Professional Isolation and
Connectedness in Computer
Supported Cooperative Work
Systems

Executive Summary

This briefing document synthesizes the findings of a focused
ethnographic study conducted by Alice Mohlin at Linnaeus
University regarding the relationship between Computer-
Supported Cooperative Work (CSCW) systems and the experience
of professional isolation (PI) among knowledge workers working
from home (WFH).

As digital technology expands, the hybrid workplace—where the
workforce is distributed between co-located offices and home
environments—has emerged as a sustainable future model.
However, despite the benefits of WFH, professional isolation
remains a recurring issue. This study explores how knowledge
workers perceive CSCW systems for communication in relation to
PI.

The research involved nine qualitative interviews with Swedish
knowledge workers from various industries and positions. The
core findings indicate that while most participants do not
experience "professional isolation" as strictly defined in academic
literature, they do experience a significant loss of
"connectedness" to their co-workers. This loss is primarily
attributed to the fact that CSCW systems are symbolically
associated with functional "communication" rather than "social



interaction." The study concludes that organizations must re-
evaluate how they implement social activities within digital
systems to maintain organizational harmony and employee job
satisfaction.

Key Concepts and Definitions

To understand the relationship between remote work and
technology, the following definitions from the source context are
essential:

| Term | Definition | | :--- | :--- | | Professional Isolation (PI) |
Varying levels of loneliness and isolation from the organization
when WFH, affecting job performance, organizational identity,
and job satisfaction. | | Connectedness | The social state of
being connected to co-workers through social interaction;
considered the opposite of PI. | | Knowledge Worker | An
individual possessing significant knowledge in a specific area
whose tasks focus on problem-solving, knowledge-creation, and
knowledge-distribution. | | CSCW Systems | Information
technology systems designed to support cooperative work,
categorized by work dimensions (remote vs. co-located) and time
contexts (synchronous vs. asynchronous). | | Symbolic
Interactionism (SI) | A perspective positing that humans act
toward things based on the meanings assigned to them through
social interaction. |

Analysis of Key Themes

The study identified five primary themes regarding the
perceptions and challenges experienced by knowledge workers
WFH when using CSCW systems for communication support.



1. Functional Success vs. Social Failure

Participants generally report that CSCW systems (such as
Microsoft Teams, Zoom, Google Meet, and Slack) effectively
support work-related tasks like problem-solving, formal
meetings, and information sharing. However, there is a distinct
"low expectation" regarding these systems' ability to facilitate
social interaction. The technology is perceived as a tool for
"communication" (functional) but not for "connectedness"
(social).

2. Thresholds for Initiating Contact

The transition to WFH has introduced "thresholds" or barriers to
spontaneous contact. Unlike the co-located office, where
"natural” interaction occurs (e.g., at the coffee machine), digital
interaction requires a deliberate action (starting a chat or a call).
This necessity for intentionality impairs the feeling of being
naturally connected to the team.

3. Lack of Support for ‘Natural’ Interaction

CSCW systems are often perceived as unable to mimic the
"natural" flow of face-to-face conversation. Features of video-
conferencing, such as the fact that only one person can talk at a
time without causing audio disruption, make informal
socialization difficult. This leads to "virtual meeting fatigue" and a
preference for face-to-face interaction for informal socialization.

4. Insufficient Social Inputs

Digital systems do not yet support the full variety of social inputs
found in physical settings. This includes non-verbal cues and the
peripheral awareness of co-workers' activities. The study
suggests that social interaction is not currently symbolically
connected to any specific CSCW communication system in the
minds of the participants.



5. The Efficacy of Chat Systems

While video-conferencing is often criticized for its formality, chat
systems (such as Slack or WhatsApp) are perceived as enabling
"easy" and "informal" communication. These platforms provide a
space that more closely resembles the casual nature of office
talk, though they still do not fully replace the physical presence.

Important Quotes with Context

The following quotes illustrate the subjective experiences of the
participants regarding technology and isolation:

* On Technological Limits: "I think the systems and programs
are doing what they are supposed to do basically, I can’t say
that there would be any technological improvements that can
replace a real-life meeting." — Participant C

o Context: Discussing whether technology can solve the
issue of professional isolation.

* On Functional Work: "The systems work, it's no problem, but
it'’s not the same thing... the social part is missing." —
Participant G

o Context: Reflecting on the adequacy of current CSCW
tools for maintaining social ties.

* On the Digital "Knowing-Doing-Gap": The research
references Kane (2019) to highlight that companies struggle
with implementing organizational practices: "There is a
common belief that technology is the driving factor... while it is
rather cultural and social forces that steers in reality."

* On Performance vs. Isolation: Referring to the Bloom et
al. (2015) study: "Despite this, more than 50% of the study
participants that were selected to WFH... choose to come back
to the office due to ‘lack of social interaction’ and ‘feeling
isolated"."




Actionable Insights for Organizations

Based on the ethnographic findings and the symbolic
interactionist analysis, organizations looking to implement hybrid
or WFH practices should consider the following:

* Redefine Communication Strategies: Move beyond
providing tools for functional tasks. Organizations must
distinguish between "communication for work" and
"interaction for connectedness."

Re-evaluate Social Activities: Standard digital meetings
are often insufficient for social bonding. Future social
activities within CSCW systems should be designed to lower
the "threshold" for initiating contact and allow for more
informal, non-task-oriented interaction.

Address the Digital "Knowing-Doing-Gap": Implementing
technology is not enough; companies must prioritize new
communication and work-structure frameworks that
prioritize the human and social aspects of digital
transformation.

Encourage Informal Platforms: Since chat systems are
perceived as more "informal" and "easy," these should be
encouraged as a primary means for casual "water cooler"
talk to help mitigate the loss of connectedness.

Hybrid Flexibility: Acknowledge that while WFH increases
productivity and work-life balance for many, the lack of face-
to-face interaction can cause a loss in organizational
identity and job satisfaction. A "moderate" degree of WFH is
often preferred over full-time remote work to maintain
social ties.
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