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On Technology

Are we prisoners of technology?

By PHIL BAKER

Daily Transcript Technology Corvespondent

While there are thousands of
self-help books covering all sorts of
addictions, Lisa Whaley's
“Prisoners of Technology” ($20
from Amazon) is one of the first
that addresses the addiction of
high technology.

This addiction is best character-
ized as being tied to your technolo-
gy devices day and night, to the
extent of curtailing other relation-
ships and activities.

While perhaps not in the same
league as alcohol or drug addic-
tions, an obsession with technology
is a real problem for some, and
there’s been little written about it,
making the book very timely.
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Whaley covers the symptoms and
behaviors, her own experiences
and those of others, and makes
suggestions on how best Lo recover.
Whaley knows what she writes
about. As a former vice president of
IBM, she experienced many of the
problems she discusses, some of
which affected her own family life.

She observes that the prolifera-
tion of devices such as BlackBerrys,
cellular phones, notebooks, and
wireless make it all the more diffi-
cult to escape from work. While
Whaley treats this as a serious
problem, she uses humor to effec-
tively make her points.

Are you addicted?

The first step to solving the
addiction is acknowledging that
there’s a problem. So how do you
know if youre addicted? Some
examples she provides:

“If the last time you took a trip
you needed an extra piece of lug-
gage just to hold your electronic
devices.”

“If the only thing keeping you
warm at night is the heat from your
laptop....."

“If you respond to your emails
via your BlackBerry while sitting in
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church or synagogue.”

“If your cell phone has fallen in
the toilet and you've reached for it
without hesitation.”

“If you're driving to Miami but
end up in Chicago because you're
following the directions from
MapQuest and can’t possible fath-
om that they may be wrong.”

Do some of these hit home to you
as they do to me?

One of the more serious impacts
of technology addiction is how it
blurs the lines between work and
life. The irony is that these same
devices and technologies promised
to give us more free lime by
increasing our productivity and let-
ting us work from home. In fact
they've done just the opposite;
they've eliminated many of the
boundaries between work and
home and have intruded into our
personal lives.

Part of the problem, Whaley
explains, is the difference between
theory and reality. While we're able
to create a division between work
and home if we want to, too many
of us are fearful of retribution from
our bosses and worried about
keeping up with our co-workers by
not being on-line and accessing
email well beyond normal work
hours. And being out of the office
more often makes some want to
stay connected even more.

What's the solution? Whaley
recommends that we set expecta-
tions and establish ground rules
with our managers and co-work-
ers. While thats not easy to do, it’s
our responsibility to sel our own
boundaries, to turn off our devices
and just unplug.

Besides encroaching on our pri-
vate time, our technology obses-
sion also impacts our privacy.
Whaley discusses how our on-line
activities are monitored and how
much personal information we
surrender as a result of being
plugged in.

In one chapter Whaley described

an experiment she conducted in
which she sees how much she can
learn about others by just listening
to those around her in restaurants,
airports, and stores, as they shout
into their cell phones. She learned
about an adoption that didn't go
through, the name of a person
about to be fired, and heard a huge
amount of profanity from those
thinking their conversations were
private.

In her conclusion, Whaley offers
eight common-sense recommen-
dations. They include setting
boundaries, eliminating multitask-
ing, making time for yourself, how
to really be on vacation, practicing
technology abstinence, and more,
all with specific details.

I found the 130-page paperback
easy read and full of good, practical
advice. Most importantly it opened
my eyes to my seemingly routine
activities that could border on
obsessions to others. Such as check-
ing email many times a day, and
(rudely) sending messages from my
Blackberry while in meetings with
others or at dinner with my wife.

So the next time you're about to
curl up in bed with your laptop,
you might be better off’ curling up
with this book and following its
advice! Or better yet, curl up with
your spouse!

(Disclosure: 1 made a small vol-
untary contribution to the book on
the subject of personal privacy).
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