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10.1: More Telecommuting or Less?

&b Learning Objectives

By the end of this section, you will be able to:

o Identify the benefits of permitting employees to work from home
o Explain the drawbacks of telecommuting for the business and for employees
o Discuss the ethical dilemmas related to telecommuting and some of the solutions

What if your business wanted to expand its local operations from six employees to ten but did not have the office space to add more
workers? Today’s businesses have a toolkit of technical solutions to set up working relationships with employees far and wide
through voice, computer, video connections, and offsite work-sharing spaces. Coworkers can share files on a remote network server
or on the cloud, and managers can use nontraditional methods to monitor activity and performance. Companies like General
Assembly, WeWork, and Workbar are leasing access to communal spaces equipped for the business needs of remote workers.
Telecommuting is therefore easier to implement than ever. But what exactly are the benefits and drawbacks of telecommuting, and
what ethical issues does it raise?

Telecommuting and Its Advantages

The term telecommuting emerged in the 1970s to describe the practice of working at a specific location, whether the employee’s
home or an alternate office, to reduce commuting time to a centrally located office space or store. “Telework” was greatly
facilitated by new telecommunications technology, including the Internet, e-mail, and mobile phones. Today, telecommuting means
any mode of working at a remote location (home or other space) by virtue of an electronic connection and/or telephone and
encompasses a variety of employment types, from gig assignments to part-time contract work to traditional full-time employment.

The most recent Census data reveal that almost four million U.S. employees skip the commute for at least part of each week, and
according to a 2012 poll, worldwide, one in five workers telecommutes frequently, with approximately 10 percent working from
home every day.! Figure 10.2 depicts the growth in telecommuting in the United States, China, India, France, Germany, and the
United Kingdom. Clearly, employers are embracing telecommuting as a tool for flexibility, on a scale from occasional use to full-
time implementation.2
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Source: Hess, Ken. "Death of the Office and Rise of the Telecommuter.” Consumerization: BYOD. ZD Net. June 2, 2014. (Some data from Intuit.)
Figure 10.1.2: As more employers provide the opportunity for telework, fewer people are commuting to a corporate office every
day. (CC BY 4.0; Rice University & OpenStax)
Employees can connect to networked company computers from home and use work-enhancing tools on their laptops, tablets, and
smartphones to make real-time connections by voice, text, or video with inexpensive or free applications (or “apps”) like FaceTime
and Skype. Other software solutions, like GoToMeeting or WebEx, make setting up and even recording a synchronous meeting
with sound and video possible for even the smallest companies at fairly low cost. The communication and productivity tools that
facilitate telecommuting can only grow in number and sophistication. Virtual reality tools like Microsoft’s Mixed Reality allow a
worker in one location to communicate with the holograph of another person in real time. For example, this technology could
enable a job interview with a remote candidate. Of course, the use of technology brings with it the need to ensure information
security and protection against hacking, including guaranteeing the authenticity of the persons engaging via this technology.

Employers allow employees to telecommute for a variety of reasons. First, it is a powerful recruiting tool for people who want to
balance their work and personal lives. It allows employees to work a more flexible schedule to care for children or older relatives
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while maintaining a career and earning income.2 Individuals with ability challenges also prefer the flexibility that telecommuting
affords them.#

Telecommuting also reduces the hours that employees spend traveling to and from the job and can help keep cars off the road.
Fewer workers commuting equals less crowding on public transportation.2 Fewer cars mean less air pollution as well. The average
U.S. employee (who commutes 30 miles and 60 minutes per day) will save more than $1000 on gas per year by telecommuting
(along with associated costs of parking and vehicle upkeep and insurance).® Remote workers can continue to do their jobs despite
weather conditions that impede travel. They are not exposed to sick coworkers’ germs and may take fewer sick days (which
sometimes translates to fewer sick days company-wide). Remote employees are also seldom late for work or early to leave when
their workday starts at home.

More broadly, there is a good deal of evidence suggesting that telecommuting has beneficial effects on worker productivity. For
example, a call-center study reported in the Harvard Business Review found that telecommuting employees made 13.5 percent
more calls, resigned their positions at only half the usual rate, and had much higher job satisfaction compared with employees who
did not telecommute.Z The Colorado Department of Transportation, in a study of telecommuting productivity for a branch that
issued permits, found 48 percent faster turnaround times for issuing permits and 5 percent more calls for telecommuters.2
Furthermore, studies of JD Edwards teleworkers found them to be 20 to 25 percent more productive than their office colleagues;
American Express employees who worked from home were 43 percent more productive than workers in the office.2 With none of
the distractions of a traditional office setting, like water-cooler gossip and long lunches, and with the happier attitude, workers tend
to enjoy when they have control over their work lives. Telecommuting facilitates increased efficiency and productivity and also
typically results in higher retention of workers, thereby reducing recruiting and training costs for firms.

Studies have shown that a person who commutes for an hour a day experiences added stress, anxiety, social isolation, and possibly
depression.l2 Perhaps that is why companies that implement telecommuting experience less absenteeism overall.11 It may also be
easier to collaborate when not sharing a limited amount of space (such as in a cubicle forest), and people may be more willing to
share resources with one another when the total number of workers present at the facility is reduced. Another point is that there
may be less chatting and gossip among remote workers who are not in daily contact with each other or their colleagues.

Employers may be attracted to telecommuting for other reasons. Having remote employees can reduce office-space costs.22 In fact,
a company can consider expanding even when there is no available real estate or capital to enlarge or improve the physical
facilities. Companies that hire remote employees can also widen their pool of potential applicants.12 They can choose recruits with
better job skills than the local population could provide and expand their sales and marketing territory by hiring employees based in
anew area.

Finally, there are many external environmental benefits of telecommuting. We have seen that a business that reduces total office
space also reduces its impact on the environment.14 Remote workers would increase their individual consumption of utilities while
working at home, but chances are that their home’s energy consumption partially continues during the time spent at a traditional job
as well (Figure 10.3).
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Figure 10.1.3: Telecommuting is becoming more common around the world. The phenomenon stands to benefit remote workers
and also their employers. (credit photograph: Cory Zanker/Flickr, CC BY 4.0; figure attribution: Copyright Rice University,
OpenStax, under CC BY 4.0 license)

The Drawbacks of Telecommuting

In 2013, Yahoo’s then—chief executive officer (CEQ), Marissa Mayer, ended the company’s work-at-home policy, contending that
the change would boost communication and collaboration by bringing people back to the office to work with their colleagues face
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to face.12 IBM, Aetna, and Bank of America followed her lead, citing a greater need for collaborative communication to compete
with smaller firms.1& A backlash in the media followed this announcement, because working at home is popular among Yahoo
employees. Yahoo has since shown greater flexibility in allowing some employees to once again work at home.lZ But recent
research does reveal that employees collaborate more creatively when they meet to discuss projects face to face. This finding has
important implications for firms dependent on research and development for their future growth. In fact, Steve Jobs designed the

Pixar facility to increase the likelihood of conversations that would promote idea generation.t

Corporate culture is not easy to convey over distance. The remote worker might have developed certain working habits at a
different company with a different corporate culture (sometimes in another country). It can be challenging to help employees adapt
to the culture of a new company when they work remotely.12

It is also more difficult for employers to monitor some kinds of work-related progress when an employee is working remotely. The
likelihood of miscommunication increases when everything must be transmitted electronically or virtually.22 A manager cannot
“manage by walking around” when the worker is remote. There are no incidental opportunities to witness a worker interacting with
a client or customer.2! Workers may also be more hesitant to ask for direction on a project. Some managers worry that employees
will slack off if there is no one there to watch them.22

The remote worker may have qualms about privacy when his or her personal life inevitably intersects with the workday (as when a
family member walks into the room or the dog barks during a conference call).22 Children may be confused when it seems like
their parent is home but is not available for meals or play or homework help. It may be difficult for remote workers to maintain a
work-life balance when their home becomes their office (especially if their hours are flexible). Workers may have to set aside living
space for a home office and spend money to buy computing equipment, a desk, and other supplies.

Furthermore, it is difficult for an on-site technology team to provide technical assistance or secure data at the level the company
may require when people are working at home. Moreover, when the definition of the workplace begins to blur, who is responsible
for injuries that occur on the job at home? The employer is unable to exercise the same control over safety measures that holds in a
traditional workplace.24

There may also be productivity concerns. Some remote workers will rise to the challenge of motivating themselves to work
diligently. In fact, studies have shown that some remote workers are more productive than their traditional counterparts.22 But it is
not easy to sort potential employees into workers and procrastinators without some period of trial and error, which may be costly.

Not all fields are equally suited to telecommuting. Some jobs require consistent in-person contact with clients or customers, such as
counseling, physical therapy, and medicine.26 Some industries need the highest computer security, such as banking and finance.
Other work settings, such as law enforcement, have increased needs for building security that would make working remotely an
unsafe alternative for employees.2Z

The biggest drawback of telecommuting for the individual employee is the bias that studies reveal in employer attitudes. Most
managers, after all, attained their status in a traditional job. When some employees telecommute and others do not, those who are in
the physical presence of the employer every day can more easily make an impression (good or bad) simply by interacting with their
manager. There is also some indication that employees who opt for a nontraditional work arrangement may be penalized if they are
perceived as lazy or less dedicated than those who maintain traditional work hours. Employers might have a stronger recollection
of the work produced by the employee they see regularly than they do of the work a remote employee is submitting online.
Therefore, promotions and important projects may go to employees who are more visible. The remote employee might eventually
be left without equal footing in the push for increased pay and status.

The Ethical Challenges of Telecommuting

Ethical employers must juggle the potential ethical challenges of managing remote employees, including developing trust in remote
workers, encouraging trust among project team members when some are working remotely, keeping equity in mind when
reviewing the performance of remote and in-office staff, and deciding which employees get to work remotely. Supervisors also
must guard against abuse of the remote-work opportunity, maintain the security of the remote employee’s work-related data, foster
a level of collaboration that is vital to product development, and protect the remote worker’s safety.22 How can managers meet
these challenges?

Although it is easy to consider allowing telecommuting for those who simply ask, managers should instead categorize jobs (not
people) by their suitability for remote work. Best Buy recently announced it would modify its work-from-home policy for
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employees in its corporate office, changing it from a perquisite (or “perk”) of employment to one granted by management on a
case-by-case basis and mindful of the circumstances of individual workers.22

Managers should also carefully set up a framework of policies to govern at-home work and ensure fairness. For example, there
could be a standard for how much time each person should spend in the office. The Massachusetts Institute of Technology created a
remote pilot project in its Executive Education Program.22 Employees were encouraged to work remotely two or three days each
week and to be present in the office each Wednesday. After six months of the pilot program, 100 percent of the employees
recommended its continuation.

X link to learning

relate to telecommuting to lean more. Keep a list of the telecommuting-specific innovations and identify any ethical concerns
related to them.

Managers should set clear expectations for remote workers, such as maintaining professionalism while working and accomplishing
a certain volume of work or number of tasks by a certain time. Those who meet these goals should be rewarded. In the interests of
fairness and equity, neither expectations nor rewards should differ from those established for in-house workers.

The ethical employer communicates trust in his or her employees when implementing telecommuting. That trust is based on respect
for the employee’s motivation and the recognition that the employee has needs that are important in establishing work-life
balance.2L Perhaps the employer’s vote of confidence in the employee’s ability to work well remotely is the reason that productivity
tends to increase in successful telecommuting programs. 22 The Figure 10.4 caption lists some of the best practices of successful
telecommuting programs.

Figure 10.1.4: Telecommuting is more likely to succeed when remote employees are provided with the right technology, are

empowered by inclusion in the corporate culture, and interact with colleagues in a manner that clearly expresses their expectations,

values, and trust. (credit: modification of “daily bw: hanging out with my coworkers” by Mike McCune/Flickr, CC BY 2.0)
It would be unethical to place workers without assistance in a new situation in which they can easily fail. Telecommuting workers
must be trained in time-management skills so they can maintain their productivity in an environment that may have more or
different distractions than a traditional workplace and may make different demands on their time. Training should also strengthen
communication skills, such as responding to messages promptly, that help ensure success in a remote setting. To help guard against
the risk that telecommuting employees will be unfairly considered “out of sight, out of mind,” the ethical company will adopt
written expectations about timely communication in both directions. For instance, it should ensure that managers’ lines of
communication are as open to their remote employees as they are to those who can drop by their desk or office to chat.
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Finally, many firms with successful telecommuting programs create a social network among employees. They sponsor online social
occasions to help employees bond even though they are not in the same place. Workers can then find a way to have some virtual
fun, despite the distance that might separate them.22

This page titled 10.1: More Telecommuting or Less? is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by OpenStax
via source content that was edited to the style and standards of the LibreTexts platform.
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