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THE INTERNET IN THE WORKPLACE: HOW NEW TECHNOLOGY IS
TRANSFORMING WORK

The Internet, and all the netcentric innovations that emerge from it, has trans-
formed the workplace and our working lives in a very short time. The net added
a window to the world on worker’s desks, and made 24 by 7 connectivity to the
workplace a reality — blurring the line between work and time off. It triggered
new styles of teamwork, new leadership challenges, new modes of communicat-
ing, new job roles and employer-employee relationships, and new, alarmingly
effective tools for workplace surveillance. The capabilities offered by netcentric
technologies might seem to eliminate the need for a physical workplace alto-
gether, but the workplace remains, and in fact, the physical appearance of a
typical office looks about the same. Nevertheless, the psychological characteris-
tics of the workplace have changed considerably. Workers, from the mail room
clerk to the CEO, are learning new skills — to capitalize on the net’s power,
but avoid the egregious blunders that the net so dramatically amplifies. In The
Internet in the Workplace, Wallace shows how netcentric technologies touch every
kind of workplace, and explores the challenges and dilemmas they create.

Patricia Wallace, Ph.D., is Senior Director, Information Technology and Distance
Programs at the Center for Talented Youth, Johns Hopkins University.
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Preface

The workplace and our working lives have been transformed by the In-
ternet and the netcentric innovations it has brought. Although the new
gadgets that connect to the net are part of the transformation, they form
only one element in a major transition that affects the nature of work in an
organization and the employee’s role. Oddly, the transformation may not
even be apparent from a quick glance at the physical office. Most offices
have not changed very much and an office worker transported from the
early twentieth century would easily recognize most of the room’s features.
Even the computer would not seem entirely strange, because the keyboard
looks so much like a typewriter’s keys. However, the fundamental nature of
the workplace - from communication patterns to management styles, and
from approaches to teamwork to employer-employee relationships, have
changed dramatically.

Netcentric technologies bring a host of new tools and capabilities to
workers, especially in the areas of information access, communications,
and collaboration. People can open a window to the digital world on their
desktops or laptops, and they have access to a limitless supply of informa-
tion and business intelligence. Twenty-four-hour connection to coworkers,
clients, and the information resources of the workplace itself is common-
place. Team members can use collaborative technologies to work together
regardless of physical location. E-learning enables workers to improve their
skills and earn degrees without commuting to classes. These new capabili-
ties bring extraordinary advantages to employees and their organizations,
but as their use grows, we see their disadvantages emerge. Constant con-
nectivity, for example, blurs the line between work and nonwork and has
implications for work-life balance.

Beyond the new capabilities the Internet offers, netcentric technologies
create fundamental changes in the economic context of work, and the need
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xii PREFACE

for certain kinds of companies, skills, or occupations. They created a wave of
disruption that changed what employees — and the organizations in which
they work — must do to add value to a product or process. The demand
for certain kinds of work and particular skills is skyrocketing, but many
occupations, companies, and whole industries have all but disappeared.
More will follow as netcentric innovations reach further into every industry.
These waves trigger other kinds of changes in the workplace, such as more
job instability, new organizational forms, and looser relationships between
employees and employers.

The Internet in the Workplace examines the many ways in which netcen-
tric technologies have transformed our working lives, and presents both
the positive and the negative consequences to employees and their orga-
nizations. The influence is not one-way, however, and people have many
opportunities to influence and guide future technological developments, as
well as the policies that govern how netcentric capabilities are used within
the organization.
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