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ABSTRACT

Political workers represent a category of workers whose professional reliance on
social media is well-documented. However, while many studies inquire about the
role of social media in politics per se, ours is designed to capture political workers’
subjective experiences of what it is like to live and work in the post-digital society.
This involves asking to what extent — and at what perceived cost — political workers
intentionally seek to self-regulate their media use in the direction of disconnection.
Qualitative interviews with 14 Norwegian politicians serve as our window into
personal experiences of political work under post-digital conditions and into daily,
morally induced dilemmas pertaining to work-related use of digital, connective
technology. Our results suggest that today’s political workers are “post-digital
experts”, which is required to learn how to endure the entrapping and distracting
mechanisms of the post-digital society.
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Introduction

I think that it is important that we do not end up in a sort of online
coercion. That people should be allowed to decide for themselves how
connected they want to be. But at the same time, I think that it sometimes
tips over into digital shaming. That it becomes ideal to be disconnected,
sit in a yoga position, and think about life. (Tomas, politician)

This chapter departs from the observation that the post-digital condition
(see also Fast & Syvertsen, Chapter 3 in this volume) comes with new norms
about how we ought to live and work with mundane media. As digital media
become ordinary and ubiquitous, people like Tomas find themselves having to
think about what constitutes appropriate amounts and forms of connectivity
in daily life. Apparently, Tomas believes that today’s post-digital ideals — “to
be disconnected” — may produce what he calls “digital shaming”. At the
same time, he is concerned that contemporary society enforces high levels of
connectivity, or “online coercion”.

In this chapter, we inquire how individuals, like Tomas, navigate the com-
plex technological and moral environment that signifies the post-digital so-
ciety. This involves asking to what extent people whose work is inherently
reliant on digital media intentionally seek to limit, or think they should
limit, their use of these technologies, or “disconnect”. Contrary to what
the word post-digital might connote, it does not refer to the ending of the
digital age but rather to a specific phase of mediatisation when the digital is
both normalised and “disenchanted”, at the same time as analogue, retro,
or “disconnected” media or contexts are increasingly valued (Cramer, 20135;
Thorén et al., 2019).

Being a politician, Tomas is certainly one of those workers whose job
requires high-level use of digital, Internet-based tools (Jost, 2023). Yet, being
a politician in Norway, where digital media are increasingly problematised
for their perceived harmful effects (Syvertsen, 2020), Tomas is also, as the
quote suggests, subjected to repeated public messages about the benefits of
disconnecting. How does it feel to live and work under such conditions?
What dilemmas do today’s political workers face because of their reliance
on digital media, in a society where we are constantly told to use our digital
devices less? How do they regulate their digital media use when “opting out”
completely is not an option?

Politicians’ reliance on digital media — notably social media - is well
documented (see, e.g., Enli, 2015; Esser & Stromback, 2014; Graham et al.,
2016; Jost, 2023; Larsson, 2019). However, unlike most studies inquiring
about digital technology in relation to the political field, ours is not primarily
interested in the consequences of digital connectivity for campaigning, politics,
or even democracy. Rather, our goal is to study subjective experiences of
political work under post-digital conditions in order to learn about dilemmas
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pertaining to workers’ daily use of digital technology and connectivity. We
argue that the politicians’ profound dependency on digital media makes
them a particularly interesting group to study in order to learn about the
tensions and paradoxes that signify the post-digital society in general, and
post-political working lives in particular.

Study rationale and previous research on political
work

Per its focus on contemporary digitalised work conditions, our study aligns
with the subdivision of mediatisation research that theorises the digital
mundane, or the “banal” entanglements of media and daily life (Wilson
& Yochim, 2017; see also, e.g., Leszczynski, 2020; Pink et al., 2017). As
such, it bears more resemblance with, for example, Maltby and Thornham’s
(2016) study of the digital mundane in the military than it does with
studies of the influence of digitalisation on political communication per
se. Hitherto, however, in their worthwhile quest to inquire how digital
media “become familiar, less strange and habituated” (Pink et al., 2017: 2),
scholars researching the digital mundane have largely neglected, or treated
as secondary, the topic of disconnectivity. This is not the case with the
burgeoning field of post-digital studies, where recent research recognises
digital disconnection as a key response to technological “disenchantment”
(see, e.g., Adams & Jansson, 2023; Fast, 2021; Thorén et al., 2019). Our
study contributes to this theory-laden research field by empirically displaying
how post-digital sensibilities, tactics, and virtues express themselves in and
mould contemporary working lives.

Now, politicians are far from the only group of professionals whose daily
doings are preconditioned by ubiquitous digital media and connectivity.
Rather, new technology changes the prerequisites for workers across diverse
work sectors (see, e.g., Fast & Jansson, 2019; Schaefer et al., 2018), including
the broader category of knowledge work to which political work can be
referred (Karlsen & Ytre-Arne, 2022). However, we argue that political
workers represent a particularly interesting group to study in relation to
digital media and (dis)connectivity for three main reasons.

First, and as argued above, political work (in post-digital Norway) makes
a valuable empirical context because of its profound dependency on digi-
tal, connective technology. Politics have always relied on media (Esser &
Stromback, 2014; Schulz, 2014), and as early adopters of new digital media
— including social media (Jost, 2023; Larsson & Kalsnes, 2014) — politicians
arguably represent the “avant-garde” of mediatised work sectors. Digital
technology has had a paradigmatic impact on how political work — such as
campaigning, press contacts, civic interaction, or internal organisation — is
done (Chadwick, 2017), and ubiquitous connectivity has accentuated already
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extraordinary work conditions, including diffuse, long, and unconventional
working hours (Brichzin, 2020; Hoffmann & Suphan, 2017), constant ex-
posure to public scrutiny (Thompson, 1995, 2018), and demands of keeping
a continuous dialogue with the public, notably voters and potential voters
(Enli & Skogerbw, 2013; McGregor, 2018). Social media, which is the focal
point of most “mediatisation of politics” research, has been embraced by
politicians worldwide as an instrument for, among other things, visibility
and authenticity (Enli, 2015; Enli & Rosenberg, 2018; Graham et al., 2016;
Larsson, 2019; Larsson & Moe, 2012; Stieglitz & Dang-Xuan, 2013). They
have also triggered a personalisation of political communication (Bennett,
20125 McGregor, 2018), even in party-centred systems (Enli & Skogerba,
2013); although some Scandinavian politicians delegate social media manage-
ment to political advisors or communication officers, many also carry out
such work tasks themselves (Enli & Naper, 2016). For some time now, social
media maintenance has been “routine” political work (Larsson & Kalsnes,
2014: 655), enforcing political work’s character as an ongoing endeavour
(Brichzin, 2020; Enli & Skogerbg, 2013).

Second, political workers constitute an interesting group to study because
their job, straightforwardly put, is to solve societal problems. Hence, we might
expect political workers to have reflected relatively more on societal dilemmas
of different sorts, compared with other groups. As we further explain in our
methods section, our 14 respondents — local politicians, members of parliament,
and ministers — were partly selected because of their professional engagement
with precisely digitalisation matters. Hence, regardless of their individual stance
towards digital media (they range from outspoken digitalisation advocates to
sceptics known for their more critical outlooks on mundane technology), we
expect the participants of this study to have reflected particularly on problems
connected to digital media (over-)use and to be comparatively more familiar
with contemporary technology discourse. The fact that our participants are
more or less specialised in digitalisation matters brings us, in turn, to the third
reason why they make a relevant research population: They are opinion leaders
and norm-setters (Slothuus & Bisgaard, 2021), with extraordinary potential to
dictate the societal dialogue about digital technology and connectivity and, in
continuation of this, to influence people’s minds about what it means to lead
a “good life” in the post-digital society.

Per its focus, then, on a powerful yet at the same time extraordinarily
“entangled” category of workers, our study is well vested to bring questions of
media-induced precarity and privilege to the fore. Also, by acknowledging the
“digital undergrowth” that sustains political work beyond merely campaign
platforms and social media (e.g., wardrobe apps), our study can contribute
additional clues about why it seems so difficult — even for otherwise goal-
oriented, resourceful, and knowledgeable individuals - to fulfil post-digital
desires of digital disconnection.
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Aiming to unveil subjective experiences of what it is like to work as a
politician in the contemporary, post-digital epoch, our study responds to
recent calls for more research that studies mediatisation “from within”,
which means recognising everyday life as an arena in which “media are not
only present but also made meaningful [emphasis original]” (Jansson et al.,
2020: 2). Thus, whereas a parallel study conducted by us (Enli & Fast, 2023)
inquires about politicians as agents of power with a unique potential to
shape media society “from above” (see Andersson, 2017), our present study
approaches them first and foremost as (extra)ordinary media users. They are
extraordinary for the reasons detailed above, yet also ordinary in their roles
as partners, parents, citizens, consumers, and so on, who — just like many of
us — struggle daily to lead a “good life” with digital media. This approach
also means that we, in this chapter, do not pay particular attention to our
respondents’ political bias, in terms of, for example, position on a left-right
continuum.

The chapter proceeds with an elaboration of our theoretical context, which
evolves around the concepts of the “post-digital” and the “disconnectivity
imperative”. Thereafter, we present the study’s empirical data and
methodological approach. Our empirical section provides key insights into
the prospects and perils of digital (dis)connectivity in the everyday working
lives of politicians. The concluding section extrapolates our main findings
and offers some forward-looking reflections on the social ramifications of the
post-digital condition and its moral underpinnings.

Theoretical framework: Work and life under post-
digital conditions

The post-digital society and digital disenchantment

Based on two key observations that correspond with post-digital theory (e.g.,
Adams & Jansson, 2023; Cramer, 2015; Fast, 2021), we here identify Norway
as a post-digital society. First, as one of the world’s most digitalised societies
(EU, 2022), Norway represents a context where digital connectivity is as
ordinary as it is ubiquitous (Ytre-Arne, 2023). Thus, Norway meets what we
could call the infrastructural criteria for qualifying as post-digital: The digital
is, so to speak, hegemonic (Berry, 2015). Second, Norway — like the rest of
Scandinavia - is currently the home of a public and popular debate about
the harmful effects of digital media technology and connectivity. Thus, the
digital is not only normalised but also increasingly “disenchanted” (Cramer,
2015), or problematised — another significant indicator of the post-digital
condition (see also Thorén et al., 2019).

The politicians who participated in our study were clearly familiar with
disconnection jargon and used expressions like “digital overload”, “invasive
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media”, “popcorn brain”, and “screen addiction” when talking about con-
temporary media society. Equally so, they tended to voice typical post-digital
desires of “escape” (Humayun & Belk, 2020) or “return” (Adams & Jansson,
2023) - to gadgets, places, or situations representing the analogue, non-digital,
or disconnected. We detect in our data different versions of post-digital sensibil-
ity, which involves “not merely the hopeless and nostalgic attempt to return to
the comfortable isolation of predigital life, but rather a strategic, geographical
accommodation with digital society” (Adams & Jansson, 2023: 699).

Now, the fact that the post-digital condition is increasingly affecting work-
ing life (Fast, 2021) does not mean that the “connectivity imperative” (Gregg,
2011), which has structured knowledge work for years, has become obsolete.
Certainly, digital, connective, and mobile technologies continue to afford
and stimulate knowledge workers to be “always-on” and “available” (Fast
& Jansson, 2019). Such work styles are further reinvigorated by neoliberally
induced virtues like grit, entrepreneurialism, self-optimisation, busyness, and
flexibility (see also, e.g., Gregg, 2018; Madsen, 2015; Pugh, 2016). However,
in the post-digital society, knowledge workers are simultaneously also increas-
ingly affected by a disconnectivity imperative — a commercially underpinned
moral framework that promotes, or even makes obligatory, “sometimes-off”
workstyles (Fast, 2021; see also Fast et al., 2021).

The disconnectivity imperative and post-digital tactics

The disconnectivity imperative has many faces. Workers seeking protection
from intrusive media may purchase various types of support to achieve “digi-
tal declutter” or “digital minimalism” (Newport, 2019). Such help comes
in the form of, for example, disconnectivity apps, self-help literature, digital
detox workshops, or digital-free tourism. In the last few years, some states and
companies have also implemented regulations intended to protect workers’
“right to disconnect” (Secunda, 2019), and recent literature recognises the
coming of the “post-digital workplace”, where disconnectivity is promoted
through the interior or architecture (Fast, 2021; Tahsiri, 2023).

Moreover, digital disconnection research provides insights into what we
refer to as post-digital tactics; initiatives undertaken to limit (perceived) digital
connectivity. For example, Mannell (2019: 81) distinguished five ways in which
the disconnective affordances of the mobile phone can be used for the sake of
“disentanglement”, or the “loosening of ties to attention, where device and
platform retreat in a person’s field of awareness”, while Kennedy and colleagues
(2020) have suggested a typology including “partial use” (e.g., using a device
only during specific hours), “active resistance” (e.g., not using social media),
and “passive neglect” (e.g., not using an app because of disinterest).

For the purpose of our study, it is particularly relevant to recognise post-
digital tactics as a tool for impeding the “spillover” of work into non-work
domains, or vice versa (Edwards & Rothbard, 2000). Proof of the capacity

136 KARIN FAST & GUNN ENLI



of media self-regulation to function as a form of “boundary work” (Kreiner
et al., 2009) in favour of domain segmentation is provided in recent studies
of knowledge workers. Fast and Jansson (2019: 109) identified “strategic
border work” as an increasingly indispensable life-skill for workers who
rely on connective media for both personal and professional purposes (see
also Karlsen & Ytre-Arne, 2022). Moreover, several studies find evidence of
boundary work in relation to social media specifically. Bossio and Holton
(2019: 14) suggested that journalists turn to disconnectivity as a remedy
for “social media fatigue” and as a coping mechanism for bearing “to live
with connectivity”. Siegert and Lowstedt (2019: 29) similarly identified
“scheduling technology-free time”, “deleting connections”, and “ignoring”
Facebook notifications and messages as commonplace tactics amongst busy
nongovernmental organisation workers.

In a previous publication, one of us referred to the work of (self-)regulating
digital connectivity as “post-digital housekeeping” (Fast, 2021). To recognise
disconnective practices as a form of invisible, mundane work is to acknowl-
edge some of the ways in which such work may reproduce power relations,
including gender norms and class privilege. Previous empirical studies (e.g.,
Fast et al., 2021) also suggest that post-digital sensibilities and tactics may
be sources of social distinction (Bourdieu, 1984) in and of themselves.

The post-digital and social distinction

Sociological research has long been a source of insight into peoples’ conscious
or unconscious ways of distancing themselves from others by way of non-
consumption (e.g., Bellezza, 2023; Bourdieu, 1984; Wilk, 1997). In the realm
of digital disconnection studies, Jorge (2019: 9) has shown that Instagram
users promoting social media fasts tend to distance themselves from users
who are deemed “too connected”. Furthermore, supporting Portwood-Stacer’s
(2013) observation that “conspicuous” Facebook abstention may serve as a
marker of status and distinction, Fast, Lindell, and Jansson (2021) identified
digital disconnection as an “emergent symbolic battlefield”. They did so on
the basis of a large-scale Bourdieusian study revealing that people with greater
capital volumes, and the culturally rich especially (i.e., highly educated, cultur-
ally knowledgeable groups), are more inclined to express feelings of “digital
unease” as well as post-digital desires to disconnect. Relatedly, Adams and
Jansson (2023) pointed out that post-digital sensibility — and the possibility
to voluntarily “disconnect” — is unevenly distributed across the population.
As they remarked apropos of digital detox camps and other forms of spatial
withdrawal, only “a small percentage of people in wealthy countries, and
a smaller percent globally, can enjoy the privilege of being able to retreat
to a cabin in the woods” (Adams & Jansson, 2023: 669) (see also Jansson,
Chapter 17 in this volume).
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Provided that digital disconnection is elevated to an “increasingly posi-
tive state that includes a higher and more cultured set of social expressions”
(Hardey & Atkinson, 2018: 566), it is bound to become important for people
“in the know” (e.g., tech-savvy and trend-sensitive politicians) to take the
“right” stance against digital technology and connectivity as well as against
people who are “too connected”. While a thorough, Bourdieusian, class
analysis is beyond the scope of this chapter, perspectives like these should
be kept in mind when investigating political workers’ statements about their
digital media use and experiences with connectivity. We return to the moral
underpinnings of the post-digital condition and its stratifying powers in the
concluding section.

Method and material

Our study involves qualitative semi-structured interviews with 14 Norwegian
political workers, including local politicians, members of parliament, and
ministers. Three main criteria guided our selection of informants. The first,
representability, encouraged us to recruit respondents from all nine political
parties represented in the Norwegian parliament at the time of data collec-
tion and, to the extent possible, balance the number of respondents according
to the size of each party. Our second criterion, competence, directed us to
politicians within each party whose experience or responsibility regarding
digitalisation issues stood out, such as politicians who have been responsible
for digitalisation strategies or have voiced opinions publicly about digital
connectivity and its challenges. Our third key criterion, diversity, required
us to consider gender balance (8 male, 6 female) as well as the ratio between
national and local politicians (9 national, 5 local).

Our study departs from the notion that the post-digital condition requires
people to constantly reflect upon and manoeuvre their media practices in rela-
tion to the norms of the (dis)connectivity imperative. The interview manual
was adjusted to each individual respondent, but all were asked to 1) reflect on
their own mundane use of digital, connective media, at work and in private
contexts (e.g., “How and for what do you use your smartphone?”, “(How)
do you use social media?”, “When do you check your e-mails?”, etc.), and 2)
tell us about any practices or routines that they have developed (or not) for
the sake of self-regulation (e.g., “Do you ever turn off your smartphone?”,
“Have you ever visited or felt like visiting a digital detox camp?”, “Do you
have rules in the family for when or how to use screens?”).

The period of data collection coincided with the Covid-19 pandemic, which
is why all interviews had to be conducted with consideration of social distanc-
ing regulations or recommendations. Most interviews employed a video-call
platform, but a couple were regular telephone calls. The interviews lasted
between 30 and 60 minutes. They were all audio-recorded and transcribed
in full length (by the company Semantix). Respondents were asked to sign a
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consent form and were offered the chance to review their quotes for the sake
of data validity and ethical correctness. The interview language was primar-
ily Norwegian, and we have translated all quotes ourselves. With respect to
respondents’ integrity, we have assigned pseudonyms and we do not mention
which political party a respondent represents.

Theoretically, our analysis is guided by the framework presented above.
Methodologically, it is inspired by approaches enabling us to study “media-
tisation from within” (Jansson et al., 2020). In developing such an “emic”
approach to mediatisation, Jansson and colleagues (2020) used as one of
their vantage points Pugh’s (2013) model for reflexive interpretive analyses of
interview data. In short, Pugh’s (2013: 51) model encourages the researcher
to be observant of not only what respondents explicitly say, but also of how
they say things; of expressions of “meta-feelings” (i.e., “how we feel about
how we feel”); and of statements potentially revealing what respondents’
believe is “honourable” to think or feel. We attend to the “how” aspect of
our conversations with the politicians mainly in our concluding discussion.

Empirics

The following section presents key observations from our empirical analysis
and is structured along three themes that reflect our respondents’ subjective
experiences of working under post-digital conditions: trapped, distracted,
and enduring.

Trapped

Our study confirms previous research testifying to an ongoing platformi-
sation of politics — that is, to an increased reliance on social media in the
political field (e.g., Enli, 2017; Graham et al., 2016; Lilleker et al., 2019).
Subsequently, it also testifies to a general platformisation of knowledge work
(Richardson, 2021) through which social media and other “structured online
spaces” (Couldry & Mejias, 2019: 25) become part of mundane workplace
geographies (Bagger, 2021).

A recurrent interview trope is that political work demands visibility and
ongoing digital communication with voters, news media, and key stakehold-
ers. Many of our respondents were explicit about their appreciation of social
media, describing them as tools that make political work both easier and
more meaningful. This applies even for respondents who have been personally
affected by online hatred and fake news circulated in social media, like Eivor.
While criticising Facebook for operating by algorithms that premier affective
content, she also appreciated the kind of “unfiltered” direct communication
with voters that social media afford. Along similar lines of argument, Sissel
said that social media provide “unprecedented opportunities to be visible,
edit your own messages, and connect with voters that you otherwise would
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have missed”. However, she was also concerned about the invasiveness of
social media:

Social media are good for politicians. However, they do make you very
vulnerable. Posts coming through your phone can feel very invasive. As an
elected representative, you expose yourself and make yourself vulnerable
to critique. But the problem is that this now happens around the clock.

Thus, many of our respondents have an ambivalent relationship with social
media. Using social media is not so much a choice as it is an obligation.
Facebook and Twitter were described as particularly indispensable tools for
communicating political visions and for building a public reputation and
profile. Richard explicitly said: “You almost don’t exist, if you aren’t present
on Facebook”. The following utterances — testifying to the perceived indis-
pensability of social media — can be regarded as variants of this statement:

In my job as a politician, I need to be active on Facebook. [...] External
communication is a part of my job, I need to build a profile, as a politician,
for the party and our policies. (Grethe)

Social media is very important for every political party and organisation.
(Olav)

We spent a lot of time to understand Facebook because political parties
need to distribute their message. (Aksel)

We risk missing profiling opportunities if we take long breaks from social
media. (Bente)

However, while social media seem essential to the daily work of our respond-
ents and continuously reappear in our interview transcripts, they represent
but one type of connective environment that today’s politicians dwell in.
Eivor, for example, expressed that she uses digital media as a stylist in her
post-digital everyday life as a high-profile politician:

L use an app called Stylebook. It looks like this [the respondent demonstrates
the app via our video call platform]. I keep all my clothes here. So, if 1,
for example, want to wear a dress today, I can search for work dresses
and find all my dresses here. And then I can just scroll down. [...] So, first
you learn what’s in your closet. Secondly, you can plan what to wear. You
can plan how to pack your luggage, and you can find out which clothes
you use. If it has been a year since you wore that piece of clothing, then
you might as well sell it.

Indeed, Eivor knows the value of smooth logistics and is keen to use
smartphone services to facilitate her everyday life as a profiled politician
and private person. Eivor’s enthusiastic demonstration of her wardrobe app
reminded us that political work extends beyond the chores that we typically
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associate with the term, such as campaigning, press contacts, civic interaction,
or internal organisation (Chadwick, 2017). Politicians must pay a great deal
of attention to their appearance: their clothes, their way of speaking, and
their way of relating to others through mediated forms of interaction. In
other words, they must put a lot of work into the “management of visibility”
(Thompson, 2018: 23). To that end, apparently, logistical digital media are
useful.

Continuing to explain her ordinary work routines, Eivor also told us how
“the most fulfilling thing I know is to have empty inboxes”, which grants her
a feeling of being “free”. On a follow-up question inquiring if this means that
she checks her e-mails even during national holidays, she replied: “I don’t
think I do it on Christmas Eve [laughter]. But I very rarely see any of those
red icons [i.e., notifications of unread messages]. I practically have zero. So,
yes...!”. The fact that Eivor laughed while saying this indicates that she was
aware that, in the eyes of others, checking e-mails on Christmas Eve would
constitute over-use.

Overall, our interview transcripts are rich in narratives about how work
and non-work integrate due to the character of political work. Pinpointing
this circumstance, Olav described political work as a lifestyle which demands
that work spills over into other life domains: “My job as a politician does
not stop when I am on my bike home from the town hall. Work infuses my
whole life, and things happen in the evenings”. In slightly different words,
Grethe declared that her work awards her smartphone something of a life
companion status: “I need it for my work, and my work is 24/7”.

The convergence of work and non-work time or activity is not only ex-
plained with reference to the inherent infinity of political work (see Brichzin,
2020) but also as something caused by digital media affording constant con-
nectivity. This goes especially for the smartphone, which all our respondents
use daily, for both private and professional purposes. Nicklas, for example,
said that he uses his smartphone during almost all his “awake leisure time”.
And this is even though he is deeply critical of the prevalent role that the
smartphone has come to play in people’s lives and fights a personal battle to
curtail his own — in his words — “false need”. His experience was that any
attempt to put away his phone was bound to fail, albeit with few negative
consequences:

Every New Year, I have sort of a New Year’s resolution and that is to drink
less, exercise more, and put away my phone more often. And that always
fails, of course. That is how it is for most people, but I think that it is a
struggle that very many must fight. But, as a principle, I do not carry my
phone to the bedroom, and that is hard enough, right? But that is the only
thing that I find working; that you do not bring your phone everywhere.
That you leave it aside.
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Shedding further light on what we could thus label the “smartphonisation”
of political work, Sissel explained how a physical injury forced her to reduce
her smartphone use. Due to excessive use — “six hours per day on average,
and during certain periods it can be much more” — Sissel ended up suffering
from smartphone hand pain:

My finger is almost well now. I took responsibility, went to the doctor, and
stopped using my phone all the time. What I got was a “trigger finger”,
which you get from overloading your tendon. [...] The fact that I used
my mobile phone so much that I hurt myself physically served as an im-
mediate reminder that it can be a good idea to break free also mentally.

Yet, as the next section makes evident, to “break free” from the entangling
mechanisms of digital connective media is no easy task.

Distracted

As indicated previously, some respondents expressed that they are fundamen-
tally positive about technology, even though they too identified problems,
such as “context collusion” (Davis & Jurgenson, 2014). This optimistic posi-
tion is reflected in a somewhat drastic statement left by Tomas:

I have a very optimistic and positive outlook on technology. The moment
I get the offer, I will gladly operate a mobile chip into my body!

Like Tomas, many respondents embraced what we above identify as the plat-
formisation and smartphonisation of political work and acknowledged how
digital technologies “improve life quality for many people” (Hans). However,
almost all respondents said they use their digital devices “too much” and that
external pressures to be available and visible to others can create feelings of
entanglement. Aksel, for example, articulated such sentiments:

I think that I am too much on my phone. Especially when [ was the leader
of [anonymised youth party]. I have recently resigned. Then, I felt that
I always needed to be available. This was because I worked during the
daytime, while other elective representatives were active in the evening,
after school, and work. Then I had to work in the evening too. I felt that
I had to be available all the time.

Most respondents talked about digital distractions as something that they
must deal with on a daily basis, and which affect their work negatively. Olav’s
everyday work tasks are — at least by format — like those of many knowledge
workers: reading reports, writing documents, searching for information, par-
ticipating in meetings, and making professional social media updates. Olav
is one out of many respondents who talked about digital media as distract-
ing, and he explained how he often falls for the temptation “to check this
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or that”. Such behaviour, he testified, affects his concentration negatively:

Weriting a document on my computer, I get distracted by the e-mail that is
only a click away, and an always-full inbox that needs to be dealt with.
I can always find something more fun to do than to write a speech or a
commentary.

The phone is definitely destroying concentration. It destroys reading and
writing, as well as watching TV, because social media makes us want to
multitask.

Olav was concerned not only about his own inability to ignore social media
notifications and other digital allures, but also about how the entire working
life seems to change. Although recognising that digital tools might make us
“more efficient”, he unhappily also observed how “the coffee break is being
replaced with five minutes of Facebook and a coffee cup”.

The fuzzy media environment experienced by Olav was also shared by
Anja, who reported habitually using her smartphone’s scrolling function
when reading political documents, even though she acknowledged that this
reading strategy takes away the deep focus that reviewing political documents
requires. Relatedly, Richard, in his 50s, declared how digital texts made up
of hyperlinks promote sporadic reading and “jumping” from one context to
another. In a similar vein, Hans, who uses his smartphone around six hours
daily, said that he sometimes feels as if he has a “popcorn brain” — a term
popular amongst digital detox advocates and popularised in news media.
He explained how he regularly finds himself aimlessly browsing Facebook
only to remember, “15 minutes later — oh, that is what I was supposed to
do!” Similar experiences were voiced by Eivor, who told us how she typically
picks up her phone to “check if something has happened” and “45 minutes
and countless Facebook images later” detecting that “I am still scrolling”.

Testimonies like these are reminiscent of Bengtsson’s (2012: 189) media
morality study, which found that media are typically perceived as “time
thieves” and “despots” that force us to do things we may not want to do.
Some of our interviewees even employed a drug metaphor when accounting
for the tempting powers of digital, connective media. Nicklas, who is gener-
ally deeply critical of the tech industry for its persuasive designs, compared
the smartphone to cocaine:

If T should read a book because I am going to write about it, I cannot
have the phone in the same room, because then I will constantly check
my phone. But it is almost worse than cocaine. Mobile phone addiction
is acute, and I think that it is designed by companies to be that way.

The phrase “mobile phone addiction” was also employed by Aksel, who
pessimistically noted that: “we live in an age when we constantly steer into
our screen”.
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In aggregate, the digital mundane of political workers emerges as something
of a “connectivity maze” that is hopelessly easy to get lost in. However, even
though all our respondents testified to the entrapping and distracting nature
of digital media, many of them had also developed tactics that help them
endure post-digital work conditions.

Enduring

Confirming Norway’s status as a post-digital society, where the digital is both
hegemonic and disenchanted, many Norwegian tourism sites have begun to
use their “off the grid” or “digital dead zone” character as a selling point
(Syvertsen, 2022). In doing so, the Norwegian tourism sector surfs on a global
wave of niche tourism, typically marketed as “digital-free”, “mobile-free”, or
“Wi-Fi-free” vacationing (see Part IV of this volume). To concur with Adams
and Jansson (2023), these sites constitute a form of post-digital territory in
an otherwise digitally saturated world. One of our informants told us that
she routinely travels to an Internet-free cabin for some relief:

I particularly enjoy the Easter holiday, when I stay at a Norwegian Trekking
Association cabin without any access to the Internet. This is really good
for me, and good for my family, because it is easier to unwind compared to
a place where you constantly want to or have to digitally connect. (Tone)

Like Tone, most of our respondents creatively “exploit moments and spaces
where the connective imperative is weakest” (Mannell, 2017: 44). For ex-
ample, Anja described her Internet-free farmhouse as a crucial place in her
life, one that helps her tolerate her hectic work in the Norwegian capital:

Every summer, I stay in a tiny farmhouse and totally unwind. No Internet,
no shower, no water toilet, but simply being in nature. This space is very
important for me, it makes it possible to work in Oslo the rest of the year.

Relatedly, Olav disclosed that while “never completely disconnected”, he
enjoys the kind of “passive neglect” (Kennedy et al., 2020) of available
technologies that outdoor activities like hiking, biking, or boating promote.
Activities like these, he found, enforce a form of inevitable disconnectivity:

I am never completely disconnected, but when I, for example, visit our
cottage in the summer I use my smartphone less. I do other things, which
keep me from checking my phone constantly.

Other respondents’ post-digital tactics involve playing tennis (Tomas), baking
bread (Sissel), or gardening (Sissel). However, Tomas receives notifications
via his smartwatch and remains online while playing tennis, “in case some-
thing happens”. For Eivor, family situations are no-phone situations, or at
least that is how she thinks it should be — if only the smartphone was not so
necessary for “absolutely everything you do in life”:
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Especially when I am with the children in the family, then I leave the
phone be. If we don’t need it for anything. But I do keep it close to me. I
don’t mean to suggest that I never use it. [ always keep it close to me. But
that’s simply because you use it for absolutely everything you do in life.

In a similar vein, Sissel and Olav expressed a preference to put away their
phones during family dinners and work meetings, while Nicklas and Richard
considered that it is particularly important to not use the smartphone in the
bedroom. When in need of concentration, Aksel preferably hides his smart-
phone, “behind the curtains or something”. When putting away or hiding
their smartphones, the respondents practice what Mannell (2019) calls “dis-
entanglement at device level”. Such practices exist next to “disentanglement at
platform level” or “jamming”, which implies that connectivity is manipulated
via the disconnective affordances of connected media (see Mannell, 2019). In
our data, such tactics surface in statements like the following:

I removed my notifications two years ago. (Hans)
I use flight mode to protect myself, to be unavailable. (Nicklas)

I have turned off all sounds, because if you hear a sound, you must react.
(Bente)

I always have the phone on soundless, including ringing. (Richard)

If I really need to focus, I sometimes turn off the Wi-Fi on my laptop, to
avoid notifications in my side-sight all the time. (Tone)

Tactics like these afford a kind of post-digital “micro-territory” of media
control (see Adams & Jansson, 2023; Bengtsson, 2018). Yet, connective media
demand our attention even when removed or silenced (Bengtsson, 2018).
Perhaps aware of this, some of our respondents choose to avoid certain media
technologies altogether. Aksel, for example, told of how he practices a form
of strategic avoidance on both device and platform levels. He rejects certain
technology because he is afraid it would distract him too much — “I have
chosen not to buy an Apple watch because I do not want to receive constant
notifications” — and deliberately shuns social media after mediated debates
because he knows “there is going to be negativity”.

However, dodging connective media or logging off for a longer period is
very difficult for our respondents. Even if many of them expressed that they
yearn for digital breaks, they still need to keep their connected devices within
reach. Grethe uses Hold — a self-help app that promotes and awards offline
periods. However, when asked if it is difficult to put away her smartphone
altogether, she replied:

Yes, I cannot do that when I am at work. Then I would not be doing my
job. But I can remove apps and all notifications. And I can try to put it
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away during weekends, for a few hours. I can do things like that from
time to time, but you must be rather stubborn to do so.

Johan too put his trust in the more mundane ways of disconnecting and
dismissed what we might call “digital detox orthodoxy”:

I perfectly understand why people want to do a digital detox, but you do
not have to cut your head off when all you want is to shave. What I mean
is that there are far more convenient ways to avoid a lifestyle of being
constantly connected. I have removed notifications from all my social
media, I put away my phone, I do not carry my phone in the afternoons.

In sum, it seems as if the escalating mediatisation of political work and life
— here surfacing mainly as processes of platformisation and smartphonisation
— does leave our respondents tethered to their digital, connective technologies.
Yet, by realising their desires to disconnect through mundane post-digital
tactics, our respondents revealed themselves not only as “digital experts” (per
their professional political profiles) but also as “post-digital experts” who
have learned — or are learning — how to cope with the entangling affordances
of digital, connective media.

Concluding discussion

Designed to capture how political workers navigate the post-digital society
and its moral underpinnings in the form of the ambiguous (dis)connectiv-
ity imperative, our study provides insights into political workers’ efforts to
self-regulate their digital media use. On the one hand, such efforts do come
across as rather futile, as our respondents recurrently must return to user
modes that they themselves described as unpleasant or even harmful. As
Adams and Jansson (2023: 667) maintained, they may succeed in temporar-
ily “disconnecting” but can hardly completely disentangle from the socio-
technical constraints of the post-digital society. A general perception amongst
the respondents is that they use digital media “too much”. On the other
hand, while our respondents neither can nor always want to escape digital
connectivity altogether, they can at least make technology feel less intrusive
through more or less mundane post-digital tactics.

This brings us to the first of two main conclusions that we may derive
from our study: Political workers are post-digital experts who persistently
self-regulate their daily media use to minimise feelings of entrapment and
distraction. Notably, politicians’ post-digital expertise involves tactics
that increase the physical or perceived distance between the user and their
digital devices, such as leaving the smartphone behind when going outdoors.
Similarly, muting a smartphone or removing noisy notifications can create a
sense of withdrawal, even if the device remains physically close. Hence, our
findings align with other researchers’ observations of digital disconnection

146 KARIN FAST & GUNN ENLI



as essentially spatial practices that may generate (micro-)territories where
digital media are not hegemonic (Adams & Jansson, 2023; Jansson & Adams,
2021; Syvertsen & Enli, 2019). On this note, we can conclude that our
respondents’ tactics for regulating digital connectivity for the sake of, for
example, work focus, are not unique per se; on the contrary, similar practices
appear in studies of other professional groups, such as journalists or business
workers (Bossio & Holton, 2019; Fast & Lindell, 2016; Maltby & Thornham,
2016; Siegert & Lowstedt, 2019). Thus, the fact that our research population
constitutes an exceptionally entangled category of workers does not seem to
have produced any incomparable “innovations” in terms of which kind of
post-digital tactics they employ. Perhaps this finding is an indication that
post-digital expertise is becoming obligatory in many realms of (working)
life structured by the connectivity imperative (see Fast, 2021). Nonetheless,
few other work sectors demand as high levels of ongoing mediated visibility,
availability, and interaction as does political work, and this is possibly part
of the explanation of why our respondents are so consistently concerned
with boundaries and how to protect themselves — or their loved ones —
from the downsides of digital media and connectivity. Disconnective work
appears in our data as yet another constant task in political work, to be dealt
with alongside other ongoing work responsibilities. Against this backdrop,
we should ask what this might entail in terms of who is likely to become
tomorrow’s politician: Who is willing — and capable - of keeping up with
the pressures of the connectivity imperative and still lead a “good life” with
(or in) media, socially and privately?

Our second conclusion is that political workers readily employ post-digital
discourse, thereby legitimising post-digital imaginaries and virtues. Most re-
spondents used language that signifies either a disenchantment with the digital
(e.g., testifying to its entrapping or distracting tendencies) or a valorisation of
disconnectivity (e.g., talking fondly about Internet-free places or activities).
The interviews were carried out at a time when the “digital backlash”, in
the form of big media scandals and debates (e.g., the Cambridge Analytica
scandal in 2018; see Helles and Lomborg, Chapter 2 in this volume), was
already in our collective consciousness, and the respondents effortlessly used
jargon like “screen time”, “dopamine”, “information overload”, “reward
systems in the brain”, “invasive”, “addictive”, “technological invasion”, and
“popcorn brain” when talking about their experiences with digital media and
connectivity. Independently of our interview questions, the respondents also
referred to public figures or texts that have come to shape public discourse,
including, for example, the Swedish author and “screen time” debater Anders
Hansen, and Nicholas Carr’s popular book The Shallows (2010). In other
words, they (re)produced a way of talking about digital media and con-
nectivity that we recognise from the wider disconnection debate in society.
This language, in turn, tends to reflect certain perceptions about not only the
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nature of digital technology (e.g., being like “cocaine”), but also how we -
as a society or individuals — ought to behave around mundane technology.
This includes ideas about where or when technology use should be kept to a
minimum. Regarding this, we can confirm that our respondents’ inclination
to enact post-digital territoriality (Adams & Jansson, 2023), especially in
social situations and intimate spaces (i.e., the bedroom), is in line with results
from other studies inquiring about the moral geographies of disconnection
(e.g., Fast et al., 2021). As a collective, then, the politicians in our study
reproduce rather than challenge not only post-digital discourse but also post-
digital sensibilities and virtues. Considering the normative power of language
as well as politicians’ exceptional position as “authorised” opinion leaders
and norm-setters, we need to ask ourselves how politicians’ legitimisation
of post-digital imaginaries and virtues may influence how people in general
think and feel about life in post-digital societies.

On this note, however, it is worthwhile to repeat that not all of our re-
spondents unreservedly embrace post-digital ideals, and to conclude this
chapter with some forward-looking perspectives, let us return to where we
started — with Tomas and his concerns that post-digital moralities might tip
over into “digital shaming”. Tomas seemed to be worried that people who
refuse or fail to disconnect will be discredited and essentially misrecognises
the ideal “to be disconnected, sit in a yoga position, and think about life”.
Utterances of this kind are interesting in the light of previous literature’s
recognition of the post-digital, or disconnectivity, as a moral high ground
and source of social distinction (Fast et al., 2021; Hardey & Atkinson, 2018;
Portwood-Stacer, 2013).

Sociological research suggests that the distinction-making powers of a
cultural practice weaken gradually as more and more people begin to adopt
it (Bourdieu, 1984). Thus, per this reasoning, when digital disconnectivity
shifts from being a lifestyle preference to becoming a necessity in post-digital
(working) lives, we could expect that people also change their way of judging
and talking about their own and other people’s use of digital technology.
Therefore, we anticipate future research to keep track of how different people’s
ways of acting around — and talking about — digital connective technology
change over time, as post-digital desires, sensibilities, and tactics become
mainstream (see also Fast & Syvertsen, Chapter 3 in this volume). Could it
be that we are starting to see the contours of a societal disenchantment with
the post-digital?
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