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Thinking about 
working from home?
S ick  o f sp end ing  ten hours at w o rk  e v e ry  

d a y ?  Fed  up  w ith  th e  tra ff ic  ja m s  tha t 
ad d  a n o th e r  c o u p le ?  T ire d  o f d a y- ca re  

c e n tre s , ir r ita b le  c h i ld re n  a n d  la te  n ig h t 
m e a ls ?

A s  w o rk in g  h o u rs  g ro w  a n d  n e w  t e c h 
n o lo g ie s  c o n t in u e  to trans fo rm  the  n a tu re  o f 
w o rk  a ro u n d  the  d e v e lo p e d  w o r ld , the  latest 
rag e  is so - c a lle d  te le w o rk in g . It is n 't  n e w . 
H om e-b ased  w o rk  has been  a ro u nd  fo r som e 
yea rs  n o w . Bu t the  p a c e  an d  ex ten t o f  t e c h 
n o lo g ic a l  in n o v a t io n  n o w  m e a n s  tha t 
te le w o rk  can , an d  in c re a s in g ly  does, in v o lv e  
m u c h  m o re  th an  the  s im p le  n o tio n  o f a 
ho ok-up  to  th e  o ffice . F rom  the  stra ight-fo r
w a rd  c o m p u te r  te rm in a l at h o m e  fo r o c c a 
s io n a l d a y s  a w a y  fro m  th e  n o rm a l 
w o rk p la c e , right th rough  to  the  so-ca lled  v i r 
tu a l o f f ic e  w h e r e  th e re  is no  n o rm a l 
w o rk p la c e ,  the  ran g e  o f te le w o rk  o p tio n s  is 
g ro w in g  ra p id ly .

In its cu rren t n ew s m ag az in e , the In te rn a 
tio n a l L a b o r  O rg a n is a t io n  [ IL O ] d ra w s  a tten 
tion  to  a h u g e  p ro je c t  b y  th e  Eu ro p e a n  U n 
ion a im e d  at getting  to g rips w ith  just w h a t  
is h ap p e n in g  w ith  te le w o rk in g . A  co n so rt iu m  
w a s  e s ta b lish e d  and  soon  id e n tif ie d  c o m p a 
n ies in va r io u s  cou n tr ie s  w h ic h  w e re  m ak in g  
s ig n if ic a n t  use o f  t e le w o rk in g . In te r v ie w s  
w e re  c o n d u c te d ,  e m p lo y m e n t  c o n tra c ts  
w e re  c lo s e ly  s tu d ied  an d  a n u m b e r o f c a se  
s tu d ies  w e re  w ritte n . T o  m a k e  its f in d in g s  o f 
p ra c t ic a l  use, the  c o n s o r t iu m  p re se n te d  its 
m a te r ia l in a n u m b e r  o f s tre am s a im e d  at 
p a rticu la r  target a u d ien ces : e m p lo ye e s , sm all 
to  m e d iu m  e n te rp r ise s , la rg e  c o rp o ra t io n s , 
lo c a l a u th o r it ie s , fo r e x a m p le . D e ta ils  c o v 
e red  su ch  to p ics  as ty p e  o f w o rk , c h e c k  lists 
fo r in t ro d u c t io n , c o n tra c tu a l a rran g em en ts , 
w o rk in g  h o u rs , d a ta  p ro te c t io n , s o f tw a re  
s tan d a rd s  a n d  m a n a g e m e n t co n tro ls . M a te 
ria l in th e  d iffe ren t stream s w a s  c ross-re fer
e n c e d  u s ing  h yp e rtex t for ea se  o f a cce s s . A  
t e le w o rk in g  h a n d b o o k  has n o w  b e e n  p u b 
lish ed  in f iv e  lan g u ag es.

T h e  h a n d b o o k  m akes c le a r  that, fro m  an 
e m p lo y e e  p e rsp e c tive , te le w o rk in g  c a n  re p 
resent bo th  c o n v e n ie n c e  a n d  a h ug e  c h a n g e  
to  w o rk in g  live s . It c an  o ffe r real b en e fits  to 
b o th  e m p lo y e r s  a n d  th e ir  staff. T im e  a n d  
m o n e y  save d  on re d u ced  trave l and  a g reater 
c a p a c ity  to  in tegrate  w o rk  w ith  the ir b ro a d e r 
lives  c an  be strong a ttractions for e m p lo ye e s . 
B u t  p o te n t ia l d is ad van tag e s  a lso  ex ist.

W h i l e  te le w o rk in g  m a y  seem  a ttra c tive , 
it d o es  no t su it e v e ry  p e rso n a lity . S o m e  p e o 
p le  f in d  it q u ite  d if f icu lt  to c o p e  w ith o u t  in 
te ra c t io n  a n d  su p p o rt fro m  c o - w o rk e rs .

S o m e tim e s , f a m ily  m e m b e rs  c a n  b e  u n c o 
o p e ra t iv e .  T h e  h o p e  th a t w o rk  a n d  d ire c t  
c h i ld m in d in g  c a n  be in te g ra te d  is u s u a lly  
d a sh ed  q u ite  q u ic k ly . T h e y  d o  not o ften  m ix 
w e ll .  S p a c e  an d  e q u ip m e n t  c a n  be a p ro b 
lem : the 'PC -o n- th e-k itch en - tab le ' a p p ro a ch  
is not su s ta in a b le  o r safe. E rg o n o m ic  s tan d 
a rd s  in th e  w o r k p la c e  a re  th e re  to  p ro te c t  
ag a in s t o ve ru s e  in ju ry ; th e ir  a b s e n c e  in the 
h o m e  c an  in c re a s e  h ea lth  risks e n o rm o u s ly . 
W i th o u t  p ro p e r  c o m p e n s a t io n  fo r h ea tin g , 
lig h tin g , te le p h o n e s  and  o th e r fa c ilit ie s , the  
e m p lo y e e  w i l l  b e  o u t o f p o c k e t . W h e n  it 
c o m e s  to tra in in g  an d  d e v e lo p m e n t  o r e ve n  
p ro m o tio n  o p p o rtu n it ie s , 'o u t  o f sight/out o f 
m in d ' c a n  m e a n  d is a d v a n ta g e  fo r th e  e m 
p lo y e e .

Be fo re  starting  te le w o rk  e m p lo y e e s  need  
to en su re  tha t th e ir  e m p lo y m e n t  status is u n 
a ffe cted  le g a lly  b y  the ch a n g e  in w o rk p la c e . 
A lm o s t  a ll sp e c ia lis ts  in th is a re a  e m p h a s ise  
the im p o rta n ce  o f m a in ta in in g  the em p loyer-  
e m p lo y e e  re la t io n sh ip . If th e  o rg a n iz a t io n 's  
o b je c t iv e  in u s ing  te le w o rk in g  is, in fact, to 
tra n s fe r  w o rk  to  in d e p e n d e n t  c o n tra c to rs  
then  w o rk e rs  sh o u ld  u n d e rs tan d  that th is is 
a fu n d a m e n ta l c h a n g e  to th e ir  re la t io n sh ip . 
A  key  p r in c ip le  o f so u nd  a rra n g e m e n ts  is a 
right o f return  to the  w o rk p la c e  in the future. 
E m p lo ye e s  sh o u ld  not c o m m it  th e m se lv es  to 
long-term  te le w o rk in g  w ith o u t  v e ry  c a re fu l 
thought. P e rso n a l c irc u m sta n c e s  can  ch a n g e  
ra p id ly  a n d  h o m e- b ase d  w o rk  c an  q u ic k ly  
b e c o m e  im p ra c t ica b le . A  long-term  c o m m it 
m e n t c an  th e n  trap  the  e m p lo y e e ,  e v e n  to 
th e  e x te n t o f  loss o f e m p lo y m e n t .  
T e le w o rk in g  p rop osa ls  w h ic h  g e n u in e ly  seek 
m u tu a l b e n e fit  w i l l  be  m o re  e f fe c t iv e  if th e y  
b eg in  w ith  a fixed- leng th  p ilo t  s ch e m e . T h e  
ab se n ce  o f p ilo t tests sh o u ld  ra ise  susp ic ions .

Be ca u se  te lew o rk in g  w ill  c le a r ly  be o f in 
c rea s in g  in terest to A L IA  m em b ers , I h a ve  
m ad e  co n ta c t  w ith  the Eu ro -T e lew o rk  g roup  
and  sought the ir ag reem ent to the A ssoc ia tion 's 
use o f the ir ex ten sive  research  in constructing  
gu id e lines  for m em bers. Shortly , I h o pe  to d e 
v e lo p  a te lew o rk  book le t in o u r em p loym ent-  
re la ted  in fo rm a tio n  series. T h e  Eu ro  g ro u p 's  
p ro je ct d irec to r has w e lc o m e d  o u r c o lla b o ra 
tion and  has g iven  copyrigh t ap p rova l to a d ap 
tation o f research  find ings by A L IA .

A n y  A s so c ia t io n  m e m b e r w ith  p a rt ic u la r  
c o n c e rn s  a b o u t te le w o rk in g  m a y  c o n ta c t  m e 
at A L IA  N a t io n a l  O f f ic e .  I w o u ld  b e  in te r 
es ted  to  h e a r  to o  a b o u t the  e x p e r ie n c e s  o f 
l ib ra ry  and  in fo rm a tio n  w o rk e rs  w h o  a re  a l 
re ad y  en g ag ed  in te le w o rk  b e fo re  c o m p il in g  
g u id e lin e s . ■
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