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How to Use This Guide 

This book is designed for anyone concerned with managing telecommuting employees. More and more managers are supervising employees who are physically distant from them, and these employees may work in a variety of settings—in an office, at home, or on the road. So, ready or not, managers are confronted with new ways of thinking and doing things.

However, such changes don’t have to be painful; they can be enjoyable, interesting, and downright productive. If you are managing workers properly, they’re motivated, doing their job well, and making money for the company. Why not train employees to work from the comfort of their homes, saving money and the environment?

Hence, this book, intended to be a manager’s comprehensive guide to the brave new world of telecommuting. Part One covers the basics—what telecommuting is and what it means to you and your employees. Along with defining the different kinds of telework, and delineating the advantages and disadvantages of them, the chapters explain the various types of nontraditional work arrangements and virtual teams. We also define the all-important “Telecommuting Personality,” characteristics of which are essential to any successful off-site effort. This section also includes the challenges of dealing with diversity, as well as employee’s rights, in addition to methods of designing and implementing virtual teams.

Then it’s on to Part Two, the nuts and bolts of managing teleworkers: how to set up a team through cost analysis, defining goals and types of jobs, and other implementation issues. Ways of overcoming managers’ resistance are also included, for without their cooperation and support, any workforce effort is doomed. We cover hiring, training, and equipping teleworkers; in many ways, they are different from office-based employees, requiring a much more results-oriented approach, as opposed to merely focusing on processes. Not only do you need to make sure their home office is in a safe, secure, and work-conducive environment, but they must be educated as to the importance of ergonomics, proper equipment, and ways to avoid computer viruses and data theft.

Other complexities facing managers of telecommuters include insurance, benefits, and tax issues, the fine points of which are still being debated in courts and among legislators.

Once you’ve got workers in place, how do you actually manage them? We offer insight on how to set clear boundaries, goals, and methods of communication; provide feedback; keep track and in touch; and perhaps most important, establish trust between and among employees and managers.

Telecommuting employees, especially those just beginning, face a number of challenges. Other chapters provide suggestions for dealing with distraction, procrastination, and lack of self-discipline. We discuss how to overcome isolation and help ease the transition into home officing. Still other chapters will help managers distinguish between normal adjustment problems and red flags indicating that the telecommuting program might not be working.

Telecommuters are often concerned with becoming “invisible” and left out of the loop, so as a manager you’ll need to help them feel like a cohesive and vital part of the organization. Part of this is finding inventive ways to reward and communicate with employees “from a distance”; being direct and clear regarding performance standards, expectations, and goals; and promptly dealing with problems. Such things may initially require extra effort and imagination on your part, but it could pay off big time with all employees, boosting productivity and leading to more effective and creative ways of working. Such procedures also make employee discipline and termination more clear-cut and easier to deal with.

Part Three of this book discusses guiding and managing your telecommuting team, now and in the future. As with the brick-and-mortar office, different telecommuting jobs require diverse skill sets. For example, a graphic designer who works alone does not necessarily have to be a “people person” or even very social, as long as she produces timely work that satisfies clients. Understanding these differences is especially important with telecommuters as they will be pretty much on their own and you will not be physically supervising them.

Meetings are another aspect of work life that are different for telecommuters; they are more frequently held virtually or through teleconferencing. We’ll talk about ways to handle different kinds of meetings and the best circumstances for each.

Finally, how (and when) do you determine whether your telecommuting program is a success? We’ll suggest some methods of measuring this.

Although no one knows everything the future holds, it’s a good bet that telecommuting is here to stay. Technology is burgeoning and morphing in such a way that many obstacles confronting worldwide virtual teams such as incompatible programs or communications issues are being overcome even as of this writing.

So why not explore the possibility of telecommuting for yourself and your employees? The only things you have to lose are four walls and a desk . . . And there’s a world to gain!

Michael Amigoni 
Sandra Gurvis 



Foreword 

Telework and telecommuting have been covered in every major newspaper, on television, and in magazines. It’s a hot topic in the federal government and among the states. Also known as virtual work, mobile work, and distributed work, telework and telecommuting are still the most commonly used descriptive terms. They suggest work@home, mobility, and flexibility. I find I use “telework” more than any other word to describe the concept that “work is something you do, not a place you go.” Telework can thrive in both the public and private sectors. In most cases if a job is done by talking on a phone and/or working on a computer, it can be done from almost anywhere.

Although over 99 percent of people I speak to at different events and conferences admit to working, at least some of the time, from locations other than their primary place of employment, only about 10 percent ever admit to “teleworking.” In a telework benchmarking study done by the Telework Coalition (TelCoa) in 2006, we asked the leaders of telework programs for several major private corporations and government agencies what they called their programs. Most said they didn’t call them telework any more; the most frequent response was “it’s just work” to us.

THE PAST 

The term “telework” has been with us for many years—since the 1970s when it was coined by Jack Nilles, the “father of telecommuting.” Since the early-to-mid 1990s it’s been what I call “technology enabled telework,” accomplished with the proliferation of more affordable computers, greatly augmented by the Internet and broadband connectivity. As we transitioned into the twenty-first century, broadband Internet access became more ubiquitous, and computer prices dropped even more. These changes have driven the tremendous growth in telework as much as the many other benefits.

Because of their desire to be compliant with the Clean Air Act, AT&T was an early adopter of telework. This act addressed the elimination of air pollution and burning of fossil fuels, specifically gasoline. One of the recommended ways to lower gas use was to leave your car parked for as many days as possible—hence, by working at home.

With the positive conclusions published in their annual employee telework survey, even more organizations followed in their footsteps and let employees work from home. Companies realized that while doing something favorable for the environment, their employees also experienced a new degree of work/life balance, enjoyed wasting less time sitting in traffic, and realized other savings related to commuting costs. The Telework Coalition presented AT&T with an award for their research in 2003.

As companies measured these benefits, it became obvious that since employees no longer needed their offices, the companies could get by with less office space and fewer parking places, therefore saving significantly on real estate costs. Teleworking employee productivity increased due to fewer distractions, less travel/commuting fatigue and frustration, and their ability to focus on accountable tasks. Retention increased because most employees were very pleased with their new working arrangements. Added benefits for the employer that the TelCoa’s benchmarking study acknowledged included the ability to recruit and hire from a wider geographically dispersed pool of candidates with better education and qualifications; higher morale; and reduced costs related to absenteeism.

THE PRESENT 

The number of telecommuters grew slowly but steadily in both the public and private sectors over the next several years for all of the aforementioned reasons. Then came September 11, 2001.

An interesting paradox about telework is that “bad things” often happen that encourage people and organizations to discover its benefits. September 11 was one such instance in which the value of a distributed workforce really struck home. After the attacks, many organizations with telework programs found they had a significant part of a business continuity plan already in place. Several firms whose primary offices were destroyed during the terrorist attacks were back in business within forty-eight hours thanks to their work-at-home employees as well as those working from satellite offices, hotels, client offices, and so forth.

Other situations positively affected by telework include the aftermath of hurricanes, floods, transit strikes, bridge collapses, earthquakes, blizzards, ice storms, disease epidemics (such as SARS and the possibility of a pandemic), or severe traffic congestion.

But more than calamities are shifting management’s thinking in favor of telework. Employment opportunities for the disabled, including war veterans; older workers who either want or need to remain in or reenter the workforce; and rural workers unable to commute to distant places to find employment are playing roles in this. And we can’t forget, no matter how hard we try, about rising gas prices. For each day that one’s vehicle remains parked at home, 20 percent of that week’s commuter gas consumption and cost are eliminated. Throw in reduced wear and tear on the car, “low mileage vehicle” reduced insurance rates, parking expenses, lower food bills by eating at home rather than in a restaurant, lower dry cleaning expenses, and fewer expensive work clothes, and employees save many after-tax dollars.

TelCoa estimates that a full-time teleworker receives an $8,000 indirect pay raise, regardless of his or her salary rate. This alone makes teleworking extremely attractive in the call center and other service industry functions not requiring a physical presence in a defined location.

However, it’s interesting to note that although long the poster child of how to have a successful telework program and run it properly, at&t—the new, lowercase at&t, formed when SBC bought the original AT&T, Bell South, and Cingular—recently started to notify its full-time teleworkers that they will be required to return to the office while and until new policies on telework are determined. The reason behind the change was never made clear. Although this cutback has not yet become a trend, in February 2008, Governor Ted Strickland of Ohio called for a severe limitation of teleworking policies for state employees. This affected not just those who worked from home or alternative locations but also those who took advantage of flex-time and compressed work weeks. This reversed the telework initiatives advocated by former Governor Taft.

A change to new management can occasionally have a negative effect on telework, requiring that the new boss become educated as to its many benefits and overcome erroneous perceptions concerning exactly what it involves. However, organizations, whether public or private, that reduce or eliminate telework are taking a giant step backward.

THE FUTURE 

The baby boomer section of the workforce is getting grayer. Gas prices will continue to rise, and we must reduce our need for imported oil and dependence on foreign suppliers. Reducing global warming and air pollution should be handled sooner, not later.

All these things are reasons telecommuting is the future.

Comprehensive telework programs can be initiated relatively quickly at a low cost. There are proven return on investment (ROI) models that CEOs, CFOs, and investors are now demanding. There is no reason to wait.

If you find even only one of these reasons beneficial, that’s all you should need to consider telework attractive. But you’ll get the rest of the benefits, too!

DOWNSIDES 

You’d think that with the advantages to employers, employees, and society in general that everyone would be lining up to get their telework programs started. That’s not the case. Resistance comes from the very top of an organization, mid-level managers, and from some employees themselves.

Employers want to know how they can be assured that their employees are actually working. Managers like the power they think they have by being able to physically view those they supervise. Some feel this power will be minimized if staff isn’t there all of the time. Perhaps more important, the vast majority of supervisors need to learn how to manage remotely. This is something that must be addressed in the evolving global and mobile economy.

I have sensed reluctance to telecommute by many employees themselves for more than one reason. As a friend and associate, Dr. Jay Hellman, who calls telework “virtual adjacency,” says, “Work is where you go to socialize; home is where you go to work.” I have spoken with many workers who cringe at the idea of not going to work each day and seeing their friends and coworkers. For some, the idea of staying at home one day a week is objectionable let alone full-time. The success of the work-at-home agents in call centers is due partly to the fact the majority of the workers are older, more settled in their ways, and prefer to socialize away from work.

Other workers are bothered by what they see as the more intense monitoring of their productivity. Instead of being measured on the time spent at work, measurement of telework is based on work output and productivity. Too many people in an office environment “get by” by doing as little as possible, and they know it. They are frightened by the prospect of having to produce more than the minimum.

Full-time teleworkers sometimes feel isolated. However, web-based video collaboration can greatly reduce, if not eliminate this.

IN CONCLUSION 

In many of my talks on the topic of telework I and my friend Dr. Hellman shy away from the words “telework” and “telecommuting.” With some audiences, these terms have a negative connotation. So I often use the term “The ‘T’ word.”

Whatever you want to call it, the time to telework is now. It has evolved from “we want to do it” to “we need to do it.” The environment and global warming? Traffic congestion, the expense to replace/repair our dilapidated transportation infrastructure? Our dependence on imported oil? Work/life balance? Improved rural economic development? Pick one and you—and we—are affected by them all. Teleworking addresses each of these problems.

Chuck Wilsker 
President and CEO 
The Telework Coalition 
Washington, D.C.



PART ONE 

TELECOMMUTING 

What It Is 
and What It Means 



CHAPTER 1 
What Is Telecommuting? 

INTRODUCTION 

You’d have to be Rip Van Winkle not to have heard of telecommuting, but as a manager who has probably dealt primarily with full-time, on-site office staff, you may be unsure as to exactly what the term encompasses. Currently 21 million Americans telecommute in one way or another.

Suddenly you’re faced with the daunting and, at the very least, unfamiliar task of managing one or more telecommuters. Possibly you may even have to manage virtual teams, a group of people who rely on electronic forms of communication to communicate in order to achieve goals, some (or all) of whom may work off-site, often in geographically dispersed areas. The first step in your education then, is understanding what telecommuting is, how it came about, and the various advantages and disadvantages as well as the kinds of jobs it most frequently encompasses.

Definition 

Telecommuting is the practice of working outside the traditional office or workplace, usually at a small office or home office environment. This workspace is sometimes called a virtual office. Communication with a main office is handled through a computer and/or other technology. More recently, telecommuters also worked through voice and picture communication like voice over Internet protocol (VOIP) via broadband or high-speed Internet, and through groupware/Internet conferencing tools such as Live-Meeting or Windows Meeting Space.

Some people use other terms for telecommuting: e-commuting, e-work, and working at and/or from home. Telework, also frequently used interchangeably with telecommuting, and in this book as well, is in fact a much broader term. Jack M. Nilles, often called the “father of telecommuting,” says telework involves any form of substitution of information technologies for work-related travel; that is anything that moves the work to the workers instead of vice versa. So although all telecommuters are teleworkers, the reverse is not always true.

History 

Modern telecommuting was spurred by the development of (no surprise here) the personal computer. In the early 1970s, when programmers were at a premium, companies such as Control Data Corporation (CDC) began offering the option of working at home, an attractive incentive to independent-minded programmers who really hated driving the clogged freeways of Silicon Valley.

Almost at the same time, Jack Nilles was working with the federal government to study how telecommuting might prevent massive traffic jams and ongoing pollution. States, particularly California, continued the studies in the eighties and began adopting telecommuting plans. Private companies, intrigued by the concept, jumped into the act. However, it wasn’t until the 1990s, helped by the passage of the Federal Clean Air Act and the Americans with Disabilities Act that telecommuting came into its own. The Clean Air Act helped raise awareness regarding elimination of pollution and the conservation of fuel and other natural resources; and the Americans with Disabilities Act encouraged equal opportunity for and hiring of physically or otherwise disabled workers. Since 1990, states one study, it has been growing at a rate of 15 percent a year. Other sources claim that 80 percent of Fortune 1000 companies will likely introduce telecommuting by 2010.

Michael Amigoni 
The Good Old (?) Days of Telecommuting 

Based in Kansas City, Missouri, my company ARO, Inc. provides various industries with leading-edge business process outsourcing (BPO). Over the past several years, our business model drastically changed to employees who worked at home or were otherwise geographically distributed. This means we can save a lot of costs by using at-home workers. Since then, we have deployed this distributed workforce for an array of industries such as insurance, healthcare, pharmaceutical, energy, and seminar/ training. ARO’s business model centers on using our remote workforce for the majority of these processes.

In 1997, when we first implemented our first call center for work-at-home reps, they had to use dial-up to reach a modem bank of phones so they could connect to our computer system. Whether they had a 24kbs or 56kbs modem made all the difference in the world; between say, the speed of molasses and the speed of Heinz ketchup. Both were sluggish—it was just a matter of degree.

Regardless of what they used, if the speed connection was low they would have to sit and wait patiently for the screen to refresh—however long that took. The screen was monochromatic with either green or orange cursors, so that was hard on their eyes. No one had even thought of an ergonomic keyboard or wrist rest to avoid carpal tunnel or other repetitive motion injuries.

Then, as now, the most challenging times occurred during inclement weather. The connection would have to be reset multiple times since the modem was so unstable, and calls often got dropped. When that happened the worker would have to start all over again and wait for the model to slowly reconnect. And does anyone remember DOS?

Sandra Gurvis 
The Good Old (?) Days of Telecommuting 

I’ve been working from home since Generation X was in diapers, including my own daughter Amy, who is now almost thirty. Back in 1979, it wasn’t known as “telecommuting” but rather a “hobby to prevent Mom from losing her mind.” The only people who were in business for themselves were professionals (such as doctors or lawyers), entrepreneurs, or franchisers. Except for the occasional consultant (then, as now, sometimes a buzzword for the terminally underemployed) most the rest of the jobs were in offices, factories, or other onsite locations. As a female professional, it was hard to be taken seriously; women either stayed at home full-time or worked in offices. In an era when we were supposed to have it all, I was somewhere in between.

Early on, however, I decided to separate my work from my home life and established my own space, usually in the spare bedroom or basement. I spent several hundred dollars on expensive stationery and business cards. In 1984, several months after my son Alex was born, I took out my first bank loan to pay for an Atari computer so I could do word processing. I bought a then-extremely expensive thermal paper fax so I could send and receive articles and information from sources. It raised a few eyebrows. Why go into debt to put such items in your home?

Today, of course, all that has changed. In my condo complex alone (and in the neighborhood where I lived in the late 1990s) about 20 percent of the residents work from their home offices. Who would have thought back in 1979 that I would have as much—if not possibly more—job security than some of my peers whose positions have been downsized or abolished by mergers and acquisitions?

ADVANTAGES/DISADVANTAGES TO THE WORKER 

Telecommuting has many advantages for employees. Not only do they have control of their time, but they no longer have to deal with dress codes, office politics, and stressful and sometimes dangerous rush hour traffic. No one’s breathing down their neck to make sure they get their work done. Telecommuting also allows groups that might otherwise be considered marginal to compete in the employment pool: families with young children or ill parents whom the worker must care for; those living in rural or other remote areas; and people with disabilities. As long as you get the job done—and as long as it doesn’t have to be performed within specific hours—you can take the kid to the doctor, wait for the furnace repair person, and even sneak off to a movie during the day. An added advantage is being able to work to the ticking of your own personal clock, when you are most creative and alert.

According to studies, telecommuting reduces stress for over half of the workers who opt for this form of employment. Another factor that contributes to this is that the telecommuter can choose his or her own environment—a telecommuter can work in a yurt as long as it has electricity and Internet access. They are freed from office interruptions. In this sense, the telecommuter’s life is his or her own.

As with everything, there are challenges. The biggest problem facing telecommuters, especially for those new to this type of work, is motivation. The telecommuting employee needs to be a self-starter and disciplined enough to get the job done. For some people this is difficult if not impossible; they need the presence of others—and a “business” atmosphere where work is accomplished— to get them going. Telecommuters—again, often those who are starting out—can feel lonely and isolated, which can have a negative impact on both their work and personal lives.

Many of the issues that make telecommuting so attractive can also contribute to its downfall. Sure, you can work in your pajamas, but do you really want to? Every day of her telecommuting life, Sandra has gotten up, put on makeup and “real” clothes, eaten breakfast, and gone into her office. The ability to spend time with her family (and now, her two cats) could result in procrastination and detract from productivity unless she remains organized and focused. Telecommuters can also have difficulty separating their work life from their home and may become overburdened, putting in all kinds of hours on evenings and weekends, becoming stressed-out and exhausted.

Although telecommuting is growing, there is still a dearth of employers willing to consider how work can be accomplished through telecommuting. They may be intimidated by the technology required or have security concerns. However, there are signs that this is changing. Someday soon every manager may well have to deal with at least some remote workers.

ADVANTAGES/DISADVANTAGES TO THE MANAGER 

Because they are happier with their work environments, telecommuters are generally more productive. As any manager knows, employee satisfaction equals increased productivity. Along with a reduction in absenteeism, there’s a decrease in staff turnover. Employees who are effective telecommuters rarely leave their jobs.

Another boon to managers is a reduction in time spent commuting to and from work. Employees who only have to go as far as the next room to get to their desks save hundreds of hours that can be used in actually getting the job done. Not to mention the money they save on gas and the cut in pollution! Telecommuting also reduces the number of unnecessary meetings. Yet, almost paradoxically, telecommuters who work in well-organized programs state that they communicate more effectively with supervisory and other company personnel than when they were in the office every day.

If you’re having difficulty recruiting and retaining skilled employees, telecommuters can fill the gap, possibly saving you six months (or more) in searching for, training, and replacing the lost worker. As the world shrinks, it’s also easier and more convenient to “expand” your team nationally and even globally by having teleworkers located in target areas. They can act as eyes and ears, spotting trends and providing information about the region that you might not otherwise be able to obtain.

However, although telecommuting can decrease overhead, the technology involved can be expensive and problematical. Many times telecommuters will need both a PC (for the office) and a laptop (for on-site meetings and business trips), as well as a company BlackBerry, cell phone, or other PDA. There may also be issues with program incompatibility and platforms—if, for example, the team member owns an Apple, but the company requires Windows. Someone will need to pony up funds for a software patch, replace equipment, and/or train the individual. Often that responsibility falls on the manager.

There’s also the question of whether the telecommuters are actually doing their jobs, a major concern especially among more traditional managers. If the kind of management you do is by observation—for example, if the employee has face-to-face contact with the public and needs to be courteous at all times—telecommuting may not be practical.

However, if your management evaluation of an employee is by objective, measurable results, telecommuting may be effective because you’re looking at the end product (e.g., goals met or number of widgets made or sold) and not the process itself. The challenge then lies in hiring someone you trust and who will do the work.

Telecommuting also forces the elimination of guesswork. In the past, you might occasionally be a bit vague in assigning the project. After all, you could make sure it was on track and define specifics as you went, since you were in close proximity to the worker. All you had to do was walk over to her cube. Business writer and analyst Constantine von Hoffman cites the need to make previously informal systems explicit, a challenge for many managers. Not only must they be better able to communicate, they must provide “a higher level of mindfulness, planning, and attention to detail.”

If equipment breaks down or there is a crisis, the telecommuter may be unable to respond or get in touch as quickly as if he were in an office. There may be a gap or lag time in resolving the situation that might not otherwise occur.

Finally, you may have to deal with employees still working in the office who resent telecommuters. If you’re a telecommuting manager yourself, it’s possible you may be passed over for promotion. Out of “site,” out of mind—not being in the office every day reduces visibility and a chance for decision-makers to shine, get your team members noticed, or give out plum assignments. Many of these and other issues can be resolved with effective planning and implementation and will be addressed in upcoming chapters.

Some Pros and Cons of Telecommuting 

Pros:

• Save space and money by eliminating or reducing a brick-and-mortar office 

• Benefit the environment by limiting or doing away with the commute to work 

• Increase employee morale and loyalty by offering them work in an environment of their choice 

• Choose from a wider geographic pool of workers and those who may otherwise be considered unemployable due to physical limitations or family commitments 

• Motivate workers more effectively, thus making them more productive 

• Provide a better work/life balance for all parties involved



Cons:

• Lose day-to-day physical contact with employees. How do you know that they’re really working?

• Face additional challenge of possibly selecting the wrong employees for telework—and you may not know that right away 

• Leave employees feeling “invisible” and out of the loop, believing that teleworking reduces their chances for promotion 

• Reduce productivity if the job does not lend itself to telework 

• Give rise to miscommunications and misunderstandings due to limited face-to-face contact

ADVANTAGES/DISADVANTAGES TO THE COMPANY 

Primarily, companies use telecommuters for one reason: cost reduction. It could be real estate—they don’t need to set up an office or can open up something smaller—or they could avoid incurring additional expenses in moving or transferring skilled and/or experienced employees.

Telecommuting also makes sense for companies located in high-income areas. Your main office may be located in New York, San Francisco, or even London, but—depending upon the type of work needed and how it’s transmitted—you can use people who live in Oshkosh or Bombay, reducing the need for premium salaries or relocation expenses. Companies that need to be open around-the-clock, such as service or retail organizations, can find workers in different time zones, or even internationally, providing 24/7 global availability. Because of this and because of increased productivity, telecommuting also reduces the need for overtime.

Another benefit to the company is the ability to recruit workers with specific skills, regardless of where they’re located. A company located in St. Louis that uses teleworkers can draw from the entire country, rather than just their metro area. Telecommuting provides such companies with a larger pool of applicants with experience in similar jobs.

Legally, companies are at an advantage as well. They’re complying with the Federal Clean Air Act by reducing the number of commuters and taking automobiles and pollution off the streets; and they’re in compliance with the Americans with Disabilities Act by making it easier for them to hire qualified employees who are unable to leave home due to physical or other ailments.

The chief downside of telecommuting from companies’ standpoint— it is a huge one and an increasing risk—is the potential loss and compromised security of important data. The geographical diversity of the network and the reduction of direct corporate control over the physical work environment greatly adds to the vulnerability of confidential information. For instance, in 2006, an employee of the United States Department of Veterans Affairs who worked at home part of the time took home a laptop with the Social Security numbers of as many as 26.5 million veterans and their families; it was taken when his residence was burglarized.

Companies considering telecommuting may find also themselves entangled in a complicated mire of local legal regulations, union issues, and zoning laws. Such issues must be investigated carefully before establishing a telecommuting presence and hiring employees.

COMMON TELECOMMUTING JOBS 

Most telecommuting jobs are fairly specialized. Author and World Privacy Forum founder Pam Dixon lists computer programming, customer service (especially online support), and graphic design (particularly on the web), as well as translating, data entry, and writing and editing as being fields that lend themselves to telecommuting.

The legal, medical, and publishing professions use telecommuters. For example, training programs for home workers are available in litigation coding, medical and legal transcription, and medical coding. Even those in the front lines of the medical profession—RNs, PhDs, PharmDs, and even MDs—can earn six-figure incomes from their homes by doing drug studies, medical writing, and other types of research for hospitals and pharmaceutical and related firms.

Following is a brief list of jobs that may help managers define the kind of work that lends itself to telecommuting:



• Computers: Software designer, systems troubleshooter, computer scientist, hardware product developer, industrial engineer, information systems manager, manual tester/writer, security specialist, systems analyst 

• Hospitality and Service: Food consultant, relocation consultant, virtual assistant 

• Medical and Insurance: Billing, claims, actuary, adjuster, cost containment specialist, underwriter 

• Legal: Deposition taker, collections, accident reconstructor, investigator, transcriptionist 

• Writing/Research: Journalist, copywriter, marketing specialist, researcher, abstractor, technical writer/editor 

• Video: Electronic media designer, video animation specialist, computer graphics specialist, photographer/videographer, photo researcher



A large and rapidly expanding area consists of call center representatives, who comprise the bulk of the employees in Michael’s company, ARO. Positions can range from customer service to order taking to providing medical and other specialized information. These are not telemarketers in the traditional sense—the National Do Not Call Registry pretty much put the kibosh on many of those jobs. Rather these workers acquire information about specific products and services, as well as answer consumers’ questions and inquiries. In short, they’re the folks you want to talk to, once you get past the voice-bot. (By the time you get to them you may be frustrated and irritable yourself.)

Yet another well-established area for telecommuting is sales, including pharmaceutical, educational (textbooks/training materials), business to business, manufacturing, inside sales, and more. While requiring different skill sets than many other telecommuting jobs, often sales forces are partially or wholly home or satellite office based. This is becoming the norm as companies downsize or try to save on overhead.

Finding—and Retaining—the Right Person(s) for the Job(s) 

Freelance writer Sherry Beck Paprocki has worked in many positions within the publishing and education industry, from being an editor at newspapers and magazines to overseeing summer camps that encourage scientific inquiry. In her years of managing and dealing with long-distance employees, she’s learned to discern qualities and character traits that help define effective telecommuters.

With interns, or those just starting out, managers “need to establish benchmarks regarding expectations,” she advises. “Have them report to you, say, on Wednesday and Friday of every week.” More inexperienced employees (e.g., those just out of high school or college) “tend to postpone things and only work on deadline. Let them know what you expect and when you expect it, even if you don’t need it so much by that particular date.” This “deadline training” will go a long way towards helping them develop good habits as an independent worker.

Given that the team member is diligent, experienced, and a self-starter, Paprocki believes that the responsibility for the success of a telecommuting program lies with the manager. “The most important thing is to maintain good verbal and written communication via telephone or e-mail.” You should disseminate information in short, easily managed chunks so the employee can process and integrate it into his workload. To this end, Paprocki has developed weekly newsletters that are e-mailed to all regional coordinators and camp leaders, “with a calendar section at the top, so they know what to do and when.”

As with any office employee, “you need to let them know they’re being monitored and their work evaluated.” Her team members understand, for example that she regularly checks whether fliers promoting the camps have been distributed to the proper outlets. She offers rewards for positive behavior as well. “They receive financial incentives if they recruit X number of campers.”

In the final analysis, she says, the relationship between team member and manager should be tempered with flexibility and mutual respect. “While you need to be understanding of their schedule and other responsibilities, make sure that a regular reporting system is implemented and that they can come to you with any problems and concerns. Nothing takes the place of one-to-one contact.”

SUMMARY 

Thanks to the influx of technology and desire for companies to be “lean and green,” telecommuting is here to stay. Although, like everything else, it has both advantages and pitfalls, telecommuting can be beneficial for all concerned. Along with flexibility and convenience, it allows for employment of previously marginal groups like those who are housebound due to family ties or disabilities and others living in remote areas. Managers of telecommuters find their employees to be more productive, motivated, and stable in terms of job tenure and satisfaction. This is due in part to the reduction in stress by eliminating the commute and dealing with office-related issues. Companies also opt for telecommuting because of its adaptability—they can recruit and retain workers from anywhere in the world and be open around the clock. Telecommuting also (most importantly) saves money in reduced overhead and retraining.

Of course, there are problems in telecommuting: loneliness, isolation, and possible overwork for the employee; apprehension for the manager about whether the team member is really doing the job; and security issues and potential legal complications for companies. But an intelligently designed and well-organized and executed telecommuting system can alleviate many of these issues.

Finally, managers need to make sure the jobs lend themselves to telecommuting. Many of these positions fall into certain categories: computers, customer service, graphics and video, legal, medical, writing/editing, and sales, among others. Although it’s important that the teleworker carry out his or her responsibilities, the burden of success falls on the manager to make sure that the job is being done.



CHAPTER 2 
Types of Nontraditional 
Work Arrangements 

INTRODUCTION 

This chapter will discuss the many flavors of telecommuting, from “chocolate”—the most popular and traditional home office—to the more exotic “lime cardamom frozen yogurt with lingonberries,” using Skype in the virtual office and hot desking (when employees share a communal desk as needed).

We’ll cover some other aspects of telecommuting, such as determining the difference between independent contractors (IC) versus regular (W-2) employees. Classification of these different types is monitored by several government agencies (most notably the IRS) and in some cases involves complicated criteria. Finally, this chapter will address the question of whether employees should be paid by the hour, by the piece/project, or by commission.

INDEPENDENT CONTRACTORS (IC) AND REGULAR 
(W-2) EMPLOYEES 

Due to the very nature of the work arrangement the distinction between independent contractors (IC) or regular (W-2) employees more easily becomes blurred than for traditional office workers. However, it’s extremely important you be aware of the difference, because you must pay taxes for employees; for independent contractors, you don’t have to pay taxes.

The price for misclassification can be steep. If you incorrectly categorize an employee as an independent contractor, the government can hold you liable for benefits as well as employment taxes for that worker. In addition, it can impose a penalty. Rules change and new interpretations are common—as are misinterpretations, especially if you are unfamiliar with the nuances of the various regulations. So it’s best to consult an accountant or a labor relations expert (or lawyer specializing in same) when making this determination.

Along with other state and federal agencies, the Internal Revenue Service (IRS) serves as a watchdog on this matter and has set forth guidelines about who controls what. According to the IRS, you must withhold income taxes, withhold and pay Social Security and Medicare taxes, and pay unemployment tax on wages paid to an employee (Form W-2 worker). You do not generally have to withhold or pay any taxes on payments to independent contractors (Form 1099 worker).

Types of Classifications 

According to the IRS, when dealing with an independent contractor “you, the payer, have the right to control or direct only the result of the work done . . . and not the means and methods of accomplishing the result.” Examples of independent contractors include an electrician, a transcriptionist, or anyone who works independently for several different companies or clients from a separate site (such as a home office) and who supplies their own equipment.

In contrast, an employee is anyone who performs services for you in which you control how and when it will be done. These can be people who work at a call center (whether based in their homes or at a separate site) or do the majority of their work for one company, even if they are based at home. Many of these telecommuting workers have full corporate jobs with benefits and are on a schedule dictated by the employer. Such employees have jobs as underwriters, software engineers, financial analysts, marketing managers, or many others. The point here, though, is that you, the employer, tell them how to do the job and when to do it.

Then there are statutory employees, who, under the law, while they may be based at home or are otherwise away from the office are to be treated as employees.. For example:

• A full-time life insurance sales agent whose principal business activity is selling life insurance or annuity contracts, or both, primarily for one life insurance company.

• An individual who works at home on materials or goods that you supply and that must be returned to you or to a person you name, if you also furnish specifications for the work to be done. This can include someone who produces items by the piece or does other light manufacturing, similar to a factory worker whose assembly line is at home.

• A full-time traveling or city salesperson who works on your behalf and turns in orders to you from wholesalers, retailers, contractors, or operators of hotels, restaurants, or other similar establishments. The goods sold must be merchandise for resale or supplies for use in the buyer’s business operation. The work performed for you must be the salesperson’s principal business activity.

Categories of Control

In deciding on the tax status of the people who work for you, the IRS looks at questions of control and independence. Conveniently, they’ve broken this down into three categories.



1. Behavioral control. This deals with the kind of instructions given to the worker as well as when and where they work and train. “The key consideration,” the IRS guidelines state, “is whether the business has retained the right to control the details of a worker’s performance or instead has given up that right.” If you’ve given up this kind of control, then the employee is an independent contractor.

2. Financial control. This includes such issues as unreimbursed business expenses (usually the case with independent contractors, although there are exceptions); the extent of the worker’s investment (independent contractors often invest in their own equipment and facilities); and whether or not the worker makes his services available to the marketplace in general (as independent contractors often do). The IRS guidelines say, “An employee is generally guaranteed a regular wage amount for an hourly, weekly, or other period of time . . . even when the wage or salary is supplemented by a commission.” On the other hand, “An independent contractor is usually paid . . . a flat fee for the job” although there are exceptions (see “Hourly vs. ‘By the Piece’ work”).

3. Type of relationship. The nature of the work arrangement may be defined by such things as a written contract which describes the relationship between you and the worker; whether the business will provide employee benefits such as a pension plan, vacation, or health insurance; and the permanency of the relationship. Employees are generally hired indefinitely while independent contractors are engaged for specific projects or time periods.

Finally, the IRS looks at the extent to which the services are a key aspect of the company’s regular business. If the worker’s duties are so integral to your business that you must direct and control his activities, you’re probably in an employee-employer relationship— and you’ll be responsible for taxes for the employee.

The IRS lists some twenty factors that provide even more detail and clarification as to whether the employer has enough control to establish an employer-employee relationship. Known as Revenue Ruling 87-41, the list can be found on page 139 and will be discussed further in Chapter 11.

HOME OFFICE 

Now that you know the kind of employees or contractors you’ll need, the next logical question is where to put them. Many companies take the environmentally friendly path of least resistance— the home office. This is the most commonly known form of telecommuting. For most people it’s what comes to mind when they think of this type of work. It’s also where the vast majority of telecommuting jobs are located. According to the US Census, nearly 4.2 million people worked from home in 2000, up from 3.4 million in 1990, and it’s a good guess that these figures are probably very low. This 23 percent increase doesn’t even include those who worked at home during part of the week (but elsewhere more days than at home), so the numbers of home-based telecommuters are probably higher.

The concept is simple: Your employee sets up a workspace in a well-defined area, such as a spare bedroom or basement. If no other space is available and there are no kids, pets, or other potentially destructive entities, she can use the dining room table or other central location. But this is a short-term fix, because eventually workers will need a room of their own where they can store their stuff and close the door, if only for psychological distance.

Telecommuting workers purchase equipment and furniture with the sole purpose of using it for their jobs. If they are independent contractors, they also pay quarterly taxes to the IRS, city, and state and are allowed deductibles for having a business in their home.

Workers classified as company employees receive regular paychecks with deductions for taxes, Social Security, and benefits (health insurance, 401(k), etc.).

Depending upon what kind of equipment they buy and whether or not they are reimbursed, employees may also qualify for deductibles. However if they use the office for other purposes such as personal computing or answering ads on Match.com, then only a percentage may be allowed for the equipment and space. Given the fluid nature of tax laws, that may change, so always check with an accountant or other expert.

THE HOME OFFICE DREAM 

Although the home office may seem like a dream come true for a cubicle-farm refugee, it can present many challenges. Those with small children will need to figure out a way to keep them away from the space. Pets, too can cause problems, with hair that can clog equipment, and “accidents” and chewing incidents wreaking havoc on furniture, computer cords, and important pieces of paper.

Barking, meowing, and chirping can also present problems when considering background noise, as Michael can attest. One of his former call center employees used her home office to breed birds. Customers soon grew curious about all the non-human twittering that was going on in the background. Needless to say, she was soon asked to hang up her headset. So it’s best to work behind a closed door, especially if there is a bathroom nearby.

As a manager, you should consider what your employee will need in terms of equipment, workspace, storage, and inventory. Generally a home office is impractical if a large amount of equipment and/or space is required, as is the case with retail or manufacturing. Service businesses, such as editing, medical transcription, and call center/customer service can lend themselves very well to this type of environment. However, if the job requires that a client visit the site or the work requires highly specialized and expensive equipment, then a home office may not be the solution.

REMOTE WORK CENTER 

While not as convenient for the teleworker as the home office— having your desk and computer a few feet away from the rest of the house is the ultimate dream commute—remote work centers (also known as satellite telework centers) are mini-facilities owned by the company. As with a traditional office, employees report for work during regular hours, and the center has the usual desks, chairs, and office equipment, although on a smaller and sometimes more casual scale than a traditional office setting. A company can own or lease several remote work centers in different areas, increasing its national or global presence at less than it would cost to open full-scale operations in these areas.

The main difference between satellite and regular offices is proximity—employees live closer to the remote facility than the main office. The employees are still telecommuters in the broad sense of the term. This type of arrangement works with a variety of jobs because of the advantages of operating from an office setting. For example, telecommuters working from a remote work center may have meetings with clients at the center, something that would be more difficult if they were working from their homes. If you choose to set up such a center, you may wish to arrange for employees to work part-time from their homes and the rest of the week from the remote work center.

SHARED SPACE 

Job sharing was a big deal in the 1980s and early 1990s. Job sharing involves two (occasionally more) employees who divide the duties of a forty-hours-a-week job and split the pay between them. It is more common these days in government positions and overseas. However, the twenty-first century has given rise to a different but a similar-sounding concept: shared office space (or serviced office space). This phenomenon seems to be on the rise, as evidenced by the proliferation of real estate ads for this type of arrangement on the Internet and elsewhere.

Shared space is the use of a fully equipped and furnished office by more than one employee, usually at different times. (Think of it as an office time share.) Setting up shared space allows you to quickly establish a branch office and may be ideal for the independent contractor who would rather not work from home and wants to present an office setting to suppliers and clients. Like remote work centers, shared spaces can be a solution to the sense of loneliness and isolation common to home offices. In a shared space there are other workers present, often in the same occupation (for instance, in a shared sales office).

Also known as business centers and executive suites, these facilities provide mail, telephone, and Internet services. Shared office space also offers professional facilities at a lower cost than traditional office rents, since the cost is split between several different companies. They work well for telecommuters who report to the office in staggered shifts or who are in the same or similar professions and need the same kinds of equipment and facilities.

Shared space can even improve your business opportunities. Your employees, sharing their workspace with other professionals, can use the opportunity to establish beneficial relationships (such as finding a lawyer or accountant) as well as generating referrals for new clients.

Use of this type of space is generally short-term and flexible; leases can run six to twelve months (or longer, for greater discounts); some even have three-month options. Subleasing is similarly open-ended; a larger company will rent out desk space or a group of offices. Renters share kitchens, conference rooms, and other facilities with the leasing company.

Shared space can present scheduling problems (if an employee needs to work at the same time another worker is scheduled). As well the desk, phone, computer, and other equipment are yours only for the time that your employee is on duty. This can present a problem if information is sensitive. If your employee has sloppy work habits such as keeping a messy desk, this can create difficulties with the other professionals who share the space.

Still the arrangement can be ideal for small business owners, start-up companies, or those looking to establish a branch for telecommuters. As always with any leasing arrangement, you should consider such factors as the location, the other tenants—ideally, they do the same or similar kinds of work and use the same equipment— and of course the terms of the contract.

VIRTUAL OFFICE 

Described as “the business with no office to telecommute from,” a virtual office has no actual physical location but enables workers to run a business by using online communication technologies. The employee’s car, back porch, or the neighborhood coffee shop can be her or his virtual office.

In many ways a virtual office is ideal for telecommuters. Not only does it require little if any money, but even though the employee’s coworkers may be hundreds or possibly thousands of miles away, she is in constant communication through the Internet and other technologies. Virtual offices are very similar to home telecommuting arrangements.

Members of Generations X and Y are familiar and comfortable with the concept of the virtual office. It allows for inexpensive (if not free) communication by instant messaging, blogging, and Skype, as well as more established forms like web conferencing, e-mail, fax, and for transportation of physical items (such as order fulfillment) good old-fashioned snail-mail, FedEx, and UPS. (A software program created by entrepreneurs Niklas Zennström and Janus Friis, Skype allows computer users to make free telephone calls to other Skype users anywhere in the world, along with enabling computer calls to land lines and cell phones for a small fee. Additional features include instant messaging, file transfer, short message service, video conferencing and the ability to circumvent firewalls.)

This arrangement can be especially comfortable for people who have limited living space and don’t have room to set up a home office. As well, it works for people who enjoy getting out and working away from home in a different environment or for a change of pace.

As with home-based offices, time management can be a problem— where does the employee’s personal life begin and business day end? But the instant-gratification factor is high, always a big selling point with Generations X and Y.

The “Dirt” on a Virtual Office 

Dennis Yang works at Techdirt, a virtual company that provides daily news and analysis to corporate clients. While Yang does not sit with coworkers, he is never lonely. He typically has about seven conversations going on at any one time on his computer screen, and he can work anywhere he wants—for example, his grandmother’s living room.

A typical day involves constant instant messaging, occasional e-mails with clients, and Skype for Internet-based phone calls, which are free—though Yang adds, “We don’t like to have phone conversations because it’s difficult to have more than one at a time.”

Techdirt’s fourteen employees hang out in a virtual conference room, which is really a chat room, and when the once-a-week phone call happens, someone types in the chat room that it’s time to move to the conference call.

OFFICE HOTELING 

Yet another type of telecommuting arrangement is known as office hoteling (or simply hoteling). Rather than having their own offices, cubicles, or even desks, workers or their managers reserve whatever space or resources they think they will need ahead of time. This can be in an office or other building or even in a hotel itself and unlike shared space, can be more of a temporary or as-needed arrangement.

Some companies even provide areas especially designed for hoteling. Introduced in 1994 by the advertising agency Chiat/Day, businesses ranging from real estate agencies to consulting and law firms to sales reps have “checked in” to the concept.

According to techtarget.com, hoteling “reduces the amount of physical space that an enterprise needs, lowering overhead cost while (ideally) ensuring that every worker can access office resources when necessary.” Because of its flexible nature, hoteling is especially conducive to telecommuting, particularly when large numbers of workers are constantly on the road.

Hoteling is also advantageous to employees who work independently, such as consultants, salespeople, and others based out of their cars or home offices. “In this scenario, employees can call ahead and reserve an office space for the day or for a few hours,” observe authors Kimball and Mareen Duncan Fisher. “This allows at least occasional office interaction.”

However, hoteling may fail if you neglect to communicate the reasons for implementing it. Workers may resent losing their desks and offices, even if they are only part-time or already sharing. And if a hoteling policy is inconsistent—if you apply it to some workers and not others for seemingly arbitrary reasons—it can cause even more dissatisfaction and misunderstandings. When setting up a hoteling arrangement, clearly explain the reasons for it and the benefits it provides to all workers. Pay close attention to details, such as making sure that desks, software, and office supplies are replenished, reliable, and up-to-date.

HOURLY VERSUS “BY THE PIECE” WORK 

In setting up a telecommuting program, the next question you as a manager will face is how will the telecommuting workers be paid? Some telecommuting jobs—for instance, administrative or virtual assistants or call center workers—are usually paid by the hour. Generally speaking, jobs that involve easily measurable results (typist, phone sales or solicitation) receive an hourly wage. They include but are not limited to billing, claims, actuary, adjuster, underwriter, deposition taker, collections, and transcriptionist.

However, consultant or creative positions may not be as clear-cut. You will have to decide if these are paid hourly or by the project. Such jobs may include software designer, systems troubleshooter, computer scientist, hardware product developer, industrial engineering, information systems manager, manual tester/writer, security specialist, systems analyst, food consultant, relocation consultant, journalist, copywriter, marketing specialist, researcher, abstractor, technical writer/editor, electronic media designer, video animation specialist, computer graphics specialist, photographer/ videographer, photo researcher, and others. With these types of jobs, results are often less readily measurable; whether or not a design or software program effectively meets your company’s needs can be open to interpretation.

Several factors need to be considered regarding the hourly versus project pay structure.

How much time will the project take? Because hourly workers keep time sheets and are paid for the exact amount of time spent, costs could add up quickly if extra work is involved. And as a manager you must also consider what constitutes a work hour—does it include coffee breaks, socializing with members of the team, and other nonessentials? And it needs to be the same for everyone: ARO call center workers are allowed one fifteen-minute break for each four hours that they work. An eight-hour worker gets two paid fifteen-minute breaks and an unpaid half-hour for lunch.

What is the project worth? With piece/project work, you and the contractor will usually agree on the price at the beginning of the project, based on a quote from the contractor. But this can create problems as well. What if the project is considerably less involved than either of you thought? Spending twice as much money on something that requires half the anticipated time and effort is hardly cost-effective. Nor is it fair to the worker if the opposite is true, and the contractor ends up having to do much more work for the same wage.

How long is it going to take? In the planning stages, you or the telecommuting contractor should provide a basic timeline and estimate of how long the project will take. You can do this by developing benchmarks—milestones defined by certain features. For example, in writing this book, the authors agreed to a schedule based on a certain number of chapters to be written per month, with a turnaround time of about one week to incorporate all final revisions and changes. Although your initial planning may involve extra work, you will catch schedule slips or delays early, keeping everyone in the loop and preventing overruns of time, cost, and effort.



To ensure the success of a task, make a list of what needs to be done. Once tasks are written down, you will get a clearer idea of what the task involves. It’s important to agree on details about exactly what must be accomplished. This applies particularly to longer-term projects, although these tactics are useful in estimating shorter projects as well. You can even do this for call centers, which can measure the progress of some projects by the number of calls processed per hour.

Still other telecommuting jobs, such as sales (and also some telephone work) may be paid on commission: a base hourly salary, plus extra compensation for however many measurable phone calls/ referrals/sales the employee makes or receives over a certain limit or quota. This type of arrangement can motivate people to work harder and rewards achievement. However, if the sale or referral falls through, the employee is not paid commensurate with the time and effort he has spent, even if he’s given it his best attempt.

SUMMARY 

Welcome to the brave new world of telecommuting with its many sizes and shapes, and even more cutting-edge ideas and arrangements developing as of this writing. So how do you figure out what’s the best for your workers?

The first question to address is whether they are hourly wage workers (W-2s) or independent contractors. The IRS guidelines can help you figure this out by referring to the three kinds of control as well as twenty additional criteria.

The main difference is that with independent contractors you only direct the result. With W-2 employees, you are overseeing the means and methods by which they accomplish that result. It’s an important concept, as failure to correctly classify employees could cost you and your company big bucks in taxes and other penalties.

Then it’s on to where they should accomplish the work—in a home office, remote center, shared space, virtual office, or via a “hoteling” arrangement. Each type has advantages and disadvantages, and often distinctions between the different kinds of setups can be blurred. Concentrate on your desired results or goals and figure out which arrangement best and most cost-effectively suits the needs of both your business and its telecommuters.

Finally, you must address how you should pay your workers— by the hour or by the piece/project. Although some categories such as administrative assistant and customer service have traditionally received an hourly wage, many others can go either (or both) ways. Again, it’s up to you to determine how the work is best compensated to benefit both the company and its employees. Key to this is figuring out what needs to be done, when it needs to be done, and how long it will take. You can also consider whether or not employees should receive a commission.

No matter what you decide, the determination needs to be within the parameters of the law and requirements of the job. The IRS and labor relations experts can provide you with additional criteria and guidance.
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