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Telecommuting Program — Is “Flexplace”

Suited to Your Organization?
Next Logical Step in Saving Money Throughout DoD
WILLIAM N. WASHINGTON

he implementation of a telecom-
muting (flexplace) program of-
fers numerous benefits for orga-
nizations that dare to venture into
this innovative, cost-efficient, but
largely untapped workforce management
program. Wherever implemented, it has
benefitted not only the employees who
participate, but also the quality of the
surrounding environment.

For organizations, it has the potential for
both cost savings and productivity im-
provements. For employees who partic-
ipate, it affords them extra time to spend
with their families, as well as a reduction
in the costs associated with commuting,
For the environment, it can reduce the
amount of carbon emissions in the local
environment, and lessens the wear-and-
tear on area roads, bridges, and highway
systems. These are but a few of the ben-
efits that could be derived from imple-
menting a telecommuting program.

Telecommuting —

Working From Afar

As the Services look for continuing ways
to save money, we may be reaching the
point where modifications to existing
programs have achieved all that we can
expect. If we are to continue to look for
ways to achieve additional savings, we
need to look to paradigm shifts where
we completely change the way we do
business. One of the shifts in the way of
performing business is the shift to
telecommuting, by both industry and
government.

What is telecommuting? Telecommut-
ing is the process whereby individuals
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perform their normal “office work” at
home or at a remote site using comput-
ers and other telecommunications equip-
ment to interface with their office. This
can either take the form of totally per-
forming one’s work outside the office,
or working outside the office for two or
three days a week.

INNOVATIONS

environment. To the workplace, it offers
reduced costs and increased produc-
tivity; to the workers it offers the elim-
ination or reduction of stressful
commutes and more time with
their families; to the environ-
ment and society it reduces
the number of vehicles on

To the workplace, telecommuting
offers reduced costs and increased
productivity; to the workaers, it offers
the elimination or reduction of
stressful commutes and more time
with their families; to the

environment and society, it reduces

the number of vehicles on the road
and their carbon emissions. # '-

Depending upon what is considered, the
cost and benefits vary, but perhaps the
most important benefit for an organiza-
tion is the increased productivity from
workers who participate in
telecommuting, As a result of the
numerous benefits that workers
and employers are finding from

telecommuting, this work concept

continues to expand, with an es-

timated 8,000 employees per day
joining the telecommuting ranks. (In-
teresting to note is that as far back as
1989, all the Fortune 500 firms were
using telecommuting technology.)

The advantages from telecommut-
ing touch upon three sectors of life:
the workplace, the individual, and the



the road and their carbon emissions.
Thus, for all the participants in such a
program, significant benefits are to be
gleaned from maximizing the use of
telecommuting,

Opposition? Of Course.

Opposing this way of doing business is
the argument that supervisors will not
have their workers directly under visual
inspection. This has been the biggest
stumbling block when implementing
telecommuting programs, for it seems
to be common nature that managers,
unless they can readily see their
people working, feel that
they will be less produc-
tive, or will reduce their
work effort. To this ar-

gument, telecommuting advocates an-
swer that employees are measured in a
telecommuting environment by their re-
sults, rather than “face time” on the job.

In addition to the main benefits from
telecommuting, several side benefits have
also been mentioned such as improved
supervisor/worker relationships, im-
proved morale and job attitude, and re-
duced employee turnover. Other side
benefits may include reducing recruit-
ment costs through lower turnover rates,
and reducing relocation costs when man-
agers do not have to move employees to
new locations.

Lastly, as the Services continue to look
at a sizable modernization bill for build-
ings and base infrastructures, telecom-
muting could offer a way of reducing the
anticipated, budgeted costs. Cur-
rently each of the
Services has various
ongoing moderniza-
tion programs to either
upgrade existing buildings
so they can be used for additional
office space, or to build additional
buildings for office space. In

addition, the base infra-

structure of roads and
wiring (telephone, power,
and local area network
lines) are also slated to be
upgraded or expanded
over the next 20 years. To
the extent that these pro-
grams can be reduced,
there would be actual cost
savings from the existing

budgets.

Telecommuting’s
Financial Benefits to
the Organization
The first benefit in the use of
telecommuting is the reduc-
tion in floor space used in
offices, which also means
fewer desks and copiers,
along with a smaller
budget for heating and
cooling. For instance,
in Indiana alone, IBM re-
alized annual savings of $3
million due to implementing

telecommuting, and GE Medical Systems
of Milwaukee has achieved yearly sav-
ings of $1.75 million. Telecommute
America estimates that 60 percent of a
company’s real estate costs can be saved
annually by using telecommuting,

Next is the reduction in absenteeism. An
important finding of a survey taken by
the Telework America Organization
found that employees are often absent
due to family or personal obligations
during the business day, for such mat-
ters as doctor appointments, banking,
legal, car repair, family events, and/or
household emergencies. Telecommuters
who blend them into their daily routines
can work around these types of activi-
ties. This is exemplified by Montgomery
County, Va., where county telecommut-
ing employees have reported improved
morale and decreased leave usage. Tim
Kane, President and CEO of Kinetic
Workplace Consulting Group in Pitts-
burgh, found that absenteeism can drop
by 25 percent when employees telecom-
mute.

Lastly, increases in productivity and qual-
ity of work may derive from a number
of changes in employee work practices
when they are able to structure their time
to individual needs and optimum work
cycles. During snow days or bad weather
periods, telecommuters can continue to
work and be productive as well as on
days when they may be convalescing
from illness or accident. Employees can
also stay home and work in the event
they contract or would expose others to
a contagious illness.

Another finding of the Telework Amer-
ica Organization was that 47 percent of
the respondents felt they were more pro-
ductive when they worked at home, with
only 10 percent saying that they were
not as productive. The State of Texas has
also found benefits from telecommut-
ing, reporting that their productivity in-
creased by 20 to 25 percent since they
implemented their program; likewise,
the State of California found productiv-
ity increases from 15 to 30 percent, and
a Telework America Survey in 1999
found similar increases averaging 22 per-
cent. An additional benefit of telecom-
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muting is for women on maternity leave,
for it would afford them the opportunity
to continue to do part-time work from
home while they take care of their chil-
dren, and requires less retraining when
they return to work full time.

Employee Benefits

The Telework America survey also found
that 55 percent of the respondents were
more satisfied with their jobs after start-
ing to work at home, with only 7 per-
cent of the workers less satisfied work-
ing at home. One of the reasons for this
increased satisfaction is that employees
are saving an average of 53 minutes each
workday by not commuting Another ad-
vantage is that it allows employees to use
a flexible approach to work, so as to
match their individual rhythm of when
they are most productive with their work
hours. IBM, in a survey of their em-
ployees participating in telecommuting,
found 83 percent reporting that they
would never want to return to their old
office environment, with some saying
they would rather quit than go back to
the old work environment.

Some of the financial benefits to em-
ployees include:

+ Reduced car operating costs (gas, oil,
tires, maintenance, and insurance).

+ Reduced tolls.

+ Reduced parking fees.

+ Reduced expenses for “work” cloth-
ing

For instance, the Telework America sur-
vey found that telecommuting decreased
round-trip commuting by roughly 1,800
miles per year for each telecommuter.

Telecommuting can also enable access
to work for people who have specific
problems (i.e., those with disabilities, or
who need to care for their children or el-
derly parents). President Clinton rec-
ognized this issue by signing an execu-
tive order, July 26, 2000, directing
agencies to use information technology
to allow disabled workers to telecom-
mute from home. It can also allow em-
ployees to remain with an organization
if their spouses must relocate, so the or-
ganization can retain skilled, experienced
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people along with corporate knowledge
of programs.

Environmental, Safety

and Health Benefits

The positive impact on the environment
is also substantial. With fewer cars on
the road, less air pollution, less traffic,
and less highway, road, and bridge re-
pair costs are the result. Some safety ben-
efits could also occur from the reduced
risk of traffic-related injuries and deaths
for both the employees and individuals
they may encounter on the road such as
children, pedestrians, highway workers,
and other commuters. Official estimates
reflect that 40,000 people die in car
crashes every year in the United States,
and many hundreds of thousands more
are injured. Telecommuting could pos-
sibly reduce some of these injuries, both
directly by reducing the number of cars
on the road, and indirectly by removing
commuters who may suffer from fatigue
due to long commutes and/or long
hours. On a darker scenario, other safety
benefits might occur by reducing the po-
tential impact of terrorist bombings, be-
cause fewer employees would be in cen-
tralized locations.

Implementing a

Telecommuting Program

While telecommuting can be beneficial,
it certainly is not for everyone, nor for
every job. It works best for self-starters
and independent thinkers, and for peo-
ple who possess more than minimal en-
thusiasm for the job. In addition, these
employees should be people who do not
require a lot of communication and su-
pervision about the projects on which
they are working, The paramount rea-
son for these criteria is that under a
telecommuting arrangement, employ-
ees will not be monitored regarding how
much time they spend working per day.
Rather, employees will be evaluated on
the basis of their output.

Ideally, those who participate in a
telecommuting program should be vol-
unteers, so they have a committed atti-
tude toward making it work. Another
important consideration is that each em-
ployee have proper space in the home that
can serve as an office. Locations such as

small apartments with children under-
foot, or where noisy neighbors are on the
other side of the wall, would not be con-
ducive environments for telecommuters.
Thus, telecommuting should not be con-
sidered a right in those organizations that
implement it, but rather, a privilege.

Another consideration that will become
important as people telecommute is “es-
prit de corps.” With employees rarely
coming into the office (perhaps one or
two days a week) except for specific func-
tions, there could be a problem with
keeping a sense of unity instilled in the
group. To that end, it may be important
to have frequent informal get-togethers
to keep a sense of community such as
picnics, weekly pizza parties, social
hours, or any other function that would
allow people to have contact with their
co-workers. These gatherings could ad-
dress the feelings of isolation, lack of in-
teraction with colleagues, and out-of-
sight, out-of-mind fears that these
employees might harbor.

On the technical side of implementing
a telecommuting program, the telecom-
muters will, at a bare minimum, need a
computer, printer, software, and high-
speed connections to their office. They
may also need office furniture, supplies,
and telephone cards to function. These
items can either be provided by the gov-
ernment or can be considered an em-
ployee expense, rather like a car is now.
Current estimates reveal that 68 percent
of companies pay for these expenses, so
the normal practice is for them to be cov-
ered for employees.

Equipment at a home office may fail at
some time during the life of the hard-
ware — so backup laptops/computers
will be needed to fill in while the em-
ployee’s hardware is being repaired.
There will also be a need for a “help
desk” where telecommuters can call to
work through both hardware and soft-
ware problems as they arise. In addition,
employees may need special training on
telecommuting hardware and software
needed to execute the program.

Another consideration with telecom-
muting is the security of the data sent



within the organization. This is likewise
a concern in a normal office, but is po-
tentially more visible in a telecommut-
ing environment. One way this could be
addressed in a telecommuting program
would be through the use of virtual pri-
vate networks (VPN) —a collection of
data security software and/or hardware
that tie Internet access together at all lo-
cations. Besides providing security for
information traveling between locations,
this system could also provide additional
cost savings by replacing existing local
networking costs with cheaper Internet
user costs.

As a guideline for how a telecommuting
program might be formalized, the Uni-
versity of Central Florida has developed
an outline that provides information on
how they select their employees and their
procedures for implementing a telecom-
muter program. The program was pred-
icated upon lessons learned from the
State of California, the federal govern-
ment, and many private employer pro-
grams. It includes the legal contract
agreement their employees sign,
describes the limits and conditions of
participating in such a program, and out-
lines the responsibilities of the partici-
pants.

Management Considerations

The following guidelines represent the
principal lessons learned from several
telecommuting programs. They are given
as points to consider for managers in
framing a new telecommuting program.
Previous programs suggest that man-
agers need to change their perspective
from evaluating employees on the basis
of visual orientation, to one that evalu-
ates them on the basis of output. In ad-
dition, managers need to trust employ-
ees as professionals, without intensive
supervision. Historically, it may take
some time (several months to a year) for
both employees and managers to work
into a successful telecommuting process,
for it will require a change of mind-set
and work habits for all the participants.
Before proceeding, however, those con-
templating implementation of, or par-
ticipation in, a telecommuting program
should review the following basic con-
siderations:

Suitability

The first step in this process is to deter-
mine which types of functions are suited
for telecommuting, Generally, most po-
sitions seem to benefit from some form
of telecommuting, but jobs that require
the constant presence of the employee
or special equipment/facilities would
not be good candidates.

Benchmarking

After deciding what types of jobs within
your organization are suited for telecom-
muting, the next step for a manager is
to benchmark the work standards for
those jobs, determining what constitutes
quality work, and what quantity of work
should be expected per week. These gen-
eral benchmarks can then serve as a
starting point for project milestones on
each new assignment. These milestones
should then be agreed upon by both the
manager and the employee before a pro-
ject starts, so that both have a frame of
reference to gauge the progress on the
project.

Development of Basic Guidelines

Also, before the program starts, man-
agement needs to develop a detailed set
of guidelines for both employees and
managers on how the program would
work. These guidelines, in turn, should
also be agreed upon by the local
union(s), and reviewed by the legal de-
partment for local, regional, and national
regulations relating to employee guide-
lines such as Clean Air, Labor-Manage-
ment Relations, Occupational Safety and
Health, Fair Labor Standards, and Equal
Employment Opportunity. These work
standards should focus on objective, out-
put-oriented metrics, and be the same
for both telecommuters and non-
telecommuters. The equality aspect is
important, so that both types of em-
ployees feel that they are being evaluated
and treated fairly. For without a com-
mon set of standards, both groups might
resent the other, feeling that they are not
being given the same opportunities.

For instance, telecommuters could feel
that they run the risk of being passed
over for promotions because they are
less visible and do not have the net-
working opportunities of office em-

ployees. Likewise, people who are not
participating in the telecommuting pro-
gram could feel that only the privileged
individuals had been selected to partic-
ipate. These guidelines should be made
public and accessible to all employees,
perhaps by posting them on the office
Web site or computer system.

Training

Next, training should be considered for
both the telecommuters and their su-
pervisors, for both groups need to de-
velop new skills on how to work and
communicate with one another. The
workers need to learn new work proce-
dures, and become more self-reliant on
operating their hardware and software,
so they can perform nominal repairs and
solve networking problems on their own.
Supervisors need to learn new skills in
managing workers from afar. The re-
pair/diagnostic training for the telecom-
muters is important, as these workers
will be semiautonomous from the office
and its support staff; and, while the sup-
port staff will have an expanded mission
to support these employees, they will
not be able to provide the degree of
hands-on support that office workers re-
ceive. Contractors who have experience
with telecommuting would optimally
conduct this training on site at the work-
ers’ day-to-day workstations or at the
contractor’s own training facility.

As part of this training package, there
should be discussions on how the work
will be coordinated on projects, both be-
tween the employees and their supervi-
sors, and between employees working on
joint projects. One tool that might be used
for this process would be the color-coded
[tracking] function in Microsoft Word,
which highlights changes to documents.
Another, more sophisticated technology,
would be to use whiteboards, which allow
participants to see on their computer
screens the same documents and the live
changes that are made by co-workers.
Whiteboard is available in Microsoft’s Net-
Meeting software, and can be down-
loaded free from Microsoft’s site (www.mi-
crosoft.com/netmeeting). Another tool
that could be used would be teleconfer-
encing cameras, which provide live im-
ages of participants in meetings.
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Site Review

Each telecommuting site should be re-
viewed to make sure that it meets all re-
quirements, both in terms of materials
to operate and in terms of environmen-
tal considerations. Environmental con-
cerns are considered primary to several
telecommuting programs, as managers
inevitably want their employees’ home
working environments to be both safe
and ergonomically well-designed.

Frequent Communication

In order to keep employees active mem-
bers of a coherent team, scheduled of-
fice visits and frequent communications
with both office and fellow telecommuter
should be encouraged. As part of this
process, employees should frequently
update their supervisors on how their
time is being spent. Further, they should
also communicate their work-hour
schedules with their supervisors and any
other employees with whom they are
working on joint projects, by distribut-
ing timesheets and providing weekly
progress reports to all other workers in-
volved in a project.

Security

As part of this overall process, thought
should be given to how the organiza-
tion’s data will be secured. One tech-
nique that would go a long way to
achieve this would be management pro-
viding home computers for the telecom-
muting program. Doing this establishes
that the computer is only to be used by
the “designated employee” for office
functions and should only contain of-
fice files. This also strengthens the use
of sign-on and authentication procedures
for the computer. In addition, there
should be a plan in place for data stor-
age and recovery before the telecom-
muting program is implemented, so that
if files are lost on the home computer,
they would be retrievable from the of-
fice computer.

Underestimating

Lastly, it should be stressed again that
supervisors and employees should not
underestimate what it will take to im-
plement a telecommuting program.
While the evidence has shown that
telecommuting programs generally save
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money overall, those considering im-
plementing or participating in a telecom-
muting program should expect telecom-
muting budgets to increase for
equipment (hardware and software) and
technical support. Telecommuting can
also stretch demands on the organiza-
tion’s support structure, not only by the
requirement for offsite maintenance, but
also by the longer working hours seen
in telecommuting (outside normal busi-
ness hours).

Final Thoughts

The expanded use of telecommuting
would seem to be the next logical step
in saving money for the Services. It of-
fers not only benefits to the Services
themselves, in terms of cost savings and
increased productivity, but also sub-
stantial benefits to their employees and
to the environment. The biggest draw-
back to implementing a telecommuting
program is overcoming management
concerns that workers might be less dili-
gent if they are not visually supervised.
While this has not been the case where
telecommuting has been implemented,
it remains a principal impediment for
most organizations in accepting a
telecommuting program. To address this
concern, managers need to adopt a
broader work ethic where employees are
evaluated on the basis of their output,
rather than time spent at the office.

Editor’s Note: The author welcomes
questions and comments on this article.
Contact him at William.Washington2
@maill.monmouth.army.mil
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: DoD EstasLisHES :
. ContrACTING-OuT WEB SiTE |

{ lllhe Defense Department, struggling ;
'Tto meet its goal of considering
: more than 200,000 of its civilian :
i federal jobs for possible conversion to
! contractor performance, has set up a :
¢ site with information on the contract-
fing-out process for both agency offi- ;
i cials involved in the cost comparisons
: and employees potentially affected. The
fagency also hopes to use the site to ;
¢ share “best practices” and improve the
i process Department-wide. The site is ;
i at http://emissary.acq.osd.mil.



