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Telecommuting is the ability of people to perform their jobs from their homes or other locations outside the traditional office workplace using telecommunications technology. Telecommuting employees work at home and “commute” to their place of work using a telephone, networked computer, fax machine or mobile computing and communication device.  Some telecommuters may even work on the go, in cars, trains, airplanes, or hotel lobbies--anywhere they can get their work done.

Telecommuters may perform all or part of their work away from their offices.  Their jobs typically consist of tasks such as writing, research, data processing, or performing numerical calculations that they can accomplish regardless of their location.  By the end of 1995, there were 9.2 million telecommuters in the United States.  Because of the changing character of work and the growing availability of computing and communications technology, some experts predict that telecommuters will comprise 20 percent of the U.S. work force within 15 years. (Pescovitz)  The following U.S. Labor Department statistics (U.S. Bureau of the Census: 1994) show the types of occupations that are most likely to perform job-related work at home.

There are both advantages and disadvantages to telecommuting.  Employees working at home are spared the inconvenience and expense of dressing up and traveling to work.  They can use the time they would have spent commuting with their family, pursuing a hobby, doing errands, or working extra hours. They can live farther away from their workplaces and pay less for housing.  Many telecommuters are not locked into a hard 9-to-5 work schedule and can work any time of the day they please, when they feel most productive.  Telecommuting is especially helpful for working parents of young children or handicapped individuals.

Employers benefit because they can save rental costs by eliminating private offices or work spaces.  Telecommuting may also help them comply with the U.S. government’s Clean Air Act, which requires companies with more than 200 employees in major metropolitan areas to reduce commuter automobile mileage 25 per cent in 1996.  On the other hand, employers might have to pay more for equipping telecommuters with computers or faxes and for increased telephone usage.

Some statistics show that telecommuters are 10 to 20 percent more productive than workers in traditional job settings.  They are less likely to be distracted by ringing telephones or conversations with coworkers.  On the other hand, these advantages may be offset by other factors, such as the inability of managers to monitor telecommuters during the work day. Employees may lose their spirit of team work and  valuable exchanges of information when they have no social contact with coworkers.  Some people clearly need the stimulation of dressing up and being around people.  Their productivity and job satisfaction may suffer unless they spend several days a week working with their colleagues.  Employees who are very self-disciplined and who like to work alone are the most likely to benefit from telecommuting.
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� These “anytime, anywhere” work environments are sometimes called “virtual offices,” because work can be performed outside the traditional physical office setting and work schedule.
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