APSSIHS

Academic Publications of Social Sciences and Humanities Studies
2023, Volume 3, Issue 2, Page No: 42-49
Available online at: https://apsshs.com/

E-ISSN: 3108-4192

Journal of Applied Organizational Systems and Behavior

Collaboration Overload as an Infrastructure Problem in Contemporary
Organizations: An Original Conceptual Framework

Ana Rodrigues'*, Tiago Martins', Bruno Lopes?

1. Department of Collaboration and Work Infrastructure, Faculty of Business, University of Lisbon, Lisbon, Portugal.
2. Department of Overload and Organizational Design, Faculty of Management, University of Porto, Porto, Portugal.

Abstract

Collaboration is indispensable to contemporary organizing, yet its costs are commonly framed as failures of personal prioritization,
meeting discipline, or digital self-control. This article develops an original non-empirical conceptual framework that treats collaboration
overload as an infrastructure problem produced by organizational defaults governing interdependence, access, meetings, communication
channels, visibility, and decision authority. The framework integrates four domains: the foundations of collaborative work, meeting
saturation, coordination debt and deferred individual work, and cognitive depletion across communication channels. It proposes that
collaborative demands become overload when organizationally generated requests exceed the temporal, attentional, and coordinative
capacity available for both joint and individual work. Meeting saturation and interruption processes may displace execution time, while
unresolved dependencies may accumulate as proposed coordination debt. Channel-specific demands may further deplete cognitive
resources, although these relationships remain conditional on task interdependence, role, legitimacy, timing, technology—task fit, team
climate, and work arrangement. The article advances design principles that relocate responsibility from individual coping alone toward
governance of defaults, participation rights, escalation paths, asynchronous alternatives, and protected execution capacity. It also
specifies propositions, measurement requirements, rival explanations, and falsification conditions for future research. The framework is
not presented as a validated causal model or universal prescription. Its contribution is an integrative architecture that distinguishes
collaboration quantity from coordination quality, visibility from performance, autonomy from transferred responsibility, and conceptual
plausibility from organizational decision readiness.
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Introduction

Collaboration overload is often diagnosed at the point where employees experience it: crowded calendars, constant requests,
fragmented concentration, and unfinished individual work. That diagnosis is incomplete because the demand is rarely
produced by individual preference alone. Longitudinal evidence indicates that sustained helping can become a job demand
associated with exhaustion and work-to-family conflict, with organizational tenure shaping vulnerability [1]. Large-scale
digital-trace evidence likewise shows that work arrangements can reconfigure collaboration networks and communication
media rather than merely changing where tasks occur [2]. These findings suggest that overload should be examined as an
outcome of how organizations structure access, dependence, responsiveness, and coordination, not simply as weak personal
time management.
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An infrastructure perspective shifts the analytical question from “Why did this employee fail to protect focus?” to “Which
organizational arrangements repeatedly generate demands that exceed available collaborative and execution capacity?”
Remote-work research identifies work design, workload, social support, monitoring, and self-discipline as interdependent
conditions of effective work [3]. Broader workplace scholarship similarly locates technological use, social connection,
coordination, and well-being across individual, team, and organizational levels [4]. The relevant infrastructure includes formal
policies, meeting defaults, communication technologies, role expectations, escalation practices, and informal norms. It
therefore encompasses both designed arrangements and enacted practice, including expectations that may be visible in
calendars or platforms without being formally authorized.

The material environment also matters. Field evidence from open-office transitions shows that architectural change can reduce
face-to-face interaction while increasing electronic communication, demonstrating that collaboration patterns respond to
spatial design rather than managerial intention alone [5]. Accordingly, collaboration overload cannot be inferred from message
counts, meeting hours, or perceived busyness in isolation. The same interaction may solve a dependency, create social support,
transfer responsibility, or generate additional coordination. Converging evidence indicates that work design, remote
arrangements, and physical architecture redistribute collaborative demand rather than locating overload solely in individual
behavior [3-5].

This article is an Original Conceptual Framework Acrticle. Its objective is to propose, not validate, a Collaboration-Overload
Infrastructure Framework linking collaborative-work foundations, meeting saturation, coordination debt, deferred individual
work, and cognitive depletion across communication channels. The contribution is threefold. First, it defines overload as a
mismatch between infrastructure-generated collaborative demand and the capacity required for joint and individual work.
Second, it proposes mechanisms through which meetings, interruptions, channel switching, and unresolved dependencies may
convert collaboration into overload. Third, it identifies governance and measurement principles that permit the framework to
be tested, challenged, or rejected. The argument remains bounded by the designs, settings, levels, and constructs represented
in the available evidence.

Conceptual foundations of collaborative work

Collaborative work is defined here as interdependent activity through which actors integrate knowledge, coordinate
contributions, resolve dependencies, and sustain relationships needed for collective accomplishment. This definition separates
collaboration from interaction volume. Reviews of team effectiveness portray team functioning as dynamic, multilevel, and
context-dependent, with performance emerging from combinations of inputs, processes, emergent states, and adaptation [6].
Collaboration can therefore be intensive without being effective, and sparse communication can still support coordination
when knowledge, roles, and expectations are sufficiently aligned. The infrastructure problem begins when organizations treat
observable interaction as a proxy for contribution, thereby rewarding availability or participation without establishing whether
the activity resolves interdependence.

Coordination is one component of collaboration, not its synonym. Theory integrating team knowledge and adaptation
distinguishes explicit coordination, such as plans and direct communication, from implicit coordination based on shared
expectations and anticipatory adjustment [7]. These modes may complement or substitute for one another. Additional
meetings or messages can be valuable when uncertainty is high, but they may be redundant when responsibilities and
dependencies are already clear. The relevant unit of analysis also varies: an interaction experienced as interruption by one
employee may resolve a team-level dependency, while a locally efficient response may transfer work or uncertainty elsewhere.
The proposed framework therefore treats collaborative demand as multilevel and requires matched-level evidence before
inferring organizational consequences from individual perceptions.

Digital technologies expand the possibilities for connection, visibility, and traceability. They also redistribute who must
monitor, respond, document, and remain accessible. Scholarship on digital organizing emphasizes that digital footprints and
exhaust create new forms of visibility and coordination while also enabling surveillance and algorithmic interpretation [8].
Technological capability, however, does not confer legitimate authority to demand attention, evaluate performance, or
reassign responsibility. Formal permission to contact someone is distinct from a norm that makes nonresponse costly, just as
platform visibility is distinct from substantive influence over decisions.

Affordance-based evidence from enforced homeworking further shows that communication technologies can support
coordination, social connection, and knowledge sharing while intensifying accessibility and boundary tensions [9]. These dual
possibilities prevent a deterministic account in which digital collaboration is inherently beneficial or harmful. The proposed
infrastructure perspective instead asks how affordances are enacted through task design, role relations, leadership
expectations, and team norms. Established evidence supports the existence of these tensions; the article’s original synthesis
is the claim that their configuration determines whether collaborative demands remain productive, become saturating, or
accumulate as unresolved coordination obligations.

Meeting saturation as organizational infrastructure
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Workplace meetings are recurring organizational episodes through which information is integrated, participation is organized,
and decisions are negotiated. Meeting research indicates that their effects depend on purpose, design, conduct, and participant
experience rather than attendance alone [10]. This article therefore defines meeting saturation as a proposed infrastructure
condition in which the temporal and attentional demands created by meetings, preparation, transitions, and follow-up consume
capacity faster than the meetings resolve coordination needs. Saturation is not a universal number of hours. It is a relational
condition involving meeting demand, task interdependence, decision value, individual execution requirements, and the
availability of alternative coordination mechanisms.

This definition distinguishes saturation from the claim that meetings are intrinsically wasteful. Evidence-informed work on
meeting costs attributes waste to weak purpose, unnecessary attendance, poor facilitation, and inadequate follow-through [11].
A meeting may create value by resolving ambiguity or distributing voice, yet still contribute to overload when its timing
fragments focused work or when participation is ceremonial rather than consequential. Formal invitations also reveal little
about power: an employee may be invited to speak without being able to influence the decision, while another may bear
implementation responsibility without meaningful participation. Meeting infrastructure must therefore be evaluated through
decision rights, dependency resolution, and downstream work, not calendar density alone.

Temporal norms are another infrastructural mechanism. Field evidence associates meeting lateness with poorer meeting
quality and participant outcomes, showing how small coordination failures can degrade an episode before substantive work
begins [12]. Repeated delays, overruns, and rescheduling may create cumulative displacement even when each event appears
minor. Alternative explanations remain plausible, including workload, leadership quality, task complexity, and organizational
turbulence. Meeting saturation should consequently be tested through temporal ordering and multilevel designs rather than
inferred from dissatisfaction or long calendars.

The meeting-load paradox captures the central tension: meetings can provide coordination benefits while simultaneously
consuming scarce resources [13]. The proposed saturation construct organizes that tension by asking when additional meeting
demand produces declining coordination value and increasing displacement. It does not presume that fewer meetings are
always better. Table 1 organizes the evidence, constructs, relationships, uncertainties, and boundary conditions required for
definitions, constructs, and conceptual boundaries for collaboration overload as an infrastructure problem in contemporary
organizations.

Table 1. Definitions, constructs, and conceptual boundaries for Collaboration Overload as an Infrastructure Problem in
Contemporary Organizations.

Construct or . Problem Distinction from . Boundary
Definition . Proposed role Uncertainty
component addressed  adjacent concepts statement
Interdependent knowledge Interaction Broader than . L .
. . . L . . Value varies by High interaction
Collaborative integration, coordination, volume may be communication Foundational .
. . . task and does not establish
work dependency resolution, and  mistaken for frequency or domain. .
. . o . context. effectiveness.
relational maintenance. contribution. helping alone.
. . L Explains .
.. Direct planning and Organizations . p. . Relative L.
Explicit and . Not equivalent to substitution . Less communication
N communication versus may overuse efficiency . .
implicit . . .. formal versus among . is not inherently
e . anticipatory adjustment explicit . .. remains .
coordination .. informal work. coordination .. superior.
based on shared knowledge. communication. conditional.
modes.
Technical e
. . s . Visibility differs Shapes Enactment o
Digital Enacted possibilities for ~ capability may . . Platform availability
s o from performance; collaborative- varies across .
affordance visibility, accessibility, become an . does not legitimate
. .. . . access differs from demand roles and L
infrastructure traceability, and connection. attention . . unlimited demands.
L authority. generation. teams.
obligation.
Proposed condition in which .
P . Calendar density . . Must be assessed
. meeting-related demand Not meeting count, Proposed No validated .
Meeting . obscures value . . . . . relative to
. consumes capacity faster fatigue, or meeting  conversion universal .
saturation . and 1 . interdependence and
than meetings resolve . dislike alone. mechanism. threshold. .
. displacement. execution needs.
coordination needs.
Proposed mismatch between  Individual . ..
P L. . Not equivalent to . Individual reports do
organizationally generated coping Requires .
Infrastructure- . - workload, Central proposed not establish
collaborative demand and  explanations construct ..
level overload . .. . technostress, or construct. . organization-level
capacity for joint and omit demand . validation.
e . time pressure. harm.
individual work. production.

Note: Evidence-derived definitions are linked to cited sources. “Proposed” identifies original synthesis requiring empirical testing; no row states a validated
threshold, causal effect, or universal prescription.
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Coordination debt and deferred individual work

Interruptions are a plausible bridge between collaborative infrastructure and deferred execution, but their effects are not
uniformly negative. Daily-diary evidence shows that interpersonal interruptions can generate strain while also carrying
positive social meaning [14]. A request may interrupt planned work yet provide belonging, information, or relational support.
The proposed framework therefore distinguishes interruption occurrence from interruption appraisal and consequence.
Coordination demands become problematic when they repeatedly redirect attention without resolving dependencies, when
response expectations are disproportionate to task value, or when the interrupted actor bears the cost of restoring focus without
corresponding authority over the demand.

Online messaging illustrates this duality. Experience-sampling evidence links online messages to affect through both feeling
interrupted and being responsive [15]. Responsiveness can signal helpfulness and maintain coordination, but it may also defer
planned work and normalize immediate availability. Deferred individual work is defined here as focused, preparatory,
analytical, or implementation activity postponed because collaborative demands occupy the required temporal or attentional
capacity. Deferral is observable as displacement; it should not be presumed to indicate reduced effort or poor self-
management. Its organizational significance depends on whether postponed work is later recovered, compressed, transferred,
abandoned, or completed outside ordinary boundaries.

Email research further indicates that interruptions can disrupt goal achievement and that individual differences shape
resistance to those disruptions [16]. Such variation is a boundary condition, not a justification for transferring responsibility
entirely to employees. Training workers to manage alerts may reduce some disruption while leaving demand-generating norms
unchanged. Infrastructure analysis therefore examines notification defaults, expected response times, distribution lists,
escalation pathways, and the legitimacy of access. It separates autonomy from responsibility transfer: employees may be told
to manage their attention while remaining accountable for requests whose timing and volume they cannot control.

This article proposes coordination debt as the accumulation of unresolved dependencies, deferred decisions, duplicated
follow-up, and displaced execution created when collaborative demands are not matched by clear authority, sequencing, or
closure. Evidence that interruptions appraised as illegitimate are especially straining supports legitimacy as a key boundary
condition [17]. The debt construct itself has not been directly measured in the cited studies and should not be treated as
validated. Rival explanations include workload, task complexity, staffing constraints, role ambiguity, and poor prioritization
unrelated to collaboration. Empirical tests must distinguish temporary deferral from persistent debt, individual backlog from
team dependency, and subjective strain from demonstrable coordination failure.

Cognitive depletion across communication channels

Cognitive depletion refers here to a proposed reduction in immediately available attentional, executive, or self-regulatory
capacity following sustained communication demands. It is not synonymous with dissatisfaction, general workload, or clinical
impairment. Repeated-measures evidence indicates that fatigue can change across videoconference episodes and that time of
day, meeting characteristics, and belonging condition those changes [18]. This pattern supports an episode-sensitive account:
a channel does not exert a fixed effect independent of timing, purpose, behavior, and social context. Individual fatigue reports
also cannot by themselves establish team-level coordination failure or organization-level performance loss.

Multimethod research further distinguishes active fatigue, associated with effortful activation, from passive fatigue
characterized by reduced arousal and cognitive engagement during virtual meetings [19]. This distinction matters because
identical labels may conceal different mechanisms and interventions. A stimulating but demanding meeting may require
recovery, whereas a passive, low-engagement episode may call for redesign of participation, pacing, or task relevance. The
proposed framework therefore treats depletion as a family of conditional capacity states rather than a single channel-specific
outcome.

Psychometric work conceptualizes videoconference fatigue as multidimensional, including general, visual, social,
motivational, and emotional experiences [20]. Such measurement enables differentiation, but self-reports remain sensitive to
platform conventions, occupational context, and common-method bias. Theoretical accounts also propose that close-up gaze,
persistent self-view, restricted mobility, and intensified nonverbal cue processing may contribute to fatigue [21]. These
mechanisms are plausible rather than causally established. They should not be generalized automatically to asynchronous
messaging, email, audio calls, or co-located meetings.

Across episode-level, multimethod, and psychometric evidence, videoconference fatigue is conditional and multidimensional
[18-20]. The original synthesis extends this insight across channels: depletion may arise through visual monitoring, task
switching, emotional display, responsiveness pressure, or unresolved meaning, with different channels combining these
demands differently.

Proposed collaboration-overload infrastructure framework
Technostress theory distinguishes distress from potentially energizing technology demands and places appraisal and design
at the center of that difference [22]. Mixed-method evidence in health-care information technology similarly demonstrates

45



Rodrigues et al. J Appl Organ Syst Behav, 2023, 3(2):42-49

that technology-related demands may have both bright and dark consequences, conditional on occupational and system
context [23]. Integrative digital-workplace scholarship identifies overload, interruption, surveillance, and boundary erosion
as connected concerns rather than isolated user failures [24]. These streams support a non-deterministic premise: collaborative
infrastructure creates possibilities and pressures whose consequences depend on how demands are configured, interpreted,
and governed.

Research on information overload also locates responses across individual, task, technological, and organizational levels,
while finding heterogeneous evidence that precludes a single universal remedy [25]. Building on this bounded foundation, the
Collaboration-Overload Infrastructure Framework is proposed as a five-part architecture. Infrastructure inputs comprise
interdependence, meeting defaults, access norms, channel proliferation, and authority ambiguity. Collaborative-demand flows
comprise meetings, messages, requests, documentation, and visibility obligations. Conversion mechanisms comprise
saturation, switching, interruption appraisal, and unresolved dependencies. Capacity states comprise temporal displacement,
cognitive depletion, and coordination debt. Conditional consequences may include execution delay, strain, rework, or
beneficial coordination.

The framework adds two proposed relationships. First, conversion depends on fit: the same request may be valuable when it
resolves a consequential dependency and overloading when it duplicates information or transfers uncertainty. Second,
consequences may feed back into infrastructure. Delays can generate more status meetings, copied messages, and monitoring,
thereby normalizing the conditions that produced them. Technology, information, and design should therefore be treated as
interacting rather than independently deterministic [22-24]. These recursive links require empirical testing and may be
reversed by alternative explanations such as turbulence, understaffing, or weak strategy.

Figure 1 presents the original conceptual synthesis for collaboration-overload infrastructure framework, showing how the
article’s principal constructs, mechanisms, uncertainties, and decision boundaries are connected.
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Figure 1. Collaboration-Overload Infrastructure Framework

Organizational design interventions

Organizational design intervention means altering demand-generating defaults, decision rights, or coordination pathways
rather than asking employees only to cope more efficiently. A systematic review of work-email research indicates that
effective practices depend on norms, task fit, individual differences, and organizational expectations [26]. Accordingly, an
infrastructure intervention might clarify response windows, restrict indiscriminate distribution, define escalation channels, or
separate informational messages from requests requiring action. These are design principles, not demonstrated universal
solutions.

Longitudinal intervention evidence suggests that work-email habits can change, although maintenance depends on cues,
routines, and context [27]. This finding supports combining individual habit support with system-level changes. Protected
execution periods, for example, may be ineffective when leaders continue to schedule exceptions or when employees remain
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accountable for immediate responses. Autonomy should therefore include legitimate refusal and reprioritization rights, not
merely responsibility for managing an unchanged demand environment.

Intervention must also preserve collaboration’s benefits. Daily evidence indicates that virtual meetings may provide task and
social resources under some conditions [28]. Blanket meeting reduction could remove access, belonging, or rapid problem
solving, particularly for distributed or interdependent work. Diagnosis should instead examine purpose, participant necessity,
decision authority, asynchronous alternatives, follow-through, and who absorbs displaced work. Responsibility is distributed
across leaders who authorize priorities, teams that enact norms, human-resource systems that shape roles and workload, and
technology governance that configures defaults.

Measurement and future research

Measurement should separate infrastructure inputs, collaborative-demand flows, conversion mechanisms, capacity states, and
consequences. Research connecting CEO diversity-valuing behavior with psychological safety and turnover among female
executives illustrates why visible inclusion, experienced safety, and consequential outcomes should not be collapsed [29].
Although that evidence does not examine collaboration overload, it provides a boundary lesson: participation or visibility
indicators cannot substitute for measures of influence, workload, or performance. Future studies should combine experience
sampling with calendars, communication traces, task records, decision logs, and qualitative accounts while preserving privacy.
Competing explanations require explicit design. Prosocial motivation, insecurity, task complexity, staffing, role ambiguity,
and social isolation may alter both collaboration behavior and outcomes; time-lagged evidence illustrates why helping
processes should be treated as context-dependent rather than uniformly beneficial or burdensome [30]. Multilevel models
should match employee experience to team dependencies and organizational defaults. Experiments or quasi-experiments can
test meeting, notification, or authority changes, while longitudinal designs can determine whether temporary deferral becomes
persistent coordination debt.

Construct definitions must specify attributes, level, antecedents, and boundaries before measures are treated as valid [31]. The
proposed framework would be challenged if its mechanisms add no explanatory value beyond workload, if infrastructure
changes do not precede capacity states, or if purported team consequences are reducible to individual perceptions.

Figure 2 presents the original conceptual synthesis for mechanisms, boundary conditions, and organizational consequences,
showing how the article’s principal constructs, mechanisms, uncertainties, and decision boundaries are connected.

1, Introduction:
Collaboration Overload
Beyond Individual Individual-level Consequences
Time Management (
e et Delwinl « s
Beyond individusl — o Individual ===
s - s sy
rastructure
o organzational defaults — — —, « boundary pressure
* access norms Collaboration
* interdependence & Overl
o visiblity e ) nfr. oad as ( Team-level Consequences
St o) | CULMCUE S Cognive | L ooedination friction
] ‘ Problem Depletion , R
2 = L J NS ) - e
2. Conceptual Foundations Core proposed « decision congestion
of Collaborative Work
synthesis
Coltaborative work zoatl
= S Oppssicntice
Coordination Dec Corsequences
o coordnation —%  Authority Debt 2 O T P e s aaktiban
¢ knowledge integration Ambiguity Congestion Gl s
¢ relational maintenance * over-monitoring risk
o multilevel interdependence A * noermalized overload
— ; — Boundary conditions -
Sank technalogy-tank team werk !
: terdeendence fin - e legitimacy cimate arrangement :
\ = T 7 3 ’
T - - -
Decision boundaries
formal &
Sasechtion . 7 pauniay visbity perTrission * :“""
¢m’ on oganzational-level -wv‘txd W:'\nu uM:lD-' demonstrated
valdation poswer
L
p
7. Organizational Design Interventions 8. Measurement and Future Research Legend
| .-&- o meeting povernance G »> o rultievel measurement —  Evidence-supported
8‘8 » asynchronous alternatives » trace « self-report + qualitative evidence relasioruhip
* protected execution time I * boundary conditions - propoesed ] conditionsl /
L o role rights and escalation paths o walidation and falsification requires testing

. J

Original conceptual synthesis; not @ volidated cousal moded or deployment-ready system.

Figure 2. Mechanisms, Boundary Conditions, and Organizational Consequences

Conclusion
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This Original Conceptual Framework Article reframes collaboration overload as a potential property of organizational
infrastructure rather than an individual failure to manage time. Its principal contribution is a proposed architecture connecting
infrastructure inputs, collaborative-demand flows, conversion mechanisms, capacity states, conditional consequences, and
governance feedback. Meeting saturation describes a relational condition in which meeting demand may consume capacity
faster than it resolves coordination. Coordination debt describes the proposed accumulation of unresolved dependencies,
deferred decisions, duplicated follow-up, and displaced execution. Cognitive depletion captures conditional capacity changes
that may arise through different mechanisms across communication channels.

The framework does not establish that collaboration is broadly excessive, that reduced interaction improves performance, or
that any intervention is universally effective. Individual experience cannot be translated directly into team or organizational
outcomes, and observable communication cannot be equated with contribution, influence, or performance. Alternative
explanations, including workload, task complexity, staffing, turbulence, role ambiguity, and selection, remain consequential.
The framework is therefore an agenda for disciplined conceptualization and testing. Its practical value lies in redirecting
attention toward how organizations authorize access, allocate decision rights, design meetings and channels, preserve
execution capacity, and distribute responsibility. Decision readiness requires validated constructs, temporal ordering, matched
levels of analysis, competing explanations, and evidence that proposed changes preserve necessary coordination while
reducing avoidable demand.
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