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1. Introduction 

1. Intended and Unintended Consequences of  Digital Communication 

 ‘Like any act of thinking, intelligence in using machines is dull 

when operational rather than self-critical.’ 

– Richard Sennett 1998 – 

Although the quotation of Richard Sennett is approximately twenty years old, its message 

may be more relevant than ever. This (thought) provoking quotation can be considered as 

one of the key messages within the essays of my dissertation. Referring to the essays, ‘ma-

chines’ mainly refer to technological innovations improving digital communication. Digital 

communication is based on converting analogue information into digital information as 

well as transmitting and processing digital information via technology. 

Digital communication encompasses human-to-human, human-to-machine and machine-

to-machine communication. The dissertation focuses on human-to-human communication 

in professional relationships. This is enabled through internet-based services like email, 

social media channels or instant messaging and hardware innovations like tablets, 

smartphones, or wearables1. 

Digital communication often facilitates ‘complete human communication’ including the 

four forms of information (data, text, audio, and video) (Tapscott, 2014, pp. 137–138). 

‘Two professionals in different parts of the globe can exchange (at the speed of light) com-

puterized, or ‘digital documents,’ that contain data, text, audio, and video’ (Tapscott, 2014, 

p. 138).  

Referring back to the quotation of Sennett (1998), the term ‘operational’ is understood as 

functional in a way that the communication technology fulfills its objectives or intended 

________________________ 

1 Wearables are smart-digital devices that enable written and voice communications while worn on or in the body (cf. PwC, 
2014, p. 3; Tapscott, 2014, pp. 123–124). 
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consequences. Objectives could be faster and more efficient communication or more free-

dom of action. 

Prima facie this sounds plausible and is usually taken for granted. However, social commu-

nication technologies actually do not only offer the aforementioned intended conse-

quences, but can also lead to unintended consequences like new forms of social control, a 

lack of time or less freedom of action. This somewhat paradoxical relationship is the subject 

matter of this dissertation. 

Permanent connectivity through communication technologies is a vivid example illustrating 

this paradoxical relationship. The increasing omnipresence of digital devices enables a per-

manent connectedness to one’s work (cf. Boswell & Olson-Buchanan, 2016, p. 593; Fenner 

& Renn, 2004, p. 184). This comes with intended consequences like faster support from 

colleagues and superiors, identity and status enhancement if connectedness is used for sig-

naling commitment and loyalty as well as gains in flexibility and mobility, which is particu-

larly relevant for parents (cf. Strobel, 2013, p. 18).  

However, evidence can also be found that the newly developing intended consequences of 

connectivity should be treated with caution. The studies of Hassler and Rau (2016, p. 32); 

Hassler, Rau, Hupfeld, and Paridon (2016, p. 14) and Strobel (2013, p. 19) show that the 

mere expectation of being contacted has detrimental, stress-related effects as it affects the 

ability to detach from one’s work role. This is also confirmed by a study about on-call duty 

which identifies health risks for affected employees (cf. Dettmers & Bamberg, 2014).  

The difficulty of mentally detaching from job roles is not conducive for the recovery pro-

cess of employees (cf. Richter, Rotheiler, & Rudolf, 2015; Schaarschmidt & Fischer, 1997; 

Sonnentag & Bayer, 2005). A diary study on availability in connection to work-related 

smartphone use also confirms the difficulty of detaching from work as a driver for work-

related exhaustion (cf. Derks, van Mierlo, & Schmitz, 2014). Another study confirms that 

employees who are connected to work via digital devices in the evening hours have diffi-

culties in undertaking recovery activities (cf. Derks, Brummelhuis, Zecic, & Bakker, 2012). 

Apparently, permanent connectivity has the potential to deteriorate the recovery ability of 
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the workforce leading to chronic overloading (cf. Hassler, Rau, Hupfeld, & Paridon, 2016, 

pp. 38–40, 49).2 Recovery ability, in turn, is positively related to work-effectiveness (cf. 

Sonnentag, 2003) as well as to physical and psychological well-being of organizational 

members (cf. Robertson, & Cooper, 2011, p. 76). 

In the organizational world, an increasing number of examples can be found showing re-

actions to these possible threats, e.g., 

− The automobile manufacturer BMW commits its employees to define binding times 

of unavailability as well as to record ‘mobile work’ in working time accounts (cf. 

Boewe & Schulten, 2014, pp. 18, 25; BMAS, 2015, pp. 19–21). 

− At the chemical company Evonik availability is a relevant leadership topic and rules 

and regular meetings have been established to agree upon suitable scopes of availa-

bility (cf. Hassler, Rau, Hupfeld, & Paridon, 2016, p. 57; BMAS, pp. 15–17). 

− If an employee at Daimler, an automobile manufacturer has activated the auto-reply 

regarding unavailability (e.g., when taking holiday), all incoming emails are deleted 

and need to be sent again by the sender (cf. Hassler, Rau, Hupfeld, & Paridon, 2016, 

p. 57; BMAS, 2015, p. 40). 

As implied above – in the scientific discussion – the topic of using social communication 

technologies for work-related issues mainly focuses on the availability3 problem (e.g., Bos-

well & Olson-Buchanan, 2016; Derks et al., 2012; Derks et al., 2014; Fenner & Renn, 2004; 

Hassler et al., 2016; Hassler & Rau, 2016; Menz, 2017; Pangert, Pauls, & Schüpbach, 2016; 

Sonnentag, 2003; Sonnentag & Bayer, 2005; Sonnentag & Kruel, 2006; Sullivan, 2014). 

These researchers show that permanent connectivity often leads to inter-role issues based 

________________________ 

2 It can be assumed that the consequences are different for different personalities as well as generations. For example, Gener-
ation Y is used to be online permanently compared to previous generations. Generation Y was born after 1980; they 
grew up with the internet (cf. Lewe & Pfeil, 2014b, p. 2). 

3 The general problem mainly refers to the blurring separation of work and private life due to permanent connectivity. It is 
often referred to as ‘work-life conflict’, ‘work-home-interference’, ‘permanent availability’, etc. The underlying prob-
lem is that organizational interdependence may prevail permanently. 
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on an omnipresence of one’s work role. Related consequences are often increasing over-

time hours or overwork effects. 

While some of the studies imply possible reasons for these consequences, most of the stud-

ies focus on the consequences of using social communication technologies. My aim is to 

examine widely unexplored explanation attempts why these consequences occur and to 

specify how organizations could deal with it.  

For this reason, I attempt to examine the changing nature of human communication. I 

focus on the following relevant changes: the rise of new social control forces (cf. chapter 

2), the increase of individual freedom of action (cf. chapter 3) and the acceleration of com-

munication (cf. chapter 4) through digital communication. 

A common characteristic of the changes in the nature of human communication is their 

subtlety what makes the identification of unintended consequences difficult. For instance, 

answering some emails after the end of the work day rather seems trivial; thereby unin-

tended consequences often stay unnoticed (cf. Derks, Brummelhuis, Zecic, & Bakker, 2012, 

p. 82).  

Yet, referring to the mentioned studies as well as to the practical examples, the need of 

adapting organizational rules and policies as well as culture seems to become increasingly 

apparent. Especially the cultural issue is stressed by Sullivan (2014, p. 7) as the benefits of 

rules often get neutralized by strong workplace cultures.  For this reason, a well-trained 

reflection competence is needed to enable managers4 and employees to understand relevant 

changes of digital communication as well as how to reasonably cope with them including 

conducive workplace culture.  

Referring back to the quotation of Sennett (1998), it is advised to not only use technologies 

in their functional way, but also to be self-critical when using them. This self-criticism is 

mirrored in the recommendations of the three essays. In particular, it is recommended 

________________________ 

4 Throughout the dissertation the terms ‘manager’ and ‘leader’ are used equivalently for simplification purposes. 
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investing in training of moral discernment in order to better understand the development 

of the aforementioned unintended consequences as well as to better cope with them. 

Moral discernment describes the competence for reflection regarding ‘good’ decision-mak-

ing, whereby a moral evaluation of actions and expectations is made which considers both 

the temporal and the social dimension. This generally implies that decision-making consid-

ers future conditions and one’s indispensable dependence on others. 

 

2. Limitations and Overview of  the Dissertation 

It has to be noted that, despite the significance of this competence, moral discernment is a 

rather elusive construct. It can be understood as ‘profound intuition’ which depends on 

‘lifelong learning’ as well as gathering and reflecting upon personal experiences. For this 

reason, the theoretical explanation of moral discernment and the recommendation regard-

ing specific training of moral discernment contained in this thesis are too narrow a scope 

for reality. 

Grasping the whole meaning of moral discernment via specific training and concepts does 

not suffice in order to achieve its ambitious claim of doing ‘the right thing’ or avoiding bad. 

However, based on its relevance for organizations in times of permanent connectivity, I 

consider it nonetheless important to introduce this competence and to outline the meaning 

of it as clearly as possible. 

Further, the recommendations have been kept relatively general, meaning that the exact 

design of the suggested investments in organizational members’ ability of moral discern-

ment depends on the type of organization including its size, financial possibilities, organi-

zational culture, etc.  

My essays focus on the German-speaking area. Hence, I am referencing comparatively 

many German sources, especially regarding empirical studies which aim to analyze changes 

in the work environment. Also, some research reports which I am using for the analysis 
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were funded by interest groups, implying that the results should be treated with caution 

and be understood as mere indications of trends. 

Furthermore, unlike what the reader would expect, I am referencing comparatively little 

literature on work-life balance. The reason for this is that most of the literature on work-

life-balance mainly refers to coping with symptoms of unintended consequences (e.g., how 

to optimize one’s (work) life in order to deal with a lack of time) instead of attempting to 

understand the root causes and thereby, derive adequate measures (e.g., how to adapt work 

cultures which are not conducive to maintaining work-life balance or how to consciously 

manage a possible accelerating communication cycle).  

Further, it has to be noted that some theoretical arguments seem to be equal or close to 

‘reality’; however, the analysis attempts to model tendencies. This means that delineated 

relationships may not occur exactly as described in reality. What will be described are not 

natural laws, but attempted explanations of the phenomena which are occurring. The aim 

is reflecting on these phenomena; whilst bearing in mind that, in reality, there are many 

factors of contingency involved. 

As implied, the dissertation consists of three essays. The first essay elaborates the general 

challenges of digital communication for moral discernment due to new social control 

forces. The social control forces are mainly traced back to acceleration and the desire for 

resonance at work and increasing indirect communication.  

The second essay aims at understanding and interpreting freedom based on digital com-

munication in professional relationships. Mainly drawing on Hegel’s (1991) theory, the ar-

ticle identifies three relevant forms of freedom in order to understand and interpret wide-

spread understandings of freedom through digital communication. 

The third essay is about accelerated communication. In particular, the paradox of a per-

ceived lack of time although more and more time is saved through communication tech-

nologies, is the focus of this article. All three essays relate to the example of permanent 

availability in order to discuss specific unintended consequences. An overview of the three 

articles – including authorship and publication status – is provided in table 1: 
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 Chapter 2 

Digital Communi-
cation: A New 
Challenge for 
Moral Discernment 

Chapter 3 

Digital Communi-
cation in and be-
yond Organiza-
tions: Unintended 
Consequences of 
New Freedom 

Chapter 4 

Digital Communi-
cation in Organiza-
tions: Acceleration 
and a Lack of Time 

Joint 
work with 

Prof. Dr. Andreas 
Suchanek 

– – 

Contribu-
tion 

Main author (main 
responsibility for 
derivation of re-
search question, re-
search design, liter-
ature review, model 
set up, interpreta-
tion of findings and 
writing) 

Author’s independ-
ent research  

Author’s independ-
ent research 

Current 
Status 

Published in: Journal 
for Business, Econom-
ics and Ethics 
(Zeitschrift für 
Wirtschafts- und 
Unterneh-
mensethik), Vol-
ume 18 (2017), Is-
sue 3 (VHB Rank-
ing: C). 

Accepted at: Journal 
of Information, Com-
munication and Ethics 
in Society (Scimago 
Journal Rank 
(measure of scien-
tific influence based 
on ‘average prestige 
per article’): 0.242). 

Under review at: 
Ethics and Infor-
mation Technology 
(Scimago Journal 
Rank: 0.512). 

 
Table 1: Summary of Publications of Different Chapters 

 

In the following, a summary of the articles regarding the purpose, research approach, con-

tribution and findings, propositions and the originality are presented. 
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3. Article 1: Digital Communication: A New Challenge for Moral Discern-

ment 

Purpose: The purpose of this paper is to explore the general question – how does 

digital communication affect moral discernment? The paper looks at the changing conditions 

of organizational members’ (digital) communication. In particular, newly developing 

forms of social control, occurring due to acceleration, resonance and indirect com-

munication are examined. The subtlety of these developments and the difficulty of 

understanding them pose new challenges for moral discernment. 

Research approach: This largely conceptual paper looks to develop an understand-

ing of the changing conditions of digital communication and potential risks which 

these changes create. Empirical studies are referenced in order to substantiate the 

arguments. The concept of the practical syllogism is applied in order to conceptual-

ize the basic problem of the increasing difficulty of understanding one’s conditions 

of communication challenging moral discernment. 

Contribution and findings: The paper points out that the main problem of pro-

found moral discernment in times of digital communication lies in the increasing 

occurrence of digital social control. The challenge lies in the subtle nature of social 

controls: Organizational members feel as if they have great freedom, although they 

are complying much more with organizational standards (cf. O’Reilly, 2008, p. 88). 

This problem can be intensified by a weak digital literacy of organizational members 

in combination with a high degree of organizational interdependency. As a result, 

they face problems of understanding their conditions of communication, which un-

dermines their ability for moral discernment. If organizational members do not un-

derstand these dynamics and if digital literacy and moral discernment are not trained, 

a potential outcome is digital alienation. Often, alienation is a work-related problem 
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based on conditions and tasks which one cannot influence (cf. Marx & Engels, 2010, 

pp. 47–48). This absence of influence is often accompanied by the problem that the 

conditions of action, in which one is embedded, are not understood (cf. Paul & 

Suchanek, 1994, p. 3). Two aspects of alienation are emphasized in the essay: 

1. Traditional conditions (of communication) lose overall validity. 

2. Conditions (of communication) develop their own autonomy. 

Both aspects undermine a sufficient understanding of one’s conditions. The prob-

lem is that even though employees may not understand these changing conditions, 

they are supposed to comply with them. Digital alienation refers to organizational 

members’ relation to newly developing conditions of digital communication. Even 

though organizational members are embedded in these conditions of communica-

tion, they are losing the connection to it. Alienation can be understood as a state of 

unrelated embeddedness (cf. Jaeggi, 2016, pp. 20–25). Thereby, it often remains un-

noticed that colleagues are digitally connecting more and more, but simultaneously 

becoming alienated from others. For instance, digital communication does not in-

volve face-to-face contact (at most virtually). As a result, organizational members 

often communicate more honestly (cf. Zuboff, 1988, p. 370). Yet, organizational 

members may also become alienated from the communicated content. This is due 

to the absence of face-to-face interaction loosening the connection to the content 

(including the communication partner). Even though digital communication often 

intends to connect humans, it can also encourage becoming digitally alienated by 

losing social connections. Such a loose connection leads to (digital) alienation, espe-

cially when organizational members cannot familiarize and understand newly devel-

oping conditions of communication (cf. Rosa, 2014, p. 484). Social connections, 

however, encourage stability and trust (cf. Freud, 2013; Rockmann & Northcraft, 

2008), which is crucial for effective professional relationships (cf. Suchanek, 2015). 
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Propositions: 

P1. Digital communication gives rise to new (digital) social control forces. 

P2. The subtlety of digital social control forces makes it harder for organizational 

members to understand the conditions of communication. 

P3. When a solid understanding of conditions of communication is lacking, rea-

sonable moral discernment is nearly impossible. 

P4. If moral discernment (including digital literacy) is not trained within organi-

zations, a potential outcome is digital alienation. 

Originality: Moral discernment has always been an important competence which 

needs to be trained. Newly developing conditions of digital communication make 

this competence all the more significant, as well as more challenging. The article 

investigates the widely unexplored significance of digital literacy and moral discern-

ment for organizational members in times of digital communication. 

 

4. Article 2: Digital Communication in and beyond Organizations: Unin-

tended Consequences of  New Freedom 

Purpose: The purpose of this paper is to address the following question: In times of 

permanent connectivity, what are important forms of freedom in order to prevent unintended conse-

quences? By using the Hegelian perspective on freedom, the article categorizes three 

forms of freedom in order to transfer them to a common, contemporary under-

standing of freedom relating it to freedom through digital communication. The aim 

is to show that freedom is not only about independence and realizing choices, but 

also about embedding and committing oneself (cf. Hegel, 1991).  
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Research approach: This mainly conceptual article derives implications based on 

Hegelian theory. This is supplemented by an interdisciplinary approach, whereby 

categories of other philosophers, ethicists, economists and sociologists are applied. 

The analysis of the contemporary perspective on freedom is enriched by referencing 

empirical studies. The concept of temporal embeddedness is used in order to sys-

tematically develop a possible scenario regarding permanent availability as a potential 

unintended consequence. 

Contribution and findings: Digital communication offers new freedom like work-

ing with fewer restrictions from time and space (cf. Khan & Agha, 2013, p. 16). It is 

often possible to work 24 hours per day from anywhere (independence) as well as 

to decide on the final location and timing of one’s work (realizing choices). When 

solely focusing on these – seemingly advantageous – forms of freedom in times of 

permanent connectivity, unintended consequences like the expectation of perma-

nent availability develop. Hence, the key message of the essay is that considering 

one’s temporal and social dependencies (embeddedness) is an indispensable part of 

actual freedom in order to avoid unintended consequences. For this reason, organi-

zations need to invest in moral discernment and availability regulations in order to 

understand unintended consequences as well as to cope with them. 

 

Propositions: 

P1. When focusing on freedom as independence and realizing choices, unin-

tended consequences like expectations of permanent availability may develop. 
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P2. Training of moral discernment as well as implementing regulations on availa-

bility help to cope with availability expectations responsibly in times of per-

manent connectivity.  

Originality: Applying Hegelian theory on freedom based on digital communication 

to better understand social dynamics of digital communication is a largely unex-

plored avenue in the existing scientific literature. The decision to undertake this ven-

ture resulted from the identified necessity of understanding freedom better. It is of-

ten not clear what is meant by freedom through digital communication. Although, 

freedom is a complex construct, it is often reduced to independence and realizing 

choices (cf. Hampton, 2016; Hewlett, Sherbin, & Sumberg, 2009, p. 73; Rosa, 2014, 

pp. 126–127; Schmidt & Cohen, 2014, pp. 3, 15–16). When solely focusing on inde-

pendence and realizing choices, unintended consequences like permanent availability 

often go unnoticed. It is exactly because of these issues that this article endeavors to 

examine the (deep) meaning of the powerful, yet complex, term of freedom. 

 

5. Article 3: Digital Communication in Organizations: Acceleration and a 

Lack of  Time 

Purpose: The purpose of this paper is to explore the question – can digital communi-

cation systematically lead to organizational members experiencing a lack of time? This question 

is mainly traced back to acceleration processes due to the fact that organizations are 

increasingly required to operate faster, including their communication processes (cf. 

Child & McGrath, 2001, pp. 1136–1139; Eisenhardt, 1989). Based on an examina-

tion of the acceleration theory of Hartmut Rosa (2003, 2014), an accelerating com-

munication cycle is derived. This communication cycle aims at systematically analyz-

ing the potential development of a chronic lack of time in organizations.  
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Research approach: This mainly conceptual paper looks to develop a theoretical 

understanding of acceleration processes in organizations, based on the acceleration 

theory of Rosa (2003, 2014). The identification of a possible chronic lack of time is 

based on the theoretical acceleration cycle as well as the concept of the rebound 

effect (cf. Berkhout, Muskens, & W. Velthuijsen, 2000; Binswanger, 2001). This is 

transferred to the particular process of accelerating communication. Also, empirical 

studies are referred to in order to discuss possible consequences, as well as adequate 

coping mechanisms, for the identified problem of a chronic lack of time. 

Contribution and findings: Based on Rosa’s theory (2003, 2014), the paper pro-

vides a profound analysis of accelerated communication processes, as well as the 

identification of possible reasons for a chronic lack of time. For instance, if organi-

zations’ aim is unlimited growth, a lack of time is automatically created. This is spec-

ified and illustrated by the example of digital communication. Further, distinctive 

consequences like alienation, learned helplessness and scattering are identified, lead-

ing to sinking motivation and energy levels of organizational members (they ‘burn 

out’), at least in the long-run. Practical coping measures – for countering the identi-

fied risks – are suggested as reasonable investments in the well-being and productiv-

ity of organizational members. The key message is that technologies need to be used 

sustainably and in a reflective manner; conscious decisions regarding where to draw 

the line need to be made. 

Propositions:  

P1. Digital communication leads to the experience of a chronic lack of time if an 

accelerating communication cycle prevails. 
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P2. If a chronic lack of time prevails, organizations and their members may ‘burn 

out’5. 

P3. By investing in moral discernment, organizational members may better un-

derstand the risks of a chronic lack of time and the suitability of investing in 

further measures.  

Originality: Paradoxically, more and more is invested in order to save time. As an 

example for digital communication, time savings are facilitated through the optimi-

zation of one-to-one (or one-to-many) communication to many-to-many communi-

cation (cf. Chui et al., 2012, pp. 10–11; Leonardi, Huysman, & Steinfield, 2013). 

However, the feeling of not having enough time often prevails, or even increases, 

for organizational members. The general exploration of the paradox can also be 

found in the work of Rosa (2014). This article aims at specifying his theory with 

regard to communication processes.  

________________________ 

5 ‘Burning out’ does not relate to a medical term, rather the term is understood as the result of a decreasing motivation and 
energy level of organizational members. A more detailed explanation of the term can be found in chapter 4. 
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Abstract 

Digital communication is based on the conversion of analogue information into digital in-

formation as well as the transmission and processing of digital information. This funda-

mentally changes the nature of human communication. The promised effects of the digi-

talization of communication are to save time and create more freedom of action. However, 

digital communication also leads to new dependencies and social control. This generates a 

new challenge for moral discernment. 
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1.  Introduction 

1.1 What is the Problem? 

Social change has always been tied to technological change (cf. Hampton, 2016, p. 104). 

Digitalization is an overarching technological change, which is discussed and analyzed 

within different disciplines. This article focuses on digital communication. Digital commu-

nication encompasses human-to-human, human-to-machine as well as machine-to-ma-

chine communication. This analysis concerns human-to-human communication in profes-

sional relationships. Human-to-human communication through digital means encompasses 

communication via internet-based services like email, social media channels or instant mes-

saging enabled through hardware innovations like tablets, smartphones, or wearables6. 

The conditions of human communication are changing. One of the changes is the rise of 

new forms of social control7 (cf. section 3.2) resulting from acceleration of communication 

(cf. section 2.1), a changing desire for resonance8 (cf. section 2.1) and greater prevalence of 

indirect communication (cf. section 2.2). A challenging feature of social control is its sub-

tlety: Organizational members do not feel heteronomous control. They even feel like hav-

ing great freedom, although they are complying much more with organizational standards 

(cf. O’Reilly, 2008, p. 88). The term ‘organizational members’ includes managers as well as 

employees at non-managerial level; the latter will be referred to as ‘employees’ throughout 

the article. 

Due to the changing conditions of digital communication between humans, moral discern-

ment9 is faced with new challenges. The theoretical contribution of this article is to examine 

newly developing social control forces and their impact on moral discernment.  

________________________ 

6 Wearables are smart-digital devices that enable written and voice communications while worn on or in the body (cf. PwC, 
2014, p. 3; Tapscott, 2014, pp. 123–124). 

7 Social control, which is often based on social norms, is understood as implicit agreements among organizational members 
about what constitutes adequate behavior. 

8 Resonance describes the desire of humans to be recognized by and connected to others (cf. Rosa, 2016, pp. 24–25, 198–199, 
281–298). 

9 Moral discernment describes a reflection competence enabling ‘good’ decision-making (doing ‘the right thing’ or avoiding 
bad) based on a moral evaluation of actions and expectations (cf. Suchanek, 2015). I use the term ‘moral’ comprehen-
sively and abstain from a differentiation to the term ‘ethical’ for simplification purposes. Hence, on the one hand 
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Digital communication often promises time savings or more freedom (cf. Hampton, 2016; 

Schmidt & Cohen, 2014, pp. 3, 7, 15–16). However, there are also unintended conse-

quences in terms of social control, such as the prevalence of permanent availability or secret 

surveillance.10 The parallel development of freedom and control is inevitable and nothing 

novel, especially in professional relationships. Nevertheless, the subtlety of social control 

through digital communication (digital social control)11 makes it increasingly difficult to 

understand one’s conditions of communication. The ability to understand one’s depend-

encies is requisite for moral discernment. We therefore claim that digital social control 

poses a new challenge to moral discernment. 

Further, it will become clear that this challenge for moral discernment is intensified if or-

ganizational members have a weak digital literacy. In general, digital literacy is a competence 

enabling humans to live and work in digital environments (cf. Eshet, 2004; Lankshear & 

Knobel, 2008). Here, digital literacy focuses on a general understanding of possible pro-

cesses that are (latently) taking place when communicating digitally. 

Crawford (2016, pp. 142–143) suggests that the difficulty of understanding one’s condi-

tions of action and their causal relationships systematically increases in our complex (or-

ganizational) worlds with diverse interdependencies. Nonetheless, the difficulty of ade-

quately understanding one’s own environment is not a new challenge, per se. In earlier 

centuries, it was difficult to understand one’s environment due to a lack of information12. 

Nowadays, it is becoming more and more difficult to understand one’s environment due 

to increasing subtlety of information (cf. Hamilton, Karahalios, Sandvig, & Eslami, 2014; 

Mittelstadt, Allo, Taddeo, Wachter, & Floridi, 2016) as well as an overload of information 

________________________ 

‘moral’ refers to decisions that are related to values. On the other hand, the term is used to describe decisions that are 
normatively adequate (cf. Gunia, Wang, Huang, Wang, & Murnighan, 2012, p. 14). 

10 We do not intend to undermine new opportunities of digitalization. Nonetheless, they do aim to identify possible risks of 
digitalization that have the potential to undermine freedom. This is in accordance with the German Federal Minister 
of Labor at the time of writing, Andrea Nahles (2016, p. 107): She encourages analyzing foreseeable risks in the context 
of digital (work) environments in order to make use of the possible opportunities, while not undermining societal 
achievements such as social order or freedom. 

11 We are mainly referring to digital social control, encompassing social controls enabled through digital communication, even 
if the term ‘digital’ is not always explicitly used. 

12 Information is understood as messages received and understood (redundancies are not included). 



Digital Communication: A New Challenge for Moral Discernment 

24 

(cf. Rosa, 2014, pp. 116–122; Zuboff, 1988, p. 348). A possible means of dealing with an 

increased amount of information is to be available permanently13 (cf. Hassler, Rau, Hup-

feld, & Paridon, 2016, p. 36; Menz, 2017, pp. 20–21).  

Some companies have already reacted to such issues of digital communication. However, 

most of these regulations apply to the topic of availability and do not apply to management 

positions: 

− BMW: Since 2014, a company agreement commits to define binding times of una-

vailability; it also regulates that organizational members are able to unbureaucrati-

cally record ‘mobile work’ in their working time accounts. BMW’s works council 

received the German award for workers’ councils for this innovative company agree-

ment on ‘mobile work’ (cf. Boewe & Schulten, 2014, pp. 18, 25; BMAS, 2015, 

pp. 19–21). 

− Evonik: Since 2013, availability is a central leadership topic and rules have been es-

tablished for all 21,000 organizational members in Germany; appraisal meetings are 

used in order to individually agree on suitable scopes of availability (cf. Hassler, Rau, 

Hupfeld, & Paridon, 2016, p. 57; BMAS, 2015, pp. 15–17). 

− Daimler: Since 2013, if an employee has activated the auto-reply regarding unavaila-

bility (e.g., when taking holiday), all incoming emails are deleted and need to be sent 

again by the sender (cf. Hassler, Rau, Hupfeld, & Paridon, 2016, p. 57; BMAS, 2015, 

p. 40). 

− Volkswagen: Since 2011, a company agreement regulates that 30 minutes after reg-

ular working hours, emails will not be forwarded until 30 minutes prior to the official 

start of the next day; this only counts for 3,500 employees with collective agreements 

________________________ 

13 Permanent availability is understood as unregulated availability for professional interests, including outside of regular working 
hours (cf. Hassler, Rau, Hupfeld, & Paridon, 2016, p. 9). In addition, there is no clear specification on the reaction 
time if an employee is contacted (cf. Hassler & Rau, 2016, p. 26). Strobel (2013, p. 18) identifies the following ad-
vantages of permanent availability: gains in flexibility and mobility, which is particularly relevant for parents; faster 
support from organizational members or identity and status enhancement. 
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and organizational mobile phones and it does not count for managers (cf. Hassler, 

Rau, Hupfeld, & Paridon, 2016, p. 57). 

− Continental AG: Employees can consult a guideline for advice about possible ways 

of interrupting permanent availability, such as setting up filters for calls and emails 

as well as transparently communicating these interruptions (cf. Hassler, Rau, Hup-

feld, & Paridon, 2016, p. 57). 

− Robert Bosch: Similar to BMW, organizational members have the right to record 

‘mobile work’ in their working time accounts. They also determine the periods of 

time in which they are available. Colleagues can check online if one is available or 

not. Further, weekly working time is not extended and working on Sundays or holi-

days is forbidden. Management is responsible for preventing ‘excessive demands’ 

(cf. BMAS, 2015, pp. 47–48). 

− Deutsche Telekom: Since 2010, employees can rely on a policy which commits man-

agers to abstain from sending emails after working hours, employees are not obliged 

to react to email requests after regular working hours (cf. Hassler, Rau, Hupfeld, & 

Paridon, 2016, p. 57). Additionally, managers are taught how to shape a conducive 

work environment in ‘healthy leadership’ training (cf. Hassler, Rau, Hupfeld, & Pari-

don, 2016, p. 57; BMAS, 2015, pp. 35–37). 

These examples suggest that there is a need for unavailability. With reference to the Tele-

kom and the Bosch example, there is also some indication on the development of specific 

training for managers as well as particular responsibilities of managers. 

Other issues of digital communication refer to new possibilities of surveillance. In this pa-

per, social control through internal surveillance in organizations is of special interest. One 

such example is the ADAC (German automobile club) case, where organizational members 

systematically checked email content of other organizational members (cf. Witte & Wendt, 

2013).  
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Another example is the usage of software called ‘Keylogger’, which enables every keyboard 

input of organizational members to be recorded. Based on upcoming cases, the Federal 

Labor Court passed a law that forbids the use of such software (cf. German Federal Labour 

Court, 2017). However, organizational members might face problems in understanding and 

trusting these newly developing conditions.  

We derive two fields which require specific actions to be taken: 

1. Integration of rules of unavailability (new regulations for organizational members14) 

2. Institutionalization of professional training of digital literacy and moral discernment 

in order to promote responsible business behavior in times of digital communication 

(new two-level-training for organizational members15) 

In regard to the first issue, practical and academic work is prevalent (e.g., Boswell & Olson-

Buchanan, 2016; Derks et al., 2012; Derks et al., 2014; Fenner & Renn, 2004; Hassler et al., 

2016; Hassler & Rau, 2016; Menz, 2017; Pangert, Pauls, & Schlett, 2017). The second issue 

has not been discussed very prominently so far.16 As such, we focus on this second issue; 

mainly focusing on the subtlety of social control via human-to-human communication. 

Since both issues (1. and 2.) are closely related, the availability problem is part of the fol-

lowing analysis. Though not part of the theoretical contribution, it sheds some light on 

unintended consequences of social control. 

Based on these considerations, the theoretical contribution of this article is firstly to recon-

struct newly developing social control forces and their impact on moral discernment. From 

________________________ 

14 Since managers have overarching responsibilities, unavailability rules have to be adapted with regard to these responsibilities. 
However, in order to not lose track of the bigger picture, which is relevant for responsible decision-making, they also 
need breathing room outside of their professional roles (cf. section 4.2). 

15 Managers as well as employees at non-managerial level should be equipped with an adequate moral discernment in order to 
encourage responsible decision-making. However, due to the overarching scope of responsibilities, the decision-mak-
ing power as well as the role model function of managers, it is especially relevant for management positions (cf. section 
4.1). One of the managerial responsibilities could be to individually train their teams with regard to managing digital 
communication. 

16 An approach, mainly focusing on the subtlety and moral responsibility of programmers and their algorithms can be found in 
the work of Mittelstadt, Allo, Taddeo, Wachter, and Floridi (2016). It should be noted that algorithms play an integral 
role regarding digital communication. This analysis, however, does not focus on the effects of algorithms. 
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this standpoint, we develop a new theoretical category of digital alienation. The following 

research question guides the reader throughout the line of argument: 

RQ: How does digital communication affect moral discernment? 

 

Our main proposition is that digital communication challenges moral discernment in a new 

way. In particular, the following propositions (P) are proposed throughout the analysis: 

P1. Digital communication gives rise to new (digital) social control forces.  

P2. The subtlety of digital social control forces makes it harder for organizational members to un-

derstand the conditions of communication. 

P3. When a solid understanding of conditions of communication is lacking, reasonable moral dis-

cernment is nearly impossible.  

P4. If moral discernment (including digital literacy) is not trained within organizations, a potential 

outcome is digital alienation. 

  

The relationship of the propositions is illustrated in the figure below: 

 

Figure 1: The Challenge for Moral Discernment Caused by Digital Communication (Source: Own illustration) 

 

1.2 Procedure and Basic Assumptions 

The analysis starts by introducing digital communication and social control in order to ex-

amine the changing conditions of human communication in professional relationships (P1 

and P2). It should be noted that digital communication leads to other changes as well, but 
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only those changes that are relevant to social controls are presented in the chapter. The 

changes which are discussed relate to social controls resulting from acceleration, a changing 

desire for resonance and greater prevalence of indirect communication. 

The next section is dedicated to developing a theoretical understanding of the concept of 

moral discernment. The competence in moral discernment is conceptualized via the heu-

ristic of the practical syllogism (cf. Suchanek, 2015, pp. 42–46). 

On this basis, the changing difficulty of understanding one’s conditions of communication 

through social control is related to the practical syllogism (P3). This conceptualization of 

moral discernment reveals new difficulties in deriving the ‘right decisions’. Ethical consid-

erations such as ‘What is the right thing to do?’ thereby become more complicated.  

Subsequently, the new category of digital alienation is derived (P4). Finally, the outlook 

discusses recommendations for corresponding investments which organizations can make 

in the well-being and productivity of their staff. These are investments that organizations 

can make in their members’ power of moral discernment. 

The analysis is based on the assumptions of interaction ethics (cf. Suchanek, 2015). One 

relevant assumption is that ethics does not only refer to one person, but also to the rest of 

society, involving other humans and institutions17 (social embeddedness). This assumption 

implies the embeddedness of a person within the social dimension. Another assumption 

relates to temporal embeddedness implying that individual or collective actions influence 

the conditions of action, which apply for future actions. 

The article mainly argues on the meso- (organization) and micro-level (organizational mem-

bers), although social control and norms are also elements of the macro-level. Hence, we 

cannot deny influences from the macro-level, such as societal norms or legal entitlements. 

Furthermore, digital communication has blurred the line between private and professional 

life. Whilst the focus of this article lies squarely on professional relationships, it is not always 

________________________ 

17 Institutions comprise informal constraints (conventions, social norms, sanctioning mechanisms, traditions, codes of conduct, 
etc.) and formal rules (laws, constitutions, property rights, etc.) (cf. North, 1991, p. 97, 2005, pp. 3–9). 
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feasible to achieve a clean separation from private relationships due to the aforementioned 

‘blurring of the line’. 

 

2. Digital Communication and Social Control: What is Changing?  

2.1 Acceleration and Resonance: A Path to Availability 

Digital communication refers to exchanging information enabled through the omnipres-

ence of digital devices. Common promises are time savings and more freedom (cf. Hamp-

ton, 2016; Schmidt & Cohen, 2014, pp. 3, 7, 15–16). Via digital communication, organiza-

tional members have more freedom to communicate with each other everywhere, all the 

time and in various ways.  

One basic changing condition in human communication is acceleration: more content is 

communicated in the same time period, or the same volume of content is communicated 

in less time. It means a quantitative growth per time unit (cf. Rosa, 2016, pp. 13, 673). As 

a result, the amount of communicated information increases. 

In Germany, the amount of emails has increased from 32.3 billion in 2000 to 771 billion in 

2017 (cf. The Radicati Group, 2018a). Further, the number of received organizational 

emails per day has grown by approximately 91 percent from 2011 to 2018 in Germany 

(German Association for Information Technology, Telecommunications and New Media, 

2018). It is expected that from 2018 to 2022 the amount of sent and received emails per 

day will further increase worldwide (cf. The Radicati Group, 2018b). These developments 

make accelerated communication apparent: The amount of communicated information in-

creases per time unit (
𝑒𝑥𝑐ℎ𝑎𝑛𝑔𝑒𝑑 𝑖𝑛𝑓𝑜𝑟𝑚𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛: 𝑞

𝑡𝑖𝑚𝑒 𝑢𝑛𝑖𝑡: 𝑡
 ↑).  

For a better understanding of accelerated communication, a hypothetical example is helpful 

(cf. Rosa, 2014, pp. 119–120): Acceleration means that writing and sending an email takes 

approximately only half of the time that a conventional letter would do. However, if we 

suppose that the amount of processed emails is roughly four times higher than the number 
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of written letters; the actual required time for communication has doubled. This increase 

of time spent on communication can be understood as a self-reinforcing mechanism: If an 

answer is available on the same day instead of within 14 days, an inherent, self-reinforcing 

impulse of accelerated communication results. Obviously, while the purpose of faster com-

munication is to reduce time consumption for correspondence, paradoxically the time 

spent would increase.18 Often organizational members are not able to spend more time on 

communication due to other job commitments. Hence, they have to compensate for the 

increased amount of communicated information per time unit. As indicated earlier, a pos-

sible way of handling an increased amount of information is to be available permanently 

(cf. Hassler, Rau, Hupfeld, & Paridon, 2016, p. 36; Menz, 2017, pp. 20–21).  

Digital communication offers opportunities such as easy and fast communication. Also, 

the extent of freedom increases as one can decide when to contact somebody independent 

from time and space or other resources (cf. Hampton, 2016, p. 111). However, as a lot of 

organizational members are able to receive and answer digital messages at any time and 

everywhere – especially since smartphones, tablets or smart watches developed into omni-

present digital devices – the described impulse of accelerated communication may develop 

(cf. Boswell & Olson-Buchanan, 2016, p. 593; Fenner & Renn, 2004, p. 184). Often, or-

ganizational members tend to reply to work-related digital messages on holidays and at 

night (cf. Derks, Brummelhuis, Zecic, & Bakker, 2012, p. 82; Middleton & Cukier, 2006, 

p. 256). A pressure of being ‘always on’ is established (cf. Menz, 2017, p. 22).  

This (partially unconscious) pressure may be based on the attempt to achieve resonance 

experiences: Humans want to be recognized by and connected to others (cf. Rosa, 2016, 

________________________ 

18 Certainly, there are other purposes such as an extended audience (cf. Baumanns, Bidmon, Erfurt Sandhu, Leipprand, & 
Triebel, 2015) or free movement of information (cf. Schmidt & Cohen, 2014, pp. 39–47). These are also accompanied 
with paradoxical challenges (cf. Böldicke & Erfurt Sandhu, 2017). While an extended audience might imply better 
access to potential stakeholders for companies, it might also imply stakeholders that are more critical. Referring to the 
point of better information – actors have access to diverse search engines and social media platforms enabling access 
to global information. However, since individualized, nontransparent algorithms (cf. Hamilton, Karahalios, Sandvig, 
& Eslami, 2014) influence the results of an Internet search as well as the news feeds on social media platforms, the 
access to information is determined according to one’s interests and opinions. This leads to the problem of self-
referentiality: the reproduction of own opinions and interests (cf. Luhmann, 1995, pp. 37–38, 1989, p. 145; Böldicke 
& Erfurt Sandhu, 2017, p. 57). These phenomena are worth mentioning based on their influence on human commu-
nication. However, analyzing those would go beyond the scope of this article. 
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pp. 24–25, 198–199, 281–298). When (unconsciously) aiming at positive feedback for com-

plying with availability or checking if the last post led to reactions such as ‘Likes’; organi-

zational members aim at feeling perceived by and connected to others (cf. Rosa, 2016, 

p. 159). However, these (resonance) signals are not sustainable and follow an acceleration 

logic – the more ‘Likes’, processed emails or praises, the better (cf. Rosa, 2016, p. 159). 

These signals can function as digital social control influencing social norms and thereby 

one’s actions at the workplace. E.g., receiving praise for a fast reaction on an email request 

may function as self-reinforcing social control. Through interactive expectation building 

(cf. Sydow, Schreyögg, & Koch, 2009, p. 700) and attempts to generate resonance experi-

ences, other colleagues feel a slight pressure to act in that way as well. 

If organizational members receive a work email outside regular working hours or if they 

know that colleagues are emailing outside working hours, they perceive such driving forces 

and also comply with such a pattern (cf. Menz, 2017, p. 22). At the same time, expectations 

of others adapt: More and more organizational members expect others to process messages 

and requests permanently or in general to be available permanently (cf. Urban & Ehlscheid, 

2016, p. 294). Approximately 88 percent of organizational members in Germany are also 

available for colleagues, superiors or customers outside regular working hours (cf. German 

Association for Information Technology, Telecommunications and New Media, 2011, 

p. 49).  

In some cases, the company or the current project requests availability, i.e., organizational 

members cannot decide it (cf. Menz, 2017, pp. 15–20). In other cases, it is a ‘free’ decision 

(cf. Menz, 2017, pp. 20–24). In the latter case, organizational members often intend to of-

fload themselves in order to avoid too much work during regular working hours. 

The study of Menz (2017, p. 22) also confirms, among others, that two unintended conse-

quences develop; communication is accelerated and higher availability is expected. This can 

potentially lead to the described impulse of accelerated communication and an implicit 

availability request. For instance, significant email traffic already emerges on Sundays.  
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As soon as changing expectations regarding availability lock-in, organizational members are 

required to be ‘always on’, which would demand a permanent representation of one’s pro-

fessional role and norms (cf. appendix showing the potential development of permanent 

availability as a new norm based on a lock-in process). Certainly, the organizational member 

is still ‘free’ to interrupt this permanent representation. For example, some organizational 

members use the smartphone’s flight mode when they have family time. 

The study of Strobel (2013, p. 18) showed that the extent of perceived freedom is a condi-

tion for the positive effects of permanent availability. If the organizational member is able 

to say ‘no’ (e.g., flight mode) or is able to control the extent of work, the effects are more 

positive. In the ideal case, there is freedom to also ignore a request without expecting sanc-

tions.19 

However, this freedom has its limits where other organizational members or potential new 

organizational members are willing to be available permanently (social embeddedness). 

Since organizational members are often competing with each other, they have to assert 

themselves. Having organizational members that are available permanently enables faster 

and more efficient work processes. This is highly desirable for companies. Thus, it is a 

competitive disadvantage if one is not complying (cf. Zuboff, 1988, p. 351). Being ‘free’ 

from a norm of permanent availability is combined with the question of whether the or-

ganizational member is able to afford it while facing competition through the labor market. 

Hence, possibilities to escape a (new) norm depend on one’s conditions and one’s socio-

demographic background. 

These developments are of a subtle nature, which is typical for social control. Even if avail-

ability is currently voluntary, it can subtly rigidify into a norm as explained above. It is this 

newly developing subtlety that changes the conditions for moral discernment. Those subtly 

changing conditions can be dimly recognized and hardly understood.  

________________________ 

19 If such freedom does not exist, permanent availability develops to an implicit expectation and action request (cf. Hassler, 
Rau, Hupfeld, & Paridon, 2016, p. 13; Menz, 2017, p. 22). 
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Zuboff (1988, p. 348) identified that with the rise of digital information, more objective 

data is accessible. However, managerial skills remained more or less traditional, which im-

plies that the competence needed to deal with the overload of information is limited. 

If technology develops further and further while human competencies do not, problems 

of understanding influences of new communication technology prevail. Certainly, over the 

years, practice and academia has also developed further on the side of human competen-

cies. However, there is still a need to upgrade human development to technological devel-

opment, especially in management positions (cf. Sinn, 2015, pp. 11–13). 

2.2 Indirect Communication: A Path to Secret Surveillance 

A specific peculiarity and challenge of digital communication is its indirect character; i.e., 

there is no direct face-to-face contact.20 With increasing indirect communication, it be-

comes more difficult for organizational members to process direct cues regarding the re-

cipients’ personality and emotions (cf. Kezsbom, 2000, p. 34; Rockmann & Northcraft, 

2008). This is especially present if one is very active on social media or if one has to deal 

with different partners from abroad or simply if a company’s communication mainly takes 

place via digital communication systems (cf. Zuboff, 1988, pp. 362–386). Since digital com-

munication is more (cost-) efficient, this is often preferred.  

Zuboff (1988, p. 370) presents a case where digital communication is described as a ‘com-

bination of isolation and connectedness’. The case describes the implementation of a com-

puter conferencing system in the daily operations of an organization: 

‘Computer conferencing is a communications medium that offers an alternative to the con-

straints of geography and time associated with face-to-face meetings or telephone conver-

sations while avoiding the formality of written correspondence’ (Zuboff, 1988, p. 364). 

Organizational members explain that this form of communication leads to psychological 

security enabling more honest communication (cf. Zuboff, 1988, p. 370). This may also be 

________________________ 

20 Often, digital communication is reduced to perceptions via vision and partly via hearing. Perceptions like smelling, tasting 
and touching are mainly excluded. 
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related to the indirect character. In contrast to more direct communication, organizational 

members are subtly motivated by benefits like psychological security to use digital commu-

nication technologies. 

However, this example also presents another digital social control: secret surveillance 

through panoptic power. Panoptic power can be understood as centralized power of man-

agers using communication technology as tools of observation and control.21  

The term ‘secret’ already indicates that subtle influences continue to play a significant role. 

Again, problems like these have already been prevalent before the age of digital communi-

cation. Nonetheless, the subtlety has reached a new level based on the development of 

technology. Through digital communication technology, control mechanisms are hardly 

visible, or even completely invisible. Therefore, surveillance through other organizational 

members becomes easier to hide. On the other hand, every digital communication is trans-

formed into a concrete presence through technological systems, meaning it can easily be 

made visible and traced back (cf. Zuboff, 1988, pp. 376, 381, 384). 

Referring to the case of Zuboff (1988, pp. 362–386), managers have exploited the involun-

tary display of the employees and have violated privacy and trust. Even if conversations 

were designated as ‘closed’, the content was in fact open for unilateral screening by man-

agement (cf. Zuboff, 1988, pp. 383–384). Indeed, management had new possibilities to 

optimize employees’ performance and increase productivity based on such involuntary dis-

plays. As discussed above, there are recent accounts of such internal surveillance in organ-

izations (cf. German Federal Labour Court, 2017).  

The problem is, even if new laws have been passed to prevent such methods, organizational 

members cannot know if that is the case or not. Approximately 46 percent of organizational 

members in Germany feel a higher degree of surveillance as a result of digitalization (cf. 

________________________ 

21 Panopticism was originally developed by Foucault (1995) based on the Panopticon of Bentham (1791). The Bentham (1791) 
panopticon is a type of institutional building enabling that all members of the institution can be observed by one 
watchman without recognizing whether they are observed or not. Foucault (1995) used the Panopticon to develop the 
social theory of panopticism which explained the changing surveillance and control mechanisms and resulting com-
pliance requirements in the course of the 18th century. 
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DGB, 2016, p. 13). These new contingencies fundamentally challenge conditions of digital 

communication. According to the presented case of Zuboff (1988, p. 385): ‘Management 

has not been able to appreciate how the electronic network improved morale. The company 

hierarchy does not have a very good understanding of the social and emotional needs of 

people to communicate. They have become preoccupied with security, cost, and counter-

culture/ egalitarian issues.’ 

It has been shown that digital communication gives rise to new (digital) social control forces (cf. first 

proposition). The subtlety of digital social control makes it harder for organizational members to under-

stand the conditions of communication (cf. second proposition). 

The following pages are devoted to theoretically reconstructing the resulting challenge for 

moral discernment. 

 

3. A New Challenge for Moral Discernment 

3.1 Moral Discernment and the Practical Syllogism 

Moral discernment is a competence, which enables moral evaluation of actions, as well as 

the derivation of legitimate expectations regarding peoples’ behavior. It concerns an inte-

grated consideration of values (‘what does really matter?’) and reality (‘what prevents us 

from acting accordingly?’) in order to derive decisions (‘what is the right thing to do?’) (cf. 

Suchanek, 2015, pp. 9–10, 13–14, 42, 152, 174).  

This way of making decisions is depicted in the practical syllogism (cf. Suchanek, 2015, 

pp. 42–46). This syllogism is an ethical heuristic which supports the competence of moral 

discernment (cf. figure 2). This heuristic is used to conceptualize moral discernment22 to 

________________________ 

22 It has to be noted that, despite the significance of this competence, moral discernment is a rather elusive construct. It can be 
understood as ‘profound intuition’ which depends on ‘lifelong learning’ as well as gathering and reflecting upon per-
sonal experiences. For this reason, the theoretical explanation of moral discernment and the recommendation regard-
ing specific training of moral discernment contained in this article are too narrow a scope for reality. Grasping the 
whole meaning of moral discernment via specific training and concepts does not suffice in order to achieve its ambi-
tious claim of doing ‘the right thing’ or avoiding bad. 
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systematically exemplify that a weak understanding of conditions of communication dimin-

ishes moral discernment. 

 

Figure 2: The Practical Syllogism (Source: Own illustration based on Suchanek, 2015, p. 44) 

 

The practical syllogism asks its ‘user’ to systematize a judgment (3) by reflecting on (1) 

normative ideals as well as (2) empirical conditions. The following thoughts shed light on 

this ethical heuristic and make it more tangible. A fundamental question in ethics remains 

‘What is the right thing to do?’ (vis-a-vis level 3 in figure 2 above). This question not only 

sheds light on what constitutes a reasonable action or investment but also, on what one can 

expect of others. Answering this fundamental ethical question necessitates a number of 

pre-considerations. Hence, preliminary questions have to be asked. 

Firstly, ‘What does really matter in life?’ (see level 1). Typical answers are health, family, 

freedom, satisfaction or social acceptance. Generalizing this leads us to typical (moral) val-

ues, normative ideals or a good life. Secondly, ‘If all this really matters to us, what encour-

ages us and more importantly, what prevents us from acting accordingly?’ (compare to level 

2). This question addresses the empirical – including situational – conditions. The reflection 
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of these conditions should be done as objective as possible by referring to the perspective 

of an impartial spectator23.  

In ethics, this question is often given insufficient attention as the normative ideals and 

values are given priority.24 However, the moral value of moral discernment lies in exactly 

this nexus of level 1 and 2, which gives relevance and suitability for the everyday application 

of ethics. 

As an example, freedom (level 1) does not imply doing whatever you want. Freedom lies 

in the recognition of one’s own freedom with respect to the freedom of others (level 2). 

This implies the reflection of one’s actions regarding the interests of others and one’s own 

dependence on others.25 Humans become free if they are able to understand their embed-

dedness as a result of their own self-reflection (cf. Durkheim, 1972, pp. 108–109). In other 

words, it is about a reciprocal recognition of the interests of and dependencies on others 

(social embeddedness). 

This short excursus on freedom shows that level 1 (freedom) depends on level 2 (embed-

dedness) in order to derive ethical decisions for everyday use. If organizational members 

derive decisions by only addressing level 1, it potentially leads to excessive moral demands. 

On the other hand, if organizational members derive decisions by only addressing level 2, 

it potentially leads to immoral behaviors and ideas. 

The following two examples clarify the corresponding fallacies: 

1. Normative Fallacy (deriving ‘the right thing to do’ only from level 1: normative val-

ues): 

________________________ 

23 The theoretical concept of the impartial spectator goes back to Adam Smith (2000, p. 148). In the ‘Theory of Moral Senti-
ments’ he describes the impartial spectator as a certain attitude of a human when making moral judgments. The im-
partial spectator tries to derive judgements on one’s own behavior as well as on the behavior of others, which are 
sufficiently objective and honest.   

24 This might be reasonable if the problem at hand is focusing on the identification or justification of normative ideals (level 1), 
which is why the implementation aspect (level 2) becomes subordinate. However, as this ethical approach is about the 
integration of level 1 and level 2, we are abstaining from this focus on level 1. 

25 This approach is discussed in more detail by Hegel (1991), Durkheim (1972), Marx and Engels (2010) and Han (2016). 
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It is comparably easy to be against permanent availability or secret surveillance be-

cause it might be against values like freedom or privacy (level 1) – so long as one is 

not confronted with the distinctive forces of a situational conflict, like an important 

project or pressure from colleagues (level 2). 

2. Empirical Fallacy (deriving ‘the right thing to do’ only from level 2: empirical condi-

tions): 

Vice versa, it is also possible that organizational members who are highly integrated 

into the digitalized world know about the shortcomings or risks of these develop-

ments like surveillance or undermined recovery ability due to permanent availability. 

However, they view these influences as an immanent factor of the (digital) reality 

(level 2), although they are undermining essential values like freedom, privacy or 

health (level 1) that would guide their actions to sustainable cooperation, or simply 

to the ‘right decision’. 

Both views imply a reductionist view of decision-making. Such developments are rarely 

black-or-white (cf. Badaracco, 2016; Böldicke & Erfurt Sandhu, 2017, p. 57). Rather, it is a 

question of reflecting on potential fallacies: Permanent availability and new surveillance 

technologies are neither fault-free developments empowering humans to infinite freedom 

of action, nor are they hostile developments which reduce humans to mere factors of pro-

duction.  The answer is usually in between. 

With level 1 and level 2, the practical syllogism considers the discrepancy between values 

and reality, which is essential for critically evaluating the driving forces of digital commu-

nication (that means considering both opportunities and risks). This approach is essential 

for developing a diagnostic capability for the impediments as well as conducive conditions 

(level 2) of a good (working) life (level 1) and finally, for the ‘right’ decisions or investments 

(level 3). 

This becomes problematic if newly developing conditions further complicate moral dis-

cernment according to the practical syllogism. In particular, the derivation of ‘the right 
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thing to do’ (level 3) is getting increasingly difficult due to the subtlety of digital social 

controls (level 2). 

The next section is dedicated to applying the category of digital social control to the prac-

tical syllogism in order to address the third proposition: When a solid understanding of conditions 

of communication is lacking, reasonable moral discernment is nearly impossible.  

3.2 The Practical Syllogism and Digital Social Control 

Social control regulates implicit agreements among social actors about what constitutes 

adequate attitudes and behavior (cf. O’Reilly, 2008, p. 88). The special nature of social con-

trol is its subtle character: organizational members do not feel heteronomous control. They 

even feel as if they have great freedom, although they are paradoxically conforming much 

more to organizational standards (cf. O’Reilly, 2008, p. 88). 

Social control is an ever-present and inevitable phenomenon which influences actions ac-

cording to norms. As such, norms influence expectations and thereby may function as an 

incentive for cooperation (cf. Park, 1921, p. 20; Park & Burgess, 1921, p. 42). These sorts 

of forces are an inherent element of every societal group: Norms guide everyday actions 

and are necessary for viable forms of organization (cf. Jannowitz, 1975, p. 82; Ross, 1896, 

p. 519). However, due to their subtle nature, these forces can develop unconsciously. If 

these driving forces occur in combination with promising new opportunities, as it is within 

the digital age, subtly developing consequences become hard to recognize. 

Organizational norms or standards are conceptualized as behavioral regularities, which are 

affirmed by sanctioning deviant behavior or by encouraging compliant behavior e.g., by 

positive feedback (cf. Coleman, 1994, p. 244; Popitz, 2017; Schneier, 2012). 

An example for sanctions is social exclusion (e.g., none or negative reactions on a post that 

is deviating from organizational expectations) (cf. Young, 2006). Social reactions in case of 

compliant behavior are praise (e.g., personal praise by one’s superior for the fast reaction 

on an email request) or rewards (e.g., a high amount of ‘Likes’). These forms of social 
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control forces are to be categorized as external social control (the categorizations are based 

on Lamnek, Luedtke, Ottermann, & Vogl, 2012, p. 76).  

Internal social control forces are based on the internalization of expectations. Regulatory 

mechanisms result in a bad conscience in case of deviant behavior (e.g., guilt feelings, regret 

or shame) and in positive self-confidence (e.g., pride or ease of mind) in case of compliant 

behavior. Both forms are interdependent, (one can also feel guilty while at the same time 

being socially excluded due to one’s post).26 

Some social control forces are difficult to categorize clearly into one of these dimensions. 

Driving forces such as acceleration, the attempt to generate resonance experiences or indi-

rect communication (cf. section 2) can be considered to be both external and internal social 

control forces. Since organizational expectations and social control are mechanisms, which 

guide social behavior, they are a constitutive factor of every form of organization. Hence, 

the proposal to eliminate such forces or the like is not appropriate. 

The figure below transfers the concept of the practical syllogism to the influences of digital 

social control. This illustrates the challenge posed to moral discernment. 

________________________ 

26 A noteworthy example for this is the termination of employment of a Porsche apprentice because of his Facebook post 
containing a call for violent behavior towards a refugee (cf. Munzinger & Anetzberger, 2015). Consequences were the 
exclusion from the company as well as possibly regret for his actions. This shows the blurring separation of private 
and work life caused by digital communication, as well as the norm of permanent availability, since the apprentice 
received consequences with regard to its professional role although, at that time, the representation of the professional 
role was not directly required. 
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Figure 3: The Practical Syllogism and Digital Social Control (Source: Own illustration based on Suchanek, 2015, p. 44) 

 

Freedom (1) is understood as the normative self-conception (meaning of a good life) of 

humans including their roles as organizational members (cf. Crawford, 2016, pp. 35, 120–

121; Rosa, 2016, pp. 18, 40, 672).  

According to level 2, organizational members must identify conducive or hindering condi-

tions regarding this overarching ideal. At this level, they are faced with the aforementioned 

problem of digital social controls. This challenges the competence of moral discernment: 

new conditions are hard to understand (level 2), expectations and actions are unconsciously 

adapted (level 3). This is mirrored in the third proposition: When a solid understanding of con-

ditions of communication is lacking, strong moral discernment is impossible.  

By this point at the latest, it is clear, that the challenge for moral discernment is caused by 

the weak digital literacy of organizational members. Part of digital literacy is a general un-

derstanding of possible processes that are latently taking place when communicating digi-

tally. 
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If organizational members are trained to develop digital literacy27, the path for improved 

moral discernment is facilitated. However, this is just the pre-requisite condition. There-

fore, training should consist of digital literacy in combination with moral discernment (cf. 

section 4.1). 

If moral discernment (including digital literacy) is not trained28 within organizations, a potential outcome 

is digital alienation (cf. fourth proposition). As such, the next section is devoted to theoreti-

cally reconstructing the new category of digital alienation. 

3.3 Digital Alienation Based on a Lack of Understanding 

Throughout this paper, it has been argued that digital social control has a subtle character: 

Organizational members do not feel heteronomous control. We argue that, based on the 

developments examined thus far, a digital form of alienation develops. The starting point 

of these considerations is heteronomy as an inevitable condition of action in professional 

relationships. 

Heteronomy is often understood as the opposite of freedom. It refers to a situation wherein 

a human’s actions are mainly influenced indirectly by external conditions rather than di-

rectly by themselves. However, as explained in section 3.1, freedom is about the reciprocal 

recognition of the interests of and dependencies on others. According to this logic, heter-

onomy is not the opposite of freedom; rather freedom and heteronomy are interdependent 

states. 

Heteronomous dependencies are indispensable and omnipresent, especially in professional 

relationships in times of division of labor. As it is an integral component of cooperation, 

heteronomy can lead to more productivity, efficiency or innovative products and services. 

Heteronomy is not a problem per se, but it can develop into a problem if it leads to alien-

ation. 

________________________ 

27 It has to be noted that digital literacy should be trained on management- as well as on employee-level. This is necessary in 
order to enable an adequate understanding of new conditions of digital communication. 

28 While everybody is equipped with moral discernment, the level of ‘training’ is the decisive factor influencing the ability to  
really do ‘the right thing’ as well as avoid doing bad things (cf. Suchanek, 2015). 
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Especially in the industrial age, alienation referred to ‘an alien force existing […] independ-

ent of the will and the action of man’ (cf. Marx & Engels, 2010, p. 48). Often, alienation is 

a job-related problem based on (monotonous) tasks which one cannot influence (cf. Marx 

& Engels, 2010, pp. 47–48). 

In general, the problem emerges if humans are not able to understand the conditions of 

actions in which they are embedded (cf. Paul & Suchanek, 1994, p. 3). This is often accom-

panied by a feeling of losing control29 (for more details see for example Dahrendorf, 1959, 

p. 78; Jaeggi, 2016, pp. 20–21, 24, 80; Karger, 1981; Marx & Engels, 2010; May, 1985, p. 54; 

Paul & Suchanek, 1994; Seeman, 1959). 

Since this article focuses on the problem of a weak understanding of newly developing 

conditions in digital communication, we constrain the analysis to the potential development 

of alienation due to a lack of understanding (there are also other causes, for instance, factual 

dysfunctionalities or a missing sense of purpose for one’s work). This is in line with Paul 

and Suchanek (1994, p. 1), who identify two central aspects of alienation (only those aspects 

which are relevant to P4 are presented): 

1. Traditional conditions (of communication) lose overall validity (e.g., human-to-hu-

man communication becomes indirect and there are changes in conditions of privacy 

and surveillance of communication, cf. section 2.2). 

2. Conditions (of communication) develop their own autonomy (e.g., in form of self-

reinforcing mechanisms through acceleration and resonance experiences leading to 

permanent availability, cf. section 2.1). 

Both aspects complicate the understanding of newly developing conditions. The problem 

of alienation is the circumstance that even though organizational actors might not under-

stand their conditions, they have to comply with the corresponding requirements.30 On this 

________________________ 

29 Approximately 45 percent of organizational members in Germany feel powerless with regard to digital technology (cf. DGB, 
2016, p. 15). 

30 This is similar to Weber’s (1958, pp. 54–55) description of an ‘unalterable order of things’ to which one must comply. 
Individuals are – to some extent – required to conform to the (capitalistic) rules of the game, unless they leave the 
sphere of capitalistic economies.   
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basis, digital alienation refers to organizational members’ relation with newly developing 

conditions of digital communication. In particular, if digital literacy and moral discernment 

remain outdated, organizational members are becoming incrementally alienated from their 

conditions of communication including other persons and institutions. This is reflected in 

the fourth proposition: If moral discernment (including digital literacy) is not trained within companies, 

a potential outcome is digital alienation. 

One could say, while we are digitally connecting more and more, we are analogously be-

coming alienated from others. 

This is well illustrated in the changes discussed above (cf. section 2): With indirect commu-

nication, organizational members perceive psychological security enabling them to com-

municate more honestly (cf. Zuboff, 1988, p. 370). Obviously, it is less difficult to over-

come oneself being honest. At the same time, organizational members are alienated from 

the communicated content, since the absence of face-to-face interaction makes the con-

nection to the content (including the communication partner) looser. 

Further, if organizational members fear the risk of being controlled when communicating 

digitally (involuntary display), they might opt for anticipatory conformity (cf. Zuboff, 1988, 

p. 381). This means, organizational members are ‘toning down’ the character of their com-

munication. This sets the aspects of psychological security and honesty aside. 

Obviously, while the intention of digital communication is to be connected with everybody, 

organizational members are paradoxically losing their (deeper social) connection; they be-

come digitally alienated. 

With regard to accelerated communication contexts, preset sentence components (e.g., 

‘how are you?’) are used to save time. At the same time, organizational members aim to 

achieve resonance signals which follow an acceleration logic (cf. Rosa, 2016, p. 159): They 

aim to receive more and more signals of feeling connected and being acknowledged by 

others. Similar to the peculiarity of indirect communication, this also distances the organi-

zational member from the communicated content if communication is increasingly about 

the quantity rather than the quality of content. 



Digital Communication: A New Challenge for Moral Discernment 

45 

The more organizational members become distanced from or indifferent toward the quality 

of communicated content, the better they can comply with the newly developing conditions 

of communication (cf. Rosa, 2014, p. 484). But, when organizational members rely on the 

familiarization or adequate understanding of working conditions, such a distance possibly 

leads to (digital) alienation (cf. Rosa, 2014, p. 484). Even though organizational members 

are embedded in these conditions of communication, they are losing the connection to it. 

It can be understood as a state of unrelated embeddedness (cf. Jaeggi, 2016, pp. 20–25). 

Recapping, the risk of organizational members becoming digitally alienated from their con-

ditions of communication prevails since (deeper social) experiences, which partially rely on 

interpersonal contacts, are fading into the background. This is an economic problem as this 

social dimension gives stability and trust (cf. Freud, 2013; Rockmann & Northcraft, 2008), 

which is a crucial condition for effective professional relationships (cf. Suchanek, 2015).  

 

4. Outlook 

4.1 Professional Training of Moral Discernment 

It has been shown that a main challenge of digital communication is that organizational 

members are subtly losing track of the conditions and dependencies of this new commu-

nication form, while the usage of communication technologies is increasing. Obviously, 

this discrepancy poses a challenge to moral discernment and can even lead to digital alien-

ation. 

In a work context, responsible behavior needs to be coordinated by stable structures and 

enabled by managers. This is necessary for enabling conducive role model behavior and 

breathing room outside of professional roles.  

The question arises: ‘Who is responsible?’ 

We mainly focus recommendations regarding investments that organizations can make. A 

problem could be that organizations rather see these investments as opportunity costs 

which they would prefer to avoid. As explained above, for an organization it can also be 
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efficient if organizational members may be optimized through surveillance or if they pro-

cess information permanently due to their constant availability (at least in the short- and 

medium-term). 

However, some companies that reacted to the issues of digital communication received a 

push in their reputation (cf. Boewe & Schulten, 2014, p. 25; BMAS, 2015). In order to 

transform the recommendations into investments, they need to be incentive compatible 

(cf. Homann, 2014; Suchanek, 2015). That means that there needs to be a clear value for 

the company (e.g., reputation advantages or fewer costs through fewer sick days). If this 

can be assured, organizations can invest in responsible behavior in times of digital commu-

nication. 

As indicated earlier, digital literacy is a necessary pre-requisite for moral discernment in 

today’s organizational environment. Organizational members need to develop a better un-

derstanding of possible processes that are taking place whilst they are communicating dig-

itally (e.g., dynamics of accelerated communication, data storage on servers or invisible 

processes guiding the news feed on social media).  

As such, we derive an integrated two-level approach for training moral discernment in times 

of digital communication: 

1. Training of digital literacy by technology experts31 

2. Training of moral discernment by experts in business and economic ethics 

As indicated, the two-level-training should not be understood as two separated training 

sessions or topics: they need to be integrated, with both approaches trained together. E.g., 

when discussing data storage on servers (technology training), the discussion needs to be 

extended towards cases of situational conflicts by applying ethical concepts like the practi-

cal syllogism (ethics training). Questions like ‘What is the right thing to do if one gets asked 

________________________ 

31 As indicated above, digital literacy should be trained on management- as well as on employee-level in order to prevent digital 
alienation. Training should be adapted with regard to competence, background knowledge and the position in the 
organizational hierarchy of the organizational members. However, the two-stage-training, including moral discernment 
is especially relevant for management. In that context, managers are advised to individually train their teams and 
employees should be encouraged to consult their supervisors if they are not sure about ‘the right thing to do’. 
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to systematically check personal communication on a data server?’ or ‘What is the right 

thing to do if one is perceiving an overload of digital information?’ need to be part of the 

discussions. 

Within the digital age, decisions such as these need to be taken more and more often. It 

has to be noted that due to the different requirements and consequences for different po-

sitions, personalities and generations, as well as due to different forms of organizations, 

individual solutions have to be developed in a participatory approach, in conjunction with 

affected organizational members. 

This can develop awareness on these newly developing and sensitive topics. This level of 

awareness is necessary in order to adequately deal with such forces at an early stage (e.g., 

not misusing digital social control in order to subtly force and exploit permanent availability 

or secret surveillance). Seemingly, moral discernment aims at encouraging a conducive 

work culture, but this can only be effective if organizational members and especially man-

agers open up for this attitude (cf. Sullivan, 2014, p. 7).  

4.2 Interruption of Interdependence 

In addition to the recommendation of investing in moral discernment, we also recommend 

institutionalizing ‘interruption of interdependence’. ‘Interruption of interdependence’ is 

understood as a reflected separation of private and work life (cf. Luhmann, 2013).32 This 

involves cutting off the connection between a organizational member’s private roles and 

professional roles. This enables mental and technological detachment.  

The ability to say ‘no’ was discussed above as a conducive condition. This can be seen as 

an interruption of interdependence; examples are activating a smartphone’s flight mode, 

defining times in which an organizational member is unavailable or shutting down the email 

servers. However, these interruptions of interdependence need to be supported by organi-

zational structures in which organizational members are embedded. 

________________________ 

32 An example would be activating a smartphone’s flight mode, shutting down the email servers of a company or deleting one’s 
social media account. 
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Interruption of interdependence can be seen as a form of self-commitment. Self-commit-

ment implies constraining oneself to a course of action that meets legitimate expectations 

(of oneself or of others) (cf. Suchanek, 2011, p. 6). It means adhering to values and princi-

ples, especially in situational conflicts (cf. Suchanek, 2015, pp. 49–53, 85–87). 

Such principles can be privacy, the ‘right to unavailability’ or the ‘right to recovery’; while 

the situational conflict could, for instance, be the decision between being available or not. 

If organizational members are not able to say ‘no’ without risking competitive disad-

vantages, they get into the dilemma of deciding between loyalty to one’s own values (health, 

privacy, etc.) or to the organization’s demands (efficiency, productivity, etc.). 

It goes without saying that such a dilemma is neither conducive for the organizational 

member nor for the company, especially when aiming at long-term cooperation for mutual 

advantage, i.e., that the company invests in the organizational member’s qualifications and 

the organizational member remains by the company and utilizes the qualifications accord-

ingly. Hence, the loyalty to oneself and the loyalty to the company need to be enabled at 

the same time. However, if an organizational member assumes sanctions as a result of not 

being available permanently, the organizational member is forced into the dilemma. 

Such organizational conditions would also lead to organizational members being ‘caught in 

the orbit’ of interests and opinions of the professional roles of the organizational environ-

ment. This hinders their ability to understand the bigger picture since opinions are repro-

duced rather than reflected upon (cf. Böldicke & Erfurt Sandhu, 2017, p. 57). In other 

words, if interruption of interdependence is not possible, moral discernment, and corre-

spondingly responsible decision-making, is constrained, even if digital literacy can be as-

sumed.  

In conclusion, organizations need to invest in regular training of digital literacy and moral 

discernment in order to prevent such situations as well as to reflect on them if they do 

occur, since they are unlikely to be prevented 100 percent of the time. 

As indicated at the beginning of this article, we derive two needs for action: 
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1. Integration of rules of unavailability (new regulations for organizational members) 

2. Institutionalization of professional training of moral discernment in order to pro-

mote responsible business behavior in times of digital communication (new two-

level-training for managers) 

While the theoretical focus remained on the second issue, the reader should now also un-

derstand the interdependence of both: The success of professional training depends on 

unavailability, since moral discernment depends on interruption of interdependence.  
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5. Appendix: Development of  Permanent Availability as a New Norm based 

on a Lock-in Process 

In this appendix, the possible development of permanent availability as a lock-in process is 

delineated. The lock-in of permanent availability develops by self-reinforcing mechanisms, 

which affect expectations in different ways. Sydow, Schreyögg, & Koch (2009) identify 

different self-reinforcing mechanisms which influence an organizational path leading to a 

lock-in. We classify one such mechanism as a driving social control force based on the 

subtle influence on behavioral expectations, namely the adaptive expectation effect (cf. 

Sydow, Schreyögg, & Koch, 2009, p. 700). Based on this effect, individual preferences and 

action patterns vary referring to the expectations of others (cf. figure 4: interactive expec-

tation building). 

Since individuals are ‘often uncertain about the right choice, they feel rewarded by the fact 

that others are likely to prefer the same’ (cf. Sydow, Schreyögg, & Koch, 2009, p. 700). We 

further classify the adaptive expectation effect as the desire of making resonance. The re-

lated resonance desire may be the force of legitimacy signaling or seeking; individuals that 

are not following the mainstream practices (e.g., being available permanently) become 

afraid of losing legitimacy and – if associated with failure33 of becoming stigmatized as 

outsiders (cf. Kulik, Bainbridge, & Cregan, 2008; Luhmann, 2007). 

In the following we show the possible process that can be triggered by these dynamics, 

namely the process of an organizational path. An organizational path can result in a lock-

in effect; in our case we examine the lock-in of a new norm regarding permanent availability 

(cf. figure 4). 

________________________ 

33 An example would be a situation where an important business partner was almost lost because it was expected that a request 
was processed the same day or night. 
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Figure 4: The Development of Permanent Availability as a New Norm based on a Lock-in Process (Source: Own illustration based 
on Suchanek, 2015; Sydow, Schreyögg, & Koch, 2009) 

 

The upper part of figure 4 shows the lock-in process based on the concept of path depend-

ence. Phase I is called the Preformation phase (cf. Sydow, Schreyögg, & Koch, 2009, p. 

691). This phase is characterized by diverse possibilities of action. Once a specific choice 

is made, it may amount to a small event setting off self-reinforcing mechanisms. The mo-

ment of entering into the dynamics of self-reinforcing mechanisms is called critical junc-

ture. 

With this, Phase II – the Formation phase – is beginning. The freedom of action is nar-

rowing and it gets increasingly difficult to reverse the initial action pattern: A path is evolv-

ing. Self-reinforcing patterns based on positive feedback respectively resonance experi-

ences are following their inherent dynamics; hence they reproduce themselves (cf. Sydow, 

Schreyögg, & Koch, 2009, p. 694). However, the decision processes are still contingent, 

meaning that different outcomes or paths are still possible. 
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The Lock-in phase (Phase III) is characterized by further narrowing what is leading to a 

fixation of the dominant action pattern (Sydow, Schreyögg, & Koch, 2009, p.692). Flexi-

bility is getting lost and the pattern develops a deterministic character: A norm develops. 

As soon as a norm establishes ‘the socially defined right to control the action’ is not held 

by the individual but by others (Coleman, 1994, p. 234). If a lock-in effect is established, 

organizational members are keen to reproduce this pattern, independent of the availability 

of better (or more efficient) patterns.  

Such a lock-in process may go unnoticed, if organizational members mainly focus on direct, 

intended results, thereby missing out of essential other results (e.g., the lock-in of a new 

norm). This is conceptualized in the lower part of figure 4 showing the concept of temporal 

embeddedness. Among others, temporal embeddedness implies that the results of today’s 

actions define the future conditions of action (cf. Suchanek, 2015, p. 132). Combining the 

lock-in process and temporal embeddedness shows the possible development of the norm 

of permanent availability (cf. figure 4). 

The starting point is the Preformation phase in which organizational members have diverse 

possibilities regarding the availability of their professional role (cf. Sydow, Schreyögg, & 

Koch, 2009, p. 691). Based on these initial conditions, a few organizational members make 

the (conscious or unconscious) choice to be available permanently what may result in self-

reinforcing mechanisms such as getting positive feedback for their permanent availability: 

They experience resonance. The results of these actions define the future conditions of 

action, namely the interactive development of availability expectations. Here, critical junc-

ture is the moment of entering into the interplay of positive feedback and expectation 

building. 

Gradually, phase II, the Formation phase – is beginning. Following the process of an or-

ganizational path, freedom of action is narrowing and a path is evolving: An increasing 

amount of organizational members is available permanently. The self-reinforcing pattern 

of permanent availability based on positive feedback is reproducing itself. However, the 
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decision processes are still contingent, meaning that being available permanently is still an 

option. 

As soon as the Lock-in phase (phase III) begins, the freedom of action is further narrowing 

and a dominant action pattern establishes (cf. Sydow, Schreyögg, & Koch, 2009, p. 692). 

The pattern gets a deterministic character: Permanent availability becomes a norm. From 

this point on it is beyond the power of the organizational member to control this expecta-

tion, as it became a norm.   
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Abstract 

Digital communication between humans promises diverse advantages in societal life, par-

ticularly in the workplace. One advantage is the creation of new freedom. The following 

statement reflects a common understanding of freedom, especially for young organizational 

members: ‘I want to decide by myself what I want to do. I want to be free and independent 

from others’. This notion of freedom refers to two forms (independence and realizing 

choices) of a complex construct. If freedom is reduced to these two forms, newly forming 

expectations like permanent availability may be neglected by organizations and its mem-

bers. To handle new freedom responsibly, one must consider the competence of moral 

discernment in organizations. 

 

Key Words: Digital Communication, Freedom, Independence, Choice, Availability, Moral 

Discernment  
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1. Introduction 

1.1 What is the Problem? 

Digital communication is about the conversion of analogue information34 into digital in-

formation and the transmission and processing of digital information. In this paper, I 

mainly refer to communication via email, instant messaging services and social media chan-

nels enabled through tablets, smartphones, wearables35 and the like. Devices like these have 

become an inherent part of working life (cf. Derks, Brummelhuis, Zecic, & Bakker, 2012, 

p. 80; Hassan, 2016, pp. 225, 236). Often, digital devices are used at all hours for work-

related purposes (cf. Middleton & Cukier, 2006, p. 256). 

It has to be noted that digital devices increasingly allow for ‘complete human communica-

tion’ (cf. Tapscott, 2014, pp. 137–138). This means that the four forms of information 

(data, text, audio, and video) can be exchanged via one multimedia system: Organizational 

members36 in different parts of the world are able to exchange (at the speed of light) digital 

documents containing text, data, audio and video (cf. Tapscott, 2014, p. 138). 

Digital communication enables increasing independence from time and space (cf. Harvey, 

1990, pp. 240–307; Rosa, 2014, pp. 126–127). No distance or space needs to be bridged 

anymore in order to exchange information, as it is the case when using letters. Hence, faster 

communication is enabled. Based on that, new forms of independence are offered to or-

ganizational members, e.g., through the ability of working from anywhere, at any time (cf. 

Boswell & Olson-Buchanan, 2016, p. 593; Fenner & Renn, 2004, p. 184).37 Seemingly, var-

ious technologies increase freedom of action by allowing organizational members to work 

beyond physical boundaries of the organization (cf. Khan & Agha, 2013, p. 16).38 

________________________ 

34 Information is understood as messages received and understood (redundancies are not included). 
35 Wearables are smart-digital devices that enable written and voice communications as well as continuous monitoring and alerts 

on personal (health) data while worn on or in the body (cf. PwC, 2014, p. 3; Tapscott, 2014, pp. 123–124). 
36 The term ‘organizational members’ includes managers and employees at non-managerial level (humans); the latter will be 

referred to as ‘employees’ throughout the article.  
37 I am considering jobs where this is possible. Of course, there are still jobs, where the organizational member needs to be 

physically present. 
38 This also constitutes a main challenge of writing this article: the blurring separation of private and professional life. The focus 

of the analysis is on professional relationships, although a clean separation is not always feasible due to the societal 
trend towards a blurring separation between work and private life. In this regard, it has to be noted that the 
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Hence, digitalization (of communication) offers more choices than ever before (cf. 

Suchanek, 2017a, p. 84). Choice is an important part of freedom (Schwartz, 2007, p. 99). A 

common understanding of freedom implies ‘having choices’ (cf. section 2.2). Such an un-

derstanding of freedom often refers to a lack of (being free from) limitations or obligations 

(cf. Schmid, 2008, pp. 210–211; Wood, 1995, p. 37). ‘We do not call people ‘free’ on ac-

count of the specific use they make of their possibilities, but simply on account of the fact 

that they have them’ (cf. Wood, 1995, p. 37). So, freedom relates to having diverse possi-

bilities or choices (independence). At the workplace, ‘having the choice’ becomes more and 

more important. A study of Hewlett, Sherbin, and Sumberg (2009, p. 73) shows that 83 

percent of the respondents clarify that the freedom to choose when and where to work 

motivates them to give 110 percent effort. 

Yet, freedom also means realizing choices as well as abstaining from choices (cf. section 

2.3 and 2.4). The purpose of this paper is to understand and interpret the meaning of free-

dom in relation to digital communication in professional relationships from a philosophical 

perspective. The problem to be analyzed refers to focusing on the previously addressed 

forms of freedom (independence and realizing choices). Mainly focusing on these forms of 

freedom encourages the negligence of one’s temporal and social embeddedness (cf. 

Suchanek, 2015). Social embeddedness means that one person’s actions influence the con-

ditions and actions of others39. Further, organizational members are embedded within the 

temporal dimension, whereby individual or collective actions influence the conditions of 

action, which apply for future actions (temporal embeddedness). 

The paper suggests that both dimensions of embeddedness play a distinct role in realizing 

actual freedom while both relate to a form of dependence on others. If empirical conditions 

and one’s indispensable dependence on others are not sufficiently included in decision-

________________________ 

argumentation mainly focuses on the meso- (organization) and micro-level (organizational members), although social 
control and norms are also elements of the macro-level. Hence, I cannot deny influences from macro-level, such as 
societal norms or legal entitlements. 

39 Here, ‘others’ refers to other organizational members but also institutions. Institutions comprise formal rules (property rights, 
laws, constitutions, etc.) and informal constraints (conventions, taboos, traditions, social norms, customs, code of 
conducts, etc.) (cf. North, 1991, p. 97, 2005, pp. 3–9). 
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making, the subtle development of unintended (organizational) consequences for oneself 

and for others may go unnoticed.  

1.2 Research Question and Procedure  

The following research question guides the reader throughout the analysis: 

RQ: In times of permanent connectivity, what are important forms of freedom in order to prevent unin-

tended consequences? 

 

The analysis addresses the following propositions (P): 

P1. When focusing on freedom as independence and realizing choices, unintended consequences like ex-

pectations of permanent availability may develop. 

P2. Training of moral discernment40 as well as implementing regulations on availability help to cope 

with availability expectations responsibly in times of permanent connectivity.  

 

The article starts with a theoretical examination of freedom based on the theory of philos-

opher Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel (1986, 1991), with reference to Suchanek (2011, 

2015), Rosa (2014), Schwartz (2007), Durkheim (1972, 1984) and others. I adopt an under-

standing of freedom, which is inspired by the Hegelian conception of freedom. Please note 

that I am not referring to Hegelian freedom in an exhaustive way. Rather, I follow selected 

notions of freedom and transfer them to the suggested problem statement. Hegel’s (1986, 

1991) theory dates from the time of the French revolution in the 19th century. The back-

ground idea of his theory was the stabilization of social order in times of revolutions and 

transitions. Admittedly, conditions of social order (and in this case, organizational order) 

________________________ 

40 Moral discernment describes the competence for reflection regarding ‘good’ decision-making, whereby a moral evaluation of 
actions and expectations is made which considers both the temporal and the social dimension. Solid moral discernment 
is a competence which is relevant for all organizational members in order to encourage responsible decision-making. 
Nonetheless, due to the overarching scope of responsibilities, the decision-making power as well as the role model 
function of managers, this competence is especially relevant for leadership positions. 
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look different in the 21st century. However, his perspective on freedom promises valuable 

insights; also or especially within the 21st century. 

Subsequently, I examine freedom through digital communication in organizations. I build 

upon the theoretical insights of freedom and relate them to the example of working from 

anywhere, at any time. Through the example, I approach the suggested problem of the 

development of unintended consequences, specifically with regard to permanent availabil-

ity. Based on the analysis, I derive the recommendation of institutionalizing training of 

moral discernment41 and availability rules for organizational members as an approach to 

deal with potential unintended consequences of freedom through digital communication 

responsibly. 

 

2. Freedom: A Theoretical Approach 

2.1 Freedom: An Overview 

The term of freedom is used very often when promoting advantages of digital communi-

cation (cf. Hampton, 2016; Hewlett et al., 2009, p. 73; Middleton & Cukier, 2006; Rosa, 

2014, pp. 126–127; Schmidt & Cohen, 2014, pp. 3, 15–16). Although the term is widely 

used, its meaning is not always clear. By focusing on the Hegelian conception of freedom, 

it is my aim to make this complex and widely used term accessible to the reader. 

Hence, the second section is dedicated to the theoretical examination of freedom through 

(cf. Hegel 1986, 1991) 

1. abstraction 

2. subjectivity and 

________________________ 

41 While everybody is equipped with moral discernment, the level of training is the decisive factor influencing the ability to 
really do ‘the right thing’ as well as avoid doing bad things (cf. Suchanek, 2015). It has to be noted that, despite the 
significance of this competence, moral discernment is a rather elusive construct. It can be understood as ‘profound 
intuition’ which depends on ‘lifelong learning’ as well as gathering and reflecting upon personal experiences. For this 
reason, the theoretical explanation of moral discernment and the recommendation regarding specific training of moral 
discernment contained in this article are too narrow a scope for reality. Grasping the whole meaning of moral discern-
ment via specific training and concepts does not suffice in order to achieve its ambitious claim of doing ‘the right 
thing’ or avoiding bad. 
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3. embeddedness. 

The figure below provides an overview of these three forms of freedom and their practical 

embodiments. The subsequent explanations give the reader a better understanding of this 

overview. In section 3 particular examples will be developed referring to the overview of 

figure 5. 

 

Figure 5: Actual Freedom based on Abstract, Subjective and Embedded Freedom (Source: Own illustration based on Hegel, 

1986, 1991) 

 

Following Hegel (1986, 1991), all three forms are important parts of freedom and build on 

one another. The first two forms are part of actual freedom but neither the first nor the 

second form can be deemed as actual freedom on its own. The third form of freedom 

approaches actual freedom through acknowledging one’s dependence on others (enlight-

ened heteronomy). 

I do not claim to fully grasp the construct of freedom. Nonetheless, I aim to reconstruct a 

widely used understanding of freedom and why it needs to be complemented with the 

acknowledgement of one’s actual dependencies, especially in times of digital connectivity.  
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2.2 Abstract Freedom and Independence 

Generalizing something is the act of thinking and reflecting (cf. Hegel, 1986, p. 47, 1991, 

p. 35). Pure thinking refers to abstracting from any empirical conditions, including desires 

(cf. Hegel, 1986, pp. 49–50, 63, 1991, pp. 37–38, 45; Wood, 1995, p. 37). In other words, 

one is free from empirical conditions. ‘[Hegel’s] view is that though our desires may deter-

mine what we in fact do, they in no way limit what we can do’ (Wood, 1995, p. 37). 

Abstract freedom is the ability to choose either one thing or another (cf. Wood, 1995, 

p. 37). This form of freedom refers to having choices (cf. Arlt, 2017, p. 1; Crawford, 2016, 

pp. 35, 120–121; Foerster, 1993, p. 49; Rosa, 2003, p. 13, 2016, pp. 16–19, 40–41; Schwartz, 

2007, p. 99), namely being presented with more than one option (cf. Wood, 1995, p. 37). 

It does not refer to realizing choices. 

Indeed, from the standpoint of abstract freedom, every form of particularity or commit-

ment42 is seen as a threat to the general possibilities immediately given as a right. For in-

stance, advocates of abstract freedom regard particularity – in the form of social roles and 

corresponding expectations with regard to one’s commitments – as alien to one’s true self-

hood because being particular limits a self to a set of commitments at the expense of a 

general right to other possibilities (cf. Wood, 1995, p. 38). That is why these advocates ‘flee 

from every content as a restriction’ (Wood, 1995, p. 38).  

Hegel (1986, p. 50, 1991, p. 38) makes it clear that this notion of freedom remains purely 

theoretical. If it were to become reality, it would destroy every form of organization (cf. 

Hegel, 1986, p. 50, 1991, p. 38). Since any form of particularity is seen as a threat, even in 

the form of institutions, any form of dependence would be rejected. Organizations are 

based on dependency. Therefore, the fundamental pre-requisite condition for organizations 

would be rejected.  

________________________ 

42 Realizing a choice is a commitment.  
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This is confirmed by the contemporary philosopher Wilhelm Schmid (2008, p. 210), who 

describes modern freedom as a tragedy because humans are not able to live when being 

perfectly free from commitments and relationships.  

For instance, organizational members would perceive their organizational roles as a depri-

vation of freedom. Based on their organizational roles, they are supposed to comply with 

distinct norms in order to enable cooperation.  

Any form of heteronomy would be seen as a threat. However, in a society which is based 

on the division of labor, following such an abstract notion of freedom is not viable. It is 

natural for organizational roles to be based on distinct dependencies. 

If organizational members stay on the abstract level of freedom, imprudent judgment is 

highly probable. Even if the intention would be to improve current conditions, this inten-

tion cannot derive the means to effect these conditions and what they should actually look 

like, since the derivation remains on pure abstract notions and a neglect of empirical con-

ditions (cf. Hegel, 1986, p. 50, 1991, p. 38). 

As a result, this notion of freedom can only be one part of freedom (cf. Hegel, 1986, p. 51, 

1991, pp. 38–39). If this unilateral notion of freedom obtains priority in decision-making, 

one would encounter a problem with instituting effective change (cf. Hegel, 1986, pp. 51–

52, 1991, p. 39). 

The French revolution is given as an example: The public destroyed its existing institutions 

to allow for the revolutionary possibilities of a new society (cf. Hegel, 1986, p. 52, 1991, p. 

39). However, their judgments remained purely on the abstract level whereby every form 

of particularity was rejected, thus every form of institution was rejected (cf. Hegel, 1986, 

p. 52, 1991, p. 39). No form of societal structure would have been accepted. Abstract free-

dom does not refer to an actual being. In a certain sense, independence is part of abstract 

freedom. If I want to be independent from others, I want to remain purely abstract. I do 

not want to be determined by others. 

Surely, independence is rather a psychological motive referring to desires like not being 

vulnerable or to be in control. Nevertheless, in professional relationships (and in general, 
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in societies based on the division of labor), dependence on others cannot be denied. De-

pendence is always combined with vulnerability and a certain loss of control. 

As stated at the beginning of this section, abstract freedom only refers to having possibili-

ties (cf. Hegel, 1986, p. 61, 1991, p. 44). Possibility is not reality (cf. Hegel, 1986, p. 65, 

1991, p. 47). Only through choosing can humans enter reality (cf. Hegel, 1986, p. 65, 1991, 

p. 47). 

2.3 Subjective Freedom and Realizing Choices 

Subjective freedom refers to realized choices which are conscious, reflective and explicitly 

chosen by the human; in contrast to choices which were selected unreflectively, habitually 

or from coercion (cf. Hegel, 1986, pp. 341–342, 1991, p. 222; Wood, 1995, p. 38). This 

notion of freedom involves choices that address one’s ‘reflective interests in seeing our 

chosen plans and projects carried successfully to completion’ (Wood, 1995, p. 38).  

While the first form of freedom remains purely abstract, the second form of freedom re-

mains purely particular. It is about determining oneself and being with oneself. This in-

volves self-commitment with regard to one’s desires and interests (ego). In particular, sub-

jective freedom means realizing choices as one pleases. 

Organizational members have a positive outlook on subjective freedom for valid reasons. 

They realize a variety of attractive choices while perceiving this as great freedom, at least in 

the short-term. This can be explained by two values of realizing choices per se. 

Realizing a choice has a strong instrumental value; it allows organizational members to do 

what they want in life (cf. Schwartz, 2007, p. 99). The second value Schwartz (2007, p. 100) 

identifies is called expressive value, meaning that via choice, they communicate their iden-

tity including who they are and what they care about. 

This is similar to Hegel’s (1986, 1991) understanding of subjective freedom. The concep-

tion of oneself determines one’s choices; at the same time, these choices express one’s 

subjectivity (cf. Hegel, 1986, pp. 228–229, 233, 1991, pp. 149–150, 151; Wood, 1995, p. 51). 

Therefore, we can only be with ourselves in our actions if we achieve subjective freedom 

(cf. Wood, 1995, p. 51).  
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Commonly, humans think that they are free when they can ‘randomly’ decide what they 

want to do (cf. Hegel, 1986, p. 67, 1991, p. 49). But it is this random decision-making which 

constitutes the state of not being free because the decision is instead determined by arbi-

trary impulses and circumstances rather than a will (cf. Hegel, 1986, p. 67, 1991, p. 49). 

Because one’s desires and other current empirical conditions are given, they determine 

one’s decisions resulting in a state of not being free (cf. Hegel, 1986, p. 68, 1991, p. 49). 

Although, when one is personally free to do whatever one wants to do, this self-centered 

freedom might actually be conditioned by the random circumstances the person is shaped 

by, revealing the person to instead be bound by one’s own desires and impulses rather than 

free.   

Hegel (1986, p. 341, 1991, p. 222) compares subjective freedom with arbitrary decisions 

and subjective pleasure. It is about following one’s direct desires and needs whenever they 

come up. Hence, self-commitment is fully determined by one’s subjective ego (cf. Hegel, 

1986, p. 341, 1991, p. 222). Using freedom equivalently to doing as one pleases can only be 

interpreted as a lack of education with regard to the construct of freedom (cf. Hegel, 1986, 

p. 66, 1991, p. 48). This element is part of actual freedom (cf. Wood, 1995, pp. 39, 52). 

Nevertheless, as it is the case for the first notion of freedom, viewing it as the full notion 

of freedom may lead to imprudent decisions. Deciding according to one’s direct desires 

solely focuses on the current time unit. Hence, it neglects possible consequences of later 

time units (cf. section 3.4.1). It excludes temporal embeddedness and with that, long-term 

decision-making. At the same time, this perspective neglects social embeddedness, since 

decisions are solely based on oneself. Other humans, specifically organizational members, 

might not be taken into account sufficiently. 

It has been argued that abstract freedom and subjective freedom are too reductionist of 

perspectives if they are to function as stand-alone perspectives on freedom. In fact, we 

need both perspectives. Both function as a necessary condition for – what I call – embed-

ded freedom (cf. Hegel, 1986, pp. 71–75, 1991, pp. 52–55). I intentionally abstain from 
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following Hegel’s (1986, 1991) notion of ‘absolute freedom’ since it is a more complex 

construct than what I will describe. 

For the analysis of understanding freedom with regard to digital communication, my use 

of embedded freedom is sufficient. Thus far, what is missing in both abstract and subjective 

freedom has not been explicitly explained. This point can be expanded upon as the notion 

of ‘embeddedness’. 

Embeddedness includes an organizational member’s social and temporal (inter)dependen-

cies. Because of the division of labor, possibilities increase, so do one’s (inter)dependencies 

(cf. Durkheim, 1997; Gerecke, 1998, pp. 16–17). 

Future conditions and one’s indispensable dependence on others are not sufficiently in-

cluded in decision-making when solely focusing on abstract and subjective freedom. Ra-

ther, both perspectives need to be extended by embeddedness. 

2.4 Embedded Freedom and Enlightened Heteronomy 

The idea of embedded freedom can be approached through the concept of enlightened 

heteronomy. Enlightened heteronomy means that I acknowledge my dependence on oth-

ers. In a networked society, based on the division of labor – and more generally as an 

empirical being –, we are inevitably heteronomous to some extent.  

For instance, if I am employed, I am systematically influenced by specific (organizational) 

expectations. Or, when using digital devices for work, I am dependent on the functionality 

of these devices in order to use them for my work. In addition, these circumstances are 

only possible because other humans worked on them in earlier time periods. 

My actions are based on conditions which I may want to preserve (cf. Suchanek, 2017b). 

All these dependencies provide us with new choices. Acknowledging temporal embed-

dedness includes one’s origins as well as one’s future.  

Organizational members have to acknowledge the dependence of their own freedom (to 

choose) on the freedom of others. It is about embedding one’s direct needs in a broader 

(organizational) context. 
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This implies an intersubjective understanding: An organizational member interprets its own 

freedom by recognizing the freedom of others, i.e., what do others want and expect? Hegel 

(1977, p. 110) describes it as follows: ‘‘I’ that is ‘We’ and ‘We’ that is ‘I’.’ 

If we realize this, we are ‘with ourselves in others’, more specifically, we are free when we 

are performing our duties (cf. Hegel, 1977, pp. 145–146; Wood, 1995, p. 50). A key point 

of enlightened heteronomy as embedded freedom is that duties – and with that organiza-

tional expectations – are not seen as restrictions; instead, these duties liberate me (cf. Hegel, 

1986, pp. 302–305, 1991, pp. 195–197; Wood, 1995, p. 50). 

Rights, rules and duties are what enable us to approach actual freedom (cf. Wood, 1995, 

p. 50). Nonetheless, the liberation through duties and rules is only possible if two condi-

tions are met: 

1. Duties and rules need to be arranged in a way that organizational members as em-

pirical beings and their right to actual freedom are considered. At the same time, 

duties and rules need to be designed in a way that the freedom of all actors is con-

sidered and coordinated, since the freedom of one organizational member is to be 

interpreted in relation to the freedom of other organizational members. This can be 

described as the functional facilitation of freedom. 

2. This functional facilitation of freedom needs to be understood by the respective ac-

tors. Actors also need to be able to identify with this concept of freedom. If that is 

the case, an organizational member is able to identify with rules and duties. Rules 

and duties need to be incentive compatible (cf. Homann, 2014; Suchanek, 2015). 

That implies that organizational members subjectively perceive an adequate reflec-

tion of their own interests within these duties and rules in order to comply with 

them. This can be described as the subjectively perceived identification with duties 

and rules. 

However, it is hard and often impossible to uphold these conditions. Especially regarding 

the second one, it is difficult to realize that everybody who is subject to duties and rules 
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can also identify with them. Hence, these two requirements should be understood as ideals 

which are to be upheld, but which cannot necessarily be realized, strictly speaking.  

If both requirements are to be upheld (the functional facilitation of duties and the subjec-

tive identification with duties), the randomness of capricious impulses (‘Willkür’) can be 

avoided and actual freedom can be approached. Otherwise, we would only act according 

to our natural desires, which is tantamount to short-term decision making (cf. Wood, 1995, 

p. 50).  

Duties regarding our social and organizational roles are indispensable to the fulfillment of 

ourselves. Fulfilling duties makes us free. Only through the fulfillment of duties do we 

actualize ourselves as part of our system of cooperation and the division of labor (Wood, 

1995, p. 50). In other words, consciously complying with (organizational) expectations en-

ables us to approach actual freedom. Again, this should be interpreted as an ideal which is 

to be upheld, but which cannot necessarily be realized, strictly speaking. Nonetheless, actual 

freedom requires commitment (cf. Suchanek, 2011). 

Further, we do not approach actual freedom if we are forced to comply with duties in the 

form of organizational expectations (whether through a boss’ power or more subtly 

through social pressure) (cf. Wood, 1995, p. 51). It needs to be one’s reflective decision 

based on one’s (moral) conviction. 

Organizational members are empirically embedded in diverse cause and effect relationships 

of their organizational world. An understanding of one’s dependencies and constraints is a 

basic part of actual freedom. Hegel’s claim in his philosophy of right is to provide sufficient 

knowledge to understand what we do (cf. Hegel, 1986, pp. 245–250, 1991, pp. 158–161; 

Wood, 1995, p. 51). Transferring this to organizations, it is a necessary condition that or-

ganizational members have sufficient knowledge in order to understand their organizational 

dependencies.  

First, organizations need to provide sufficient knowledge. Second, organizational structures 

need to account for subjective interests sufficiently (subjective identification). Otherwise, 
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the organization is doomed to failure. If organizational members are not able to identify 

with organizational structures, they will not act in the interest of the organization. 

So, enlightened heteronomy is only possible if organizational members are able to under-

stand their dependencies and if their interests (subjective freedom) are sufficiently mirrored 

in these dependencies. If that is the case, organizational members are able to reconcile with 

the dependencies of their organizational reality (cf. Hegel, 1986, 1991). Émile Durkheim 

(1972, 1984) confirms this with his concept of ‘enlightened consent’ (‘aufgeklärte Zustim-

mung’, own translation). Organizational members become free if they are able to under-

stand their embeddedness by self-reflection (cf. Durkheim, 1972, pp. 108–109, 1984, 

pp. 161–163).43 This means to understand and assess possible choices with regard to social 

and temporal restrictions.  

It is about committing oneself in relation to others, while being aware of one’s interests (cf. 

Hegel, 1986, p. 57, 1991, p. 42). Therefore, in distinction from subjective freedom, self-

commitment does not only take one’s interest and desires into account but also the interests 

and desires of others. 

This thought can also be found by Marx and Engels (1972, p. 83) who underline the neces-

sity of ‘others’ for actual freedom. Actual freedom can be understood as viable co-existence 

(cf. Han, 2016, p. 12, own translation), or the reciprocal acknowledgement of the interests 

of and dependencies on others. 

At the same time, future conditions of action are taken into account when deciding on 

choices. Actual freedom does not always mean doing as one pleases in the current time 

unit. It rather means investing into social relationships and future time units (cf. Suchanek, 

________________________ 

43 It may seem that Hegel (1986, 1991) and Durkheim (1972, 1984) adopt a rather unreflective position, since their priority is 
the sufficient understanding and acknowledgement of the status quo. However, it is their aim to warn one from making 
hasty conclusions, which may lead to a destruction of the social structure. Durkheim (1972, p. 110, 1984, p. 161) points 
out that it is not about passively accepting. Enlightened consent implies sufficient knowledge of the situation. This is 
imperative for an organizational member to be able to acknowledge their position in the organizational structure. 
Instead of making hasty conclusions about social changes, the reality, and thus the function of duties and rules, should 
be sufficiently understood (cf. Hegel, 1986, pp. 26–27, 1991, pp. 21–22). Otherwise, one runs the risk of undermining 
essential social assets, e.g., the reliability of mutual expectations - a fundamental function of rules – may be compro-
mised. Reconciliation with reality and enlightened consent do not exclude constructively reflecting on organizational 
rules. However, they distance themselves from premature conclusions, which seeks to simply overthrow the social 
system. 
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2017b). This may also involve abstaining from an attractive choice in the short-term in 

order to maintain attractive choices in the long-term (cf. Schwartz, 2007, pp. 222–224).  

To summarize, abstract freedom implies that I am able to do whatever I want. Subjective 

freedom implies that I do whatever I want to do. As explained, this view needs to be as-

cended: I do what I want to do based on reflection of what others want to do; my freedom 

is relativized where the freedom of others starts. 

Let me illustrate this with a simple, unrelated example: smoking. Abstract freedom means 

being able to do as one pleases. Hence, I have the ability to smoke anywhere at any time. 

Following subjective freedom implies doing as one pleases. Hence, if I want to smoke, I 

do so here and now. Nobody should restrict me. I do not think about how my actions 

affect others (embeddedness). 

First of all, I am neglecting the right of other humans to breathe fresh air. These humans 

are not free to exercise their subjective freedom because I force them to breathe the pol-

luted air through my smoke. Also, I am neglecting potential negative consequences of my 

subjective freedom in later time periods.  

Following embedded freedom implies that I am aware of the potential consequences when 

choosing to smoke. This is enabled through education with regard to the topic (e.g., warn-

ing signals on the cigarette package imposed by the state). Also, I am acknowledging re-

strictions set by authorities protecting non-smokers from my smoke. Through this, I be-

come free through committing myself with regard to my own interest (having a cigarette) 

while also committing myself with regard to the interests of others (having a cigarette in a 

designated smoking area). 

 

3. Digital Communication and Freedom 

3.1 New Freedom through Digital Communication 

The third section is dedicated to illustratively clarify new freedom through digital commu-

nication. The three theoretical forms of freedom are transferred to the example of working 
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from anywhere at any time. In that regard, freedom often refers to more independence and 

choice (cf. Hampton, 2016; Hewlett, Sherbin, & Sumberg, 2009, p. 73; Rosa, 2014, 

pp. 126–127; Schmidt & Cohen, 2014, pp. 3, 16).44  

Digital communication technologies allow organizational members to work with fewer re-

strictions from time and space (cf. Khan & Agha, 2013, p. 16). It is possible to work 24 

hours per day from anywhere. Indeed, new forms of independence are offered through 

being able to choose where, when, and how to work. Based on that, organizational mem-

bers may subjectively choose to (this is not an exhaustive list): 

− work from home (or in a café, park, library, train, plane, etc.). 

− work and go on holiday simultaneously (e.g., switching one’s home office or mobile 

office to a rented house that is equipped with internet) 

− work and travel simultaneously (digital nomads45). 

A study on value orientation of Generation Y46 regarding the ideal workplace in the Ger-

man-speaking area gives further indication of what is understood by freedom (cf. Lewe & 

Pfeil, 2014a, p. 3, 2014b, p. 5): 92.5 percent of the students surveyed indicated that self-

determination is important to them. The understanding of self-determination is described 

as follows: ‘It is important to me to decide by myself what I want to do. I want to be free 

and independent from others’ (Lewe & Pfeil, 2014a, p. 3, 2014b, p. 5, own translation).  

A second understanding of self-determination (75 percent of the students surveyed indi-

cated that this is also important to them) is described as being able to develop own ideas 

________________________ 

44 Certainly, there are other forms of freedom, e.g., free movement of information (cf. Schmidt & Cohen, 2014, pp. 39–47). 
Indeed, humans have access to diverse search engines and social media platforms enabling access to global infor-
mation. However, since individualized, nontransparent algorithms (cf. Hamilton, Karahalios, Sandvig, & Eslami, 2014) 
influence the results of an Internet search as well as the news feeds on social media platforms, the access to information 
is determined according to one’s interests and opinions. This leads to the problem of self-referentiality: the reproduc-
tion of own opinions and interests (cf. Luhmann, 1995, pp. 37–38, 1989, p. 145; Böldicke & Erfurt Sandhu, 2017, 
p. 57). These phenomena are worth mentioning based on their influence on human communication. However, ana-
lyzing those would go beyond the scope of this article. 

45 Digital nomads pursue freedom; they are independent from time and space regarding their work (cf. Makimoto & Manners, 
1997). They are freelancers and mainly work as consultants, bloggers or marketing experts while travelling to different 
locations around the globe. 

46 Generation Y is characterized as the workforce that was born after 1980; they grew up with the internet and digitalization. 
Organizations increasingly report challenges in adequately addressing this generation as organizational members (cf. 
Lewe & Pfeil, 2014b, p. 2).  
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as well as to work in one’s own way (cf. Lewe & Pfeil, 2014b, p. 5). When imagining the 

perfect work situation, 62 percent indicate that self-determined working is important in-

stead of getting clear-cut work instructions (cf. Lewe & Pfeil, 2014a, p. 12, 2014b, pp. 22–

23,). All these understandings of self-determination refer to ‘having the choice’. 

The study of Hewlett, Sherbin, and Sumberg (2009, p. 73) on Generation Y confirms the 

focus on ‘having the choice’. ‘Having the freedom to choose when and where to work is 

very powerful’ (Hewlett, Sherbin, & Sumberg, 2009, p. 73). 83 percent of the respondents 

clarify that this freedom motivates them to give 110 percent effort (cf. Hewlett, Sherbin, & 

Sumberg, 2009, p. 73).  

The previously introduced forms of freedom are transferred to this contemporary under-

standing of freedom and related to freedom through digital communication. The figure 

below provides an overview of the three forms of freedom and the relevant examples re-

garding digital communication. 

 

 

Figure 6: Actual Freedom with Regard to Digital Communication (Source: Own illustration based on Hegel, 1986, 1991) 
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3.2 Abstract Freedom: Possibility to Work from Anywhere at Any Time 

As has just been delineated, especially young organizational members value freedom in the 

form of ‘having the choice’. This can be classified as abstract freedom as was explained in 

section 2.2. Abstract freedom is the ability to choose either one thing or another (cf. Wood, 

1995, p. 37). Though our empirical conditions influence what we in fact do, they do not 

restrict what we are able to do (cf. Wood, 1995, p. 37). In other words, ‘everything is pos-

sible’. In particular, organizational members are theoretically able to choose almost every 

conceivable location (with an internet connection) as their workplace (cf. figure 6).  

This perspective remains theoretical. Actual decision-making cannot be based on this per-

spective. Any form of dependence or heteronomy would be rejected if abstract freedom 

guides decision-making. However, it is conceivable that young organizational members 

who value independence and ‘having the choice’ are well aware that this is a purely abstract 

notion; a process of reflection on possibilities. Surely, in professional relationships depend-

ence on others is an inherent empirical condition. It can be assumed that this is widely 

accepted among a majority of organizational members. 

Recapping, ‘having the choice’ remains on the theoretical level; it is a process of reflection. 

Only through choosing do organizational members leave the world of pure abstraction and 

enter reality (cf. Hegel, 1986, p. 65, 1991, p. 47).  

3.3 Subjective Freedom: Working from Home 

Subjective freedom refers to realized choices which are conscious, reflective and explicitly 

chosen (cf. Hegel, 1986, pp. 341–342, 1991, p. 222; Wood, 1995, p. 38). Although the pre-

viously delineated understandings of self-determination mainly referred to ‘having the 

choice’, the actual self-determination happens through making specific choices. An exam-

ple of a realized choice may be the (reflective) decision of an organizational member to 

work from home (cf. figure 6) or from a holiday resort. Subjective freedom allows organi-

zational members to do what they want (cf. Schwartz, 2007, p. 99). 

Via choice, organizational members communicate their professional identity including who 

they are and what they care about (cf. Schwartz, 2007, p. 100). For instance, if an 
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organizational member freely chooses to work from home and to directly react to digital 

messages, she47 is rather a productive organizational member.48 According to Hegel (1986, 

p. 341, 1991, p. 222), subjective freedom means that self-commitment is mainly determined 

by the (subjective) ego (e.g., doing everything possible in order to fulfill one’s desires, even 

at the expense of others). Hence, the self-commitment of working from home and being 

available almost permanently is mainly based on one’s own desires like aiming at a produc-

tive professional identity.  

Further, identifying one’s actual desires becomes challenging: Subtle social controls 

through digital communication may influence an organizational member’s desires in a latent 

way (cf. Entschew & Suchanek, 2017, pp. 352–355, 359–361). Social controls, which are 

often based on social norms or conventions, are understood as implicit agreements among 

organizational members about what constitutes adequate behavior. While assuming that 

the choice of being available at home is reflective, it may be influenced through social con-

trol forces, which were not reflected upon. With social control, organizational members 

perceive great freedom, while they actually comply to a high degree to organizational ex-

pectations (cf. O’Reilly, 2008, p. 88). 

The next section is dedicated to discuss possible consequences of focusing on abstract and 

subjective freedom while not acknowledging one’s organizational dependencies through 

digital communication. 

3.4 Embedded Freedom: Acknowledging Dependencies 

3.4.1 The Risk of  Overcommitment 

Subjective or abstract freedom should never be interpreted as actual freedom on their own. 

If organizational dependencies are not acknowledged by focusing on abstract and subjec-

tive freedom, organizational members may ‘overcommit’49 to their professional role based 

________________________ 

47 For reasons of readability, I omit gender differentiations. Corresponding designations always apply to all genders for the sake 
of equal treatment. 

48 I am referring to organizational cultures acknowledging and incentivizing such behavior. 
49 There may be cases of ‘undercommitting’ which are relevant for organizations too. However, this goes beyond the scope of 

this paper. 
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on a growing sense of responsibility within that organization. When ‘having the choice’ 

where and when to work, organizational members have to manage valuable choices (e.g., 

‘When exactly should I work?’ ‘Shall I respond immediately to digital messages?’ ‘Should I 

be (digitally) available during weekends?’ ‘Should I check my email account after the end 

of the work day?’ In general, ‘What is the right thing to do?’). 

‘Things could always be otherwise, if only we choose otherwise’ (Cederström & Spicer, 

2015, p. 22). According to organizational researchers and sociologists, organizational mem-

bers tend to think like free entrepreneurs50 (cf. Cederström & Spicer, 2015, p. 22; Ehren-

berg, 2010, pp. 7–9; Salecl, 2011, p. 5). Thinking like free entrepreneurs involves a growing 

responsibility of organizational members (cf. Cederström & Spicer, 2015, p. 22; Han, 2016, 

p. 18; Ehrenberg, 2010, pp. 7–9).  

While this growing responsibility may be perceived as an increase in (abstract and subjec-

tive) freedom, organizational members have to learn to deal with it. If no rules and no 

training exist, the risk of ‘overcommitting’ occurs (cf. Sullivan, 2014, pp. 1, 7).51 A typical 

example of ‘overcommitting’ is to be available for organizational purposes 24 hours a day 

(cf. section 3.4.2). This implies an ‘overcommittment’ regarding the professional role, be-

cause other private roles are pushed into the background (cf. section 3.4.3). 

‘[...] the availability of many attractive options means that there is no longer any excuse for 

failure’ (Schwartz, 2007, pp. 136–137). Even if (or especially if) this might not be recog-

nized, this is accompanied by high social pressure for organizational members (cf. 

Cederström & Spicer, 2015; Ehrenberg, 2010; Schwartz, 2007). 

The French sociologist Alain Ehrenberg (2010, p. 9) suggests a connection between the 

societal expectation of being free entrepreneurs and the increasing number of depression 

cases. Also Rosa (2016, p. 14) sees a connection between the increasing number of stress 

________________________ 

50 Agile ways of managing organizations reflect this perspective of being free entrepreneurs. Organizational members self-
organize their projects and carry more responsibility. Self-determination increases. By this, processes are accelerated 
and more flexible; an intended consequence of the organization (cf. Atkinson & Moffat, 2007). 

51 There may be cases of ‘undercommitting’ which are relevant for organizations too. However, this goes beyond the scope of 
this paper. 
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disorders like burnout or depression and the pressure for continuous optimization of one’s 

choices. 

Between 2004 and 2016, the number of sick days in Germany due to burnout increased 

from 4.6 days to 75 days (cf. BKK Dachverband, 2017). Although there seems to be a 

connection between stress disorders and the permanent demand of optimizing available 

choices, the assertion of a causal relationship needs further evidence. 

However, if organizational members perceive an overload of choices, they may uninten-

tionally remain on the level of abstract freedom. Choices may increase in a way that organ-

izational members feel overwhelmed and not able to cope with deciding between them 

anymore (cf. Schwartz, 2007, p. 104). Instead of ‘everything is possible’ a state of ‘nothing 

is possible’ may develop (cf. Ehrenberg, 2010, p. 9). 

That is why organizational members may be trained to deal with the responsibility of ‘hav-

ing the choice’, in order to not get stuck on the level of abstract freedom (cf. section 4). 

For instance, it can be trained to be selective to prevent escalations of this type of burden. 

Sometimes, this also means not realizing an attractive choice (writing emails on weekends) 

today in order to maintain attractive choices in future time units (unavailability on week-

ends) (cf. Schwartz, 2007, p. 104). However, this necessitates acknowledging one’s tem-

poral and social dependencies (cf. figure 6, e.g., increased expectations or social pressure 

due to increasing abstract and subjective freedom). 

3.4.2 A Scenario with respect to Permanent Availability 

Seemingly, subjective or abstract freedom should never be interpreted as actual freedom 

on their own. Otherwise, unintended consequences are highly probable. Both perspectives 

need to be considered and aimed towards actual freedom. The ascent towards actual free-

dom is possible through acknowledging one’s organizational embeddedness. This is neither 

part of abstract nor subjective freedom. However, it is important in order to deal with the 

new freedom which digital communication offers responsibly. 

When organizational members more or less freely choose to work from home and directly 

respond to digital messages regularly, they are embedded in the organizational context, 
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including dependencies in the form of expectations. Expectations may rise: ‘Like the me-

chanical rabbit at the dog-racing track that speeds along just ahead of the dogs no matter 

how fast they run, aspirations and expectations […] speed ahead of their realization, no 

matter how liberating the realization [of choice] becomes’ (Schwartz, 2007, p. 104). A sim-

ilar metaphor is used by Gronemeyer (2014, p. 104) by referring to a racing dog with a 

sausage attached in front of the nose in order to be motivated for best performance. 

If I freely decide to work from home, it potentially changes the expectations towards my 

availability, as well as the availability of other organizational members in later time units (cf. 

Entschew & Suchanek, 2017, pp. 352–355). This new possibility should be used reasona-

bly, since new expectations on availability are built interactively (cf. Entschew & Suchanek, 

2017, p. 354; Sydow, Schreyögg, & Koch, 2009, p. 700). Especially managers need to use it 

reasonably, as they are acting as role models and (partially implicitly) influence the expec-

tations on availability. 

If – for instance – a manager is sending emails after the end of the working day on a regular 

basis, pressure develops on the side of the employees to directly work on these emails.52 In 

some situations, it might be reasonable to abstain from an email outside office hours (ab-

staining from an attractive choice in order to avoid the development of an availability de-

mand in future time units). 

In fact, organizational members tend to reply to work-related digital messages at night or 

on holidays (cf. Derks, Brummelhuis, Zecic, & Bakker, 2012, p. 82; Middleton & Cukier, 

2006, p. 256). Relating thereto, using communication devices encourages working overtime 

(cf. Derks, Brummelhuis, Zecic, & Bakker, 2012, p. 82; Galinsky, Kim, & Bond, 2001, p. 8). 

Part of the problem is that quickly answering some emails outside office hours seems rather 

trivial and therefore, unintended consequences may not be identified (cf. Derks, 

________________________ 

52 I am not referring to exceptional behavior. There are conditions in which an email or a slack ping after working hours is 
necessary or adequate, especially in management positions. I am focusing on the subtle development to the normal 
state (a new social norm) as a potential risk. 
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Brummelhuis, Zecic, & Bakker, 2012, p. 82). Such subtle changes through digital commu-

nication often stay unnoticed. 

At the beginning, working from home is a more or less subjectively free choice; but, it can 

lead to an implicit availability demand (cf. Entschew & Suchanek, 2017, pp. 354–355; 

Menz, 2017, p. 22). Hence, the choice to be available might subtly lead to an availability 

norm as an adapted expectation (cf. figure 7).  

 

 

Figure 7: Permanent Availability as a New Organizational Norm (Source: Own illustration based on Suchanek, 2015, pp. 132, 220) 

 

Figure 7 shows a general concept of temporal embeddedness (cf. the upper part of figure 

7). Time is one of the fundamental conditions that are shaping human actions (cf. 

Suchanek, 2015, p. 132). Today’s conditions of actions are the result of the past. These 

conditions enable and restrict our today’s actions. Simultaneously these actions lead to spe-

cific results. Inevitably this also frames the conditions of future actions.  

The lower part of figure 7 provides the potential development of an availability norm as an 

adapted expectation based on a strong focus on abstract and subjective freedom. If only 

abstract freedom and subjective freedom are taken into account, organizational members 

focus on possibilities and direct desires. This implies a reductionist perspective based on a 

finite concept of time. As a result, the development of future conditions like an organiza-

tional norm of permanent availability goes unnoticed. Hence, organizational expectations 

are changing, and organizational members who are not committing to the behavior are 
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rather exposing themselves to the risk of falling behind as stigmatized outsiders (cf. Kulik, 

Bainbridge, & Cregan, 2008; Luhmann, 2007, p. 156; Rosa, 2003, p. 11). 

An availability norm would relativize the values of abstract freedom, since an availability 

demand would decrease the number of possibilities respectively ‘having the choice’. It 

would also relativize the values of subjective freedom, since an availability demand is not a 

‘subjectively free’ choice anymore. The choice to be available or not gets out of control for 

organizational members (cf. Derks, Brummelhuis, Zecic, & Bakker, 2012, p. 82). They may 

still ‘freely’ decide where they work, but they increasingly lose the power to decide when 

they work; they are ‘always on’. Hence, actual freedom (including abstract, subjective and 

embedded freedom) potentially decreases. 

That is why approaching actual freedom through embedded freedom also comprises of not 

always doing what one pleases on the first glance. We need to be aware that our actions 

today influence our conditions tomorrow.  Indeed, the choice to immediately answer on 

emails implies productivity. However, this decision needs to be embedded into the tem-

poral and social context in order to consider potential unintended consequences like per-

manent availability. Embedding one’s direct impulse in a broader context is an important 

part of actual freedom. 

3.4.3 Permanent Availability: Permanent Inter-Role Conflicts  

For some organizational members, it is difficult or impossible to be available permanently 

as it conflicts with other commitments such as family responsibilities or community work. 

Such inter-role conflicts (organizational role versus family role versus community role) oc-

cur if there are role expectations placed upon a human, such that compliance with one role 

expectation (permanent availability) makes compliance with the other role expectation 

(quality time within family or community) difficult (cf. Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985, pp. 76–

78; Katz & Kahn, 1978, p. 204). 

This becomes a decisive problem if an organization becomes greedy. An organization is 

greedy if it (implicitly) requests undivided commitment of its organizational members (cf. 
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Coser, 1974, pp. 4–7).53 Sullivan (2014, pp. 3–7) argues that permanent connectivity drives 

such organizational greediness because one is always available. This can be driven by pow-

erful managers: ‘[...] if the leader gets greedy, demanding the same level of urgency every 

day, the energy will fizzle and performance will sink, despite employees’ heroics’ (Bruch & 

Menges, 2010, p. 6). Further, high-ambition organizational members may also ‘freely’ de-

cide to signal their loyalty and productivity by being available. 

If an availability norm leads to the demand of undivided commitment, it is difficult to 

approach actual freedom. Enlightened heteronomy is hardly possible if individual interests 

are not taken into account and if organizational members are rather exploited based on 

greedy expectations. Enlightened heteronomy respectively acknowledging one’s dependen-

cies is only possible if the understanding of one’s dependencies as well as if one’s interests 

are sufficiently mirrored within organizational conditions (cf. section 2.4).  

Organizational members need to learn how to deal with new freedoms in order to not 

undermine actual freedom (cf. section 4.1). In addition, the organization as an entity needs 

to learn how to deal with it and set up suitable training and rules on digital communication 

by also incorporating individual interests (cf. section 4.2). 

3.4.4 Rules and Sanctions for the Sake of  Freedom 

In the study of Lewe and Pfeil (2014a, p. 3, 2014b, p. 5), only 33 percent of the students 

surveyed consider compliance with rules to be important. This may become problematic 

since functioning rules enable stable expectations and a responsible approach towards dig-

ital communication. Especially in times of permanent connectivity, functioning rules are 

necessary in order to enable breathing room for organizational members outside of their 

organizational role.  

________________________ 

53 Modern societies are characterized by partial inclusion. Based on our system of functional differentiation, humans are included 
in diverse sub-systems like family, healthcare, community work, sports as well as organizations. If one of these sub-
systems become greedy and requests undivided commitment, it is difficult to meet the requirements of the other sub-
systems. 
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Understanding and acknowledging the purpose of organizational rules is an important part 

of enlightened heteronomy. Dependencies like rules and duties are what enable us to ap-

proach actual freedom. Early on, Cicero (Pro Cluentio, 53, 146, own translation) formu-

lated this thought as follows: ‘We all are servants of the law in order to be free.’ At first 

glance, this is a restriction of subjective freedom. However, it is an investment in the re-

sulting actual freedom within the organizational order. Hence, it is important to understand 

direct restrictions in the form of rules as an enabler of one’s own freedom. 

The fact that subjective freedom cannot be unlimited is a key message in the book of James 

M. Buchanan (2000) ‘The Limits of Liberty’. The functioning of any social order is based 

on limits of subjective freedom in order to enable actual freedom (cf. Buchanan, 2000, pp. 

22–24, 149–152). A stable social order is based on the mutual agreement of a majority (of 

organizational members) on formal and informal rules and rights as well as their enforce-

ment through sanctions. That is why it may be dangerous if only a minority of organiza-

tional members thinks that compliance with rules is important. 

The validity of rules and rights is determined through the social consequences of deviant 

behavior (cf. Luhmann, 1986, pp. 22–23). Deviance is a normal phenomenon (cf. Durk-

heim, 1979, pp. 3–5). However, deviant behavior needs to be sanctioned through an au-

thority respectively through social rejection (cf. Durkheim, 1979, p. 6). If a majority does 

not value compliance with rules, social rejection is absent; organizational order is at risk.  

The freedom of the organizational members is limited through the freedom of others and 

must be regulated by the organization. However, this needs to be understood and accepted. 

Hegel (1986, pp. 190–192, 1991, pp. 126–127) even goes so far as to say that a criminal 

should feel honored if her crime was sanctioned. Sanctions need to be understood as rights. 

It was the freedom of the acting human to take the action under current law. So, it is also 

one’s right to receive corresponding sanctions. Otherwise, we would approach a state of 

what Thomas Hobbes (1976) has called a ‘war by all against all’. 

The same counts for organizational orders in times of permanent connectivity. That is why 

abstract freedom (interpreting any form of commitment including rules as a threat) as well 
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as subjective freedom (doing as one pleases) cannot be deemed as actual freedom on their 

own.   

The question is now if all organizational members need to start reflecting on freedom from 

a philosophical perspective. My answer is: ‘No.’ It is conceivably sufficient to be aware that 

new forms of freedom (ability to choose where to work or the choice to work from home) 

are inevitably connected to unintended consequences like permanent availability. Such 

awareness also includes that focusing on the new advantages of digital communication does 

not eliminate potential unintended consequences. Mostly, it even exacerbates them. What 

we need are moral heuristics that are suitable for everyday business. Such heuristics encour-

age considering one’s embeddedness. Thereby, moral discernment should be trained in or-

der to enable responsible decision-making and to approach actual freedom.  

 

4. What Should Organizations Do? 

4.1 Institutionalize Moral Discernment 

It should be clear for the reader that communication technologies are not a neutral topic; 

their (moral) value is a question of how they are used (cf. Litschka & Karmasin, 2012, 

p. 231). Litschka and Karmasin (2012, pp. 231–233) make clear that moral and ethics needs 

a place in organizations; examples could be an ethics commission, an ethics hotline or an 

ethics officer.54 In addition, they also recommend installing ethics training: ‘[...] teaching 

some basic reflection models on ethics and solving typical dilemma situations. Awareness 

raising, discursive abilities, moral competences, intersubjective agreements, and personnel 

development are in the center of such programmes’. 

My recommendation focuses exactly on such training. However, training on moral discern-

ment needs to be supplemented by educating digital literacy. Digital literacy presents the 

________________________ 

54 I use the term ‘moral’ comprehensively and abstain from a differentiation to the term ‘ethical’ for simplification purposes. 
Hence, on the one hand ‘moral’ refers to decisions that are related to values. On the other hand, the term is used to 
describe decisions that are normatively adequate (cf. Gunia, Wang, Huang, Wang, & Murnighan, 2012, p. 14). 
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pre-requisite of understanding new conditions of digital communication (cf. Entschew & 

Suchanek, 2017, pp. 363–365). This two-level-approach allows organizational members to 

reflect on relevant questions like ‘What is the right thing to do if one is perceiving an over-

load of digital information?’ (Entschew & Suchanek, 2017, p. 364), ‘When shall I abstain 

from an attractive choice?’ or ‘When shall I be digitally available?’. Thereby, new freedom 

should be reflected on with regard to its different forms (e.g., realizing choices like working 

from home within a specific time frame as well as abstaining from choices like writing 

emails on Sundays). 

Moral discernment aims at ‘good’ decision-making, whereby a moral evaluation of actions 

and expectations is made which considers both the temporal and the social dimension. 

Hence, it is assumed that this is the right competence to learn that it is not only about direct 

consequences (freedom through working from anywhere at any time), but also about un-

intended consequences (organizational norms requiring permanent availability).  

Through the combination of digital literacy and moral discernment, organizational mem-

bers are trained to deal with situational conflicts that are typically a part of working life with 

increasing digital communication. This can be trained by applying moral heuristics (helpful 

heuristics can be found in Suchanek, 2015). ‘[...] it is all the more important that not only 

firms, but also their stakeholders [including organizational members], invest in the ability 

of moral discernment as the most elementary prerequisite for sustainable social cooperation 

for mutual advantage’ (Suchanek, 2017a, p. 88). 

If no education concerning ethical reasoning is offered to organizational members – with 

a special focus on managers – imprudent decision-making, especially with regard to ethical 

matters (e.g., exploiting availability of organizational members), would potentially create 

and increase ethical risks (cf. Litschka & Karmasin, 2012, p. 230). In 14 expert interviews 

with researchers and managers in Austria, Litschka and Karmasin (2012, pp. 229–231) iden-

tified different impediments to ethical decision-making, among others a lack of education 

for managers to acquire ethical reasoning. 
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Especially in times of permanent connectivity, moral discernment is a competence that 

needs to be trained in organizations, with a focus on managers. As a result, managers are 

better equipped to encourage a conducive, sustainable work culture. Organizational re-

searchers underline the power of organizational culture to encourage moral behavior in 

digital environments instead of focusing on improved individual behaviors and judgement 

(Al-Saggaf, Burmeister, & Weckert, 2015; Burmeister, 2017). It is derived that both, culture 

and individual judgement necessitate each other.  

4.2 Institutionalize Availability Rules 

Since moral discernment is about evaluating one’s social and temporal dimension, it also 

supports understanding, acknowledging and developing organizational rules. Functioning 

rules enable stable expectations and better judgment. ‘Everyday life is structured by recip-

rocal expectations’ (Luhmann, 1977, p. 46). As a result, organizational routines develop. 

According to Gehlen (2004, p. 20), sufficiently stable routines form the foundation for or-

ganizations and their members. Due to the predictability character of routines, organiza-

tional members can take a known action sequence for granted in the future, which is ac-

companied by the development of reliable expectations enabling the derivation of adequate 

judgments (cf. Misztal, 1996, pp. 102–111). 

Although organizational members rely on sufficiently stable expectations and routines, this 

cannot be guaranteed in times of digital communication. As was explained in section 3.4.4, 

only a minority of young organizational members think compliance with rules is important. 

When ‘having the choice’ based on abstract freedom and ‘realizing choices’ based on sub-

jective freedom become an increasing principle in organizations, expectations and routines 

regarding availability may change frequently. Nonetheless, also in times of permanent con-

nectivity, functioning rules need to enable reliable expectations and breathing room for 

organizational members outside of their organizational role. 

This is confirmed in the study of Derks, Brummelhuis, Zecic, and Bakker (2012). The find-

ings emphasize the importance of a clear organizational policy regarding work-related 

smartphone use outside of work hours (e.g., a policy stating that organizational members 
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are not expected to be available in their leisure time as well as clarifying what counts as 

leisure time) (cf. Derks, Brummelhuis, Zecic, & Bakker, 2012, pp. 88–89). 

Hence, to some extent, subjective freedom may be restricted in order to enable actual free-

dom. An example presented by Bruch and Menges (2010, p. 6) refers to feedback systems. 

Contrary to what one would expect, in this case, feedback is supposed to notify too much 

work instead of too little work. An organization deploying such feedback culture is Serview; 

a small, but highly productive German IT consulting firm: 

‘Serview, [...] asks employees to watch out for colleagues who may be working too hard. 

Workers receive monthly feedback from managers about (among other things) whether 

they are taking adequate measures to rest and recharge. Workers also fill out a monthly self-

assessment on the same issues. The feedback system caused a pronounced behavioral 

change. Employees look for symptoms of excessive labor and over-acceleration in them-

selves and their colleagues, and they strive to develop solutions as problems arise’ (Bruch 

& Menges, 2010, p. 6). 

However, it necessitates moral discernment of managers and employees in order to suc-

cessfully implement such policies and rules. Other rules which should be considered refer 

to the interruption of organizational interdependence (cf. Luhmann, 2013). In an interview, 

the former vice president of growth at Facebook Chamath Palihapitiya warns against the 

usage of social media technologies: 

‘The short-term, dopamine-driven feedback loops that we have created are destroying how 

society works: no civil discourse, no cooperation, misinformation, mistruth,’ he says. ‘It is 

eroding the core foundations of how people behave by and between each other. I don’t 

have a good solution. My solution is I just don’t use these tools anymore’ (Snyder, 2017). 

Not using a certain technology anymore is an absolute form of interruption of interdepend-

ence. I do not recommend abandoning social communication tools completely.55 It should 

________________________ 

55 Please note that Chamath Palihapitiya is talking about Facebook as a social media platform for private use, while this paper 
is about social communication technologies in professional relationships. However, his assessment on this platform 
provides an interesting insight on the potential risks of extensively using digital communication tools. 
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suffice to build up organizational structures that allow for temporary interruption of or-

ganizational interdependence. As soon as a norm of permanent availability manifested, it is 

hardly possible to interrupt interdependence.  

Hence, interruption of organizational interdependence needs to be coordinated by organi-

zational structures and managers. Simons (2005, pp. 157–158) is addressing this form of 

coordinated self-commitment by pointing out the responsibility of managers to protect 

employees e.g., from excessively using the possibility of a home office. 

Commitments like these are necessary for enabling open spaces for reflection and an ‘out-

side perspective’. Based on this, a so-called ‘tunnel-vision’ can be avoided. This is highly 

important for profound moral discernment in times of permanent connectivity (cf. 

Böldicke & Erfurt Sandhu, 2017, pp. 57–58). Examples are being offline during holidays, 

activating a cell phone’s flight mode during family time or shutting down email servers of 

an organization, all of which needs to be taught and enabled through the organization. 

 

5. Conclusion 

In conclusion, this paper gave an overview of three important forms of freedom in order 

to approach actual freedom and avoid unintended consequences. (RQ: In times of permanent 

connectivity, what are important forms of freedom in order to prevent unintended consequences?). 

Based on that, I analyzed new freedom in terms of independence and realizing choices 

through digital communication. The key message of the paper is that considering one’s 

temporal and social embeddedness is an indispensable part of actual freedom in order to 

avoid unintended consequences. 

If we mainly focus on the direct advantages of digital communication (like freedom in form 

of independence and realizing choices) there might be drawbacks, especially in the long-

run (cf. Derks, Brummelhuis, Zecic, & Bakker, 2012, p. 89). One of the drawbacks referring 

to the expectation of permanent availability was analyzed (cf. P1: When focusing on freedom as 
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independence and realizing choices, unintended consequences like expectations of permanent availability may 

develop). 

In order to take advantage of the great possibilities of digital communication, organizations 

need to handle potential risks by setting up training of moral discernment and functioning 

regulations (cf. P2: Training of moral discernment as well as implementing regulations on availability 

help to cope with availability expectations responsibly in times of permanent connectivity). Otherwise, we 

may lose control of our decision-making, e.g., when do we want to be available and when 

do we not want to be available. 
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Abstract 

Digital communication between humans fundamentally changes the nature of communi-

cation. One inherent change is the acceleration of communication as a systematic change 

in societal life, particularly in the workplace. Often, the aim is to unleash time resources. 

However, the acceleration of communication also leads to the opposite: a lack of time. To 

better understand and handle equivocal developments such as these, organizations need to 

invest in suitable regulations and the competence of moral discernment.  
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Digital Communication and Acceleration 

The digital revolution of the late 20th century (which is still ongoing) is concentrated on 

faster communication and information flows (cf. Augier & Mola, 2016, p. 13; Rosa, 2014, 

p. 246). Still, it seems that we often have not enough time, despite the fact that we are 

constantly saving time through acceleration with the use of technological innovations (cf. 

Rosa, 2014, p. 11). The theoretical contribution, which this paper seeks to make, is to sys-

tematize and understand this paradox by focusing on digital communication. In particular, 

I examine digital, accelerated communication between organizational members56 and why 

the mentioned paradox may become problematic. 

Organizations57 are increasingly required to operate faster, including their communication 

processes (cf. Child & McGrath, 2001, pp. 1136–1139; Eisenhardt, 1989). Digital commu-

nication enables this intended acceleration. Digital communication encompasses the con-

version of analogue information58 into digital information and the transmission and pro-

cessing of digital information. In this paper, I mainly refer to communication via email, 

instant messaging services and social media channels which enable digital correspondence. 

Digitalization increasingly allows for ‘complete human communication’ (Tapscott, 2014, 

pp. 137–138). This means that the four forms of information (data, text, audio, and video) 

can be exchanged via one multimedia system: ‘Two professionals in different parts of the 

globe can exchange (at the speed of light) computerized, or ‘digital documents,’ that contain 

data, text, audio, and video’ (Tapscott, 2014, p. 138). 

Such information is exchanged at the speed of light. No space needs to be bridged anymore 

in order to exchange information, as it is the case when using letters. Hence, digital com-

munication enables increasing independence of space of the interacting organizational 

________________________ 

56 The term ‘organizational members’ includes managers and employees at non-managerial level. 
57 The article refers to for-profit organizations. 
58 Information is understood as messages received and understood (redundancies are not included). 
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members (Rosa, 2014, pp. 126–127). This can be generalized as the compression of space 

through time resulting in time savings59 (cf. Harvey, 1990, pp. 240–307).  

A possible change regarding this development is the acceleration of communication (cf. 

Brynjolfsson & McAfee, 2014, p. 41; Moore, 1965, p. 115), including an increasing amount 

of information (cf. Child & McGrath, 2001, p. 1136; Zuboff, 1988, p. 348). 

In general, acceleration describes a growing quantity per time unit; the quantity can refer to 

a distance travelled (e.g., 
𝑘𝑚

ℎ
 ↑), to produced goods (e.g., 

𝑥

𝑑
 ↑) or to the communicated 

amount of information (e.g., 
𝑖𝑛𝑓𝑜

𝑑
 ↑) (cf. Rosa, 2014, pp. 113–118). In organizations, pro-

cesses like communication are often optimized in order to unleash time resources and to 

use them ‘for more productive activities’ (Chui et al., 2012, p. 11). Here, productive activi-

ties mean activities increasing productivity. Productivity of one’s work is understood as 

output quantity per invested time unit. Increasing productivity implies growth60.  

Indeed, the logic of acceleration in order to be more productive and grow is nothing new, 

but rather a functional principle of economic thinking since centuries (cf. Hassan, 2016, 

p. 234; Schulze, 1997, p. 77). ‘Capitalism and speed are indissolubly connected’ (Hassan, 

2016, p. 234). 

1.2 What is the Problem? 

‘We are living in the most complex and rapid-changing of times. The pace of technological 

innovation, like never before is challenging the way we operate’ (Martin, 2013, p. 33). Sur-

prisingly, this quote is not from the 21st century but it is from a 19th century edition of the 

Scientific American journal (cf. Martin, 2013, p. 33). 

Mintzberg and Martin (cf. Martin, 2013, p. 33) use this comparison in order to show that 

acceleration is dependent on the perception of humans. Also, acceleration seems to be 

________________________ 

59 In fact, the increasing wages since World War II in developed countries created incentives for time-saving technologies since 
opportunity costs of time permanently increase (cf. Binswanger, 2001, p. 128).  

60 For the purpose of this paper, it is useful to differentiate between different types of growth like growth of projects or infor-
mation (organizational member’s perspective) as well as market expansion or growth of products/ services (organiza-
tional perspective), which may, in turn, require growth from the organizational member’s perspective. 



Digital Communication in Organizations: Acceleration and a Lack of Time 

107 

relative with regard to the tools available to deal with it: ‘[O]ur tools are way superior to 

what they have ever been’ (Martin, 2013, p. 33). 

Hence, tools and technologies enable humans to better deal with acceleration. However, 

this claim neglects an inherent problem: These very technologies possibly reinforce accel-

eration processes, triggering a self-reinforcing cycle that is not easy to stop. This is due to 

technologies possibly evoking behavioral responses. 

For instance, communication technologies enable time savings through more efficient 

communication (dealing better with acceleration, e.g., through communication via email 

instead of a conventional letter). Often, incentives of professional work in the context of 

digital communication lead to implicit expectations of permanent availability implying in-

creasing expectations regarding response times (cf. Entschew & Suchanek, 2017, pp. 352–

355; Menz, 2017, p. 22). 

A widespread behavioral reaction is to almost permanently process work-related infor-

mation by using communication technologies, thereby increasing the volume of infor-

mation (cf. Menz, 2017, pp. 20–21).61 New technologies (e.g., from email to slack62) may 

help to better deal with the increase in the volume of information by enabling further time 

savings; and thus, the self-reinforcing acceleration cycle would be complete (cf. section 2). 

The question remains: ‘How can a lack of time develop although we are saving time through 

acceleration?’  

It is often assumed that an increase of efficiency through technological progress by one 

percent also leads to a decrease in resource use by one percent (cf. Binswanger, 2001, 

p. 120). In fact, the reduction in resource use is often below one percent and sometimes 

resource use even increases (cf. Binswanger, 2001, p. 120). 

________________________ 

61 Various technologies allow organizational members to work beyond physical boundaries of the organization (cf. Khan & 
Agha, 2013, p. 16). This blurring separation of private and professional life is a main challenge of maintaining the 
focus of the analysis on professional relationships, since a clean separation is not always feasible. 

62 Slack is a cloud-based instant-messaging service enabling more efficient communication. The service facilitates better orga-
nized communication in teams, groups or communities, the integration of other online-services as well as joint work 
on documents. 
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In the illustration above, the intended time savings (technological progress) may be over-

compensated by an increase in information (behavioral response). As a result, a decrease in 

resource use referring to the resource of time cannot be taken for granted. If efficiency 

gains (time savings) are overcompensated through growth effects (more information) we 

can speak of a rebound effect (cf. Berkhout, Muskens, & W. Velthuijsen, 2000, p. 425; 

Binswanger, 2001, p. 120). A lack of time develops if the rate of technological acceleration 

is lower than the growth rate (cf. Rosa, 2003, p. 10). A more detailed attempt of explaining 

such a systematic development of a lack of time can be found in the acceleration cycle (cf. 

section 2). 

A significant part of the problem is that organizational members do not necessarily recog-

nize or understand such subtle changes through digital communication (cf. Derks, Brum-

melhuis, Zecic, & Bakker, 2012, p. 82; Entschew & Suchanek, 2017, pp. 352–355, 359–

361). Further – in many cases – managers base their decisions on a reductionist concept of 

time: They focus on the direct, intended consequences; this is called managerial myopia (cf. 

Larwood & Whittaker, 1977; Levitt, 1960). If both are the case, it can be expected that 

unintended consequences like a chronic lack of time – preventing a sustainable63 energy 

level in the organization – stay unnoticed. Identifying consequences like these would re-

quire a sufficient understanding of one’s (digital) environment. An inherent part of the 

environment to be understood is acceleration (cf. section 2 and 3). In addition, in case the 

problem is identified, there needs to be the intention as well as the ability to cope with it in 

order to adequately regulate the acceleration cycle (cf. section 4). 

1.3 Research Question and Procedure  

The following research question guides the reader throughout the analysis: 

________________________ 

63 Here, the term ‘sustainable’ or ‘sustainability’ mainly relates to the energy level of organizational members based on the 
consideration of current and future time periods. If future time periods are not taken into account sufficiently, organ-
izational members may ‘overcommit’ and are not able to maintain a healthy energy level. While sustainable develop-
ment builds upon the ecological, social and economic dimensions (cf. Winn & Kirchgeorg, 2005), the focus of this 
paper lies on the social and the economic dimensions. 
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RQ: Can digital communication systematically lead to organizational members experiencing a lack of 

time? 

 

I am suggesting the following propositions (P): 

P1. Digital communication leads to the experience of a chronic lack of time if an accelerating communi-

cation cycle prevails. 

P2. If a chronic lack of time prevails, organizations and their members may ‘burn out’64. 

P3. By investing in moral discernment, organizational members65 may better understand the risks of a 

chronic lack of time and the suitability of investing in further measures 

 

The analysis starts with a theoretical examination of Rosa’s (2003, 2014) acceleration theory 

with a particular focus on the acceleration cycle. The acceleration cycle is transferred to 

digital communication, thereby examining the accelerating communication cycle. On this 

basis, the examples of communicating via letter, email and slack are analyzed. In this con-

text, possible risks are pointed out. 

Subsequently, recommendations of necessary investments are derived. These investments 

relate to adequate regulations as well as to organizational members’ moral discernment in 

order to understand and handle the possible risks. 

Moral discernment describes the competence for reflection regarding ‘good’ decision-mak-

ing, whereby a moral evaluation of actions and expectations is made which considers both 

the temporal and the social embeddedness.66 I use the term ‘moral’ comprehensively and 

abstain from a differentiation to the term ‘ethical’ for simplification purposes. Hence, on 

________________________ 

64 ‘Burning out’ does not relate to a medical term, rather, the term is understood as the result of a decreasing motivation and 
energy level of organizational members. The understanding of ‘burn out’ underlying this article is delineated in section 
3.2.3. 

65 Solid moral discernment is a competence which is relevant for all organizational members in order to encourage responsible 
decision-making. Nonetheless, due to the decision-making power, the overarching scope of responsibilities as well as 
the role model function of managers, this competence is especially relevant for leadership positions. 

66 Social embeddedness means that one person’s actions influence the conditions and actions of others. Further, organizational 
members are embedded within the temporal dimension, whereby individual or collective actions influence the condi-
tions of action, which apply for future actions (temporal embeddedness). 
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the one hand ‘moral’ refers to decisions that are related to values. On the other hand, the 

term is used to describe decisions that are normatively adequate (cf. Gunia, Wang, Huang, 

Wang, & Murnighan, 2012, p. 14). While everybody is equipped with moral discernment, 

the level of training67 is the decisive factor influencing the ability to do ‘the right thing’ and 

avoid doing bad things (cf. Suchanek, 2015). Throughout the analysis, I mainly focus on 

the micro- (organizational members) and the meso-level (organization). In section 2 and 3, 

I am examining the acceleration process as well as its external forces like economic forces. 

Hence, I am required to also refer to the macro-level in order to systematize the problem. 

Before jumping into the next section, it is important to note, that the presented acceleration 

cycle as well as its transfer to digital communication is a (simplifying) model, in the full 

knowledge that reality is much more complex. Although, some arguments seem to be close 

to what is understood as reality, the approach of the analysis is to model tendencies; mean-

ing that explained relationships do not necessarily have to be that way. What will be de-

scribed are not natural laws, but attempted explanations of phenomena which can and do 

occur, though their occurrence is contingent on innumerable different variables in reality. 

Nevertheless, reasons are provided to assume that the described forces prevail in specific 

settings. 

 

2. The Acceleration Cycle 

2.1 Technological Acceleration 

Since digital devices entered the life of many humans, processes are increasingly accelerat-

ing. Moore’s law is often referred to as a prediction for technological acceleration. It refers 

________________________ 

67 It has to be noted that, despite the significance of this competence, moral discernment is a rather elusive construct. It can be 
understood as ‘profound intuition’ which depends on ‘lifelong learning’ as well as gathering and reflecting upon per-
sonal experiences. For this reason, the theoretical explanation of moral discernment and the recommendation regard-
ing specific training of moral discernment contained in this article are too narrow a scope for reality. Grasping the 
whole meaning of moral discernment via specific training and concepts does not suffice in order to achieve its ambi-
tious claim of doing ‘the right thing’ or avoiding bad. However, based on its relevance for organizations in accelerated 
times, I consider it nonetheless important to introduce this competence and to outline the meaning of it as clearly as 
possible. 
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to the component cramming within an integrated circuit: ‘The complexity for minimum 

component costs has increased at a rate of roughly a factor of two per year […]. Certainly, 

over the short term this rate can be expected to continue, if not to increase’ (Moore, 1965, 

p. 115). With this, Moore (1965) predicted the exponential growth of the performance of 

digital devices and thereby, technological acceleration. Today, it is prevalent to set ‘eighteen 

months as the doubling period for general computing power’ (Brynjolfsson & McAfee, 

2014, p. 41).68 Among other things, technological acceleration also applies to intentional 

faster communication (cf. Rosa, 2014, p. 124). 

Digital communication means exchanging information via digital devices. The speed of 

communication increased by a factor of 1011 within the last 200 years (Heylighen, 2008, 

pp. 285–286). Innovations such as various internet services (email, skype, slack, etc.) have 

been particularly relevant in facilitating this intentional acceleration. 

Technological acceleration enables people to save time, which can then be used for more 

productive activities. For instance, time savings are created through the optimization of 

one-to-one (or one-to-many) communication to many-to-many communication (cf. Chui 

et al., 2012, pp. 10–11; Leonardi et al., 2013). 

For instance, via email (one-to-one or one-to-many communication), time is invested in 

order to select all relevant addressees or to formulate the right courtesies. Via slack (many-

to-many communication) preset target groups and different channels are used in order to 

instantly chat. Slack encourages informal interactions by focusing on the shared content 

and on problem solving. As such, faster communication is facilitated. 

2.2 Acceleration of Social Change 

Acceleration of social change means that the present is shrinking from a cultural and from 

a structural perspective (cf. Rosa, 2014, p. 133). The present is understood as the period of 

time in which the base for expectations and decisions remain stable (cf. Luhmann, 1990, 

________________________ 

68 There are studies which predict the end of Moore’s law within six to eight years; one reason is the density of transistors, 
which has already reached the lower nano scale (cf. Waldrop, 2016, p. 144). 
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pp. 135–136; Rosa, 2014, p. 134). The reduction of these periods refers to accelerated social 

change or shrinking time horizons (cf. figure 8). 

 

Figure 8: Reduction of Time Units (Source: Own illustration based on Luhmann, 1990, pp. 135–136; Rosa, 2014, pp. 133–134)  

 

As a result, basic conditions like social expectations are in a state of flux implying instability, 

insecurity and a lack of reliability. Also, the validity of organizational expectations and ac-

tion patterns would expire faster; expectations would need to be adapted at increasingly 

shorter intervals (cf. Rosa, 2014, p. 249). 

Social change is often induced through new technologies. For instance, while important 

content in an organization is mainly shared via emails in t5a it may now be mainly shared 

via slack or social media in t5b creating adapted expectations with regard to communication 

(e.g., faster responses). 

2.3 Acceleration of the Pace of Life 

The third form of acceleration refers to the compression of action episodes (cf. Rosa, 2014, 

pp. 135–137); meaning an increase of action episodes (e.g., performing more projects) per 

time unit ( 
𝐴𝐸

𝑡
 ↑) (cf. figure 9).69 According to Southerton (2003, p. 12), time is squeezed in 

order to be utilized and not be wasted. 

________________________ 

69 For more information, refer to Levine (2006) 
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Figure 9: Increase of Action Episodes per Time Unit (Source: Own illustration based on Rosa, 2014, pp. 135–137) 

 

This increase of action episodes can be realized through 

- a direct increase of the speed of an action e.g., eating faster, reduction of sleep70 

or communicating more efficiently; 

- a reduction of breaks, idle times or interims, e.g., an increasing number of organ-

izations allows working, doing training, eating, doing laundry, relaxing, sleeping, 

etc. within the organization, thereby shortening interims; 

- the simultaneous execution of more activities, e.g., multi-tasking: working, eating 

and commuting simultaneously or communicating via multiple means of com-

munication with different colleagues. 

2.4 The Self-Reinforcement of the Acceleration Cycle 

According to Rosa (2003, p. 9), a quantitative increase of action episodes through an accel-

erated pace of life possibly influences the ‘experience of time: it will cause people to con-

sider time as scarce, to feel hurried and under time pressure and stress’. Luhmann (1977, 

p. 46) also identifies that accelerated social change (shrinking time horizons), may lead to 

the feeling of an increasing lack of time since new expectations have to be formed at an 

increasing pace.  

________________________ 

70 An innovative technique promises to reduce sleeping time by multiphase-sleep instead of one long period of sleep. The aim 
is to save time in order to be more productive (cf. Stark, 2016, p. 300). 
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As Rosa (2003, p. 10) points out: ‘If free time decreases in spite of technological accelera-

tion, the only possible explanation is that the quantity of activity itself has changed, or more 

precisely, has risen faster than the corresponding technological rate of acceleration’. In 

other words, free time71 is created if the rate of technological acceleration is higher than the 

growth rate (growth may involve an increasing number of information, projects, markets, 

etc.) (cf. Rosa, 2003, p. 10): 

1. abundance of time: 

growth rates < technological acceleration rates 

2. lack of time: 

growth rates > technological acceleration rates  

If free time is directly converted into more activities (e.g., more projects or processing more 

information) – as a reaction to growth requirements – instead of investing time in existing 

activities, a lack of time develops (cf. Johnson, 1978, p. 55; Rosa, 2003, p. 11)72. Rosa (2014, 

pp. 308–309) suggests that growth and acceleration are complementary, meaning that both 

necessitate and stimulate each other, possibly leading to a self-reinforcing acceleration cy-

cle. 

As delineated in the previous section, organizational members can react to growth require-

ments via compressing action episodes: More activities are put into one time unit. However, 

these techniques are naturally limited (cf. Rosa, 2014, p. 244). While goods and services can 

grow, the resource of time cannot grow; it can only be optimized. Nonetheless, only 24 

hours per day, 7 days in a week and so on can be optimized. 

Hence, if the only reaction to growth requirements in organizations is an accelerated pace 

of life, time would become scarce. This problem could be approached by technological 

________________________ 

71 In organizations, free time refers to freedom of action in which organizational members have time for social activities (e.g., 
analogously or digitally chatting with each other regarding self-chosen content). It also refers to possible time slots 
used to step back from one’s current role or situation for reflecting. In addition, in times of permanent connectivity, 
it also means actual free time used privately. 

72 It is to be noted that Johnson’s (1978) study is based on a small group which is self-sufficient. Indeed, the conditions of 
organizations on a global market are different. However, the derivations with regard to the interplay of growth and 
acceleration do apply, since the study is about comparing ‘our civilization with the cultures of ‘primitive’ or ‘simpler’ 
peoples’ (cf. Johnson, 1978, p. 51). 
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acceleration (saving time through technologies instead of permanently accelerating one’s 

pace of life) (cf. Rosa, 2014, p. 244) (cf. first arrow in figure 10): 

 

Figure 10: The Acceleration Cycle (Source: Own illustration based on Rosa, 2003, p. 12) 

 

Other plausible reactions to time pressure could be adapting organizational expectations 

(e.g., regarding organizational response times), regulations or enabling interruption of (or-

ganizational) interdependencies (cf. section 4). However, organizations and their members 

have to understand the necessity of such investments. If that is not the case, it can be 

assumed that the acceleration cycle takes its course. 

Technological acceleration often leads to new norms and action patterns at an accelerated 

pace (cf. section. 2.2). Hence, without any countermeasures, acceleration of social change 

results from technological acceleration (cf. Rosa, 2014, p. 248) (cf. second arrow in figure 

10). 

Frequently changing norms often require organizational members to adapt faster to new 

expectations in order to remain ‘up-to-date’. They can only keep their position if they are 

updating their conventions and skills. Put differently: Organizational members can only 

maintain the status quo if they are permanently growing and updating themselves. 
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If an organizational member takes a longer break, his skills, experiences, even his language 

may become outdated. If that holds true, there is pressure in order to keep up with the 

accelerated changes by accelerating one’s pace of life (e.g., by reducing breaks and instead, 

launching new projects). Then, the acceleration of social change encourages the accelera-

tion of the pace of life (cf. Rosa, 2014, p. 250) (cf. third arrow in figure 10). 

The call for time saving technologies possibly increases in light of an increasing pace of life 

due to the limits of the technique of compressing action episodes (cf. Rosa, 2014, pp. 250–

251). If technological acceleration is the strategic answer to this problem (instead of adapt-

ing expectations, regulations or interruption of interdependence); the self-reinforcing ac-

celeration cycle is complete. 

The acceleration cycle is an example of the difference between individual and collective 

rationality (cf. Rosa, 2014, pp. 251–252): On the micro-level, technological acceleration 

seems to be a plausible solution for the problem of a lack of time. On the meso-level (or 

macro-level), technological acceleration may be an element of the problem. The accelera-

tion cycle attempts to explain why organizational members may experience a lack of time, 

although technologies are saving time.  

2.5 External Forces of the Acceleration Cycle 

Rosa (2014) suggests three external forces pushing the acceleration cycle forward; namely 

the economic force, the structural force and the cultural force – each of which primarily 

drive a specific form of acceleration (cf. figure 10). In the following, I will focus on explain-

ing the economic force. This is not due to the lesser importance of the other two forces, 

but this is due to the prematurity of the arguments regarding impacts of the structural and 

the cultural force. Yet, these forces are significant for the acceleration cycle, a discussion 

on both can be found in appendix I and appendix II. 

The first external acceleration force refers to economic activities of organizations in a mar-

ket economy. For-profit organizations in a market economy have to constantly increase 

their productivity (cf. Weber, 1978, pp. 64, 203–204). This is due to competition, a func-

tional condition in market economies. Being faster than competitors in order to exploit 



Digital Communication in Organizations: Acceleration and a Lack of Time 

117 

competitive advantages is desirable for organizations. Every organization in a market econ-

omy needs to relentlessly pursue competitive advantages by means of growth (cf. Homann, 

2014, pp. 51–52). Hence, permanent processing, fast reactions on work requests and other 

(time) efficiency boosting activities are highly desirable. 

Thus, an organization is systematically relying on growth, acceleration and continuous in-

novation in order to stabilize the status quo (cf. Luhmann, 2004, p. 245; Rosa, 2016, pp. 

13–14, 518–519). In other words, growth is needed in order to maintain one’s position 

within global competition. ‘[S]tanding still is equivalent to falling behind’ (Rosa, 2003, 

p. 11). Competition is a functional requirement of a market economy, which drives produc-

tivity and growth. However, there are desirable and undesirable forms of competition (for 

the following see Suchanek, 2007, p. 76). Competition is desirable if it incentivizes humans 

to invest in social cooperation for mutual advantage while not (illegitimately) harming third 

parties.73 Seemingly, competition is a functional institutional condition. Rejecting any form 

of competition rather reflects reductionist discernment, since its functionalities are ne-

glected (cf. Homann, 2014, p. 52; Suchanek, 2007, p. 33). 

However, competition – including growth requirements – cannot guide organizational be-

havior without limitation since they contribute to the self-reinforcing acceleration cycle. 

The pursuits of (time) efficiency in order to be more productive and to exploit competitive 

advantages are distinctive organizational paradigms (cf. Rosa, 2014, pp. 257–258). As a re-

sult, acceleration and growth spirals develop (cf. Rosa, 2014, p. 260). If organizations’ aim 

is unlimited growth, time scarcity automatically develops. This would, in turn, drive tech-

nological acceleration if the strategic answer to time scarcity were technological accelera-

tion. As examined previously, a lack of time develops through higher growth than acceler-

ation rates (cf. section 2.4). 

Therefore, rejecting any intervention into quasi-natural competition also reflects reduction-

ist discernment, since any normative foundation is neglected (cf. Suchanek, 2007, p. 34). 

________________________ 

73 From the macro-level, competition led to widespread prosperity making it a desirable condition (cf. Homann, 2014, p. 52). 
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So, an answer to the acceleration cycle cannot be the rejection of growth and competition, 

but rather measures in terms of institutional regulations (cf. section 4.2). According to 

Homann (2014, pp. 61–64), competition without rules is not conceivable. Rules are sup-

posed to encourage moral behavior by sanctioning the violation of these rules (cf. Homann, 

2014, p. 62). As a result, sanctions need to be developed so that the violation is not profit-

able (cf. Homann, 2014, p. 62). The competence of moral discernment (cf. section 4) en-

courages and enhances the understanding and acceptance, as well as the development of 

suitable rules and regulations.74 In the third section, I am applying the acceleration theory 

to digital communication. Thereby, I am deriving the accelerating communication cycle. 

The aforementioned external forces are assumed to be present and functioning in the back-

ground. 

 

3. The Accelerating Communication Cycle  

3.1 Accelerating Communication 

Based on the above understanding of the general acceleration cycle, the acceleration theory 

will be applied to the communication cycle (cf. figure 11). 

________________________ 

74 This should not be equated with an unreflective position. It is rather about avoiding hasty conclusions on how to change or 
circumvent existing rules, which may lead to a destruction of the social structure. Durkheim (1972, pp. 108–109) 
points out that one needs sufficient knowledge of a situation and relevant rules. Instead of making hasty conclusions 
about social changes, the function of rules should be sufficiently understood (cf. Hegel, 1991, pp. 21–23). Otherwise, 
one runs the risk of undermining essential social assets, e.g., the reliability of mutual expectations – a fundamental 
function of rules – may be compromised.  
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Figure 11: The Accelerating Communication Cycle (Source: Own illustration based on Rosa, 2003, p. 12) 

 

In the communication cycle, the accelerated pace of life could take place through increasing 

communication speed. As a result, the volume of communicated information increases (cf. 

Rosa, 2014, pp. 113–118). Growing information per time unit implies that either more in-

formation is communicated in the same time period, or the same quantity of information 

is communicated in less time: 
𝑐𝑜𝑚𝑚𝑢𝑛𝑖𝑐𝑎𝑡𝑒𝑑 𝑖𝑛𝑓𝑜𝑟𝑚𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛: 𝑞

𝑡𝑖𝑚𝑒 𝑢𝑛𝑖𝑡: 𝑡
 ↑. 

Technological acceleration could happen through communication technologies. This re-

lates to hardware innovations like smartphones, tablets or wearables75 as well as to internet 

based services like email76, instant messaging (e.g., slack) or social media channels. 

A faster change of communication norms mirrors the acceleration of social change. The 

consequences are unstable expectations regarding adequate response times, adequate ways 

of expressing information or appropriate channels of communication. 

________________________ 

75 Wearables are smart-digital devices that enable written and voice communications as well as continuous monitoring and alerts 
on personal (health) data while worn on or in the body (cf. PwC, 2014, p. 3; Tapscott, 2014, pp. 123–124). 

76 In fact, the number of received organizational emails per day has grown by approximately 91 percent from 2011 to 2018 in 
Germany (German Association for Information Technology, Telecommunications and New Media, 2018). Also, it is 
expected that from 2018 to 2022 the number of sent and received emails per day will further increase worldwide (The 
Radicati Group, 2018). This shows that even within the same means of communication, an increasing amount of 
exchanged information can be identified (accelerated speed of communication). 
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3.2 The Systematic Development of a Lack of Time 

3.2.1 An Illustration of  the Accelerating Communication Cycle  

Accelerated communication technologies enable faster exchange of information between 

organizational members from different locations, e.g., communication via email or slack, 

as compared to a conventional letter (for the following cf. Rosa, 2014, pp. 118–120). Writ-

ing and sending an email takes approximately only half of the time (
1

2
𝑡) that a conventional 

letter would do (cf. first arrow in figure 11: accelerated communication technologies saving 

time instead of accelerating one’s speed of communication). That would imply that organ-

izational members are able to communicate twice as much in the same time (
𝑞
1

2
𝑡

=  
2𝑞

𝑡
). 

Hence, the time-efficiency of communication is improved.  

Further, an answer being available on the same day (email) instead of within two or more 

days (letter) triggers an impulse of accelerated communication by answering as soon as 

possible (behavioral response possibly leading to a rebound effect77). This would be accel-

erated further if digital communication tends to take place in real time by chatting directly 

(via slack). If an addressee creates a bottleneck while taking too long to reply, one can easily 

‘ping’78 her via slack in order to remind her directly and accelerate receiving an answer. This 

creates a force to directly work on the request. 

As soon as this is culturally processed, new organizational norms like the expectation of 

immediate response times may establish (cf. second arrow in figure 11: accelerated change 

of communication norms encouraged by accelerated communication technologies). If such 

expectations are not managed or if no regulations are implemented, a plausible reaction is 

communicating faster (cf. third arrow in figure 11: accelerated speed of communication 

through accelerated change of communication norms). 

________________________ 

77 If efficiency gains are overcompensated and negated by changing human behavior, we can speak of a rebound effect (cf. 
Binswanger, 2001, p. 120; Berkhout, Muskens, & Velthuijsen, 2000, p. 425). 

78 Pinging someone means to get a person’s attention by sending a digital signal directly to this person’s digital account on a 
platform. Hence, it is understood as a tool of quick communication. 
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If we now assume that the number of processed emails is four times higher than the num-

ber of written letters (4q); or that the number of processed slack messages is four times 

higher than the amount of processed messages via email (accelerated speed of communi-

cation); the net time consumption for correspondence has increased by 100 percent, since 

time would only be saved by a factor of two (
2𝑞

𝑡
 <  

4𝑞

𝑡
). This is what was described earlier 

as a rebound effect: Time savings through increasing efficiency are overcompensated 

through growth effects (cf. Binswanger, 2001, p. 120). 

If accelerated communication technologies allow for time savings by a lower rate than the 

rate of the actual increase of communicated information, a lack of time systematically de-

velops through the cycle of accelerated communication: 

growth rate > technological acceleration rate. 

The dynamics of the communication cycle show that the technologies, which enable the 

accelerated communication possibly lead to an accelerated change of communication 

norms and speed of communication (cf. Rosa, 2014, pp. 292–293). 

This connection weakens the previously stated quotation of Martin (2013, p. 33) where he 

claims that ‘our tools are way superior to what they have ever been’ as a possible solution 

to increasing acceleration (cf. section 1.2). Indeed this argument is right, but it needs to be 

embedded in the empirical context. The preceding analysis on the empirical conditions of 

the communication cycle shows that the technologies and tools support dealing with a 

faster pace; at the same time, they possibly reinforce the faster pace. While Martin (2013, 

p. 33) gives some indication on the phenomenon of an acceleration cycle by mentioning an 

‘arms race’ he is not giving enough attention to the consequences of such an ‘arms race’ 

(cf. section 3.2.2 and 3.2.3). 

To sum up the potential scenario, while accelerated communication technologies enable 

time savings, they also reduce the period of validity of communicative structures and pat-

terns of social interaction (accelerated change of communication norms). A widespread 

reaction is that the amount of information exchanged also increases (accelerated speed of 

communication). If no organizational regulations are in place to manage this cycle, a 
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frequent attempt to cope with the information increase is using new (time saving) technol-

ogies. If that is the case, (time saving) technologies create their own necessity.  

This would lead to the identified problem: The intention of accelerated communication is 

saving time, but the desired time reduction is ‘overcompensated’ if the communicated 

amount increases by a higher rate (growth rate through accelerated speed of communica-

tion > acceleration rate through accelerated communication technologies).  

If these growth rates are systematically exceeding acceleration rates in organizations – based 

on missing organizational measures for sustainably managing growth requirements – digital 

communication leads to a chronic lack of time. In the words of the first proposition: Digital 

communication leads to the experience of a chronic lack of time if an accelerating communication cycle 

prevails. 

The next section is dedicated to discussing the potential for the expectation of permanent 

availability to develop, as a result of a chronic lack of time. The discussion aims to illustrate 

the risk of organizations and leaders developing excessive expectations, and thereby poten-

tially harming organizational members. If adequate measures are not taken, conditions are 

created which are not conducive for a sustainable work culture. 

3.2.2 Permanent Availability: A Futile Attempt to Cope with a Lack of  Time 

In economic theory, time is treated as a valuable resource or good (cf. Mankiw, 2004, pp. 4–

6); if a resource becomes scarce, its value or price increases (cf. Johnson, 1978, p. 53). A 

peculiarity of the resource of time is that we can only optimize available time; we cannot 

unleash new amounts of time. Further, there are no substitutes for time. 

‘The increase in the value of time (its increasing scarcity) is felt subjectively as an increase 

in tempo or pace. We are always in danger of being slow on the production line or late to 

work; and in our leisure we are always in danger of wasting time’ (Johnson, 1978, p. 53). A 

systematic development of a lack of time would influence organizational members in a way 

that they have to comply with the acceleration pressure. As a result, organizational com-

munication processes tend to take place more often (cf. Hassan, 2010, p. 369; Rosa, 2014, 

pp. 303–304). The dynamics of accelerated communication potentially lead to an implicit 
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availability demand (cf. Entschew & Suchanek, 2017, pp. 354–355; Menz, 2017, p. 22). This 

is further driven by the possibility of working any time and everywhere (cf. Boswell & 

Olson-Buchanan, 2016, p. 593; Fenner & Renn, 2004, p. 184). 

Organizational members may try to cope with the acceleration demands by being available 

permanently as well as by optimizing their way of living (cf. Hassan, 2010, pp. 371–372; 

Luhmann, 2004, p. 254). This becomes problematic if organizations (implicitly) request un-

divided commitment (cf. Coser, 1974, pp. 4–7). Coser (1974) calls institutions – that re-

quest undivided commitment – greedy institutions. Greedy institutions do not consider 

sustainable levels of organizational members’ energy, but rather exploit their organizational 

members given that regulations for sustainably managing growth requirements are non-

existent. 

Facing work cultures of greedy institutions, organizational members increasingly develop 

the feeling of a lack of time (cf. Rosa, 2014, pp. 304–305). This feeling develops since un-

divided commitment is not leaving time for other commitments like family responsibilities 

or community work (cf. Coser, 1974, p. 8). 

Such inter-role conflicts – between the professional role, the family role the community 

role and others – occur if there are role expectations placed upon a human such that com-

pliance with one role expectation makes compliance with the other role expectation diffi-

cult (cf. Katz & Kahn, 1978, p. 204). If no rules, no training and no conducive work culture 

exist, the risk of such ‘overcommitting’ to one’s professional role prevails (cf. Sullivan, 

2014, pp. 1, 7).79 

Sullivan (2014, p. 7) points out that adequate commitment is especially dependent on work 

culture, since it is often the case that policies and rules get neutralized by strong (greedy) 

cultures. Reasons for ‘overcommitment’ are manifold: increased business, pressing dead-

lines, etc. 

________________________ 

79 There may be cases of ‘undercommitting’ which are relevant for organizations too but this goes beyond the scope of this 
paper. 
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In some industries, it is well known that the job demands to work very long hours and 

sacrifice time for family and social pleasures for work (cf. Sennett, 2012, p. 149). Indeed, 

the phenomenon is nothing new. Nevertheless, its overarching scope as well as its subtlety 

through digital communication makes it an even more common phenomenon, thereby in-

creasing the risk of immoral behavior including leaders having excessive expectations re-

garding organizational members’ availability. 

The major problem is that organizational members may lose control of the situation as 

soon as permanent availability develops into a clear expectation (change of communication 

norms). Also, organizational members – who more or less freely chose to be available per-

manently – might experience a loss of control at some point in time.  

Schwartz (2007, p. 104) identifies two explanations for this. Firstly, expectations may rise 

‘excessively’ (growing without any threshold): ‘Like the mechanical rabbit at the dog-racing 

track that speeds along just ahead of the dogs no matter how fast they run, aspirations and 

expectations […] speed ahead of their realization, no matter how liberating the realization 

becomes.’ A similar metaphor is used by Gronemeyer (2014, p. 104) by referring to a racing 

dog with a sausage attached in front of the nose in order to be motivated for continuous 

improvements. 

Secondly, communication may increase in a way that organizational members feel over-

whelmed and not able to cope with it (cf. Schwartz, 2007, p. 104). This may refer to decid-

ing between adequate action patterns (change of communication norms) e.g., ‘Should I be 

(digitally) available during weekends or not?’ or ‘Should I check my email account after the 

end of the work day or not?’ In general, ‘What is the right thing to do?’ But, this may also 

refer to the quantitative increase of information (accelerated speed of communication) en-

couraging organizational members who are permanently available to work more. 

A study on availability showed that permanently available organizational members are 

working more overtime hours: While permanently available employees work 6 overtime 

hours, employees of the control group are working 1.35 overtime hours (Hassler & Rau, 

2016, p. 30). Also, the perceived workload is higher and the perception of having control 



Digital Communication in Organizations: Acceleration and a Lack of Time 

125 

is lower for permanently available employees compared to the control group (Hassler 

& Rau, 2016, p. 31). 

In another study of Hassler, Rau, Hupfeld, and Paridon (2016, p. 33), the increased amount 

of overtime hours is confirmed: While permanently available employees work 7.4 overtime 

hours, employees of the control group are working only 2.6 overtime hours.  

Seemingly, permanent availability may function as a coping mechanism in the short term. 

However, it only copes with the symptoms of the problem (permanently increasing infor-

mation) instead of coping with a potential root cause (accelerating communication cycle). 

A sub problem of the accelerating communication cycle (latently) leading to permanent 

availability is a means-end-reversal: Accelerated communication (as a means) intends to 

save time (as the end). This relationship becomes reversed if this cycle takes its course: 

Organizational members are rather required to be more time efficient (e.g., by optimizing 

their life and by being available permanently) as a means to keep pace with acceleration 

(end).80 

Luhmann (2007, p. 156) identifies that acceleration receives a form of absolute justification. 

Acceleration becoming an end in itself was already addressed by Nietzsche (2000, p. 216) 

in 1882: ‘Humans start to be ashamed of calmness; long contemplations are almost leading 

to feelings of regret or remorse. They are thinking with the watch in the hands; having 

lunch with one eye on the financial newspapers. One is living as somebody who could 

permanently miss out on an opportunity. Better doing something, than nothing’ (own 

translation). This is similar to the social anxiety called ‘FoMO’ (fear of missing out) func-

tioning as a motivational force to be as productive as possible (cf. Przybylski, Murayama, 

DeHaan, & Gladwell, 2013). FoMO refers to permanent worries of missing great choices, 

often encouraged by content from social media channels (cf. Buglass, Binder, Betts, 

________________________ 

80 The identification of this sub problem builds on Max Weber’s (1958, pp. 53, 70–73) argument of a reversal of the means-
end-relationship of one’s occupation and a good life: One’s occupation or the way of earning money was supposed to 
function as a means to a good life (end). A reversing relationship reveals that one’s conduct of life or use of freedom 
of action (means) is supposed to adjust according to one’s occupation (end). In other words, one’s occupation becomes 
an end in itself. According to Weber (1958, p. 72) this phenomenon is constitutive for the ethics of capitalistic cultures, 
which is the consequence of a long societal education process. In this sense, a similar development is identified refer-
ring to the acceleration phenomenon. 
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Underwood, 2017, pp. 248–249; Przybylski, Murayama, DeHaan, & Gladwell, 2013, 

p. 1841) (FoMO is also part of the discussion in appendix II). 

Luhmann (2004, pp. 278–279) describes a similar perspective implying that no action is lost 

time. Luhmann (2007, p. 156) characterizes this phenomenon as ‘target variable accelera-

tion ideology’ which gives a higher priority to increasing acceleration than on the actual 

goals. As a result, organizational goals may change at a faster pace. This is confirmed by a 

study of Bruch and Menges (2010, p. 3): 75 percent of the surveyed employees state: ‘My 

company’s priorities frequently change’. 

In the next section, conditions in over-accelerated organizations are discussed. Over-accel-

erated organizations81 can be understood as organizations following the ‘target variable ac-

celeration ideology’ outlined above, thereby creating a chronic lack of time. The introduc-

tion of the conditions in such organizations aims at characterizing particular risks if the 

reaction to a chronic lack of time is permanent availability and further optimization meth-

ods instead of investing in more sustainable measures.  

3.2.3 Without Countermeasures, Organizations Will Burn Out 

Acceleration can be seen as an arms race (cf. Martin, 2013, p. 33). ‘[C]ompanies get into 

the habit of constant change, or perpetual loading. This pattern deprives workers of any 

hope of retreat for recharging their energy. To compensate, they hold back their efforts 

whenever they can, even if doing so hampers the company’ (Bruch & Menges, 2010, p. 3). 

Bruch and Menges (2010, pp. 2–3) studied around 600 companies with regard to their ‘fre-

netic pace’. They identified companies being caught in an acceleration trap, meaning they 

accelerate without a clear threshold implying a ‘target variable acceleration ideology’, as well 

as frequently changing organizational requirements. In such over-accelerated organizations, 

chronic overloading became the normal state (cf. Bruch & Menges, 2010, p. 2).  

________________________ 

81 A list of questions which may indicate high probability of over-acceleration within an organization can be found in appendix 
III. 
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‘[I]f the leader gets greedy, demanding the same level of urgency every day, the energy will 

fizzle and performance will sink, despite employees’ heroics’ (Bruch & Menges, 2010, p. 6). 

Yet, ‘too often the CEO tries to make this furious pace the new normal’ (Bruch & Menges, 

2010, p. 2). Time pressure intensifies through such ‘excessive’ expectations (Luhmann, 

2007, p. 149). Yet, Simons (2005, pp. 157–158) is pointing out the responsibility of manag-

ers to protect employees e.g., from excessively using the possibility of a home office, instead 

of having ‘excessive’ expectations. 

If this sort of protection is not developed, possible risks are defection of the best employees 

or a scattered organization’s focus potentially confusing stakeholders (cf. Bruch & Menges, 

2010, p. 2). 80 percent of the employees in over-accelerated organizations indicate the fol-

lowing ‘I work under constantly elevated time pressure’ (cf. Bruch & Menges, 2010, p. 3). 

This constantly elevated time pressure reflects the possible development of a lack of time 

through acceleration. In particular, if powerful leaders become too greedy, thus causing a 

chronic lack of time, employees may ‘burn out’ (cf. Rosa, Dörre, & Lessenich, 2016, pp. 

62–63). The specific focus of this section is to address the second proposition: If a chronic 

lack of time prevails, organizations and their members may ‘burn out’.  

This article does not refer to ‘burn out’ in a medical sense; rather the term functions as a 

collective term for the consequences delineated below. To understand what is meant by 

‘burning out’; I am deriving three consequences to summarize the previously described 

conditions. These three consequences are based on concepts from organizational sociology 

(alienation), from organizational psychology (learned helplessness), as well as from the phi-

losopher Albert Schweitzer (scattering). ‘Burning out’ is understood as the practical em-

bodiment of the phenomena alienation, learned helplessness as well as scattering which will 

be delineated subsequently. These three phenomena mainly relate to the problem of not 

understanding one’s conditions or to not having control over the conditions. All three phe-

nomena culminate in organizational members losing their motivation. Their energy level 

fizzles peaking in ‘burning out’ which describes a feeling of having no energy left. 
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According to Bruch and Menges (2010, p. 6), ‘[r]elentless acceleration leads to loss of focus, 

an uncontrolled flood of activities, organizational fatigue, and burnout’. An organization’s 

focus becoming scattered is highly probable (cf. Bruch & Menges, 2010, p. 2). Scattering82 

as a possible consequence of acceleration was already discussed by Schweitzer (1923). Alt-

hough his work refers to an age and culture that is different to our conditions, he describes 

phenomena, which are recurring and intensifying in the digital age. 

According to Schweitzer (1923, pp. 10–12), scattering implies handling ever-increasing 

quantities of information leading to a degradation of a person’s cogitation. The more one 

is caught in the self-made conditions of action, the less one is able to reflect on these con-

ditions of action (cf. Schweitzer, 1923, p. 9). 

As a result, culture declines. Schweitzer (1923, p. 21) defines culture as the educational 

progress of humans and the collective (e.g., organizational member within the organiza-

tion). Culture involves the ability of humans to understand the social system as a whole 

(Schweitzer, 1923, pp. 9–11). A human needs to be able to understand reality in a way that 

one is able to influence conditions by appropriate means. Schweitzer (1923, p. 11) points 

out that this ability is frequently undermined due to scattering. 

With regard to accelerated communication, humans know about more and more infor-

mation (accelerated speed of communication), but if they are not able to reflect on it ap-

propriately, understanding and controlling the information becomes difficult.  

As implied in the previous section, a feeling of losing control may develop due to this 

quantitative increase of information (accelerated speed of communication) or due to per-

manently rising expectations (accelerated change of communication norms). Often, aliena-

tion is characterized by the feeling of losing control and a lack of understanding one’s con-

ditions (for more details see for example Dahrendorf, 1959, p. 78; Jaeggi, 2016, pp. 20–21, 

24, 80; Karger, 1981; Marx & Engels, 2010; May, 1985, p. 54; Paul & Suchanek, 1994; 

Seeman, 1959). Alienation is a term with diverse definitions and blurring distinctions (cf. 

________________________ 

82 Scattering is understood as a lack of focus as a systematic result of handling more and more information. 
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Jaeggi, 2016, p. 22). For understanding consequences of a chronic lack of time, I focus on 

a specific aspect of alienation: 

‘Conditions (of communication) develop their own autonomy’ (cf. Entschew & Suchanek, 

2017, p. 362; Jaeggi, 2016, pp. 84–91; Paul & Suchanek, 1994, p. 1). As we saw previously, 

accelerated communication potentially creates its own necessity based on the acceleration 

cycle.  

Organizational members may not be able to understand this acceleration cycle. Further, 

they may experience an inability to shape their organizational environment, including the 

expectations they are faced with. This generates the feeling of losing control. However, 

organizational members are supposed to largely conform to the corresponding (excessive) 

organizational expectations, unless they leave the organization or unless they are able to 

shape organizational expectations. 

In other words, they are caught in the (partially self-made) organizational conditions and 

thereby incrementally become alienated from these conditions. This is also reflected in the 

study of Bruch and Menges (2010, p. 3): ‘[If] leaders neglect to call a halt to periods of 

furious activity, employees feel imprisoned by the debilitating frenzy’. 

This form of alienation is linked closely to the concept of learned helplessness. The per-

ception of one’s environment as being autonomous and not being avoidable has been 

coined learned helplessness (Carlson, Miller, Heth, Donahoe, & Martin, 2010, p. 380). 

Mental stress83 or disorders84 can result from such experienced absence of control if the 

consequences are expected to be bad (Abramson, Seligman, & Teasdale, 1978, pp. 64–70). 

When humans experience situations ‘in which they are powerless to control the events that 

happen to them, they may become depressed, and their motivational level may decrease’ 

(Carlson, Miller, Heth, Donahoe, & Martin, 2010, p. 380).85 

________________________ 

83 According to DIN EN ISO 10075-1 (2000) mental stress is defined as all detectable influences that impact humans from the 
outside. 

84 Death and permanent disability from overwork are extreme forms of disorder. In Japan, this phenomenon is called ‘Karoshi’ 
(cf. Iwasaki, Takahashi, & Nakata, 2006; Kanai, 2009).  

85 The basic experiment regarding learned helplessness was conducted by Seligman and Maier (1967); the results were refined 
and revised in different subsequent articles such as Maier and Seligman (1976), Abramson, Seligman, and Teasdale 
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It has been shown that ‘burning out’ has different consequences, which relate to organiza-

tional members like the phenomena of alienation, learned helplessness and scattering. From 

the organizational perspective, it can be assumed that these phenomena also negatively 

influence the organizational member’s performance, thus creating an organizational risk 

(cf. Bruch & Menges, 2010, p. 6). 

Based on the delineated risk of ‘burning out’ due to a chronic lack of time, I claim that 

organizations need to invest in a better understanding of empirical conditions like acceler-

ated communication as well as relevant normative ideals. Based on a better understanding, 

organizations and their leaders are better equipped to derive adequate measures like invest-

ing in regulations and routines.86 

Both the understanding and the ensuing investments rely on a certain attitude. Put differ-

ently: Investments can only be successful if organizational members – especially leaders – 

actually embody the underlying intention regarding normative ideals (such as sustainable 

long-term success) and this is often influenced by the work culture (cf. Sullivan, 2014, p. 

7). Vice versa, leaders also have the power to influence the work culture based on their 

intentions and abilities. 

The competence of moral discernment requires having an adequate understanding of em-

pirical conditions, as well as normative ideals which include one’s intentions, so that rea-

sonable investments can be identified. The analysis showed that organizations and their 

leaders potentially get caught in acceleration cycles leading to a chronic lack of time, which 

encourages immoral respectively irresponsible behavior like having excessive expectations. 

For this reason, the first recommendation to be derived in this paper refers to moral 

________________________ 

(1978), Seligman and Nolen-Hoeksema (1987) or Soames Job (2002). For the basic experiment, the researchers put a 
group of dogs into a box in which they were exposed to inescapable electric shocks. Subsequently, each dog was placed 
into another box where they went through different trials in which they received a warning signal before the electric 
shock was triggered. In that situation, escape was possible by just crossing a small barrier to the other side of the box. 
While dogs of the control group quickly learned to escape the aversive stimulus of the electric shock by just crossing 
the barrier, the dogs that had perceived the inescapable shocks before, failed to learn this escaping behavior. These 
dogs just sat in the box and received the shock, as if they learned they cannot influence the consequences of their 
actions. They have learned to be helpless.  

86 Further, it is important that such rules can be implemented reasonably, e.g., rules need to be embedded into relevant organi-
zational requirements. There may be reasonable exceptions justifying availability after working hours. Hence, new 
rules should align with the abilities of the organization and its members, and hence not endanger the organizations 
survival. 
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discernment. The focus of the subsequent section is to address the third proposition: By 

investing in moral discernment, organizational members may better understand the risks of a chronic lack 

of time and the suitability of investing in further measures. 

 

4. What Should Organizations Do? 

4.1 Invest in Moral Discernment  

As implied in various sections of the paper, the prevention of a chronic lack of time due to 

digital communication is difficult if organizational members and the organization in general 

are not aware of this issue. That is why the first step organizations need to take is to under-

stand the problem at hand. Hence, organizations have to better understand their empirical 

conditions as well as relevant normative ideals. Both of which may come into conflict, 

especially when organizations are faced with the pressure of time and fast deadlines. Being 

exposed to the pressure of time seems to make it impossible for one to take time to reflect 

on the fact that it is happening (cf. Luhmann, 2007, p. 143). This conflict intensifies when 

time pressure leads to a stronger focus on own needs at the expense of others, less coop-

eration and risky behavior in general (cf. Saraiva & Iglesias, 2015, pp. 9–10). 

Training of moral discernment is supposed to enable organizational members to better 

identify the ‘the right thing to do’ in a fast-paced environment. Moral discernment describes 

the reflection competence of ‘good’ decision-making, based on a moral evaluation of ac-

tions and expectations including both the temporal and the social dimension. 

It has to be noted that, despite the significance of this competence, moral discernment is a 

rather elusive construct. It can be understood as ‘profound intuition’ which depends on 

‘lifelong learning’ as well as gathering and reflecting upon personal experiences. For this 

reason, the theoretical explanation of moral discernment and the recommendation regard-

ing specific training of moral discernment contained in this thesis are too narrow a scope 

for reality. Grasping the whole meaning of moral discernment via specific training and 

concepts does not suffice in order to achieve its ambitious claim of doing ‘the right thing’ 
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or avoiding bad. However, based on its relevance for organizations in accelerated times, I 

consider it relevant to introduce this competence and to outline the meaning of it as clearly 

as possible. 

Here, moral decision-making is supposed to enable a sustainable (temporal dimension) en-

ergy level of organizational members (social dimension) in order to avoid the aforemen-

tioned risks of a chronic lack of time. Hence, training of moral discernment in organizations 

is an investment in managers and encourages a sustainable culture. Based on moral discern-

ment, organizations and their leaders better understand the relevant normative ideals and 

empirical conditions, so that they can implement adequate measures. 

Facing requirements of over-accelerated organizations, organizations and their leaders tend 

to neglect normative ideals like sustainability or long-term success, especially when moral 

discernment is not trained. When judging expectations and actions by mainly including 

requirements of over-accelerated organizations, leaders may become greedy, short-sighted 

and have excessive expectations towards their staff. In that case, decision-making is mainly 

based on direct empirical triggers like competition or growth requirements. 

Especially in times of accelerated change of communication norms, organizational require-

ments change frequently (cf. section 2.2 and section 3). However, this is not a reason for 

letting organizational requirements dominate decision-making, but rather a reason for 

spending time on understanding them, questioning and moderating them where necessary, 

especially in those cases when normative ideals are not considered in decision-making. 

Understanding empirical conditions includes understanding potential unintended conse-

quences – like a chronic lack of time – in future time periods. Leaders need to consciously 

reflect on the fact that future time periods will come into their judgment of expectations 

and actions. Otherwise, the neglect of future time periods (managerial myopia) may lead to 

a neglect of sustainability as a normative ideal.  

If leaders unquestioningly integrate (frequently changing) requirements into their judgment, 

their expectations are very likely to become excessive and trigger acceleration cycles instead 

of fulfilling their responsibility to also protect employees (e.g., from using their home office 
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excessively) (cf. Simons, 2005, pp. 157–158). This is what can be considered as immoral 

behavior since judgement is primarily derived from specific organizational (often short-

term) interests, without giving consideration to generalizable, normative goals like sustain-

ability. In this case, insufficient consideration is given to whether this behavior could harm 

other organizational members. 

Hence, ‘[...] it is all the more important that not only firms, but also their stakeholders 

[including organizational members], invest in the ability of moral discernment as the most 

elementary prerequisite for sustainable social cooperation for mutual advantage’ (Suchanek, 

2017, p. 88). If no education concerning ethical reasoning is offered to managers, impru-

dent decision-making is highly probable and this creates ethical risks for the manager and 

the organization as a whole (cf. Litschka & Karmasin, 2012, p. 230).  

Litschka and Karmasin (2012, pp. 231–233) recommend installing training on ethics: ‘[...] 

teaching some basic reflection models on ethics and solving typical dilemma situations. 

Awareness raising, discursive abilities, moral competences, intersubjective agreements, and 

personnel development are in the center of such programmes’. 

My recommendation also focuses on training. It is important to have workshops and other 

interactive training sessions for developing firm moral discernment. Typical situational con-

flicts through accelerated communication in working life need to be reflected on and dis-

cussed. 

The probability of the success of such training very likely depends on the possibility of 

applying abstract ideas and concepts to specific situations. Hence, the communication of 

values and other abstract notions like long-term success is important, but it may not suffice 

to empower organizational members to better understand their environments and derive 

the ‘right thing to do’. The abstract notions have to be discussed by referring to particular 

situations and critical issues (e.g., ‘What should be done if organizational members perceive 

an overload of information?’) or by simulating conflicts via role plays and social experi-

ments.  
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This sort of training hones the important competence of asking and answering practically 

relevant questions. This skill is a constitutive condition for a working life that is free of the 

experience of alienation and helplessness (cf. section 3.2.3; Jaeggi, 2016, p. 89). Reflections 

and discussions could be systematized by applying ethical heuristics (cf. Suchanek, 2015). 

It is important that organizational members are educated in the ability to ‘draw the line’ as 

well as to mutually agree on things to do and not to do as well as on things to be expected 

and not to be expected. 

This competence of ‘good’ decision-making is reliant on reciprocal expectations (e.g., 

through routines) since ‘[e]veryday life is structured by reciprocal expectations’ (Luhmann, 

1977, p. 46). 

Sufficiently stable routines form the foundation for organizations and their members (cf. 

Gehlen, 2004, p. 20). Due to the predictable character of routines, organizational members 

can take a known action sequence for granted in the future, which is accompanied by the 

development of reliable expectations (cf. Misztal, 1996, pp. 102–111). 

Although, organizational members rely on sufficiently stable expectations and routines, this 

cannot be guaranteed in times of accelerated communication (cf. section 2.2 and section 

3). Also, the availability of stable (moral) laws and traditions cannot be taken for granted. 

Hence, expectations have to frequently adapt in order to enable adequate judgments in 

terms of legitimate expectations (cf. Luhmann, 1977, p. 46). Given the complexity of the 

modern day empirical conditions, this is a challenging task. Being able to identify frequently 

changing expectations is highly demanding (cf. Suchanek, 2017, p. 88). 

Organizational members are required to decide autonomously between a variety of possible 

expectations and orientations. The general maxim to one’s behavior is less about compli-

ance and discipline, but more about one’s own decisions and personal initiative (cf. Ehren-

berg, 2010, pp. 7–8). Organizational members87 are increasingly being required to rely on 

________________________ 

87 It was stated in the introduction that organizations need to invest into their organizational members’ moral discernment. 
Here, the focus lies on managers due to their overarching responsibilities as well as far-reaching decision-making 
power. However, the analysis also showed that employees need to sufficiently understand and assess their conditions 
including the derivation of ‘the right thing to do’. Hence, it is recommendable that managers invest in training of moral 
discernment for their members as well. 
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their (hopefully well-trained) moral discernment. ‘Yesterday, social rules demanded con-

formists, perhaps even automatons; today, initiative and mental capacities are required’ 

(Ehrenberg, 2010, p. 9). 

However, while solid moral discernment is a significant competence when facing acceler-

ated environments, some routines and regulations are necessary in order to provide reliable 

points of orientation in the fast-paced environment. Based on an understanding of empir-

ical conditions and normative ideals regarding acceleration cycles, moral discernment en-

courages deriving suitable investments, including the introduction of potential regulations 

and routines to break through an acceleration cycle and a chronic lack of time. 

Hence, the second recommendation refers to institutionalizing measures to counteract the 

potential development of a chronic lack of time. These measures are supposed to enable 

organizational members to have breathing room, as well as room for reflection, thus en-

couraging a more sustainable level of energy and more profound judgments. It should be 

clear that investments like these will only be effective if organizational members, especially 

leaders have a certain attitude and certain intentions (cf. Sullivan, 2014, p. 7). 

4.2 Invest in Regulations and Routines 

In this section, I would like to provide practical examples of possible measures to cope 

with permanent acceleration. I identified two forms of measures: situational regulations 

and preventive measures such as regular routines. 

1. The first form can be categorized as situational regulations implemented in organi-

zations as soon as a chronic overload of its members is identified. As explained pre-

viously, organizations need to understand and reflect on their empirical conditions 

in order to identify the necessity of such measures. 

Some organizations provide helpful practical examples of situational regulations: 

− Executives of Phoenix Contact (German producer of industrial electrical and 

electronic technologies) recognized that employees became overloaded. Execu-

tive vice president and board member Gunther Olesch requested managers to 
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categorize all projects (A: necessary, B: important but can be postponed, C: can 

be delayed for two years or cancelled). Olesch explains: ‘We have to cancel activ-

ities – otherwise we burn out and we will not come out of the crisis in fit shape’ 

(cf. Bruch & Menges, 2010, p. 4). 

− After deep organizational changes, Microsoft announced there won’t be any 

changes for a full year. General manager for Human Resources, Ulrich Holtz ex-

plains that this restriction ‘helped employees recover from the immense efforts 

of our restructuring’ (cf. Bruch & Menges, 2010, p. 5). 

Such interventions do not imply restrictions of progress and innovation. They do imply 

that breathing room for organizational members should be actively encouraged to enable a 

sustainable level of energy as well as room for reflection. 

In the words of Bruch and Menges (2010, p. 6): ‘Be aware of the exertion that underlies 

every burst of effort, and work toward making sure the firm’s energy level is sustainable’. 

So, even (or especially) if there is time pressure, organizations need to reflect and respond 

to it. 

2. The second form of measures for counteracting the potential for a chronic lack of 

time can be categorized as preventive measures, namely, regular routines. Luhmann 

(2007, pp. 158–159) proposed institutionalizing ‘non-session weeks’ in order to en-

able open space for reflection. In ‘normal’ day-to-day-business, such reflections are 

hardly possible.  

A current example is delivered by Microsoft, where the so-called ‘think week’ became a 

stable institution within the organization (cf. Bruch & Menges, 2010, p. 6). This week was 

initiated by Bill Gates who went to a cottage for a ‘think week’ every spring and fall (cf. 

Bruch & Menges, 2010, p. 6). There, he focused on reflecting business ideas that were sub-

mitted by his employees. 

Indeed, he worked intensively during this week, but it allowed him to focus on one partic-

ular task, which would not have been possible within ‘normal’ day-to-day-business (cf. sec-

tion 3.2.3: scattering). Today, this ‘think week’ is a Microsoft institution followed by diverse 
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managers. This enables a stable routine to be maintained. It can be relied on and it provides 

open space for reflection on one crucial aspect. 

Furthermore, interruption of organizational interdependence is important in order to em-

bed oneself into the chain of causes and effects of one’s different professional and private 

roles as well as of society as a whole. Simple examples are being offline during holidays, 

activating a cell phones flight mode during family time as well as clear regulations regarding 

expectations on availability (e.g., splitting availability responsibilities at weekends among 

team members). 

However, in times of permanent connectivity, such interruption cannot be taken for 

granted. Hence, interruption of organizational interdependence needs to be coordinated by 

organizational structures and managers. Commitments like these are necessary for enabling 

open spaces for reflection and an ‘outside perspective’. This is similar to the proposed 

‘think week’ but, while a ‘think week’ enables a person to concentrate on specific work 

tasks by interrupting other organizational influences; this form of interruption is supposed 

to interrupt any organizational influences. In this way, so-called ‘tunnel-vision’ can be 

avoided.  

Another regular routine introduced by Bruch and Menges (2010, p. 6) refers to feedback 

systems. Unlike one would expect, feedback is supposed to identify too much work instead 

of too little work. An example deploying such feedback culture is Serview; a small, but 

highly productive German IT consulting firm, which generated 25 percent average annual 

growth within the last four years: 

‘Serview, [...] asks employees to watch out for colleagues who may be working too hard. 

Workers receive monthly feedback from managers about (among other things) whether 

they are taking adequate measures to rest and recharge. Workers also fill out a monthly self-

assessment on the same issues. The feedback system caused a pronounced behavioral 

change. Employees look for symptoms of excessive labor and over-acceleration in them-

selves and their colleagues, and they strive to develop solutions as problems arise’ (Bruch 

& Menges, 2010, p. 6). 
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This example nicely shows that organizations indeed have the power to work on a strong 

cultural ideal, as well as to adapt motivational forces in order to not exploit organizational 

members, but rather to build up a sustainable energy level.  

As indicated earlier, strong moral discernment, which encourages an adequate understand-

ing of acceleration as well as a clear (sustainable) attitude on behalf of the organization and 

its members, is requisite for the successful implementation of such measures. 

  

5. Conclusion 

In conclusion, this paper outlined the acceleration theory of Rosa (2003, 2014) and trans-

ferred it to digital communication. An accelerating communication cycle was delineated as 

well as transferred to the specific example of communicating via letter, email and slack. 

This led to the derivation of the first proposition: Digital communication leads to the experience 

of a chronic lack of time if an accelerating communication cycle prevails. 

The subsequent sections discussed the risks of a chronic lack of time in order to address 

the second proposition: If the chronic lack of time prevails, organizations and their members may ‘burn 

out’. Then, relevant measures in order to cope with the risks were delineated in order to 

substantiate the third statement: By investing in moral discernment, organizational members may 

better understand the risks of a chronic lack of time and the suitability of investing in further measures. 

The key message of this paper is that technologies need to be used sustainably and con-

scious decisions regarding where to draw the line need to be made, instead of allowing self-

reinforcing acceleration processes determine where to (not) draw the line. This necessitates 

well-trained moral discernment. 
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6. Appendix 

6.1 Appendix I: The Structural Force 

Accelerated social change is driven through the structural principle of functional differen-

tiation (cf. Rosa, 2003, p. 14, 2014, pp. 295–296). This view is mainly advocated in the 

context of Luhmann’s system theory (cf. Luhmann, 1995, 2013; Rosa, 2014, pp. 95–96, 

297–308). Functional differentiation describes the formation of system differences within 

one system. This differentiation is functional because subsystems receive their identity 

through the fulfillment of functions for the overall system (cf. Luhmann, 1989, p. 144). 

Within organizations, the different departments (e.g., marketing, finance or ethics) may 

function as subsystems aiming to contribute to the organization’s purpose.88 

Functional differentiation implies an autonomization of different closed (sub)systems (cf. 

Gerecke, 1998, pp. 27–28). This possibly leads to an acceleration of processes since non-

functional or non-system factors are excluded89; in other words, processes can be more 

efficient and time is saved (cf. Gerecke, 1998, p. 27; Luhmann, 1977, p. 30). This does not 

mean that they operate without any influence from their external environment. The sub-

systems operations are rather encouraged through their environment (cf. Gerecke, 1998, 

p. 27). At the same time, interdependencies of the subsystems increase: The individual sub-

systems are dependent on the functioning of the other subsystems (cf. Gerecke, 1998, 

p. 28).  

Seemingly, the direction of the overall impact of functional differentiation is not exactly 

clear. While processes in subsystems may become more autonomous and faster based on 

the exclusion of non-system factors; the subsystems are also (inter-)dependent since they 

may have to adapt if other subsystems change. However, the following discussion focuses 

________________________ 

88 From the macro-level, politics, science, art, the economy and law are subsystems of the overall system ‘society’ (cf. Gerecke, 
1998, p. 19; Rosa, 2003, p. 14). 

89 An insufficient mutual consideration and understanding of the operations of other subsystems may lead to unintended con-
sequences (cf. Gerecke, 1998, p. 28). In this case, this may be the acceleration cycle and the systematic development 
of a lack of time. 
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on the effects of the increasing specialization (exclusion of non-system factors) of subsys-

tems as a driver for acceleration. 

The inherent specialization and increasing efficiency of subsystems increases complexity in 

terms of tremendous contingencies and possibilities which are created (cf. Luhmann, 1977, 

pp. 32, 45; Rosa, 2003, p. 14). An exponential increase of possibilities leads to the ‘tempor-

alization of complexity’: the attempt to sequentially accumulate possibilities for the upcom-

ing future; in other words, the upcoming future is managed as a reservoir of later choices 

(cf. Luhmann, 1990, p. 141, 2004, pp. 238–239; Rosa, 2014, p. 297). Time is used as the 

‘extension of choice’. Hence, time compensates the problem of choosing between possi-

bilities; a problem which is intensified by growth because more and more possibilities are 

generated (cf. Luhmann, 2004, p. 239). 

This temporalization of complexity leads to acceleration pressure (cf. Rosa, 2014, p. 298). 

Subsystems of organizations (e.g., marketing, finance or ethics) are required to permanently 

optimize and connect operations within their subsystem as well as with other subsystems 

in order to realize as many of the accumulated options as possible. Operations tend to take 

place permanently (cf. Rosa, 2014, pp. 303–304). As soon as we are done with a task, the 

next task that we chose to work on awaits for us due to the accumulation of possibilities in 

the form of tasks. 

The constant processing of organizational subsystems leads to increasingly unstable expec-

tations because every subsystem creates new conditions at an increasing pace (cf. Rosa, 

2014, pp. 301–302). Through the increasingly fast-changing conditions, expectations need 

to be revised and adapted at increasingly shorter intervals: The force of structural differen-

tiation accelerates social change (cf. figure 10). In earlier societies (with no or less functional 

differentiation), future time periods could be anticipated without remarkable disappoint-

ments (cf. Gerecke, 1998, p. 21; Luhmann, 2012, p. 167; Nassehi, 2008, p. 343). Thus, ex-

pectations were more stable. This was (among other things) possible through the continu-

ation of traditions (cf. Nassehi, 2008, p. 343). 
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Nonetheless, traditions represent the slowness of humans (cf. Marquard, 2015, p. 226). 

Although traditions enable stable expectations, they are often neutralized in order to accel-

erate processes (cf. Marquard, 2015, p. 226). In short, functionality (including incentives) 

replaces traditions. This can be categorized as the power of markets attempting to ration-

alize anything for the sake of profit opportunities (cf. Weber, 1978, p. 638). The neutrali-

zation of traditions is mirrored in the results of the study on value orientation of generation 

Y90 in the German-speaking area: Only 42 percent consider ‘tradition’ something to be 

treasured (Lewe & Pfeil, 2014a, p. 3, 2014b, p. 5). 

The study further reveals that only 33 percent consider ‘compliance with rules’ to be im-

portant. Rules also enable stable expectations (Lewe & Pfeil, 2014a, p. 3, 2014b, p. 5). Non-

compliance with rules undermines an important organizational asset: the reliability of mu-

tual expectations. In Luhmann’s (1977, p. 45) words: ‘[...] common assumptions about an 

enduring present reality have to be replaced by a succession of different events and actions, 

thus temporalizing complexity’. Seemingly, the logic of functional differentiation leads to a 

faster expiration of (organizational) expectations. As a result, organizational members en-

counter problems in assessing what is expected from them/ ‘what is the right thing to do’. 

This provides another argument for investing in moral discernment.  

  

________________________ 

90 Generation Y is characterized as the workforce that was born after 1980; they grew up with the internet and digitalization. 
Organizations increasingly report challenges in adequately addressing this generation as organizational members (cf. 
Lewe & Pfeil, 2014, p. 2). 
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6.2 Appendix II: The Cultural Force 

To understand the third acceleration force, I am reconstructing the cultural forces driving 

the accelerated pace of life. Concluding that economic growth necessitates increasing social 

activities like working faster is not sufficient in order to explain this cultural motor (cf. 

Rosa, 2014, pp. 280–281). Instead, it will be examined that the economic force is not a 

cause, but rather an effect of acceleration (cf. Rosa, 2014, p. 292). In fact, the cultural self-

image is driving the acceleration of the pace of life. The self-image is not about an adapta-

tion to external (economic growth) forces, but rather about increasing autonomy (cf. Rosa, 

2014, p. 280). This is confirmed by studies on the value orientation of generation Y in the 

workforce (cf. Hewlett, Sherbin, & Sumberg, 2009; Lewe & Pfeil, 2014a, 2014b). 

Ehrenberg (2010, p. 7) also describes the change from compliant humans to autonomous 

beings as the modern ideal. According to organizational researchers and sociologists, young 

generations tend to think like restless entrepreneurs (cf. Cederström & Spicer, 2015, p. 22; 

Ehrenberg, 2010, pp. 7–9; Salecl, 2011, p. 5). I am summarizing this cultural change as a 

change from existential fears to optimization fears: While previous generations were busy 

with hardly realizing a single choice, current generations are busy with optimizing the abun-

dance of choices. 

Examining widespread, motivational forces of (generally secular) cultural self-images sheds 

light on this cultural change. Rosa (2014, pp. 283–286) identifies motivational forces which 

trigger the acceleration (of one’s pace of life): 

1. The first force refers to the societal fear of not being able to keep up with the pace. 

It is about the permanent danger of falling behind because one was not able to keep 

pace with progress (cf. Rosa, 2014, pp. 284–285). This leads to permanent aspira-

tions of identifying and optimizing available choices while fearing to miss out on 

valuable choices. This is similar to what is called ‘FoMO’: fear of missing out (cf. 

Przybylski, Murayama, DeHaan, & Gladwell, 2013). 

FoMO is a social anxiety referring to a compulsive concern of missing great oppor-

tunities, often evoked through input from social media channels (cf. Buglass, Binder, 
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Betts, Underwood, 2017; Przybylski, Murayama, DeHaan, & Gladwell, 2013, 

p. 1841). FoMo is especially relevant for younger generations (cf. Przybylski, Mu-

rayama, DeHaan, & Gladwell, 2013, p. 1841). ‘Defined as a pervasive apprehension 

that others might be having rewarding experiences from which one is absent, FoMO 

is characterized by the desire to stay continually connected with what others are do-

ing’ (Przybylski, Murayama, DeHaan, & Gladwell, 2013, p. 1841). 

The internet accelerated information- and communication processes tremendously; 

it opens up diverse new possibilities and with that, more choices. As a result, the 

degree of the feeling of ‘missing out on something’ increases systematically (cf. 

Gronemeyer, 2014, p. 103; Rosa, 2014, p. 293). The decision for one choice is invol-

untarily connected to missing out on diverse other choices (cf. Mankiw, 2004, pp. 4–

6; Rosa, 2014, p. 293; Schwartz, 2007, p. 123). As a result, organizational members 

experience the psychological effects of trade-offs or opportunity costs, since these 

costs increase with the increase in the number of choices (cf. Schwartz, 2007, 

pp. 119–126). Dissatisfaction increases systematically as more choices come up. At 

the same time, this may function as a motor to realize as many choices as possible 

or to be as productive as possible as one way to improve satisfaction. This is possible 

by accelerating one’s pace of life. 

Though the literature mainly refers to FoMO in private contexts, the underlying 

driving force can be transferred to professional contexts as well. A choice or oppor-

tunity could be a prestige project, which is assigned to an organizational member.  

2. The second force refers to prosperity through paid work (cf. Deutschmann, 2001, 

p. 99; Rosa, 2014, p. 285). Gaining more and more income is equivalent to increasing 

the amount of choices (cf. Varian, 1992, p. 104). As just explained, having and real-

izing choices can be considered as the first motivational force of accelerating (one’s 

pace of life) further and further (cf. Deutschmann, 2001, p. 175). Seemingly, this 

second force is driven by the first force of the fear of falling behind or missing out 

on valuable choices. 
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3. The third force relates to the pursuit of ‘eternal life’. Indeed, this force is connected 

to the fear of the finiteness of life (death). In secular societies, human beings uncon-

sciously look for ways of dealing with their finite nature (cf. Rosa, 2014, p. 289).91 

The question of the meaning of death is implicitly connected to the question of a 

good life (cf. Rosa, 2014, p. 289). The cultural answer in secular societies refers to a 

good life as a fulfilled life (cf. Rosa, 2014, p. 290). Life is understood as the oppor-

tunity to exploit one’s time on earth by seizing all possible choices (cf. Gronemeyer, 

2014, pp. 103–105). 

This is especially mirrored in the work of Blumenberg (2013) where he examines the 

human finiteness of life as the central problem of time: The problem arises through 

the distinction between objective time (the ‘infinite’ amount of time in the world) 

and subjective time (the finite amount of time in one’s life). Objective time relates 

to the whole (objective) world and involves the enormous amount of choices and 

time of the world which could theoretically be realized (cf. Luhmann, 2007, pp. 149–

150). On the other hand, subjective time involves the actual horizon of possibilities 

based on one’s capabilities to realize choices. This means that one’s subjective world 

is limited through individual capabilities and capacities like lifetime or one’s degree 

of optimization. 

A force of accelerating the pace of life arises through the (unconscious) pursuit of 

matching the objective and the subjective world, which is in fact not possible (cf. 

Gronemeyer, 2014, p. 103; Marquard, 2015, p. 220). The cultural ideal of realizing 

as many choices as possible (i.e., attempting to match the objective and the subjective 

world), functions as a force for increasing the pace of life: The faster we go through 

respective choices, the more choices we can realize. ‘Those who live twice as fast 

can realize twice as many opportunities’ (Rosa, 2014, p. 291, own translation). To 

________________________ 

91 In protestant societies, human beings consciously look for ways of dealing with their finite nature. There is a common promise 
of ‘eternal salvation’ after death, which cannot be acquired; but, it is rather a predetermined destiny, (cf. Weber, 1958, 
pp. 103–104). Still, humans want to gain insight about whether they would be chosen. ‘Worldly activity’ is seen as the 
best means of obtaining self-assurance of being chosen for eternal salvation. This makes labor being justified to pro-
mote the glory of God (cf. Rosa, 2014, p. 284; Weber, 1958, pp. 106–112). 
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say it with the words of Gronemeyer (2014, p. 103, own translation): ‘What lacks in 

the length of life is made up by acceleration’.  

Based on these motivational forces, the desire for acceleration (and growth) continues to 

be a constitutive part of the cultural self-image (cf. Rosa, 2014, pp. 285–286). One needs 

well-trained moral discernment in order to understand and deal with it reasonably. This 

applies, in particular, to younger generations who have been socialized with this cultural 

self-image. 
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6.3 Appendix III: Does Your Company Have An Acceleration Culture? 

 

This list of questions indicates potential over-acceleration of an organization (cf. Bruch & 

Menges, 2010, p. 5): 

‘If you answer ‘yes’ to more than five of the following questions, then chances are good 

that your company is caught in the acceleration trap. If you answer ‘yes’ to more than eight, 

it’s extremely likely that you’re trapped.’ 

− ‘Are activities started too quickly?’ 

− ‘Is it hard to get the most important things done because too many other activities 

diffuse focus?’ 

− ‘Is ending activities considered a sign of weakness?’ 

− ‘Are projects carried out pro-forma because people fear ending them publicly?’ 

− ‘Is there a tendency to continually drive the organization to the limits of its capacity?’ 

− ‘Is it impossible for employees to see the light at the end of the tunnel?’ 

− ‘Does the company value attendance at work and meetings more than goal achieve-

ment?’ 

− ‘Does it value visibly hard effort over tangible results?’ 

− ‘Do employees talk a lot about how big their workload is?’ 

− ‘Is busyness valued?’ 

− ‘Are managers expected to act as role models by being involved in multiple projects?’ 

− ‘Is ‘no’ a taboo word, even for people who have already taken on too many projects?’ 

− ‘Is there an expectation in the organization that people must respond to emails 

within minutes?’ 
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− ‘Do countless people routinely get copied on emails because employees are trying to 

protect themselves?’ 

− ‘In their free time, do employees keep their cell phones or messaging devices on 

because they feel they always need to be reachable?’ 
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