what computer 
systems teleworkers purchase and use, but it does not explain why they do so.  

Theoretical Framework 
Because we focus on use (consumption) of computer technology at home for working, 
the domestication theory is suitable as theoretical framework. Buying and using 
technology at home is studied especially by the appropriation dimension of the 
domestication theory.  
 
According to Silverstone & Haddon [Sil96], “Appropriation is the process in which 
socially related individuals accept enough of the relevance of the publicly defined 
meaning of something to their own circumstances to buy and accept a new object or 
product into their own domestic environment”. So, as the name says, appropriation is 
about users that find a product appropriate or inappropriate for them, buy it (or not) and 
use it in certain way (or not). Of course, appropriation does not happen in isolation. It is 
linked to comodification and to conversion. In our case comodification would mean what 
is the image of computer systems in market, is there special attention paid to home-
office-working in this image, etc. But this is not in scope of the current research. 
 
Appropriation consists of objectification and incorporation. Our focus will be mainly on 
incorporation, but we will also pay some attention to objectification, because the two are 
closely linked. 
 
Objectification describes what are the values that make a person to buy a device – in our 
case a computer system for home-office-working. For this purpose we have to analyze 
the reasons of the buyer. But the buyer is not isolated in his or her choice. She or he is 
influenced on one hand, by the comodification, the image of the computer on the market. 
On the other hand buyers are influenced by their social environment. In our case the 
family of the home-office-worker, his customers or friend in similar situation can play an 
important role in the objectification process. So we have to study what factors influence 
the appropriation, in which directions they influence it and what is their priority of these 
factors. 
 
Incorporation describes how the users use the device and why. During incorporation, the 
user gives a meaning to the device. This meaning can be different form the public 
meaning, used in objectification. Incorporation is a process, which is restricted by the 
social framework of the user – e.g. family roles and politics – but it also re-shapes this 
social framework. In our case it is especially important to study how computer use fits 
into and changes the daily routine of the home-office-worker and the family; what 
conflicts may arise and how they are solved. Silverstone uses the term “domestic career” 
for the process of acquiring a device, giving it certain position at home and then changing 
this position until the device is finally thrown away and maybe replaced by another one. 
 
But appropriation and domestic career are not enough as theoretical framework. In order 
to study the “daily routine” in the household, we also need a theoretical model of the 
household and especially the activities in it. For this purpose I will use The Home 
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Economics Model as described by Casimir. “Home economics investigates how daily 
care and domestic production are organized [in the household] and which resources are 
applied to it.” [Cas01, p.62] According to this model, household activities can be 
classified from three perspectives – functional, process and category activities. Categories 
of the activities are like clothing, housekeeping, food, leisure, care and help to other 
members, etc. The process side includes decision-making, planning and execution. The 
functional side includes acquirement of resources, domestic production and domestic 
consumption. Activities use resources – human resources, with their power, knowledge 
and skills and non-human resources, like money, time, space and energy and tools. 
 
We may say, that introduction of home-office-work adds a new category of activities – 
paid work from home. The process side of this activity includes: 

• Decision-making: to start work from home, to acquire necessary technology, to 
take or to refuse a job (assignment or project), etc. 

• Planning. We can distinguish three planning aspects: 
o Planning the business – e.g. business plan 
o Planning a project in terms of what needs to be done – this is sort of 

“professional” planning 
o Planning the work in relation with other home activities – what can be 

done when 
• Execution. This includes productive tasks, performed with the computer1, but also 

supportive tasks, related to the organization of business – like bookkeeping, 
meetings with (potential) clients, etc. 

 
The functional side includes mainly acquirements of resources, in our case ICT and 
knowledge, and also production, in our case knowledge and information. Different for the 
original home economics model, the product of home-office-work is not consumed at 
home, but outside home. Although, the resources which it brings (money, maybe also 
knowledge and skills, and appliances – computer) are also used at home. 
 
In this framework my research question can be re-formulated as “How incorporation of 
teleworking computer affects the place of home-office-work activity in home economics”. 
We will focus only on the process perspective of the paid-work-from-home activity, 
because it is most closely related with the incorporation process. This leads to the 
following main sub-questions 

• How does the computer affect the decision making in the household related to the 
work computer? 

• How does the computer affect the planning of work and planning of computer 
usage? 

• How work tasks are executed with the computer and how they are combined with 
other tasks done with the computer? 

 
So, our sub-questions come from applying the process model to the combination of work 
and computer usage at home. 

                                                 
1 Because for our target group the computer is the main production tool 
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Research Design 
This research is based on empirical data from a questionnaire (see Appendix A) and some 
follow-up phone interviews with some of the people who replied to the questionnaire. 
The questions in the questionnaire were derived from the theoretical framework, by 
combining the phases of the domestic career of the computer with elements of the 
household processes, as shown at fig. 2 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The questionnaire includes questions for each combination (cell) in this matrix. The 
“attitude” part is not a specific phase in the domestic career, but it is put in this dimension 
to indicate that members of household develop certain meaning about the computer as 
result of its incorporation [Sil96]. The domestic career of the work computer actually 
may continue with another role – for example becoming children’s computer – or it can 
be just thrown away; but in this paper we are not interested in what happens to the work 
computer when it is not used for work anymore. 
 
We have 8 respondents to the questionnaire, selected from my personal network. They all 
fulfill the criteria of the target group – they are highly educated, use computer as main 
production tool, work at home significant part of their time and are self-employed. From 
them, 6 are men and 2 are women; 5 live in The Netherlands and 3 in Bulgaria. It is 
important to note, that even when they live with partners or spouses, they don’t have a 
family business, which means that the partners or spouses do something else, not what 
the respondent is doing as self employed. 
 

Appendix A –Questionnaire 
Put the real one here. 
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