Some Business Travelers Like Constant Net Access; Others Don’t
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When Roger Phelps hits the road for business, he often puts in 17-hour days.

So when he finally boards his flight, don't look for him to be in touch.

"I let (people) know upfront I'm not going to be that connected," says Phelps, promotional communications manager for Stihl, an outdoor power equipment company in Virginia Beach. "Don't expect me to be winging an e-mail back to you at 32,000 feet. You get enough of me as it is."

Nowadays, you can surf the Web and dash off an e-mail from a speeding train or airborne jet, as wireless service is increasingly available.

TELL US: Do you use Wi-fi access on planes and other locations or do you prefer the time to do something else? 
Last week, Alaska Airlines joined such carriers as Delta, Virgin America, American and AirTran in offering in-flight Wi-Fi, putting the service on six of its jets with plans to offer it fleetwide by the end of the year. Since March, Amtrak's high-speed Acela trains from Washington, D.C., to Boston have provided wireless Internet access. Amtrak plans to add the service to routes in the Northwest and California in 2011.

But what many business travelers see as a perk, others consider a potential nuisance that threatens to take away one of the last remaining respites from work.

"I've heard different travelers already complaining that that used to be the one time they knew that they were safely unreachable by their bosses and colleagues and could actually ... read a novel and enjoy themselves," says Dalton Conley, dean for the social sciences at New York University and author of Elsewhere U.S.A.,about the impact technology is having on American society. "So that's now yet another little corner of our lives that's been invaded and colonized by the new technology, and work."

Feeling pressure 
Being able to communicate from nearly anywhere has its advantages, road warriors and workplace experts say.

Workers are no longer tethered to their desks. They're able to get home for dinner or head out on a business trip and stay connected. They can work while commuting, and some workers say, possibly get an edge on colleagues, which is critical when layoffs are rampant.

But not being able to disconnect can add to stress and make workers feel pressured to toil round the clock.

"I'm very ambivalent," Nancy Rothbard, associate professor of management at the University of Pennsylvania's Wharton School, says of the increased accessibility. "It's incredibly valuable in providing flexibility for people. But on the other hand, I worry that it's very stressful if people feel they're not fulfilling responsibilities in ways that are expected."

The pressure for speedy, constant communication reduces the time that can be spent strategizing or reflecting.

Phelps, the communications manager, recalls an epiphany he had while reading a biography of Ben Franklin.

"It started to dawn on me that so many of his great breakthroughs happened after these long voyages, when he had time to think and read," says Phelps, who says that revelation cemented his resolve to use his flying time to leaf through books and ponder ideas rather than communicate with those on the ground. "Being that connected, you have a tendency to get in a reactive mode, and for strategic planning and preparation for where I'm going, there needs to be quiet time to think."

Some frequent travelers say they don't take advantage of in-flight Wi-Fi because it's too costly. Passengers on Alaska Airlines, for instance, can connect for free through July 31. But then the airline will mirror many of its peers and charge for the service, starting at $4.95 and increasing the fee depending on the length of the trip and whether you use a laptop or mobile device.

Steve Ording, a national convenience store sales manager for White Castle Food Products, says that the access isn't worth the price. But he says he also chooses not to connect because everyone needs a little time to relax.

"It's just a time to step away from the fast-paced world," says Ording, 53, who travels at least twice a month and uses his flights to nap, read or chat with seatmates. "It's a convenient excuse. 'I can't communicate. I'm on a plane.' ... There are certain times that our working people of this country need to step away from their phones, iPads, laptops and such to just unwind. The business world will survive without an immediate answer."

Staying connected 
Some business travelers say in today's tough job climate, it's important to show bosses that you're hardworking, and that means staying connected.

"In this economy, certainly, we're in heavy competition to not only remain employed but to rise to the top of the stack so our names don't end up on the next list," says Marc Belsher, 47, an information technology consultant who lives in Newberg, Ore. "So being productive at any opportunity you have is just critical."

Belsher says that he hasn't been explicitly told to stay connected. But, he says, "I feel the urging even though it's not verbally expressed."

And he doesn't mind. "They're paying the big bucks for the airfare," Belsher says of his employer. "I make a really good salary, and I feel compelled to give them their money's worth."

Lou Heckler, however, uses his time on flights to absorb a novel, do crossword puzzles or simply meditate.

"We're almost expected in big business today to wear as our red badge of courage that we work 12 hours a day," says Heckler, 63, a motivational speaker and humorist in Gainesville, Fla. "I think that's a mistake."

Pressure to constantly perform, he says, could backfire. "I think we're going to wear people out and find that people will become less productive, not more productive," he says. "You only have so much energy in a day. And to me that two or three hours on a plane gives me a chance to kind of put something back into the well."

