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ABSTRACT

With the global shift towards remote work, understanding how
people maintain their desired boundary has become critically rele-
vant to HCI research at large. In this paper, we examine how people
employed task management tools across the work-life boundary
before the emergence of COVID-19. We report findings from a
survey deployed to 150 information workers during Summer 2019
that inquired about task management tool usage, contextual task
management practice, and preferences for separating work and
nonwork. We first characterize and identify trends across tool use,
job role, and task management practice. We find that the majority
of task management activity occurs during work hours, and that
information workers regularly managing work tasks beyond work
hours and vice versa. We use the findings to inform new research
questions that are pertinent to managing work-life boundaries in
the context of the pandemic, its resulting stay-at-home orders, and
more broadly, in the new future of work.
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1 INTRODUCTION

Task management tools are ubiquitous aids for managing task-
related information in people’s work and personal contexts. From
simple to-do applications to intelligent assistants, a variety of task
management infrastructures have emerged that empower people
in managing task-related information at any time or place. Recent
estimates predict that the task management software industry will
exceed 4-billion dollars in value by 2023 [1], signifying the area as
both active and fruitful for research, innovation, and exploration.

Task management tools, like many memory aids, are often used
as new task-related information arises. A person may, for example,
temporarily stop cooking dinner to capture new information about
a work-related task. Similarly, a person may temporarily suspend a
work activity to record new information about a task unrelated to
work. Ethnographic studies of task management tool use suggest
that such scenarios are common in practice with new task-related
information arising either from one’s self (e.g., a new idea) or from
a third-party (e.g., an e-mail from a colleague) [4, 7]. Theoretical
and practical examinations of interruptions generally conclude that,
in either circumstance, people experience a cognitive challenge in
reorienting themselves and resuming their suspended task [36, 39].

In this paper, we seek to understand how people have utilized
task management tools to manage tasks across the work-life bound-
ary and use that understanding to contextualize how these tools
should evolve to support new needs that have emerged as people
adapt to new forms of work as a result of the pandemic. We report
findings from an online survey deployed to 150 information work-
ers during Summer 2019. In our analysis, we observe and report
on trends in tool use across peoples’ work and personal contexts.
We also find that the majority of task management activity for
work and nonwork alike occur during normal work hours, and that
information workers regularly manage work-related tasks beyond
work hours and vice versa. Finally, we observe that information
workers generally see the task management tools as a rich space for
furthering supporting them in managing tasks across the work-life
boundary, despite reporting minimal issue in doing so.

From our findings, we extrapolate key questions directed at mo-
tivating next-generation task management tool design in settings
where people’s way of working has fundamentally changed, ac-
knowledging that the future of work in the very near term will
increasingly challenge the work-life boundaries. We discuss our
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findings in the scope of to the emergent landscape of distributed
and remote work that exists today. We conclude with a discussion
on the opportunities, challenges, and directions for studying task
management practices and designing future task management tools
as information work continues to evolve.

2 RELATED WORK

2.1 The Work-Life Boundary

2.1.1  Theory. The Work-Life boundary has been described through
two complementary theoretical lenses: Boundary Theory [3] and
Border Theory [12]. Boundary theory posits that people “create,
maintain, or change boundaries in an effort to simplify and classify
the world around them” [3]. When applied to the work-life con-
text, the theory postulates that people’s established boundaries are
molded by the personal meanings that people assign to work, to
home, and the transition between the two — each of which affects
the ‘role’ (i.e., work or nonwork) that an individual assumes at a
particular moment in space and time. [45]. For example, an individ-
ual may be more likely to assume the “work” role when working
physically in their organizational workplace during normal work
hours. In contrast, the “nonwork” role may be more likely to be
assumed while at home on a weekend. Importantly, the role that
people assume can also be affected by environment artifacts that
blur the boundary (e.g., a family photo on an office desk) [57].

In contrast, Border Theory is a theory “about work-life balance”
[12]. The theory postulates that boundaries are dividers that take
three primary forms: physical, temporal, and psychological — each
of which may have varying degrees of flexibility, strength, and
permeability [21]. Border Theory also distinguishes itself from
Boundary Theory with a categorization of people entitled “border
keepers” who manage boundaries between work and nonwork
[2]. For example, a manager may act as a border keeper for the
work context while a spouse may act as a border keeper for the
nonwork context. However, in practice, research has shown that
people may be unable to realize such a preference as a result of “role
blurring” in which they experience difficulty in separating their
work and nonwork roles [14]. Boundary management preferences
can be shaped by a range of factors, such as job role, workplace
attitudes, and family situation [28], and several instruments have
been developed for measuring these preferences reliably [14, 32].

Beyond these concepts, the importance of maintaining a bound-
ary (or border) is well understood. Theories of psychological re-
covery [23, 42] suggest that boundaries allow people to recover
the “resources” expended from engaging in work activities. Studies
have repeatedly shown that adequate recovery facilitates long-term
benefits for well-being, such as work performance [8] and higher
satisfaction with life [50]. In contrast, the lack of a boundary has
been shown to contribute to an inability to psychologically detach
from work, particularly in the context of unfinished tasks [8, 9].

2.1.2  Supporting the Work-Life Boundary. Understanding path-
ways for supporting people’s work-life boundaries has been of
growing interest for recent HCI research [20, 47]. A significant
series of studies has, for example, focused specifically on under-
standing how mobile devices affect the work-life boundary with
varying results [13, 17, 48]. Other studies have provided empirical
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accounts for a range of techniques for supporting the work-life
boundary including volunteering [43], mindfulness or cognitive-
behavioral therapy programs [24, 25], and interactive systems that
operationalize these concepts by design (e.g., SwitchBot [55]).

2.2 Task Management Practice

Task management tools allow people to record, track, and organize
task-related information. The study of task management tools and
systems has been a focal point of Personal Information Management
(PIM) research for decades, motivating early examinations of task
management and its overarching role in people’s work practices
[26]. Ethnographic examinations of task management practice have
shown that people have personalized strategies for managing their
tasks and that task management itself is highly contextual [4].
Studies of task management practice in more niche contexts have
similarly found individual differences can play a substantial role in
how people choose to manage and prioritize their tasks [22, 31].
As memory aids, task management tools are frequently used the
every-day tool for reminders [46]. The concept of task management
has been utilized in designing new systems that intelligently serve
reminders (e.g., based on context [15, 27, 33]). More recent real-
izations of such technologies take the form of intelligent personal
assistants, such as Siri, Google Assistant, or Cortana, which people
have also used to support their work and personal contexts [19].
More broadly, task management tools have been used to support
the recovery of interrupted or suspended work by automatically
capturing and later resurfacing a task’s relevant context [5, 16].

2.2.1 Studies of Task Management Tools. Today, a range of commer-
cial tools exist for aiding people in managing their tasks (see Table
1). Studies of task management tool use generally focus on provid-
ing a thorough examinations of a particular type of tool with the
exception of several more qualitative studies [4, 7]. While many tool
types are limited in study due to commercial ownership, e-mail has
been the focus of much task management research within the HCI
literature with findings highlighting its potential for serving as an
independent task management tool [37], overloading people with
information [54], automatically extracting tasks as to-do items [5].
More recent research has explored the feasibility of agent-oriented
task management by which tasks are managed via conversation
[51] or via collaboration [29]. While the design of these systems
has been introduced in several unique task management contexts,
they have yet to make their way to consumer markets [6, 18, 44].

Table 1: Types and examples of task management tools.

Tool Type

Tool Examples

Loose-leaf Paper Artifacts

Bound or Collated Paper Artifacts
To-Do Software Applications
Notebook Software Applications
Email Software Applications
Calendar Software Applications
Job-Specific Software Applications
Intelligent Assistants

Sticky notes, paper scraps.

Paper lists, notepads, notebooks.
Google Keep, Wunderlist.
EverNote, OneNote, Notability.
Outlook Inbox, Gmail.

Outlook Calendar, OS X’s Calendar.
Taskboard for Visual Studio Online.
Siri, Google Assistant, Cortana.
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Table 2: Outline of the retrospective rehearsal for contextualizing participants’ task management practices.

Think of the last time you created a [...] task while you were [...]. Data Type Reference
1. What information did you record in your task management tool? Free-form Text [4]
2. Did you categorize this information when you recorded it in your tool? Free-form Text [4]
Yes — 2.1. What was the name of the category you added it to? Free-form Text NA
2.2. Briefly describe your rationale for categorizing the information. Free-form Text NA
No — 2.1. Briefly describe your rationale for not categorizing the information. Free-form Text
3. Briefly describe what you were doing before you recorded the information. Free-form Text [4, 56]
Please indicate the weekday and time of day in which the task was created.
4. This task was created in my tool on a . Day (Categorical) 4, 19]
5. This task was created in my tool between ____and ____ Time (Categorical) [4, 19]
When creating this task, ...
6. Did this task involve other people? Yes / No (Binary) [4]
7. Did this task have a deadline? Yes / No (Binary) [4]
Yes — 6.1. Indicate the time range in which the task needed to be completed by. Time (Categorical) NA
8. I felt this task was important. Likert (Ordinal) [4]
9. I felt this task was urgent. Likert (Ordinal) [4]
10. I felt this task had a clear goal. Likert (Ordinal) [36]
11. I felt this task had a clear solution. Likert (Ordinal) [36]
After creating the task, ...
12. I had difficulty returning to what I was doing beforehand. Likert (Ordinal) [36]
13. I kept thinking about this task after recording the information in my tool. Likert (Ordinal) [36]
14. Briefly describe what you did after you recording the information. Free-form Text [4, 56]
When it came time to start doing the task, ...
15. I was satisfied with how I had recorded the task. Likert (Ordinal) NA
16. I was satisfied with how I had organized the task. Likert (Ordinal) NA
Please indicate the weekday and time of day in which the task was completed.”
17. This task was completed on a . Day (Categorical) [4, 19]
18. This task was completed between ____ and Time (Categorical) [4, 19]
19. This task was marked as complete in my tool on a . Day (Categorical) [4, 19]
20. This task was marked as complete in my tool between ____ and Time (Categorical) [4, 19]

“If the task was not completed, participants were told to select "N/A".

3 ONLINE SURVEY

To understand how task management tools are utilized across the
work-life boundary, we deployed an online survey during Summer
2019. Here, we describe the survey’s design alongside its motivation.

3.1 Survey Design

The survey began by inquiring about participants’ demographics
(ie., age, gender, job role, years of experience) following the appro-
priate guidelines for collecting such information [49]. As a proxy
for identifying the work-life boundary, we also asked participants
to report the hour of the day closest to which they usually start
and stop working. The remainder of the survey was split into four
sections, each of which emphasizes a focal point for understanding
how people manage work-related and nonwork-related tasks: (1)
General Task Management Practices, (2) Managing a Work Task
Beyond Work Hours, (3) Managing a Nonwork Task during Work
Hours, and (4) Preferences for Separating Work and Nonwork. The
survey was designed to take no longer than 30 minutes to complete.

3.1.1  Section 1: General Task Management Practices. The survey
first asked participants to indicate (1) the primary tool they cur-
rently use for managing work-related tasks and (2) the primary
tool they currently use for managing nonwork-related tasks. In
answering these questions, we provided respondents with a list of

tools, shown in Table 1, that was populated based on older [4, 7] and
newer [53] studies of task management tools. An “Other” option
was also provided to allow participants to specify unnamed tools.
Alongside primary task management tool use, the survey asked par-
ticipants to indicate how frequently they utilize each tool in Table
1 for both work and nonwork using a five-point Likert scale that
ranged from Never to Very Frequently. Following inquiries of tool
use, the survey continued by asking participants how often they
use their task management tools to (1) manage work-related tasks
during work hours, (2) manage work-related tasks during nonwork
hours, (3) manage nonwork-related tasks during nonwork hours,
and (4) nonwork-related tasks during work hours using a five-point
Likert scale that ranged from Never to Every Day. The survey also
inquired about the number of active tasks they keep in each tool
and how they organize their tasks (e.g., alphabetically, by time, etc.)

3.1.2  Sections 2 & 3: Managing Tasks Across the Work-Life Boundary.
To contextualize how participants utilize their task management
tools across the work-life boundary , we adopted a retrospective
rehearsal protocol [52] in which were participants asked to think
about two different events: (1) “the last time you created a new
nonwork task with their task management tool while they were at the
workplace (e.g. in their office, in a meeting, etc.)” and (2) “the last time
you created a new work task with their task management tool while
they were away from work (e.g., at home, running errands, etc.)”.
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Table 2 outlines the retrospective questions used to capture in-
formation about participants’ cross-boundary task management
experiences across these two scenarios. Prior studies that have rec-
ognized lingering thoughts that ultimately trigger distractions or
interruptions in an individual’s activity [36]. We therefore mod-
elled the design of this section around prior studies qualitative and
quantitative of interruptions from the HCI literature [38, 40, 41, 56].
The overarching goal of this section was to identify the opportu-
nities and challeges that exist in supporting people in managing
tasks across the work-life boundary. Each retrospective rehearsal
concluded by asking participants to indicate the devices they either
currently use or have a desire to use to “record or manage” their
tasks across each scenario. The list of devices was inspired by the
recent cross-device taxonomy described in Brudy et al. [10] and
included five types of devices: (1) Desktop / Laptop, (2) Mobile, e.g.,
smartphone, (3) Wearables, e.g., Apple Watch, (4) Smart Speakers,
e.g., Amazon Echo, and (5) Smart Headphones, e.g., Apple AirPods.

3.1.3  Stage 4: Work-Life Indicator. The final section of the sur-
vey administered the Work-Life Indicator (WLI) [32], a 17-item
(5-point Likert) questionnaire to measure respondents’ boundary
management strategies for separating work and nonwork. Using
an individual’s responses, the WLI categorizes people into one of
six classifications: (1) Work Warrior, (2) Overwhelmed Reactors, (3)
Fusion Lovers, (4) Dividers, (5) Nonwork Electics, and (6) Family
Guardians. Each classification describes how an individual’s prefer-
ences for integrating or separating their work and nonwork spheres.
Prior studies have used the WLI to better understand the role that
technology can play in supporting people’s practices for managing
the boundary between work and nonwork [11, 17, 34, 56].

3.2 Participant Recruitment

We recruited a total of 150 individuals (104 men / 44 woman / two
non-binary) by randomly sampling an internal company-wide em-
ployee list. Participants’ job roles included project manager (53),
software engineer (53), business manager (17), designer (9), service
engineer (4), hardware engineer (3), security engineer (2), opera-
tions manager (2), data scientist (2), HR administrator (2), finance
manager (2), and community manager (1). 135 participants (90%)
held at least a college degree, and 87 participants (58%) or more
years of experience in their job role. Participation was voluntary.
Use of “physical or digital tools for recording, tracking, or managing
tasks” was the only requirement for participation.

3.2.1  Work-Life Indicator Profiles. We employed the standard prac-
tice for calculating participants’ WLI profiles by taking the mean of
each of the instrument’s five dimensions [32]. The profiles observed
across our pool of survey participants spanned all five profile types:
43 Nonwork Eclectics (28.7%), 29 Family Guardians (19.3%), and
9 Work Warriors (6%), 30 Fusion Lovers (20%), and 15 Dividers
(10%). As profile types, Nonwork Electics, Family Guardians, and
Work Warriors tend to shape their boundary preferences around
one particular factor (e.g. a hobby, family, or work) while Fusion
Lovers and Dividers tend to adjust their preference contextually.
The primary distinction between Fusion Lovers and Dividers is the
prior prefers integrate their work and nonwork while the latter
prefers separating the two spheres to the fullest extent possible.

Williams et al.

50

40

30

20

10 I I
ST S P I N

PR - L~ L L L L L L

Sl T N - I

@ Start of Work @ End of Work

Figure 1: Histogram of participants’ work hours.

4 FINDINGS

In this section, we describe the findings from our online survey. Our
primary methods of analysis include non-parametric statistical tests
for examining differences in our Likert-type data due to their ordinal
nature. We also employed open coding and affinity diagramming
to identify trends in participants’ open-ended responses [35]

4.1 General Observations

Participants’ reported work hours reflect what one would expect for
a standard job in information work. As shown in Figure 1, 8:00am
was most frequently reported by 41 participants (31.3%) as the
closest time at which the workday begins. In contrast, 6:00pm was
most frequently reported by 48 participants (32.0%) as the time
at which the workday ends. Seven participants (4.7%) reported
inverse time periods for beginning and ending their workday as
they work overnight schedules. The time between the start and
end of participants’ workdays was, on average, 9.32 hours (0=1.32).
Significant differences in work hours were neither observed across
participants’ job roles nor WLI profiles.
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Figure 2: Heatmap of primary tool use for work & nonwork.
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Figure 3: Primary tool use across work and nonwork separated by WLI profile.

4.2 Tool Use in Work and Nonwork

Figure 2 shows the distribution of participants’ primary tool use
across work and nonwork. Participants’ reported paper lists and
journals (30) as the most commonly used primary tool used for
work-related task management, shortly followed by job-specific
tools (29) and e-mail applications (28). In contrast, To-Do applica-
tions (41) were the most commonly reported primary tool used
to manage tasks unrelated to work with paper lists and journals
(34) being slightly less common. Sticky notes, intelligent assistants,
and “Other” tools (e.g., self-engineered task management tools or
extensions) were much less frequently reported as a primary tools
for both work and nonwork contexts.

We find that three combinations of primary tool use across work
and nonwork to be generally more common than others. As shown
in Figure 2, To-Do applications were the most common combination
for primary tool use across work and nonwork as reported by
13 participants. The use of paper journals and notepads as the
primary tool both for work and for nonwork was reported by 12
participants. The third most common combination of primary tool
use across work and nonwork contexts centered on e-mail and
To-Do applications respectively as reported by 11 participants.

Figure 3 shows the distribution of primary tool usage across
work and nonwork for each WLI profile. To examine differences
in primary tool usage across WLI profiles, we used Fischer’s exact
tests as our sample size is relatively small for several categories of
tools. We find that primary tool use significantly differed across
WLI profiles both for managing tasks in work contexts (p = 0.04)
and for managing tasks in nonwork contexts (p = 0.002). Specifically,
participants classified as Work Warriors, Overwhelmed Reactors,
and Family Guardians tend to use e-mail applications for managing
their work-related tasks while Nonwork Electics, Dividers, and
Fusion Lovers tend to use To-Do applications more frequently.
Alongside differences in WLI profiles, we use Fischer’s exact tests
to find that primary tool use for work significantly differed across
job roles (p = 0.001), but a similar observation was not made for the
nonwork context (p = 0.94).

Finally, we find that task management practices are often sup-
ported by multiple tools across work and nonwork contexts. The
mean number of tools used for managing work-related tasks was
3.56 (0=1.3) while the average number of tools used for managing
tasks unrelated to work was 3.2 (0=1.1). We did not find statistically
significant differences between job role nor WLI profile.

4.3 Task Management Across Boundaries

4.3.1 Practices for Managing Tasks Across Boundaries. In general,
we find that managing tasks across the work-life boundary is near-
entirely fueled by emergent and often serendipitous task-related
information. In their retrospective rehearsals, participants noted
the need to capture and record such information can occur at any
time or place, whether it be while “cooking” (P47), “driving” (P15),
“sleeping” (P35), or even while "sitting on the toilet” (P72). As P32
says, sometimes “[tasks] just come to mind and have to be noted
down quickly”.

Alongside the rationale for engaging with their tools, we find that
our participants maintain distinct organizational practices when
managing new task information. 46 participants (30.6%) reported
organizing the task-related information at the time of capture as
it “belonged to category/project scope” (P9). The remaining 104
participants (69.4%) described the organization of information itself
as a secondary priority to simply capturing the fleeting information:

“Tdon’t even open my main tool. I just email it to myself so I won’t
forget. Opening the tool outside of work is too heavyweight.” (P82)

These participants noted that the overarching goal of their task
management tools in these scenarios was to “just get it out of my
brain so I don’t forget now” (P41), which they can “categorize later,
when I'm at work” (P41).

Finally, we find that participants’ practices for managing tasks
within and beyond work are molded by the belief that work and
nonwork are inherently interleaved. As one participant says, “Life
isn’t siloed these days” (P67). 52 participants (34.7%) reported using
only one particular list or group for their task management needs.
When asked to provide rationale, participants highlighted that work
and nonwork activities are often constrained in their scheduling:

‘T have a fixed amount of time in the day and need to balance work
and personal. My calendar and tasks are completely mixed between
work and personal, so I can properly schedule my day.” (P122)

Participants cited several examples of events beyond their schedul-
ing autonomy that demand interleaving, such as“doctor appoint-
ments” (P32), “car maintenance” (P117), and “lunch with my sister”
(P60). Beyond supporting the interleaving nature of work and non-
work, alternative motivations for using a singular list for organizing
captured tasks generally supported participants ability to off-load
information quickly as it was “easier to see everything in one place”
(P78) or “may be the tool that happens to already be open” (P42).
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Figure 4: Frequencies for managing tasks within and between work and nonwork.

4.3.2  Frequency of Managing Tasks Across Boundaries. Figure 4
shows the distribution of participants’ frequencies for managing
tasks within and beyond their work hours. In general, we find that
task management occurs most often during work hours. All 150 par-
ticipants reported that they manage work-related tasks during work
hours “Occassionally”, “Almost Everyday”, or “Every Day”. Simi-
larly, 149 participants (99.9%) reported managing tasks unrelated
to work during work hours. In contrast to work hour activity, 105
participants (70%) reported managing work-related tasks beyond
their work hours “Occasionally”, “Almost Everyday” or “Every Day”
with 117 participants (78%) reporting similar behavior for managing
tasks unrelated to work outside of work.

We conducted a one-way multivariate analysis of variance (MA-
NOVA) using each participant’s four self-reported frequencies for
managing work within and between work and nonwork as depen-
dent variables. As independent variables, we used participants’ age,
gender, job role, WLI profile, and primary tool for both work and
nonwork. We found that a statistically significant difference exists
in participants’ reported frequencies based on gender (F(2,122)=2.80;
p=.006). A follow-up univariate analysis of variance (ANOVA) again
yielded a significant difference on gender (F(2,112)=5.66, p =0.005).
Using a post hoc Tukey test, we find that womens’ mean frequency
for managing tasks unrelated to work while outside of work hours
(#=3.93; 0=0.73) was significantly higher (p=0.01) than mens’ mean
frequency (1=3.69; 0=0.86). Significant differences in frequencies
were not observed in any other contexts.

4.3.3  Opportunities for Managing Tasks Across Boundaries. Our
survey asked participants to evaluate the difficulty they experience
in reorienting themselves both between work and nonwork and
vice-versa. Using standard Likert agreement scales (i.e., 1=Strong
Disagree; 5=Strong Agree), participants, on average, expressed they
experience little difficulty in reorienting themselves to nonwork
spheres (1=1.85; 0=0.96) and to their work spheres (1=1.92; 6=1.05)
after engaging in task management activities. Similarly, participants,
on average, have little issue with terminating task-related thoughts
after relevant information has been recorded both for the work
context (y=2.21; 0=1.11) and the nonwork context (y=2.01; 0=1.10).
Further, participants were, on average, in strong agreement that
they were satisfied with the information they had recorded when it
came time to reference or use the information between both work
(1=3.99; 0=0.86) and nonwork (y=4.18; 6=0.79).

Despite self-reporting very little issue in managing tasks across
the work-life boundary, 87 participants (58%) offered a myriad of
suggestions for new task management features for supporting them

in managing tasks across the work-life boundary. In iteratively an-
alyzing and coding participants’ suggestions for new features, we
arrived at four distinct themes for future task management tools:

1. Accelerated Capture (46 Participants): Capabilities for quickly
and easily capturing fleeting information. Voice creation, delega-
tion, and interaction was mentioned explicitly by 32 participants.

2. Application Design & Integration (33 Participants): A digi-
tal shift toward lightweight, integrated task management across all
software applications, emphasizing desktop accessibility via phone.

3. Management Automation (22 Participants): Automated meth-
ods for generating tasks (e.g., from e-mail) and partially automating
their management (e.g., scheduling time for management triage).

4.Explicit Boundary Support (11 Participants): Explicit system
support for reducing work-life perforation (e.g., transition support)
and deferring management tasks (e.g., capture now, organize later).

In addition to these four primary themes, several suggestions touched
on less thematic elements for improvement, namely “the ability to
share tasks with colleagues” (P29). Unlike the frontier of software
opportunities, participants expressed little interest in using any de-
vice that was neither their desktop computer or their smartphone.

5 DISCUSSION

Our work makes strides in understanding how people’s task man-
agement practices intersect with their preferences on separating or
integrating their work and nonwork spheres. We first identified sev-
eral trends in task management tool use across work and nonwork
contexts, noting that certain tools are commonly used toward man-
aging tasks related to work while others are more commonly used
toward managing tasks unrelated to work, both as independent
tools and in combinations. Complementing our analysis of tool use,
we found that an individual’s use of a primary task management
tool is related to their preferences for separating or integrating
their work and nonwork spheres.

Alongside our findings regarding tool use, our research intro-
duces empirical evidence for measuring how frequently people
manage tasks across the work-life boundary in information work.
We first found that the vast majority of task management activities
for both work and nonwork contexts take place during work hours.
Despite being lower in their reported frequency, we also observed
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that tasks belonging to work and nonwork are managed by a major-
ity of people. Within these frequencies, we discovered that women
are more likely to manage tasks unrelated to work beyond work
hours in comparison to men.

Finally, our work provides insight into information workers’
perceptions of the challenges and opportunities that stem from
managing tasks across the work-life boundary. Unlike prior studies
of interruptions and distractions, we find that information workers
experience little challenge or difficulty in reorienting themselves
to their work or nonwork sphere after briefly using their task man-
agement tool. We also find that information workers are generally
satisfied with the quality of their recording information when the
time to use the information later arrives. Our conclusive findings
center on a brief, but significant list of future directions for task
management tool features aimed at supporting people in managing
tasks across the work-life boundary.

5.1 Contextualizing to the Current Situation

Information work has undergone a global shift toward remote
work over the past several months. One particularly important
characteristic about this shift is that the vast majority of information
workers are now working from their home, ultimately minimizing
the psychological distinction between work and nonwork places.
Our work highlights that a significant percentage of people already
interleaved task management within and between these two spheres
well-before the current work situation. In our research, we noted
that the challenges of working across these spheres was minimal.
However, as the world is operating within a pandemic, we believe
there are a wealth of societal, economical, medical, and personal
factors that may amplify the challenge and difficulty in moving
between these two spheres today. A significant question for today’s
working context is simply: Does a boundary exist at all, or are have
people adopted the perspective that “life isn’t siloed”? If not, what
role do task management tools play in upholding such a boundary?

Work practice itself has been subjected to change with the shift
toward remote work. Virtual meetings, for example, now account
for a substantial percentage of many people’s workday, replacing
time originally spent in physical meeting spaces with the growing
popularity of team-based task management tools (e.g., Microsoft
Teams, Slack). Our findings that describe information workers’ tool
use and management practices are firmly rooted in practices that
existed before the current work situation. A significant question of
interest for contextualizing our own research is: How frequently are
people managing tasks across the work-life boundary today? What
magnitude does an individual’s primary task management tool itself
play in supporting people’s separation of work and nonwork? To
what extent are task management tools still used when boundaries
are so substantially blurred? Most importantly, what new challenges
and opportunities does the additional of these team-based tools
bring to people’s broader task management practices?

A significant consideration for our study is that it relies heavily
on characterizing people based on their preferences for separating
work and nonwork (i.e., using the Work Life Indicator [32]). How
has the pandemic altered people’s preferences for separating their
work and personal spheres? We are unaware of any research, within
and beyond the HCI literature, that addresses this question at depth.

NFW °20, August 3-5, 2020, (Virtual)

6 A FRONTIER FOR RESEARCH

People’s work and personal spheres are currently more intertwined
than ever before, yet the tools that support these spheres have yet
to reflect the world we live in. The two central facets of our lives -
work and nonwork - rarely know about one another, and people
carry the burden of managing the scheduling of their work, while
rapidly undergoing transitions in and out of context.

We described several directions for future task management
features lead by analyses of participant responses in Section 4.3.3.
Extrapolating these suggestions into more recent work contexts,
one potentially fruitful direction of system research could explore
the scheduling of tasks with the penultimate goal of finding an
arrangement sufficient for work and nonwork alike. As well-being
has become a significant point of interest in the current work situa-
tion, an appropriate form of evaluation may study users’ changes
in productivity, but also their emotional state (e.g., happiness) [30].
Other topics rich for exploration include task management tools
that improve interruption resilience, help us prepare for resumption,
facilitate engagement and disengagement, support us in divided
attention settings where multitasking is necessary. Each of these
directions introduces new research questions regarding how, when,
and where future task management tools can be leveraged.

6.1 Future Research

We are currently planning a redeployment of our online survey with
the goal of conducting a comparative repeated cross-sectional study
aimed at understanding how task management across the work-life
boundary has changed in the current work situation. Alongside our
own continued inquiry, our work advocates for further examination
of task management across the work-life boundary through the
lens of mixed-method approaches, such as interviews, experience
sampling, and log analyses — each of which provide a unique and
alternative perspectives complementary to the one presented here.

7 CONCLUSION

We reported findings from a survey deployed to 150 information
workers during Summer 2019 that inquired about task management
tool usage, contextual task management practice, and preferences
for separating work and nonwork. We first characterize and iden-
tify trends across tool use, job role, and task management practice.
We find that the majority of task management activity occurs dur-
ing work hours, and that information workers regularly manage
work tasks beyond work hours and vice versa, despite maintaining
practices and preferences toward not doing so. We use the findings
to inform new research questions that are pertinent to managing
work-life boundaries in the context of the pandemic, its resulting
stay-at-home orders, and more broadly, in the new future of work.
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