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Digital sobriety: from awareness of the negative impacts of IT usages to degrowth technology at

work

Céline Péréa, Jessica Gérard, Julien de Benedittis

Abstract

The rise of digital technologies has led to growing concern over their environmental impact, prompting
the emergence of the phenomenon of digital sobriety. Rooted in the principles of degrowth technology,
digital sobriety advocates for reduced technology usage to create a more sustainable society. However,
it contrasts with typical frameworks that promote the continued use of IT. Furthermore, it runs counter
to the prevailing trend of digital transformation within organisations, which is expected to expand in the
future. As a result, it challenges conventional approaches to IT usage and the associated contextual
factors. The purpose of this paper is to investigate the concept of digital sobriety, examining its
relationship to conventional approaches as well as the degrowth technology perspective. The study
explores how digital sobriety is implemented within organisations and how it is perceived by IT users.
Thirty-three participants from IT companies were included and the scope and characteristics of the
phenomenon of digital sobriety were identified, including five levels of IT user maturity: refutation,
inaction, substitution, optimisation, and disadoption/degrowth. The results highlight the need to balance
the internal and external factors of digital sobriety and identify different trajectories of digital sobriety as

socio-technical imaginaries for the future of IT.
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1. Introduction

Digital twins, 3D-printing, Machine Learning and Artificial Intelligence (Al), Big data analytics, Internet
of Things (IoT), Blockchain technologies, visualisation technologies, simulation and modelling, and so
forth — all of these enhanced information technologies (IT) (Culot et al., 2020) are dedicated to improving
the way organisations operate and manage their business to create more economic and social value (He
et al., 2022). Through their study of discontinuance and low carbon digital products and services, Vrain
et al. (2022) provide a first step toward understanding how this frenetic digitalisation can be thought of

differently in order to be compatible with current environmental concerns.

Indeed, digital carbon footprint is increasingly cited among pollutants, and promises of a better world
thanks to IT are largely questioned today (Dorr, 2017; Heikkurinen, 2018; Slaughter, 2018). The
exponential demand for energy and resources required for IT is now largely recognised as negative for
the environment (IEA, 2021). Awareness of this pollution among IT users is still limited as it is often
invisible (Gnanasekaran et al., 2021). The ecological consequences of data storage through cloud
computing are mysteriously kept hidden and remain abstract for IT users (Borning et al., 2020).
Nevertheless, the direct and indirect effects of IT on the environment are now better known (Berkhout
and Hertin, 2004; Horner, 2016) and IT users are increasingly willing to moderate their uses

(Gnanasekaran et al., 2021).

In a world of finite resources and climatic disasters, sustainable consumption and reducing impact on
climate are promoted by the United Nations (2020). In line with the Sustainable Development Goals, the
urgency of reducing IT uses is now being highlighted (Freitag ef al., 2021), and uses are starting to be
implicated — much like IT production and transportation — as being detrimental to the environment.
Consequently, there has been a call to limit IT uses in the future through the digital sobriety of IT users
(The Shift Project, 2020), along with an underpinning transition to “degrowth technology” (Kerschner et
al., 2018). Related adaptation of IT uses consists of anticipating future scarcities which are in line with
socio-technical anticipation (Tomlinson et al., 2013) and accordingly socio-technical imaginaries as
considered by the approach of Jasanoff and Kim (2009). This perspective is particularly adapted to
technological foresight studies (Hermann et al., 2022). Overall, we can consider digital sobriety as
similar to the reduction of water consumption, transportation, and waste. Despite the similarities,

reducing the use of tools that are dedicated to employee productivity seems to be rather specific. In



addition, this phenomenon may deviate from traditional research on IT adoption or the adoption of Green
IT practices. During the post-adoption phase, the intention of IT users to continue is usually encouraged
by managers and studied by researchers. In addition, this commitment to decreasing technological
support in organisations is in contradiction with their digital transformation, which largely contributes to
a rise in their uses of IT (Itten et al., 2020). Generally, the concept of digital sobriety, understood as a
phenomenon of degrowth technology, appears to contradict previous contexts and frameworks that
favour the continuance of IT use. Therefore, digital sobriety raises questions about the adequacy of the
conventional approach to studying IT adoption, which typically focuses on users’ perceptions and the
organisational context in which it occurs. At present, it is unclear whether achieving digital sobriety
involves conventional practices of adopting Green IT, or if it requires a new contextual approach that
involves the discontinuation of IT use and considers new factors. Consequently, the specific challenge

of voluntary abandonment or moderate use of IT at work is relatively new and merits exploration.

In this piece of work we primarily questions the place of digital sobriety in organisations, asking the
following questions: “What is digital sobriety?”, “How is it implemented in organisations?”’, and “How

is it perceived by IT users in organisations?”’

This research aims to identify the dimensions and factors involved in digital sobriety by understanding
users’ behaviours and the context of its implementation. To achieve this, we first define what digital
sobriety is by drawing on the literature relating to IT and degrowth technology. To study the perception
of digital sobriety and the context of its implementation in organisations, we then combine the concept
of IT discontinuance with the “Technology-Organisation-Environment” (TOE) framework. By using
these approaches, we can better understand the various factors that affect the adoption of digital sobriety
in organisations and its context of implementation. By doing so, we are able to examine whether
traditional factors that influence IT adoption remain effective in the context of degrowth technology.
Finally, we make an additional contribution by offering a comprehensive characterisation of digital
sobriety, highlighting how it tends to happen progressively, as well as by presenting a typology of user
profiles based on their level of digital sobriety maturity. By exploring this phenomenon, the results could
provide valuable insights for managerial recommendations that could help companies position

themselves effectively in response to this growing movement.



2. Literature review
2.1 Digital sobriety: a dimension of Green IT
2.1.1 From the observation of IT pollution to the need for digital sobriety

Digital carbon footprint is increasingly cited as being among the sources of pollution caused by human
activities. The exponential demand for energy and resources for producing and using IT has a negative
impact on the environment (IEA, 2021). The entire IT life cycle is responsible for greenhouse gas
emissions which continue to grow every year (Freitag et al., 2021). Many end users of IT materials have
started to be concerned by this negative impact (Gnanasekaran et al., 2021), and are trying to lower their
propensity to buy and use large amounts of digital products (Guillard, 2021). Although many companies
have recently declared their intention to reduce their e-pollution, this commitment stands in contradiction
with their digital transformation which contributes heavily to increasing their IT uses (Itten et al., 2020).
Drawing on the Paris Agreement and the work of the International Telecommunication Union (ITU),
Freitag ef al. (2021) remind us that to limit global warming to a maximum of 1.5°C, the IT sector must

decrease its emissions by more than 40 percent by 2030.

Tomlinson et al. (2013) describe this decrease in IT uses as a change in our socio-technical system, where
the usual social and technical fit is broken, as reducing IT uses does not align with the current remaining
abundance of resources, but merely fits with anticipated scarcities and social crisis. The authors name
this anticipated adaptation the “informatics collapse”. This socio-technical perspective is in line with the
“socio-technical imaginaries” presented by Jasanoff and Kim (2009) as technological trajectories which
reflect collective and imagined futures. In this case, the imaginaries are at the opposite pole of scenarios
dealing with the positive expectations from technologies (March, 2018) and, more generally, with
technological innovation (Konrad and Bohle, 2019). Degrowth technology does not entail abandoning
all our technologies, but simply moderating IT uses and IT design by focusing on what is really needed
(Heikkurinen, 2018; Slaughter, 2018). In general, degrowth technology is in line with the general trend
of a degrowth economy. Degrowth, which is also known as “neo-growth”, consists of favouring the

collective and sustainable progress of humanity (Breyer et al., 2017).

Concerning digital sobriety, good practices have already been identified and promoted. For instance,
Elgaaied-Gambier et al. (2020: 122) have listed many online sober IT behaviours, such as reducing the
size of emails, their frequency, and the number of receivers, as well as limiting attached files,

compressing them, and avoiding watching streaming media, etc. In terms of the energy consumption of
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IT equipment, the advice is to switch it off when not in use (Murugesan, 2008). More broadly, digital
sobriety can be related to the general trend of sobriety which is defined by Guillard (2021: 36) as “a
lifestyle that involves not just consuming better but also, and critically, consuming less”. It is also part
of the general trend of the “degrowth society” which goes back to essential uses and consumption
(Kerschner et al., 2018). Although we can easily understand the need for digital sobriety, the idea still

needs a definition. We suggest characterising it through the literature on Green IT.
2.1.2 Digital sobriety as a technological scepticism dimension of Green IT

Murugesan (2008: 25) defines Green IT as “the study and practice of designing, manufacturing, using,
and disposing of computers, servers, and associated subsystems (...) with minimal or no impact on the
environment.” Greening IT uses is rarely considered in Green IT definitions. Among the seventeen
definitions gathered by Singh and Sahu (2020), only four of them mention IT uses. Moreover, when uses
are mentioned, these are Green IT uses, or IT uses for greening the world. For instance, Trimi and Park
(2013: 366) highlight the potential of IT uses for preventing “air, water, and soil pollution”. As such,
Green IT is usually and largely described as a way of greening the world by using IT (Melville, 2010).
In addition, Green IT practices are mainly studied through actions such as shutting down computers

(Chugh et al., 2016) and do not involve moderating IT uses.

Decreasing IT use with respect to digital sobriety seems to be a neglected topic. This may be because the
Green IT literature merely highlights the potential of IT for greening the world, which is not in line with
a perspective that recognises the harmful consequences of IT uses. Consequently, it seems to have two
opposing views of approaching the place of IT in our society: IT as a solution for greening the world
(Trimi and Park, 2013), and IT being held partly responsible for ecological disasters (Castro et al., 2021;
Elgaaied-Gambier et al., 2020). Digital sobriety is clearly in line with the latter perspective. The divide
between these remains because it is difficult to disentangle the effects of IT on the environment (Berkhout
and Hertin, 2004; Haldar and Sethi, 2022; [EA, 2021). Furthermore, the situation is likely more complex
because positive and negative effects seem to be intertwined (Berkhout and Hertin, 2004). For instance,
the perceived usefulness of using Al for greening the world is mitigated (Leal Filho et al., 2022).
However, Lammers et al. (2022) empirically show that start-ups whose activities mainly rely on IT and
Al continue to favour economic growth over sustainability. In addition, technological innovations such

as 5G may increase energy consumption (Cheng et al., 2022).

More generally, these two opposing perspectives of IT’s effects allude to the opposition between
technooptimism and techno-scepticism. Asayama and Ishii (2017: 421) describe techno-optimists as

“hopeful and confident that their technological innovations are making and will continue to make a
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positive social change”. Conversely, techno-sceptics do not believe that human progress and
sustainability will stem from technological innovation (Pansera et al., 2019). Previous forecasting studies
have already shown the opposition between people’s consciousness in a forthcoming ecological crisis
and their technooptimism (Boschetti ef al., 2016). Considering the progress of knowledge on the causes
of ecological crisis, technological optimism can be seen as “naive” (Dorr, 2017). Therefore, digital
sobriety seems to be a techno-sceptical perspective of Green IT, which aims to reduce IT uses that are
excessive and detrimental to the environment. We will now consider the literature dealing with IT users’

perspectives.
2.2 Digital sobriety of users in organisations
2.2.1 Discontinuance of IT uses despite user satisfaction

To the best of our knowledge, reducing IT uses has not yet been studied in the field of IT discontinuance
for uses linked to ecological concerns. Instead, authors have studied “IT disconfirmation” (Bhattacherjee
and Premkumar, 2004) and “IT discontinuance” (Turel, 2015) whereby users, during the post-adoption
phase, are no longer satisfied with the performance of the IT and decide to abandon it. In line with this
work, we can define digital sobriety as different levels of discontinuance of uses owing to ecological

concerns and despite the satisfaction of users with IT.

Usually, studies focus on factors that favour the continuance of uses and prevent the discontinuance of
uses. IT users’ intentions to abandon IT are negatively perceived and defined by Xu ez al. (2017: 103104)
as coming from “disenchanted consumers” who are an illustration of “technology failures”. By studying
these disenchanted IT users, Rosen (2005) has empirically shown that performance expectancies, use
effort, and social influence partly predict the decline in intention to continue IT use over time.
Bhattacherjee and Premkumar (2004) have also studied how changes in IT users’ beliefs and attitudes
may lead to IT uses being abandoned. These factors must be studied in the context of digital sobriety.

Indeed, it appears that reducing IT uses has not yet been studied in relation to ecological concerns.
Studying IT users’ behaviours, Elgaaied-Gambier et al. (2020) reveal that users wait for interventions
from the government and IT companies to motivate their actions to reduce IT uses. As such, there is a

need to study managerial support for digital sobriety.
2.2.2 Implementing digital sobriety at work

To study the implementation of digital sobriety, we draw on the TOE framework, which is often cited in
Green IT adoption studies (Anthony, 2020; Mouakket and Aboelmaged, 2021). This framework was
developed by DePietro ef al. (1990), who consider IT adoption as being at the intersection of three
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contextual dimensions: technological, organisational and environmental. These dimensions can be
internal and external to organisations and explain the entire process of adoption. Thanks to this
framework, previous research has identified many factors which favour the implementation of Green IT
in organisations. Technological aspects have been related to IT infrastructures, information management
(Anthony, 2020), and, more generally, to technologies available on the market (DePietro et al., 1990).
Organisational factors are studied through company strategy, management support, IT practitioners’
attitudes (Anthony, 2020), and company size (Bose ef al., 2011; Nedbal et al., 2011). Environmental
factors can be ecological practices (Anthony, 2020), regulatory support, and competition intensity (Bose

etal.,2011; Nedbal et al., 2011).

Previous studies have mainly covered the adoption context of Green IT in general (Mouakket and
Aboelmaged, 2021). The factors may not be the same in the field of implementing digital sobriety, which,
as we have seen previously, deviates from conventional IT adoption incentives owing to its technological
scepticism. Factors that encourage the withdrawal of IT uses may result from another contextual
dimension. The Shift Project report (2020: 68) on digital sobriety, encourages limiting IT uses to reduce
their environmental impact. Limiting uses can, however, lead to feelings of guilt by users. Nevertheless,
in the field of addictive IT, Turel (2015) wonders whether it is moral to play with the feeling of guilt of
IT users when targeting their Information Systems (IS) discontinuance intentions. Consequently, this
specific context of implementing digital sobriety must be studied to identify its most favourable context.

3. Methodology
3.1 Data collection

To study the implementation of digital sobriety in organisations, we drew on interviews with I'T workers.
We selected nine French organisations of heterogeneous size (from fewer than ten employees to more
than 5,000), which operate in various spheres of the IT industry (networks, telecommunications
operators, internet service providers, consulting, software development, etc.), offering services to other
companies or the general public. They were selected because they are the most concerned and are
organisations with a potentially high level of e-pollution awareness. As such, they were selected using
this criterion, which serves the purposes of our study (Morgan, 2008). Data collection was based on 33
semi-structured interviews (see Appendix A). We recorded all interviews using a voice recorder and
transcribed them, resulting in 401 pages of raw data. The interviews were conducted between January
and July 2021 and lasted between 14 and 75 minutes. The authors used a non-random convenience

sampling approach, also known as snowball sampling, to recruit participants. They were contacted



through the authors' address book. Each interview dealt with three main themes related to our three
research questions: “What is digital sobriety?”, “How is it implemented in organisations?”, and “How is
it perceived by IT users in organisations?” (see Appendix B). Interviewees held different positions within
the companies studied, covering a wide range of functions, responsibilities, and decision-making powers
(IT, Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR), marketing, etc.). They were simple IT users, decision
makers, or both in some instances. In addition, to fully explore the degree to which organisations adopt
digital sobriety strategies, we collected data in relation to two scenarios proposed by Miles et al. (2013:
36): (1) instances where interviewees effectively advocate an orientation towards more digital sobriety;
and (2) “negative” instances where interviewees are in no way sensitive to this cause and have a very
critical perspective towards IT degrowth. Data was collected until theoretical saturation was reached
(Rowlands et al., 2016:

43).

3.2 Data analysis

After asking the consent of our interviewees, all interviews were recorded, made anonymous and
confidential, and transcribed. Several themes were identified within the literature review and integrated
into our coding table, which was developed using Saldana’s (2021) instructions on life cycle coding. We
applied a simultaneous coding method (Miles ef al., 2013: 81) when relevant. This was the case when
interviewees pointed to interactions between, on the one hand, a dimension of the TOE framework and,
on the other, their individual perception of the topic. This simultaneous coding makes it possible to

articulate both the individual and organisational aspects of digital sobriety.

To define digital sobriety and analyse the context of its implementation in organisations we drew on all
three dimensions of the TOE framework. The technological dimension helped us characterise digital
sobriety by considering the technological context, which is also a critical issue. We then describe how
digital sobriety is implemented within organisations and examine the broader environmental factors at
play. To study the perception of digital sobriety by IT users, we used adoption model aspects to specify
the perceived ease and usefulness of digital sobriety, as well as to evaluate intentions to discontinue use.
By adopting these two well-known frameworks related to IT adoption, we tested their adequacy to
determine whether digital sobriety can be understood through established approaches or whether novel
approaches more aligned with the degrowth technology perspective are necessary. In Appendix B, we

present the main themes of our interviews and their corresponding questions.



4. Results and discussion
4.1 Digital sobriety characterisation and its deployment in organisations
4.1.1. Digital sobriety: a polysemous notion

Digital sobriety appears to be a polysemous notion. Several names were used by our interviewees. Some
of them talk about “Green IT” (1.05), others use “digital sobriety” (1.01), or “sustainable IT” (1.01),
“responsibility, frugality” (1.07), “responsible digital” (1.03, 1.20, 1.21), “dedigitalisation” (1.09) or

“Sustainable Digital” (1.05). Despite a variety of terminologies, interviewees describe a similar reality
“digital sobriety means using digital tools but wisely” (1.01) in order to minimise our negative impact on
the environment. "Digital sobriety in a company context is what can be put in place and what should be
done in ecological terms so that the digital footprint of companies is smaller” (1.18). Overall, our

interviewees all have a perception of what digital sobriety is.

Regarding the prospects of this concept of digital sobriety, several scenarios are envisaged by our
interlocutors. Some think that the steps taken today make it possible to “plant a seed somewhere, we
plant a seed in people's brains and maybe in a year, two years, three years, I don't know, we will be able
to go further” (1.14). Nevertheless, this seed remains for the moment too “reserved for a minority, those
who are completely focused on the subject, who work on it” (1.06). Others are much less optimistic and
think that “it will, unfortunately, get worse” (1.13) because digital technology plunges people into a “flow,
I'm in the same river, which will become a torrent” (1.13), that it seems hard to stop because “digital is
the future, it’s modern, so it’s something we can’t question” (1.05). Moreover, reasoning on a planetary
scale, one of our interlocutors is even more pessimistic, because: “when you combine China, India and a
fair few African countries which do not yet have good access to 4G, that will hurt. So I don't see a great
future for digital sobriety” (1.04). This predominance of digital must be regulated and this must happen
by means of “rethinking the advertising system, rethinking the economic model” (1.09). Another solution
envisaged lies in acculturation to the phenomenon, from school, “where we put that in the subjects” (1.06)

taught to children.
4.1.2 Techno-centric logic and digital sobriety: a paradoxical injunction?

For some of our interviewees, digital sobriety is a fundamental issue for companies in the digital sector.

Nevertheless, these same people have the feeling “that there is a great lack of information on the subject,



and 1 find that quite paradoxical when we are directly linked to this digital world” (1. 19). In addition,
while our interviewees are informed and aware of the environmental consequences of excessive use of
digital technologies, a large part of the actions developed to communicate or raise awareness are carried
out through digital tools such as Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCSs): “And there’s something we 've
just finished, it's really recent, it's a module, a MOOC, really online training with several videos about
general awareness of digital impacts” (1. 30). Organisations go so far as to develop training which is
itself entirely dematerialised: “I’m in the process of creating an awareness module, for online training”

(L 22).

These paradoxes seem to stem from the combination of techno-optimism and techno-scepticism
perspectives in organisations, which is similar to the contradiction identified by Itten et al. (2020)
regarding technological degrowth and the phenomenon of digital transformation, and in line with the
complexity of the coexistence of optimism and scepticism noted by Berkhout and Hertin (2004). Indeed,
these two perspectives seem to be interrelated in the implementation of digital sobriety. This indicates a
potential mismatch between corporate sustainability strategies and corporate competitiveness strategies,
which should be aligned if they are to be implemented correctly (Baumgartner and Ebner, 2010). When
both strategies are aligned, this indicates the highest maturity level of corporate sustainability (Sari et al.,
2020). Nevertheless, it seems difficult for companies in the field of IT to align both. More generally, we
can consider that digital sobriety paradoxes are akin to other paradoxical contexts in organisations, such
as paradoxes of learning related to choices to be made between exploitation and exploration, and

incremental and radical innovation (Smith and Lewis, 2011).
4.1.3 Progressive incentives for implementing digital sobriety in organisations

Our analyses enable us to identify a development process for a digital sobriety approach using three
stages: raise awareness, rationalise the procedure of digital sobriety, and frame it into a digital sobriety

strategy.

The awareness-raising stage is reflected in several actions implemented in organisations, in particular
through communication such as “a newsletter once a month where we will highlight a CSR aspect linked
to digital sobriety” (1.10). It is about “making people realise that it's important. From the moment they

become aware, they will inevitably act on their own.” (1.06).

The second step goes further by involving more stakeholders, but gradually, in order not to pressurise
them. Nevertheless, this approach must be “uniform. (...) So we can do a V1 which is basic, then a V2

that is a little more elaborate, which adds some upper layers. (...) we really have to proceed like that and
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allow people to exchange views”. This rationalisation with employees can be done by using
“ambassadors”, who “act as an intermediary, an aid, and as a CSR specialist; and, more specifically,

someone who offers help with everything to do with uses” (1.10).

Lastly, the third framing stage goes further in the formalisation of the approach. At this point, the company
has to establish a real strategy based on concrete actions, such as participation in World Cleanup Day,
where “in this context, I set a challenge, within my project, to get teams to compete on who will do the
most cleaning” (1.22). Here, the use of indicators must make it possible to measure the evolution of this
anchoring strategy in the practices of employees so that they can be located via “the display of indicators
(...). Likewise, it takes time to develop reports saying ‘you have data’. To tell people ‘here’s the average
storage, it’s 1.2 gigs, where do you stand? Where are you compared with the average?

Are you above? Are you below? ™ (1.11).

Gradually supporting the readiness for change of IT users is in line with general sustainable maturity
models whose socio-technical transition moves through different stages, from “predevelopment” to real
“disruption” (Kivimaa et al., 2019: 1068). During this socio-technical transition for sustainability, the
need to measure efforts and gains has already been underlined by Turnheim et al. (2015). This procedure
is generally in line with the work of Aitken et al. (2011), who empirically show that when people are
informed about climate change and potential action, they are more willing to do something for the

environment.
4.1.4 Ubiquitous digital sobriety: internal, external, bottom-up, and top-down influences

Digital sobriety occurs in both directions: top-down and bottom-up. Some employees can be proactive
in the process, and management can also respond proactively to meet regulatory constraints (already in

place or to come) and stakeholders’ expectations (employees, customers, partners, etc.).

For the bottom-up dynamic, digital sobriety is both a proactive and reactive response to the demands that
emanate from managers and employees who “request it, they are increasingly demanding, and they even
say, beyond asking on a personal level, that they want to work for a company that addresses this area.
So we also have an issue that goes beyond just business: we have an employer brand question™ (1.11).
Moreover, from an outside perspective this is “essential also for recruiting future talent, young people
who are increasingly concerned, we talk about it a lot but I think it's true, it's not just talk” (1.33), because
these young people “will not work for a company that is not committed to the climate” (1.22). The
company must therefore “show that it is committed and that it’s not talking nonsense if it is to attract

new recruits” (1.22) and green its employer brand.
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Secondly, the top-down approach relates to incentives for implementing digital sobriety which come
from market requirements that customers, shareholders, or competitors could impose. Companies must
respond to “customers [who] are becoming aware of this” and who “are asking us more and more what
we are doing to reduce the impact of what we are going to do” (1.30). It therefore seems logical, from
the point of view of our interviewees, that digital sobriety could help in maintaining competitiveness
because “it will be the fundamental issue of the next ten years. A company cannot miss this wave, so in

order not to be left behind, I think it is essential” (1.33).

Finally, our interviewees underline the expectations of companies in terms of regulations!, which are
external sources of influence. For them, it is fundamental that regulations intervene to frame the uses of
IT. In the meantime, companies are invited to “anticipate the regulatory constraints which, I think, will

inevitably come” (1.33) and thus not allow themselves to be surprised and left in a reactive position.

This ubiquitous digital sobriety is in line with the work of March (2018) who specifies the need for a
bottom-up strategy to favour degrowth technology through the freeing up of IT users and designers. The
author explains that this phenomenon can draw on the open-source philosophy, which is strongly
participative and collaborative. Externally, this strategy constitutes an employer brand which is
recognised for increasing organisational attractiveness, making it easier to recruit (Collins and Stevens,
2002; Knox and Freeman, 2006). As such, digital sobriety could be seen as novel work practices with a
humanitarian and participative perspective. In addition, this ubiquitous process illustrates the complexity
of the transition pathways to sustainability, which stem from multiple stakeholders, as described by

Turnheim et al. (2015).
4.2 Different perceptions and levels of digital sobriety of IT users in organisations
4.2.1 Resistance to digital sobriety

Firstly, we note a resistance to digital sobriety, mainly owing to a lack of awareness and the perceived
uselessness of moderating IT uses. People may reject digital sobriety because they are not sensitive to
environmental causes, not aware of their digital footprint on the environment, or because they still believe
in the human and technological potential to find solutions as mentioned by Interviewee 27: “the very
nature of humanity is to invent new things, so, in fact, we will always find a solution. Technology will
save us”. In addition, several of our interviewees did not seem convinced by the impact of efforts made
to reduce their digital footprint. Indeed, many of them report that “the question of emails does not require,

in my opinion, any strong action, because the gain is not exceptional either” (1.04), or “it's like saying
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to someone who needs to lose 10 kg, ‘remove a grain of rice from your plate’; it's about the same order

of magnitude” (1.01). These types of perception are in line with what Kerschner et al. (2018) describe as

1 Data collection was carried out only a few months before the French Parliament passed the réduire [ 'empreinte environnementale du numérique (REEN)
Act, which aims to reduce the environmental footprint of digital technologies.

the dominant socio-technical imaginary of our society, arguing for a technological solutionism for all
human challenges, something March (2018) describes as the fetishism of technologies. Consequently,
the perceived usefulness of digital sobriety seems to be inconsistent with the technological optimism

stance.
4.2.2 Aware but powerless

While some are aware of the digital footprint, they remain passive because they consider digital sobriety
as a big change; so big that the magnitude of this change inhibits their actions. Indeed, they think that
digital sobriety “is actually an extremely complex subject because we are touching the foundations of
our society, so it's not going to happen right away” (1.33). Moreover, changing habits of IT uses seems
to be difficult, or undesirable. For instance, Interviewee 3 notes that: “there are still people who are
reluctant and who are stuck in their habits”. The society of plenty is implicated as limiting efforts and
encouraging mass IT uses. According to Interviewee 7, “in Europe, we are so used to having abundance
from a digital point of view that we don't think about using it correctly”. Furthermore, “it's like putting a
glass of wine or a bottle of wine permanently under an alcoholic’s nose and in every room of his house”
(I.13). Some are aware of its necessity but feel powerlessness because of their work conditions and
complain of time pressure; for instance, as Interviewee 32 mentions, “The majority of people are caught
up in... they are also strangled by time, by this kind of chase, this infernal spiral, we have to go fast. So
we do, we do it quickly, but as a result we overconsume”. They also remain passive because digital
sobriety is perceived as a difficult process without any obligation, or any framework that builds on a
solid base. “We are well aware that we have too much, but I think we don't know how to do it, we don't
know how to do it differently. That's it. We need awareness raising in terms of digital sobriety. That's
how I feel” (1.03). Many remain passive without any formal obligation and think that: “if I don't get my
tool taken away, I tend to say, it's kind of like regulations or like things, nothing will stop me from doing
it” (I.13). That is the reason why Interviewee 14 calls for the automation of many efforts for solving
impulsive IT uses. These barriers lead to inaction mainly because people feel powerless, which is a
wellknown factor in inaction against climate change in general. Aitken ef al. (2011) empirically show
that feeling powerless leads to downplaying the climate crisis and accordingly decreases intentions to do

something for the environment. Information and knowledge about climate change are required to
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promote action (Aitken et al., 2011; Farrukh et al., 2022). In the same way, benefiting from clear
information about IT pollution and solutions may favour the digital sobriety of users. In addition, some
IT users seem to demand a coercive digital sobriety strategy, which appears in contradiction with the
participative strategy we discussed previously. This tension between coercive and voluntary green
strategies has already been highlighted by Clemens and Douglas (2006), who observe that coercion can

lead to voluntary action, showing that both are ultimately interlinked.
4.2.3 Perceived usefulness beyond environmental causes

The utility of digital sobriety is recognised as going beyond environmental causes, which is in line with
the polysemous nature of the idea that we described previously. Major effects of digital sobriety are
recognised as follows: “recovering values and the environment, responsible digital can be an incredible
opportunity to reknit, recreate values, restore meaning” (1.04), and “Digital sobriety is not just about
protecting the planet, it is also about protecting the people on it and their health” (1.12). Digital sobriety
is considered as an opportunity for reducing the quantity of emails at work, as noted by Interviewee 1:
“in fact emails bother everyone”, and accordingly for moderating the mental workload because “there

are people, if we avoided copying them in all the time, we would alleviate their mental overload” (1.03).

Workers who are involved in optimising their IT uses perceived the combination of all small
contributions as useful “/ do my part like a hummingbird” (1.14) and believe that “if everyone does it

there will be a really big impact” (1.18).

Those who lead the change generally consider digital sobriety as an easy process as mentioned by

Interviewee 18: “once you start it's pretty easy to stick with it. And I like having a clean, empty mailbox.”
Perception of usefulness and the ease of becoming digitally sober is in line with the definition we set out
on the concept. Indeed, digital sobriety seems to be directly related to employee well-being. Digital
sobriety seems to be an opportunity to break the vicious cycle of stress of IT workers described by
Evenstad (2018) as a result of the acceleration of workload and its related technological progress and the
continuous search for optimisation. On the whole, the relationship between digital sobriety and wellbeing
is in line with previous research showing that, in general, actions dealing with CSR favour wellbeing at

work because they are congruent with employees’ values (Singhapakdi et al., 2015).
4.2.4 Different levels of digital sobriety

Our results identify different levels of maturity in digital sobriety, from opposition to sober IT practices
to IT disadoption/degrowth. These levels are recognised by Interviewee 2, who observes that: “there are

those who are convinced already because they are personally convinced by the state of the planet in
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general. And then there are those who are not even aware, or even in denial.” Firstly, there is a refutation
of digital sobriety. Then there is a level of awareness, with passive people who are stuck in their beliefs
and complaints. Next, there are people who try to switch to the best I'T solution for reducing their digital
footprint. The next level is related to the optimisation of IT by moderating and diminishing the quantity
and frequency of its uses. Finally, digital sobriety can lead to a state of IT disadoption or non-adoption,
which may be the state which is the most related to degrowth technology. Table 1 presents these different

levels with quotations as examples.
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Table 1. Summary of different levels of digital sobriety with quotations.

Digital

snhne,t;g ||esm;jptjnn Example levels
*
. »

I8 2} 1.

Some IT users may be reluctant to change their habits
“In Europe, we are so used to having abundance from a digital point of view,

and behaviours regarding technology due to a lack of

Refutation that we don't question using it correctly” (1.07)

negative impacts of excessive IT use “There are some for whom it's a drop in the ocean; they say it's never going to
happen, that we have other things to do today, that it's not a priority” (1.02)

“In_any case, it's too late” or “at our level, we can't change anything” (1.17)

Some IT users may be waiting for action or initiatives
from external stakeholders, such as the government, “It's no use, anyway it's always us who have to do everything, it should be the

Inaction . e T
companies, or individuals, rather than taking individual state that sets the example, then it's the industrialists, and then it's the
action themselves shareholders, and then...” (1.16)
belief in the benefits of doing so or a denial of the

“I did the transfer during the day as soon as I had the application, I stopped
almost everything by email and I did more by Webex as long as the person in

IT users may prioritise and select the most efficient and front of me was also registered, which was not always the case” (1.04)
Substitution sustainable IT options based on their environmental

“These are really habits to develop, and to say, for example, rather than impact,

as well as their overall digital footprint
sending you an email, I'll call you. That's it. The alternative to digital, and there

are plenty, there are plenty” (1.03)




“The idea is that in fact digital is a non-renewable resource and therefore we
must save it. (...) It's a solution for all the challenges we're going to face and
it's also a problem when we do anything with it, that we have to preserve it as
much as possible, that we have to use it when necessary, to save it” (1.33)

Digital sobriety entails moderating and reducing the
frequency of IT use in order to minimise its negative ~ “If was really easy to remove all the people who were copied and to leave only
Optimisation impacts the two recipients And that took me,_in fact five seconds” (I 14)
“The rules of archiving, not sending heavy documents, sharing on the servers,
the webcam, etc. I mean it's pretty simple stuff, veah” (1.18)
Individuals may choose to discontinue their use of IT, or “I try fo reduce adoption because once you've adopted something, disadopting
Disadoption avoid adopting it altogether, as part of a digital sobriety if is harder than not adopting it because you're used to it” (1. 31) and
approach that prioritises a simpler, more intentional, and
Degrowth sustainable lifestyle, or due to concerns about privacy, “It addresses all sectors —‘dedigitalisation’” (1.9) security, or
the impact of technology on their well-being.
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5. Conclusion

Previous studies encourage designers to develop ecologically acceptable, ethical, and wiser technologies
to be prepared for the future context of a degrowth society (Pansera et al., 2019; Vetter, 2018). According
to Heikkurinen (2018), these acceptable technologies are a matter of identifying a reasonable level of
technological support in a degrowth economy. Similarly, our research presents different aspects of
acceptable uses of IT for preparing companies and employees to adapt their IT uses in a world of scarcity
and a degrowth society. This research is a call for wiser uses of IT as an anticipation of future resource

scarcity and energy restriction.
5.1. Contributions

At the end of this study, we characterise digital sobriety as a complex socio-technical trajectory revealing
different levels of discontinuance of uses owing to ecological concerns and despite the satisfaction of
users with IT. This discontinuance ranges from moderation to abandonment of IT uses, representing
different degrees of maturity of IT users in terms of digital sobriety. While the concept of digital maturity
has been widely discussed in the academic literature, existing frameworks and models for measuring and
assessing an organisation's digital maturity level, such as the Digital Maturity Model by Capgemini
Consulting, the Digital Business Maturity Index by MIT Sloan Management Review, and the Digital
Maturity Framework by Gartner, often overlook the importance of environmental considerations in
digital development. Our research emphasises the need to incorporate environmental considerations into
existing models and frameworks, in order to facilitate a more sustainable approach to frenetic

digitalisation (Vrain et al., 2022).

This research also offers a characterisation of the implementation of digital sobriety in organisations,
highlighting how it tends to happen progressively. Implementing digital sobriety is difficult because it is
set in a paradoxical context combining different socio-technical imaginaries opposing techno-optimist
economical injunctions, and individual or collective techno-scepticism. We notice that tensions also stem
from the potential mismatch between coercive expectations from IT users and the voluntary
implementation of digital sobriety. This shows different scenarios for organising digital sobriety in
companies with one strategy based on incentives, and another based on obligation and restriction. In the

future, combining these divergent scenarios may help address the different contexts of IT use.

Digital sobriety can be considered a complex socio-technical phenomenon with uncertainties regarding
IT use forecasting, due to the coexistence of different socio-technical imaginaries. Currently, there are

different positions within organisations dealing with digital sobriety, and it is unclear whether the
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different levels of digital sobriety will coexist peacefully or lead to tension. Additionally, there is
uncertainty as to whether IT will continue to be seen as a solution or as something to be discarded. A
future environmental crisis could potentially impose a high level of digital sobriety in an urgent and
unprepared manner, leading to massive IT disadoption. Therefore, our findings highlight the need for
long-term strategies to address digital sobriety, as it needs to be supported steadily and consistently by

organisations, particularly prior to a crisis being declared.

This study addresses the gap identified by Melville (2010), who called for the consideration of
environmental beliefs and awareness in IT adoption studies. To explore sober uses of IT, we integrated
the TOE framework and IT adoption models. This approach extends previous research on IT
discontinuance by examining the trend of IT disadoption through the lens of digital sobriety and its
relationship to the degrowth technology phenomenon. Our study highlights the unique socio-technical
perspective of digital sobriety, which reflects techno-scepticism and challenges traditional approaches in
the fields of Green IT and Management Information Systems (MIS). We question the definition of
continuance of IT uses and the role of techno-scepticism in MIS research. While digital sobriety appears
to contradict traditional IT adoption approaches, our empirical results demonstrate that traditional factors,

such as perceived usefulness, still apply in the context of degrowth technology.

The need for further research on how to moderate and promote the abandonment of IT use for
sustainability is crucial. This perspective on digital transformation seeks to encourage responsible and
thoughtful use of IT, rather than maximising its support in all work activities. It is also an invitation to
redefine effective IT adoption as responsible IT adoption, which takes into account sustainability and
environmental impact, rather than solely relying on the frequency of IT use as a measure of success. To
further explore the changes in IT uses and perception of IT contribution in line with digital sobriety, it
would be beneficial for a theoretical paper to delve deeper into the literature on socio-material
imaginaries and degrowth technology. Although briefly mentioned here, these concepts are crucial for
expanding our understanding of how technology and society interact, and how we can move towards
more sustainable digital practices. By examining the intersection of these ideas with digital sobriety, a
theoretical paper could provide valuable insights and contribute to the development of more responsible

and ethical approaches to technology.
5.2. Managerial implications

This study highlights the benefits of implementing digital sobriety practices for both human resources

and the environment. The findings suggest that companies could use their digital sobriety policy as a
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means to attract job candidates. Therefore, it is recommended that companies communicate their digital
sobriety policy to potential recruits. Moreover, interviewees indicated that adopting a digital sobriety
approach helped reduce their mental workload. This is significant as mental workload has been linked to
employee well-being (Cinaz et al., 2013; Grech et al., 2009), which could serve as another incentive for

managers to implement digital sobriety practices.

Our results reveal five levels of digital sobriety that organisations may have to support differently. For
example, in the refutation stage, the primary objective is to make employees aware of the challenges of

digital sobriety, before proposing that they act.

Digital sobriety is emerging as a new challenge for creating social change. However, the results of this
study indicate that the implementation of a digital sobriety approach in organisations is still in its early
stages. The resistance of some respondents to digital sobriety raises questions about the place of these
topics in educational programmes. In the context of the climate emergency, it is essential to introduce
this issue into the academic sphere. Future research could explore the potential impact of introducing
digital sobriety into educational programmes and raising awareness through workshops in organisations.
It would also be valuable to investigate the reasons behind the resistance to digital sobriety among
respondents, and to identify strategies to overcome this resistance. Additionally, workshops to raise
awareness about digital sobriety could be conducted in organisations. Some initiatives, such as those led
by Climate Fresk, are already beginning to emerge in some organisations. As digital sobriety is a new
and evolving concept, continued research could provide valuable insights into its potential for creating
social change in the context of the climate emergency. Finally, it may be worthwhile to investigate and
evaluate the effectiveness of existing initiatives such as those led by Climate Fresk in promoting digital

sobriety in organisations.

In addition to reducing the environmental impact of digital technologies, digital sobriety can also
contribute to social change in various ways. For example, it can help address issues related to the digital
divide, which refers to unequal access to technology and digital skills. By promoting digital sobriety,
organisations and individuals can prioritise the essential use of technology, which may help bridge the
gap between those who have access and those who do not. Moreover, digital sobriety can also contribute
to promoting more ethical and responsible use of technology. For instance, it can encourage individuals
and organisations to reflect on the impact of technology on mental health and well-being and take steps
to mitigate any negative effects. Digital sobriety can also encourage more thoughtful and intentional use
of social media, which can help counteract some of the negative effects associated with social media use,

such as addiction, cyberbullying, and disinformation. Overall, digital sobriety has the potential to
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contribute to a more sustainable and equitable digital society by encouraging more responsible and

thoughtful use of technology.
5.3. Limitations and future research

This research reveals several limitations which offer many avenues for future research. Firstly, we chose
to focus on IT companies, but they provide a fragmented vision of digital sobriety practices. This study

could be extended to other sectors.

Secondly, the results revealed that companies tend to rely on positive incentives for implementing digital
sobriety, despite some IT users expecting coercion. Therefore, an experimental approach could be
beneficial in comparing the effects of positive incentives versus coercion in promoting the
implementation of digital sobriety. To explore the efficacy of positive incentives, the study could

consider using nudges, whose effectiveness has already been demonstrated in the environmental domain

(Allcott, 2011; Ayres et al., 2013; Schultz et al., 2007).

Thirdly, Jones et al. (2014) have shown that CSR can be used as an employer branding strategy. Exploring
the potential for an advanced approach to digital sobriety to serve as an employer branding strategy would

be a valuable area for further investigation.

Finally, we acknowledge that institutional conditions can impede digital sobriety. While our data
primarily focused on the individual perspective, we recognise the significance of exploring the broader
institutional context that shapes behaviour in organisations. As such, institutional factors must be

considered when designing measures to promote digital sobriety in organisations.

Appendices

Appendix A: List of semi-structured interviews

# Respondant’s function Duration (minutes)
[.01  Innovation & Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) director 54
[.02  CSR officer 43
1.03  Innovation & CSR manager 28
1.04  Continuous improvement and innovation project manager 55
1.05 Life Cycle Assessment (LCA) manager & Digital consultant 56
1.06  Innovation & CSR manager 57
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1.07  Enterprise solutions deployment project manager 59
1.08  Ecological transition actor 47
[.09  Research engineer 58
[.10  CSR project manager 68
[.11  CSR manager 50
[.12  Project management officer (PMO) - Digital Communication & 62
Environment
[.13  Technical project manager 59
I.14  Senior client manager 64
I.15  Customer affairs manager 55
[.L16  Project manager 59
1.17  Business Intelligence (BI) analyst and CSR officer 40
[.18  Consulting manager 36
1.19  Sales advisor 17
[.20  Executive officer — CSR 57
[.21  Analyst programmer 39
[.22  Senior solutions consultant - CSR ambassador 36
1.23  Senior consultant specialising in the public sector 43
1.24  Research analyst 14
[.25  Manager of organisations and transformation 44
[.26  Senior research engineer 29
1.27  Specialist in media technologies and workflow 59
[.28  Deputy director of research centre - Researcher 54
[.29  Teaching engineer 44
1.30  IT Architect 32
.31  CSR Manager - Researcher 75
[.32  Purchasing and markets manager 55
[.33  Responsible digital consultant 30
Appendix B: Research questions and related interview questions
RO Dimensions Questions
Themes

“What is digital Technology = If I talk to you about digital sobriety, what does it Digital
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sobriety?” and  digital sobriety mean to you? sobriety

“How 1is it Digital

implemented in context the

Organisation What place does digital technology occupy in current
CSR organisation?” ecological concerns in our society?

Is the reduction/moderation of IT use at the heart of Green
your priorities? sobriety

Are actions taken here to encourage digital sobriety? Actions

Can you explain this process of reduction/moderation Management
of IT uses?

Environment What are your sources of information and influences Source when
dealing with digital sobriety?

How is digital  Intention Do you feel concerned about digital sobriety? Intention
sobru?ty Facility Is digital sobriety easy to implement? Facility
perceived by IT — - - ; .
users in the Utility Do you think your actions are helpful in terms of  Utility digital
organisation? sobriety?
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