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Abstract  
Knowledge workers are increasingly working in multi-team contexts to solve complex business prob-
lems. While collaborative work is an indispensable mode of work in multi-team knowledge work, the 
complementary mode of individual work, i.e. working uninterrupted in solitude, is often overlooked. We 
aim to better understand individual work and its role within multi-team contexts. Based on a literature 
review of the office design and telework debates, we provide a detailed account of individual work. 
Taking this vantage point and putting the task structure centre stage, we conceptualise the interrelation 
between individual and collaborative work. Specifically, we develop the work types maturation, execu-
tion, and meta work to exemplify the bipartite interrelation by depicting their task-bound interplay and 
time-bound tension. Thereby, we offer a different perspective on ‘cooperative work’ and equip practi-
tioners with a vocabulary to discern the role of and articulate the needed amount for individual work. 
Keywords: Multi-Team Knowledge Work, Individual Work, Collaborative Work, Conceptualisation. 

1 Focusing Collaborative Work while Losing Sight of Individual Work 
In the past decades, organisations and researchers alike have focused on the importance of collaborative 
work (Barley and Weickum 2017; Morgan 2012) and how it can be supported with information and 
communication technology (Ahuja et al. 2020; Smith and McKeen 2011), often treating collaborative 
work as “a general good rather than a means to aid particular kinds of work processes and tasks” 
(Heerwagen et al. 2004, p. 525). Consequently, knowledge workers progressively spend more time on 
collaborative work, which adds up to 80 % of regular working hours (Cross 2021; Mankins and Garton 
2017; Perlow et al. 2017). Yet, the tasks knowledge workers engage in are unstructured and ambiguous 
(Davenport 2005; Kelloway and Barling 2000) and also require substantial amounts of interruption-free 
individual work (Bernstein et al. 2019; Newport 2016) to process and integrate information received 
within episodes of collaborative work (Bosch-Sijtsema et al. 2011). 
We qualify individual work as solitary work, which has also been labelled ‘quiet work’ (Olson 2002), 
‘focus work’ (Gensler 2012), or ‘deep work’ (Newport 2016). Knowledge workers need time to perform 
individual tasks such as reading, writing and thinking to synthesise information (Heerwagen et al. 2004). 
These tasks can be performed best in a focused and concentrated manner without interruptions and dis-
tractions (Johnson et al. 2019; Newport 2016). Moreover, we view team collaboration as consisting of 
individual and collaborative work that complement each other. Alternating periods of these two basic 
modes of work result in successful team collaboration (Bernstein et al. 2019; Bruns 2013). 
However, the structure of workdays can become improvisational and non-linear due to interruptions and 
distractions (González and Mark 2005; Vartiainen 2007). Consequently, the needed share of individual 
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work is either reduced or pushed towards the ‘edges’, requiring an earlier start or working late, leading 
to extended working hours (Delisle 2020). These trends are intensified in environments where individ-
uals are simultaneously part of more than one project or team (Margolis 2020; O’Leary et al. 2011; Zika-
Viktorsson et al. 2006), hereafter referred to as multi-team contexts. Moreover, recent multi-team re-
search stresses the frequently changing composition of teams (Mortensen and Haas 2018; Wimmer et 
al. 2019). While growing needs for coordination and collaboration are evident in these dynamic envi-
ronments, practitioners and scholars seem to lose sight of the relevance of individual work (Karlsen and 
Ytre-Arne 2021; Newport 2016, 2021). Therefore, a key challenge for multi-team knowledge workers 
is to orchestrate interruption-free individual work episodes alongside collaborative work with co-work-
ers from multiple teams (Bosch-Sijtsema et al. 2011; Lansmann and Klein 2018). In this paper, we 
elaborate on this tension and stress the complementary nature of individual and collaborative work that 
both basic modes of work make team collaboration in multi-team knowledge work efficient. 
Taking the individual’s perspective situated in a multi-team context and having a certain degree of au-
tonomy (Langfred and Rockmann 2016), we aim to better understand individual work and its relation 
to collaborative work. Based on this, we elaborate on how knowledge workers in multi-team contexts 
can exert their autonomy to allocate appropriate time for individual work. Inspired by the insights of a 
narrative literature review, we draw on the salient role of the task structure (Boell et al. 2016; Bosch-
Sijtsema et al. 2009; Olson and Olson 2000; Patel et al. 2012) to develop our conceptualisation of the 
interrelation between individual and collaborative work. Hence, our two research questions are: 

1) How is individual work understood and related to collaborative work? 
2) How can the interrelation between individual and collaborative work be conceptualised in 

multi-team contexts, putting the task structure centre stage? 

The starting point of our narrative literature review was the seminal article from Heerwagen et al. (2004). 
In the end and in retrospect, we found ourselves engaging in two literature streams. The first stream 
directly follows Heerwagen et al. (2004) and discusses office design. We look further into this debate 
which recently evolved around the concept of Activity-Based Workspaces (ABW; cf. Engelen et al. 
2019). Next to academic papers, we identify relevant practitioner publications from the office architects 
‘Gensler’ and ‘Leesman’ and the office furniture manufacturers ‘Steelcase’ and ‘Haworth’, which run 
dedicated research units. To engage in individual work, the office designers emphasise (home-based) 
telework or working from home (WFH) as a suitable strategy when the office does not afford a quiet 
environment. Based on this, we identify the telework literature as a second relevant literature stream. 
Our second seminal article from Bosch‐Sijtsema et al. (2009) about distributed knowledge work can 
also be positioned in this literature stream. 

We make three key contributions: First, to overcome inconsistencies in the literature, we define individ-
ual work and argue for the need for a refined definition. Second, we develop a conceptualisation that 
helps to understand the relevance of individual work and its interrelation to collaborative work. Specif-
ically, our conceptualisation exemplifies a bipartite interrelation between individual and collaborative 
work depicting their complementarity yet potential conflict. Third, we offer a vocabulary for practition-
ers to discern the role of and articulate the needed amount for individual work to get their job done. 

The paper is organised as follows: In chapter two, we describe our methodological approach. We then 
describe our theoretical account regarding individual work and its interrelation with collaborative work. 
The literature review results are described in chapter four as the answer to research question 1. Based 
on our theoretical account and inspired by the insights of the reviewed literature, we describe our con-
ceptualisation in chapter five as the answer to research question 2. After a reflection on the limitations 
of our approach in chapter six, we conclude the paper. 

2 Methodology  
We draw on Podsakoff et al.’s (2016) recommendations for identifying characteristics of a concept. We 
analyse existing definitions of individual work and identify the central characteristics of this concept. 
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We then extend existing and develop new concepts, on which we then base our conceptualisation to 
depict the interrelation between individual and collaborative work. 
For the first stage of identifying common characteristics of existing definitions (Chapter 4), we conduct 
a narrative literature review (Paré et al. 2015) and apply forward and backward search (Webster and 
Watson 2002) to identify relevant papers. Following a hermeneutic approach (Boell and Cecez-
Kecmanovic 2014), we utilise Google Scholar and Scopus and analyse how individual work is described 
and related to collaborative work. Due to the diversity of terms in the extant literature such as solo, quiet, 
focus or concentrated work, we view a systematic keyword search as not promising. We have included 
all papers that mention individual work or interchangeable terms. 
The narrative review of the literature reveals 15 papers in the academic office design and 18 papers in 
the telework literature. However, only eight office design and five telework papers provide a more de-
tailed account of individual work. The additional articles that name individual work but do not elaborate 
on the concept are marked with (O) for office design and (T) for telework in the references. Altogether, 
with eight publications from the office design practitioners Gensler, Leesman, Steelcase, and Haworth 
and the two seminal papers of Heerwagen et al. (2004) and Bosch-Sijtsema et al. (2009), we analyse 23 
papers to explore how individual work and its interrelation to collaborative work have been addressed 
in the literature. 
For the second stage of our conceptualisation (Chapter 5.1 and Chapter 5.2), we identify existing theo-
retical frameworks to organise the identified characteristics (Podsakoff et al. 2016). We draw on the 
theory of deep work (Newport 2016) to better understand the level of concentration as the first central 
characteristic. For the second central characteristic, the task and its particular context, we use the concept 
of working spheres (González 2006; González and Mark 2004, 2005) to establish necessary boundaries 
before describing the interrelation between individual and collaborative work. In the third and last step, 
we define the concepts on which we base the interrelation (Chapter 5.3), conceptualise the interrelation 
by stressing the role of the task structure (Chapter 5.4) and elaborate on related concepts (Chapter 5.5). 

3 Bringing Individual Work Back In 
We build on the complementary account of collaborative and individual work by Heerwagen et al. 
(2004). Based on a review on how physical spaces support collaboration, they understand collaboration 
“as a system of behaviours that includes both social and solitary work” (p. 510) and argue that collabo-
ration does include collaborative and individual work. Three dimensions of collaborative work exist: 1) 
awareness as knowing what is happening in the surrounding physical environment, 2) brief interactions 
which last less than 1 minute, and 3) collaboration for medium- and long-lasting interactions. Individual 
work is described as a requirement for effective work, “to do work that can only be done alone, such as 
reading, writing, thinking, searching for information and synthesizing information into internal 
knowledge structures” (p. 522). The complementary nature of both work modes is described as perform-
ing individual work to generate own ideas and concepts, which need to be externalised and made acces-
sible to others via interaction and conversation to become useful. The challenge is to balance needed 
individual work and the need to interact. Identifying trade-offs is required to estimate when collaboration 
becomes too costly for an individual. To reduce interruptions and distractions, employees might come 
early or leave late to engage in individual work in the office or work from home (Heerwagen et al. 2004). 

Along these lines, Bosch-Sijtsema et al. (2009) develop a framework to describe hindering and enabling 
elements of knowledge work productivity in distributed teams. At the heart of the framework, the au-
thors put three work modes: 1) solo work, 2) mediated synchronous or asynchronous interaction, and 3) 
face-to-face interaction (p. 538). Extending the work from Heerwagen et al. (2004), Bosch-Sijtsema and 
colleagues split collaborative work into mediated and face-to-face interactions. The team task is central 
to determine when knowledge workers engage in these work modes. Depending on the task and the 
work location, knowledge workers do solo work (individual work) or collaborative work (synchronous 
or asynchronous, mediated or face-to-face). Other elements that influence when to engage in which 
work mode are the team structure (e.g., skills and knowledge) and team processes which impact the 
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work structure and the resulting coordination and communication demands. The organisational culture 
affects the team task regarding difficulty, complexity, and pace (Bosch-Sijtsema et al. 2009). 

3.1 Importance of the Task Structure 
Knowledge work consists of tasks that can be done individually or in collaboration with others (Bosch-
Sijtsema et al. 2009; Heerwagen et al. 2004). Taking a closer look, bigger tasks can be broken down 
into sub-tasks for which the work mode also needs to be determined. The task taxonomy from Steiner 
(1972) describes how tasks can be distributed in workgroups. Two important questions are addressed: 
1) Can the task be broken down into sub-tasks (divisibility)? 2) How are individual inputs combined to 
yield a group product (interdependence)? Divisible tasks can be split into smaller parts and assigned to 
individuals or subgroups. How tasks are divided is subject to the groups' scope of discretion. For resolv-
ing task interdependences, Steiner (1972) suggests different combinational rules. Due to teams’ varying 
scope of discretion, we argue that discretionary rules where members decide for each task at hand how 
(individual) inputs are combined are prevailing for multi-team knowledge workers due to the improvi-
sational and non-linear nature of their work. 
An extension to these processes to resolve divisibility and interdependencies of tasks is the work by 
Patel et al. (2012), who analyse factors in collaborative work. One factor is the task, and the authors 
emphasise the task structure. This describes whether the sub-tasks have a fixed or flexible order and 
how stable and structured the sub-goals are. Individual members have different means to contribute:  
1) They work alone sequentially on sub-tasks with their own goals without the need to interact (additive 
interdependence), 2) tasks can demand minimum interaction (low interdependence or ‘loosely coupled 
work’), or 3) intense interaction (high interdependence or ‘tightly coupled work’). The authors utilise 
the concept of work coupling. This concept provides a granular view on tasks and their structure, an 
appropriate perspective to describe the connections and mutual reinforcements between collaborative 
and individual work (Patel et al. 2012). 

3.2 The Coupling and Rhythm of Collaborative and Individual Work 
Work coupling “reflects the amount of individual work that can be done before one has to interact and 
communicate with another” (Neale et al. 2004, p. 116). Introduced by Olson and Olson (2000), work 
coupling was first described taking a collaborative stance: as the kind and extent of communication 
needed for performing work. Work coupling is linked with the task structure and ranges from loosely to 
tightly coupled work (Olson and Olson 2000). Tight coupling has short feedback loops and frequent and 
complex communication with multiple information streams. Loose coupling, in contrast, has fewer task 
dependencies, resulting in less frequent and less complicated communication (Neale et al. 2004; Olson 
and Olson 2000). A relevant aspect of work coupling is common ground, the “knowledge that the par-
ticipants have in common, and they are aware that they have it in common” (Olson and Olson 2000, p. 
157). The more common ground co-workers have, the less communication is required, even for complex 
tasks. When co-workers have a mutual understanding of the different tasks, they can work in parallel; 
in other words, they can engage in individual work. As an example, the authors use the task of authoring 
a paper. Episodes of collaborative work to discuss among the co-authors (tightly coupled) are intersected 
with episodes of individual work in between when each author individually drafts, reads, and revises 
(loosely coupled). They refer to such alternation as moderately coupled work. 
Knowledge work evolves in a series of episodes with high task interdependences and episodes where 
individuals work alone on separate tasks (Neale et al. 2004; Olson and Olson 2000; Patel et al. 2012). 
Bernstein et al. (2019) call this the rhythm of collaboration and argue that alternating between collabo-
rative and individual work is key. This rhythm needs to be actively framed by managers and organisa-
tions (Bernstein et al. 2019). We extend this and argue that employees themselves need to shape the 
rhythm of collaboration within their degree of autonomy. To do this, they need a sound understanding 
of how and why individual work matters. 
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4 Individual Work in the Office Design and Telework Debate 
In the following, we report the insights from the reviewed literature streams. We summarise the key 
findings before providing a summary table in each debate. At the end of this chapter, we synthesise the 
insights across all three debates. In this chapter, we only analyse papers that elaborate on individual 
work beyond just naming it. We marked the additional papers (O) for office design and (T) for telework 
in the references to provide the complete set of identified articles. Moreover, we included Olson (2002) 
and Harrison et al. (2003), which were published before Heerwagen et al. (2004). 

4.1 Office Design – Academics 
The academic literature on office design (see Table 1) primarily understands individual work as ‘quiet 
work’, i.e. the absence of verbal communication. They do include ‘computer work’ (Olson 2002), but it 
is seldom specified if asynchronous collaborative work is or is not part of individual work, except for 
three studies. Whereas Bosch-Sijtsema et al. (2010) exclude asynchronous collaborative work, Schulze 
(2018) as well as Hoendervanger et al. (2021) exclude asynchronous collaborative work only for deep 
or high-concentration work and include it in shallow or low-concentration work. 
Except for these three studies, the office design literature focuses on controlling noise levels and how to 
achieve acoustic privacy to engage in individual work. This is not surprising given that for good office 
designs, acoustic privacy needed for individual work is key and not the specifics of individual work. 
The analysis of the academic literature on office design still converges on one central characteristic of 
individual work: the level of concentration. When employees need high concentration, WFH is named 
to counter noisy and distractive office environments. Notably, individual work is named to have a strong 
positive influence on individual and team productivity (van den Berg et al. 2020; Olson 2002). Yet 
workspaces seldom support individual work (Engelen et al. 2019; Erlich and Bichard 2008). 

Article Design Key Findings Concerning Individual Work (IW) 
and its Relation to Collaborative Work (CW) 

Olson (2002) Quantitative • IW as distraction-free solo work 
• Acoustic privacy needed to engage in IW 
• Time spent in IW varies by job type 
• IW strongest effect on individual and team performance 

Erlich and Bichard (2008) Qualitative • IW as solo concentrated work 
• IW undervalued and overlooked in comparison to CW 
• Longer and deeper concentration spans for IW 
• WFH as viable option to engage in IW 

Bosch-Sijtsema et al. 
(2010) 

Mixed-Method • IW as concentrated private work 
• IW as working alone in solitude without asynchronous CW 
• WFH as viable, sometimes only option to engage in IW 

Jurecic et al. (2018) Quantitative • IW as concentrated silent work 
• Frequency of switches between IW and CW important 

Schulze (2018) 
 

Note: Talk at the iafob conference 
(https://www.iafob.de). We clas-
sified it as a literature review. 

Literature  
Review 

• IW as high-concentration and low-concentration work 
• High- concentration work for longer, complex tasks 
• Low-concentration work for shorter, less complex tasks 
• WFH as “refugium for uninterrupted IW” 

Engelen et al. (2019) Literature  
Review 

• IW as quiet concentrated work 
• ABW strong positive effects for CW but negative for IW 
• WFH as viable option to engage in IW 

van den Berg et al. (2020) Quantitative • IW as concentrated work 
• IW strongest predictor of individual productivity 
• WFH as viable option to engage in IW 

Hoendervanger et al. 

(2021) 
Quantitative • IW as high-concentration and low-concentration work 

• High-concentration work excluding verbal and written CW  
• Low-concentration work only excluding verbal CW 

Table 1. Summary Office Design – Academic Debate Concerning Individual Work. 
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4.2 Office Design – Practitioners 
The practitioner literature on office design (see Table 2) draws on their academic counterpart but sub-
stantially extends the concept of individual work. It confirms the first central characteristic of individual 
work, the level of concentration or attention, but provide details about the specifics of individual work. 
Steelcase and Haworth provide detailed accounts of how the triad of 1) controlled attention (how much 
is known about the task), 2) sustained attention (how long to keep the level of attention), and  
3) distractions (distractions, interference, and interruptions) affect the ability to do individual work. 
Thus, individual work is not only person- but also task-specific. Except for Gensler (2015, p. 26), where 
it is explicitly stated that individual work includes written collaborative work, it remains unclear how 
individual and collaborative work is separated. The reviewed practitioners stress the reciprocity of indi-
vidual and collaborative work and call to make individual work not only an individual but likewise a 
team and organisational responsibility. Finally, the importance of individual work is highlighted, most 
strongly by Gensler (2012), who put individual work at the core of efficient knowledge work. 

Practitioner Article Key Findings Concerning Individual Work (IW) 
and its Relation to Collaborative Work (CW) 

Gensler What We've Learned About 
Focus in the Workplace (2012) 

• IW as focus work 
• IW more important than CW 
• When IW is not supported, work overall suffers 

My Work in a We World 
(2015) 

• IW as working alone (not available for interruptions and 
ready to be interrupted) as well as asynchronous CW 

• IW and CW reciprocally shape each other 
Can Individual Work Survive 
in the “Collaborative” Work-
place? (2016) 

• “Undisciplined” CW and the resulting distraction main 
hindrance for IW, yet distractions are not always harmful 

• IW must be addressed on the individual, team, and organ-
isational level 

Leesman The Rise and Rise of Activity 
Based Working (2017a); The 
Next 250k (2017b) 

• IW as focused and routine work 
• Different IW activities: 1) desk-based focus, 2) focus away 

from desk, 3) routine tasks, 4) reading,  
5) thinking/creative thinking 

• Workplace support of IW has a higher influence on per-
ceived productivity than the support of CW 

Steelcase Balancing “We” and “Me”: 
The Best Collaborative Spaces 
Also Support Solitude 
(Congdon et al. 2014) 

• IW as quiet focused work 
• Natural rhythm of collaboration: focus alone (in pairs) to 

generate ideas  work together as a group  focus alone 
(in pairs) again to take next steps 

• Need for punctuated IW to think within CW 
Haworth Designing for Focus Work 

(Nagy et al. 2016) 
• IW as focus work 
• Difference between “being” and “getting into” focus work 

Why We Can’t Focus at Work 
(Johnson et al. 2019) 

• Anatomy of IW alongside the four dimensions 1) task  
2) attention, 3) individual, and 4) environment 

• Sum of task-relevant information impacts attention-level 
Table 2. Summary Office Design – Practitioner Debate Concerning Individual Work. 

4.3 Telework 
While the academic literature on office design primarily employs quantitative research, the articles re-
viewed in the telework debate primarily utilise qualitative research (see Table 3). As a result, telework 
scholars point to difficulties separating individual and collaborative work (Harrison et al. 2003; 
Vartiainen 2007). This is, in particular, visible in the inconsistent treatment of asynchronous collabora-
tive work. Whereas Vartiainen (2007) includes asynchronous collaborative work such as email, Bosch-
Sijtsema et al. (2011) exclude it. Furthermore, authors state that the distinction between individual and 
collaborative work disappears (Harrison et al. 2003) due to the prevalence of mediated interruptions 
(Vartiainen 2007). Hidden work in multi-team contexts, i.e. unanticipated volumes of coordination and 
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rework, is one reason. Multi-team knowledge workers struggle to find enough time to engage in indi-
vidual work due to high collaborative demands (Bosch-Sijtsema et al. 2011).  
Confirming the insights from the office design debates, the reviewed telework articles stress the im-
portance that individual work is person-specific, i.e. level of concentration, and task-specific. Grounded 
in in-depth qualitative accounts, they further highlight the importance of the task’s context (Boell et al. 
2016). The amount of hidden work and the effects of interruptions are highly dependent on the respective 
context (Fruchter et al. 2010; Vartiainen et al. 2007). 

Article Design Key Findings Concerning Individual Work (IW) 
and its Relation to Collaborative Work (CW) 

Harrison et al. (2003) Qualitative • IW as concentrated heads-down work 
• Disappearing distinction between IW and CW 
• IW entails different levels of concentration 
• IW benefits from high boundary control, e.g. WFH 

Vartiainen (2007) Mixed-Method • IW as pseudo-privacy work 
• Separating IW and CW difficult due to “blurred” workdays 
• IW does include asynchronous CW 
• Interruptions can have positive effects in the same contexts 

Fruchter et al. (2010) Mixed-Method • IW as solo work 
• Production work (IW and CW) vs hidden work (CW) 
• Multi-team workers have less time for IW between CW  

Bosch-Sijtsema et al. 
(2011) 

Qualitative • IW as quiet concentrated work 
• Multi-team workers need more IW for reflection to read-

just and adapt to changing contexts 
Boell et al. (2016) Qualitative • IW as uninterrupted concentrated work 

• WFH as a particular strategy to engage in IW 
• Suitability to WFH based on the tasks within their context 

Table 3. Summary Telework Debate Concerning Individual Work. 

4.4 Insights for Understanding Individual Work 

The narrative literature review reveals that individual work is an integral part of knowledge work, some-
times the most essential. We identify two central characteristics of individual work, which are consist-
ently discussed in all three debates. First, the level of concentration in combination with other person-
specific skills and knowledge. Second, the task structure, which is situated in a particular context. Es-
pecially the qualitative accounts in the telework debate highlight the context-dependency of the tasks 
concerning individual work. Individual work is rarely an end in itself but part of an overall (organisa-
tional) goal. Next to these agreements, however, we also identify a central inconsistency in the extant 
debates: the treatment of asynchronous collaborative work, primarily email. Only a few articles explic-
itly state whether they include (Vartiainen 2007) or exclude (Bosch-Sijtsema et al. 2009, 2010) asyn-
chronous collaborative work. Some differentiate between high and low levels of concentration and ex-
clude asynchronous collaborative work for high concentration levels but include it for low concentration 
levels (Hoendervanger et al. 2021; Schulze 2018). 

To understand individual work, especially in the context of WFH, Boell et al. (2016) call for a deeper 
engagement with the notions and different kinds of ‘work’. Inspired by their call, we conceptualise the 
interrelation between the two basic work modes of individual and collaborative work while taking an 
individual work vantage point. Combining the insights of the literature review and incorporating our 
theoretical account, we highlight an important aspect regarding our interpretation of individual work. 
We argue that the task structure is the decisive element to understand for which tasks which work mode, 
individual or collaborative work, is used. We do not suppress the additional elements in the framework 
from Bosch-Sijtsema et al. (2009), but we argue that the task structure mediates the influence of the 
other elements on individual work. 
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5 The Interrelation between Individual and Collaborative Work 
We develop our conceptualisation of the interrelation between individual and collaborative work in five 
steps. Integrating the first central characteristic of individual work and using the theoretical framework 
of deep work (Newport 2016), we argue for a definition of individual work which clearly separates it 
from collaborative work (Chapter 5.1). Following this, we build on the concept of working spheres 
(González 2006; González and Mark 2004, 2005) to show how individual work depends on the task 
structure within a particular context, integrating the second central characteristic of individual work 
(Chapter 5.2). To describe our understanding of the interrelation between the two work modes, we ex-
tend the concept of working spheres and introduce the three work types maturation, execution, and meta 
work (Chapter 5.3). We use these work types to characterise individual and collaborative work and 
depict the work types’ interrelations in Figure 1. Subsequently, we describe the bipartite interrelation 
between individual and collaborative work in Figure 2 (Chapter 5.4). Finally, we briefly elaborate on 
the similarities and distinctions of maturation work to related concepts (Chapter 5.5). 
Before going into detail, we need to stress an important limitation. For comprehension and parsimony, 
we omit context-specific technological, relational, and idiosyncratic factors to be able to describe the 
interrelation between individual and collaborative work in general terms. We take a descriptive stance 
and employ a high level of abstraction to shed light on selected elements and relationships (cf. Hassan 
et al. 2022) to better understand the division of labour and resulting interrelated effects between indi-
vidual and collaborative work. 

5.1 Disentangling Individual Work into Deep and Shallow Individual Work 
Focusing on individual work and bearing in mind the first central characteristic from the literature re-
view, that individual work differs by the concentration required for a task (Erlich and Bichard 2008; 
Harrison et al. 2003; Johnson et al. 2019; Nagy et al. 2016), we agree with Hoendervanger et al. (2021) 
and distinguish between high and low concentration. Already mentioned by Schulze (2018), we use the 
concept of deep work from Newport (2016) to justify and extend this distinction. Deep work is defined 
as individual work “performed in a state of distraction-free concentration that push […] cognitive capa-
bilities to their limit” (Newport 2016, p. 3). In this work mode, knowledge workers focus on one or only 
a few complex tasks for an extended period with high concentration. Interruptions are detrimental when 
working on tasks that consume one's full attention. Shallow work, on the contrary, involves low con-
centration, and the focus is on a few or multiple mundane tasks in shorter periods. Shallow work does 
not require high concentration and is often done while being distracted (Newport 2016). 
Extending these distinctions, we define individual work as working alone without verbal and written 
interactions with either high or low concentration. By excluding written interactions, we stress the sub-
stantially different nature of individual work in contrast to written (asynchronous) interactions. From a 
purposive view, asynchronous interactions can be substituted by synchronous interactions, while the 
reasons to engage in individual work or asynchronous interactions are distinctive. Moreover, as asyn-
chronous interactions are supposed to be a major source of interruptions when working alone on a task, 
they should be separated conceptually. Taking this stance, we also aim at overcoming the inconsistent 
treatment of written interactions in the reviewed literature. 
In addition, we view collaborative work as working together, involving synchronous and asynchronous, 
verbal and written interactions. Since we take an individual work vantage point for our conceptualisa-
tion, we do not specify collaborative work further (cf. Whillans et al. (2021) for an elaboration on col-
laborative interactions). 

5.2 Embedding Individual and Collaborative Work into Working Spheres 
The conceptual distinction between individual and collaborative work is challenged by empirical work 
highlighting the blurring boundaries between the two work modes (Harrison et al. 2003; Johnson et al. 
2019; Vartiainen 2007). Based on the importance of the task structure situated in a particular context, as 
the second central characteristic of individual work, we argue that the interrelation between individual 
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and collaborative work must be viewed putting the task structure centre stage. As an important charac-
teristic of the task, we utilise the concept of work coupling (Olson and Olson 2000) to better understand 
the needed amount of individual work to get a task done. However, a sound unit of analysis is missing 
to describe this needed amount in more detail beyond a single task. For creating such boundaries, we 
employ the concept of working spheres (González 2006; González and Mark 2004, 2005) to theorise 
how a task within a particular context is worked on in terms of individual and collaborative work. 
In our review, the work from González and Mark was mentioned in all three debates (Bosch-Sijtsema 
et al. 2010; Gensler 2015, 2016; Johnson et al. 2019; Nagy et al. 2016; Schulze 2018). A working sphere 
is defined as a “unit of work that, from the perspective of the individual, thematically connects several 
actions to the achievement of a specific purpose, has a unique time frame, and involves a particular 
collaborative structure” (González 2006, p. 146). The concept has been used as the unit of analysis to 
empirically show the fragmented nature of knowledge work, especially to describe the effects of inter-
ruptions. We do not take this fragmentation perspective but use working spheres as a unit of analysis. 
By this, we mean that multi-team knowledge workers engage in multiple working spheres at the same 
time, each having a distinct purpose, time frame, and a collaborative structure. The kind and needed 
amount of individual work for a task in a particular working sphere is furthermore dependent on the role 
the individual holds and whether the working sphere is central or only peripheral (González and Mark 
2004). In the following, we elaborate on why the purpose of a working sphere is pivotal to understand 
the interrelation between individual and collaborative work. 

5.3 Disentangling Working Spheres into Maturation, Execution, and Meta Work 
The purpose of a working sphere describes its overall goal. To meet this goal, the individual and co-
workers contribute skills and knowledge while working on certain tasks. Within a working sphere, tasks 
are interdependent and have a certain structure. The challenge is to translate the purpose of a working 
sphere into a task structure since the purpose is often blurred and not entirely clear at the beginning. 
Hence, the corresponding task structure is blurry and not clear. Next to the purpose itself, clarifying the 
task structure requires an explicit consideration of the time frame and the collaborative structure. Thus, 
knowledge workers must engage in (individual and collaborative) work to clarify the purpose of the 
working sphere to create a shared and mutual understanding of what the outcome should be. 
Accordingly, we introduce the first work type of maturation work. The intended outcome of this work 
translates the purpose of a working sphere into mature tasks. Or, as we call it, the task structure must be 
matured. To do this, they need to explore and utilize the collaborative structure against the time frame. 
The questions addressed within this work can be assessed using the task taxonomy of Steiner (1972):  
1) How can the task be broken down into subtasks? and 2) How are individual outputs combined to yield 
a group product? When the tasks understanding is granular enough to conclude how the tasks can be 
done – its separate time frame, needed resources, and work mode (cf. Bosch-Sijtsema et al. 2009) – it is 
considered mature. If the understanding of the task is still not comprehensible enough, further matura-
tion work is needed. The nature of maturation work can be described by the nature of knowledge work 
itself: it is improvisational and non-linear. Maturation work does not follow a comprehensible logic. 
Rather, it occurs by intuition and necessity. A practical example of (collaborative) maturation work is a 
meeting in which team members bring in current ideas, created artefacts, and issues to be discussed. 
Thereby they maintain a mutual understanding and agree on further tasks to be done. 
Mature tasks can then be executed. For this, we introduce the second work type of execution work. It 
features a mature task and a matured idea of how the task can be completed using the resources of the 
individual knowledge worker and the collaborative structure of the particular working sphere. Execution 
work creates value (Newport 2016), often in the form of a specific document or other artefacts and can 
be done in individual and collaborative work. 
Most knowledge workers face tasks in which the individuals themselves must be seen as a resource, 
notably the amount of concentration during a given day. This must be orchestrated across multiple work-
ing spheres. We describe these processes with the third work type called meta work (cf. González and 
Mark 2004). This type of work is performed to manage individual resources, organise and schedule 
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work, and prioritise tasks across multiple working spheres potentially being in conflict with each other. 
Meta work is necessary for multi-team knowledge workers since time and energy are limited, and allo-
cating these resources between different working spheres is complex. This kind of self-management, 
constrained by the amount and resulting demands of collaborative work, can be done daily, weekly or 
even on a yearly basis. It has also been described as a working sphere itself (González and Mark 2004). 

5.4 Task-Bound Interplay and Time-Bound Tension 
To give insight into the interrelation between individual and collaborative work in multi-team contexts, 
we employ two assumptions on how work modes and work types correspond. Based on our definition 
of maturation work as being characterised by exploring the purpose and the collaborative structure, for 
multi-team contexts, we assume that collaborative work is mostly maturation work. This assumption is 
rooted in the complexity of today`s business problems, which require that multiple co-workers bring in 
specific perspectives. These perspectives must be continuously updated and aligned during collaborative 
work episodes (cf. tightly coupled work). In turn, we assume deep individual work to be mostly execu-
tion work. This assumption is rooted in our view on individual work as an important work mode in 
which work essentially gets done (cf. loosely coupled work). Resting on these assumptions, we now 
highlight their embeddedness in maturation, execution, and meta work (see Figure 1). Subsequently, we 
establish the task-bound interplay and the time-bound tension between individual and collaborative 
work by showing how they reciprocally build yet restrict each other (see Figure 2). 

  
Figure 1. Conceptualisation of Individual and Collaborative Work within the Three Work Types. 

Maturation work defines how the individual utilises resources of the collaborative structure to complete 
tasks. Maturation work aims to mature tasks and to determine the work mode in which the task gets 
executed (Relation 1 in Figure 1). Collaborative work plays a key role in exploring the collaborative 
structure and purpose to finally derive a manageable task structure within a particular working sphere. 
Thereby, maturation work prepares tasks to be done in individual or collaborative work. In other words, 
maturation work links individual work episodes via the task structure of the working sphere with col-
laborative work episodes. An artefact created during the following execution work, often deep individual 
work, turns into a resource that gets incorporated into the collaborative structure. This resource serves 
as input for future maturation work (Relation 2). This way, maturation work orchestrates the task-bound 
interplay between individual and collaborative work (Relation 4). There are two ways to proceed when 
mature tasks are completed via execution work. Either the purpose is fulfilled, and the working sphere 
expires, or there is again a state of partial blurriness and unclarity regarding the following tasks, which 
requires further maturation work. 
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Meta work determines the temporal and organisational frame of maturation work and the tasks to be 
done in execution work (Relation 3). During this process, meta work aligns individual work episodes 
via the time frame of the working spheres with collaborative work episodes. Meta work can be done in 
deep individual work to craft the daily or weekly schedule at specific times, for example, at the begin-
ning or end of work. But is also done in shallow individual work during the day, for example, after 
finishing a larger task or after a meeting (cf. González and Mark 2004). Collaborative work is needed 
in meta work to ask co-workers about their availability and to align an individuals’ working spheres with 
those of co-workers, primarily scheduling meetings. After all, meta work is not directly involved in the 
task-bound interplay but deals with another key relationship between individual and collaborative work. 

  
Figure 2. Detailed Conceptualisation of the Task-Bound Interplay and the Time-Bound Tension. 

The three work types serve as a vehicle to establish a productive relationship between individual and 
collaborative work, the task-bound interplay. We now push the work types into the background and 
exclusively focus on the relationship between individual and collaborative work. Without the work 
types, the task-bound interplay can be described as a cycle in which collaborative work results in tasks, 
which are worked on in individual work, generating an artefact that serves as an input for future collab-
orative work. This cycle happens for each working sphere the individual is part of (outside frame in 
Figure 2). While individual work episodes are usually embedded in this cycle, there can also be collab-
orative episodes not followed by individual work. For example, a knowledge worker attends meetings 
only to give status updates without taking on additional tasks. This cycle illustrates the rhythm between 
individual and collaborative work. At the same time, individual work entails time demands, regarding 
duration and continuity of episodes, to successfully work on tasks. These time demands, however, con-
flict with the time demands stemming from collaborative work. 

We call these conflicting time demands time-bound tension between individual and collaborative work 
(Relation 5 in Figure 1 and inside frame in Figure 2). In working life, this becomes apparent when 
knowledge workers hardly find time for individual work and, for example, decline invitations for or 
withdraw at short notice from meetings to find time to engage in individual work. Generally, there are 
two types of tension. First, a knowledge worker might structurally find insufficient time for individual 
work due to work overload. Second, the time available for individual work is too fragmented, either 
because of meetings or interruptions. Multi-team contexts contribute to this time-bound tension because 
of the higher number of co-workers and the lack of alignment between the schedules of the working 
spheres and the individual knowledge workers. While the symptoms between the two types of tension 
might be difficult to distinguish in practice, knowledge workers have a limited scope of action to resolve 
structural issues. Yet, if the tension is rooted in the fragmentation of, in essence, adequate individual 
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work episodes, knowledge workers can exert their scheduling autonomy (Langfred and Rockmann 
2016) for planning individual work. This is done by engaging in meta work. 

While collaborative work often needs planning to coordinate with co-workers, this is not necessarily the 
case for individual work. The practical minimum of meta work is to organise collaborative work. By 
only doing this, the remaining time can then be used for individual work. This approach has one im-
portant limitation: In case of time-bound tension, there is no mechanism that collaborative work leaves 
the needed time and concentration resources for individual work, especially deep individual work, 
within regular working hours. This approach treats individual work as a residual value that is not ac-
tively planned for timewise. As a remedy, knowledge workers overuse resources while facing deadlines 
to work on tasks that need deep individual work outside regular working hours. 

The time-bound tension between individual and collaborative work needs to be moderated by meta 
work. Moreover, the unfolding of the task-bound interplay is conditional to the successful moderation 
of the time-bound tension. Based on this, we argue that periods for individual work, especially deep 
individual work, need to be planned during meta work against the demands of collaborative work and 
protected against interruptions. However, this requires a shared understanding among co-workers when 
interactions are appropriate to interrupt deep individual work episodes. Due to the required effort to 
immerse oneself into deep individual work, interruptions are particularly harmful. 

5.5 Related Concepts 

Our account of maturation work shares similarities with the concept of ‘hidden work’ identified in the 
literature review (Fruchter et al. 2010). Hidden work is described as “unanticipated volumes of coordi-
nation and rework” (p. 185) due to misunderstandings. Maturation work, however, is needed to mutually 
shape a common understanding of the purpose of a working sphere and the task structure from the be-
ginning and continuously, until the purpose has been fulfilled. Thus, maturation work goes far beyond 
‘hidden work’. Additionally, we are aware of the concept of articulation work (Schmidt and Bannon 
1992; Strauss 1985) that includes similar considerations as our account of maturation work. Yet, artic-
ulation work has been treated as “work that gets things back ‘on track’” (Star and Strauss 1999, p. 10). 
Maturation work is more related to recent takes of articulation work in the Computer Supported Coop-
erative Work (CSCW) literature, differentiating between planned and unplanned articulation work (Fjuk 
et al. 1997; Pallesen and Jacobsen 2018). While maturation work includes both planned and unplanned 
work, similarly to articulation work, it paves the way for subsequent execution work (Star and Strauss 
1999; Strauss 1985). However, a full elaboration on the similarities and differences between our matu-
ration work and the other work types of execution and meta work and the concept of articulation work 
is beyond the scope of this paper and subject to future research. 

6 Limitations 

We acknowledge the inherent subjectivity in our chosen narrative approach for reviewing the literature. 
However, we have not excluded any papers from our sample but employ an inclusive stance and consider 
all identified papers which elaborate on individual work and its interchangeable terms. In light of this 
inclusive stance, the small number of papers that elaborate on individual work in detail might be sur-
prising. One reason might be that we focus on within-work boundaries between individual and collabo-
rative work. For office designers, it is often sufficient to view individual work as the absence of verbal 
interactions to achieve acoustic privacy. In contrast to our within-work boundaries, telework research 
frequently emphasises work-life boundaries and investigates outcomes such as job satisfaction, organi-
sational commitment or isolation (cf. Allen et al. 2015). Next to these two debates, we did not identify 
additional literature streams where individual work is discussed. 

Our conceptualisation of the interrelation between individual and collaborative work is developed while 
being descriptive and omitting context-specific factors. We are aware that factors like leadership style, 
team norms and rules, personality traits, and especially social interactions (cf. Whillans et al. 2021) 
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influence how individual and collaborative work are brought to life in organisational realities. Yet, we 
abstract from them to be able to describe the essential elements and relationships which we deem vital 
to understand the underlying mechanisms of the interrelation between individual and collaborative work 
(cf. Hassan et al. 2022). Regarding the stability of our conceptualisation (Podsakoff et al. 2016), we 
view the time-bound tension to be dynamic over time and across situations. On an individual level, 
multi-team knowledge workers might experience high tension in one but none in the following week. 

7 Conclusion and Future Research 
In this paper, we presented a model of the interrelation between individual and collaborative work. As 
a foundation, we refined the definition of individual work and argued for its substantially different nature 
than asynchronous interactions like email, which we thus exclude from individual work. With our defi-
nition, we aim at solving inconsistencies in the extant literature concerning individual work. We con-
tribute a new perspective on ‘cooperative work’ to the CSCW literature. Drawing on the concepts of 
work coupling (Neale et al. 2004; Olson and Olson 2000) and working spheres (González 2006; 
González and Mark 2004, 2005), we conceptualise the interrelation between individual and collabora-
tive work against the backdrop of the work types maturation, execution, and meta work. We exemplify 
the bipartite interrelation between the two work modes by describing their task-bound interplay while 
stressing their potential time-bound tension. While positioning the work types within working spheres, 
we extend the concept of working spheres and show its suitability as a unit of analysis to better under-
stand tensions between individual and collaborative work in multi-team contexts. 
Practically, we equip multi-team knowledge workers with a vocabulary of work to reflect on the rele-
vance of individual work, particularly deep individual work. We argue that deep individual work should 
not be treated as a residual value that pushes this work towards the ‘edges’ of the workday (Delisle 
2020). Instead, deep individual work needs to be intentionally planned by knowledge workers against 
the demands of collaborative work to actively shape the rhythm of individual and collaborative work. 
We will utilise our conceptualisation as an analytical lens in a qualitative case study about the role of 
individual work for multi-team knowledge workers within a COVID-19 induced hybrid work arrange-
ment, i.e. different extents of working from home and the office. In the analysis, we will also investigate 
how the usage of Microsoft Teams as the central collaboration platform shapes the interrelation between 
individual and collaborative work. Intermediate results point to high time-bound tension (“My calendar 
is so full that I have to fight very hard for individual work episodes.”), but multi-team knowledge work-
ers can mitigate it through intentional planning (“I have to recognise quickly enough when I have to 
reserve individual work episodes. If I plan well, I have enough individual work.”). 
Due to the increasing levels of autonomy in hybrid work settings, the orchestration of knowledge work 
is predicted to be more difficult (Gratton 2021a, 2021b; Reisinger and Fetterer 2021). Multi-team 
knowledge workers need to find their way around potentially different or even contradictory demands 
and requirements. Teams need to reach common ground concerning when, where and how work gets 
done. With that, our conceptualisation of the interrelation between individual and collaborative work 
can help individuals and teams discern the role and articulate the needed amount of individual work. 
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