
u n i ve r s i t y  o f  co pe n h ag e n  

Review of Dreams of the Overworked

Living, Working and Parenting in the Digital Age

Bagger, Christoffer

Published in:
European Journal of Communication

DOI:
10.1177/1368430220961249

Publication date:
2020

Document version
Peer reviewed version

Citation for published version (APA):
Bagger, C. (2020). Review of Dreams of the Overworked: Living, Working and Parenting in the Digital Age.
European Journal of Communication. https://doi.org/10.1177/1368430220961249

Download date: 22. maj. 2023

https://doi.org/10.1177/1368430220961249
https://curis.ku.dk/portal/da/persons/christoffer-bagger(ab897ab2-3fc0-4b94-9a66-73abe6da1be5).html
https://curis.ku.dk/portal/da/publications/review-of-dreams-of-the-overworked(4370ff31-c99d-47b5-9b36-dbed015355f2).html
https://doi.org/10.1177/1368430220961249


https://doi.org/10.1177/1368430220961249

European Journal of Communication
2020, Vol. 35(6) 634 –641

© The Author(s) 2020
Article reuse guidelines:  

sagepub.com/journals-permissions
DOI: 10.1177/1368430220961249

journals.sagepub.com/home/ejc

Book reviews

Christine M. Beckman and Melissa Mazmanian 
Dreams of the Overworked: Living, Working, and Parenting in the Digital Age, Stanford University 
Press: Stanford, CA, 2020; 312 pp.: $28 (hardcover). ISBN: 139781503602557

Reviewed by: Christoffer Bagger, University of Copenhagen, Denmark

With almost impeccable dramatic timing, the most vivid image of Dreams of the 
Overworked lands almost exactly midway through the book: ‘Imagine yourself amidst 
a mass of people – work colleagues, work friends, old friends, other parents, family 
members, babysitters, your kid’s teacher. And to all these people, you are connected by 
a string’ (p. 110). The passage elegantly bridges the first and the final parts of the book. 
In the first, pervasive aspirational myths of modern life are explored (that of the ‘Ideal 
Worker’, ‘Perfect Parent’ and ‘The Ultimate Body’). The final third of the book delves 
into what the authors term scaffolding – the ability to be a parent, a worker and a mod-
erately healthy person. The term scaffolding is used by the authors as a catch-all phrase 
for the invisible work performed by people’s support networks, enabling them in ‘mak-
ing it all (mostly) work’ (p. 13). In other words, the organization and management of 
everyday life as a parent, a worker and a healthy individual are predicated on this scaf-
folding. It is their central argument that this scaffolding should be made visible, and 
that newer, everyday communication technologies (e.g. e-mail) make this invisible 
work both ‘easier and harder’ (p. 13).

With vividly told vignettes walking us through the lives of nine middle-class families 
in southern California, Christine M. Beckman and Melissa Mazmanian argue quite thor-
oughly for the scaffolding role that communicative technologies play in connecting us to 
the other humans that make our lives possible. Unlike a number of previous works, the 
authors do not single out any of the three problem areas related to parenting (e.g. Lim, 
2019), health (e.g. Lupton, 2016) or working life (e.g. Moore, 2017). This is an ethnog-
raphy of how these areas compound in the lives of individuals, and this enables the 
authors to make a truly holistic argument. What happens when the demand for being an 
ideal worker leads a person to be away from their children for days at a time? And what 
happens when one has finally put the kids to bed, but has no energy left to exercise or eat 
healthily? These are the questions the vignettes explore, illustrating how these ideals 
clash, and how the scaffolding of babysitters, relatives and spouses is an often over-
looked vital aspect of making everyday life flow.
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The authors also do not single out any specific communicative technologies per 
se as objects of study, though most of their argumentation revolves around discuss-
ing e-mail, smartphones and to a lesser extent ‘social media’ such as Facebook. What 
they argue is that these technologies have become the instruments (not the causes) 
for new and highly mythicized standards of living (healthily), working (diligently) 
and parenting (perfectly). They refer to this as a ‘spiral of expectations’ (p. 112), 
which they propose to explain ‘both the promise and the frustration of technology’ 
(p. 112). There may be feelings of accomplishment in the short term, but the overall 
trend is towards a feeling of lack of control or feeling behind, as they argue. This is 
also an extension of Mazmanian et al.’s (2013) previous work on both the liberating 
and restraining feelings associated with mobile, digital communications technolo-
gies in the workplace. In this way, the authors are also very consciously placing 
themselves within a tradition of feminist-inspired scholarship drawing attention to 
the ‘invisible work’ which is often gendered in nature. Previous foundational texts 
such as Hochschild’s (1989) The Second Shift, Cowan’s (1983) More Work for 
Mother and Wajcman’s (2015) Pressed for Time are oft-cited works, and Beckman 
and Mazmanian illustrate how many of the problems discussed by those authors are 
still present, even if the decade may have changed.

The setting may be Southern California, but this is by no means an ethnography 
of a particularly tech-enthusiastic or ‘new age’ type of people. I count this among the 
book’s appeals. While the authors are adamant in avoiding any claims of generaliz-
ability, most readers will be able to find familiar resonances to either their own  
lives or the lives of upper- to middle-class professionals they happen to know. The 
recruitment through a common workplace – a large chain of hotels – also helps in 
easily comparing and contrasting the participants. This common workplace has the 
added benefit of allowing the reader to examine how this organization, which boasts 
on valuing the family life of its employees, does not really put this promise into 
action. This is not an uncommon problem – and the authors make this point in the 
Conclusion.

The appendices also make for an interesting and accessible read, describing not 
only how the authors ended up producing the book but also who made the book pos-
sible. This includes not only other researchers involved but also the extended network 
providing the scaffolding (and indeed suggesting the word ‘scaffolding’) necessary to 
finish a large research project such as this. It is commendable that the authors lay bare 
their own scaffolding in this way, and it is certainly something that I would like to see 
more of in future academic works.

As a monograph, the book would be of interest to scholars interested in what role 
digital communication technologies play in facilitating everyday life in a micro 
sense, and how they shape the expectations and patterns of everyday life in a macro 
scale. In classroom teaching, especially the latter chapters on scaffolding and invis-
ible work will be of interest. The authors underline that both these phenomena 
require a language to be made visible (p. 132) and proceed to outline some very 
accessible terminology ready for use. These chapters provide handy insights for stu-
dents (and scholars) of the sociology of working life, the sociology of communica-
tions, and everyday life.
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Stephen Cushion and Richard Thomas 
Reporting Elections: Rethinking the Logic of Campaign Coverage, Polity Press: Cambridge, 2018; 222 
pp.: £15.99. ISBN: 9781509517503

Reviewed by: Rosalynd Southern, University of Liverpool, UK

Discussions focussing on the media coverage of elections have intensified in recent 
years. In the light of the Trump victory in the 2016 US Presidential election, there was 
heavy criticism of that election’s coverage, which many thought focussed too heavily 
on Hilary Clinton’s email woes, thus seemingly giving equal weight to the many scan-
dals Trump was embroiled in throughout the campaign. In the United Kingdom, the 
Brexit election also drew criticisms of its coverage due to the fact that some felt outlets 
like the BBC were too focussed on ‘balance’, inviting people from both the Leave and 
Remain camps on to discuss the referendum without talking about the broader implica-
tions of exiting and also for overlooking key questions such as what an exit would 
mean for the Irish border. More recently, the coverage from the 2019 election has been 
similarly criticised. Researchers at Loughborough (Loughborough Media Centre, 
2019) found that the coverage of The Labour Party was the most hostile since they 
began covering elections in 1992 and many felt that Boris Johnson was too easily 
allowed to escape scrutiny. Critiquing the way elections are covered by the media is 
critical due to the potential implications it has for the outcome of the elections and 
therefore democracy more broadly. All this, then, makes Reporting Elections: 
Rethinking the Logic of Campaign Coverage by Stephen Cushion and Richard Thomas 
an important text for these times.

In the Introduction the authors lay out the key oversights in the current literature 
which they are seeking to address. These are that (a) scholarship in this area should move 
towards a content-focussed approach and (b) there is a lack of research covering elec-
tions outside of the United States or campaigns which are not related to first-order elec-
tions. Subsequently, as they point out, ‘our understanding of news agendas in different 


