
Will Telecommuting Destroy the Community of the Workplace?

Introduction

Surely it is what everyone dreams of. The daily commute from the bedroom to the
study is short and sweet, and the snacks in the fridge are still within reaching distance.
You can start work at a time that is convenient to you, and still have time to spend
with the kids. Of course I am referring to working from home, or telecommuting as it
is sometimes known. 

77% of workers claim that they would relish the opportunity to work at home.1 When
teleworking first emerged on the scene it was greeted by great enthusiasm and
support. It seemed like the ideal lifestyle, but it did not take off in the way many had
forecasted. 

During the course of this paper, I survey the benefits that can be gained from working
from home and conversely the apparent disadvantages it may bring. I examine how
and why telecommuting can impact on the traditional concept of community. 

In recent years the Internet has been the agent of change in relation to many
workplace practices. The role the Internet has played in allowing employees to work
from the comfort of their home is demonstrative of the capacity it has to revolutionize
even the most established of traditions. But consider the effect it has on our notion of
community. Does telecommuting underestimate the human need for contact whilst
working? Does it call for a redefinition and enlargement of our understanding of
community? Importantly, what influence does the practice of working from home
exert on the classic concept of ‘going to work’? In due course, I intend to explore all
of these questions in greater depth. 

What are the advantages of telecommuting?
There are benefits associated with teleworking for both the employer and their staff.
Companies can afford to save office space. Through space economy, the subsequent
decrease in overheads can create money that can be put to more constructive use
within the enterprise. The taskforce can be expanded without the need to ‘house’
employees in an office environment and costs can still be kept to a minimum. Since
staff who choose to work from home find it a more agreeable arrangement than the
office, the business as a whole will benefit from improved motivation from personnel.

Companies can potentially employ the best people for the job since geographical
boundaries are no longer an issue. Since the travel to work is removed from the
equation, companies become more resilient to external factors such as localized
transport strikes, terrorist attacks, natural disasters or severe weather conditions. 

Teleworking makes for better management of human resources. For instance if a
company were to require an employee for a few hours to cover a short shift, a long
commute would not make it worth their while. Instead, employees who work from
home are more flexible and may be able to meet unexpected staff shortages.

1 Statistics from the Flexible Working Survey 2004



There are numerous benefits for individuals too, the principal one being the freedom
of a more flexible lifestyle. Proponents of teleworking stress the relaxed working
environment as its chief selling point. Since you no longer have to commute, you can
afford to sleep in longer. Alternatively, the time could be channelled elsewhere such
as doing the daily shop or taking the kids to school. The lack of commute naturally
has positive ramifications on the environment since it results in less congestion and
pollution. The typical nine to five working hours do not necessarily apply. This allows
people to complete a shift during the hours they feel most able to do work which may
not correspond to those of the traditional workday. The greater flexibility generally
allows more time to be spent with the family and for participation in the wider
community. 

Teleworking seems especially convenient for parents with small children. Single
parents, carers and people with disabilities may also appreciate an alternative working
arrangement for a variety of reasons. It would certainly create a wider spectrum of
available careers for the latter category than is currently accessible. Those on
maternity or paternity leave or on a career break are able to remain in touch through
telework.

Work opportunities will no longer be limited to those within travel distance, which is
a godsend to skilled workers in more remote areas. This advantage also extends to
those who wish to change career - in this scenario, the need to relocate is eliminated
which limits disruption to family life.

What are the disadvantages?
With no rigid schedule to follow, people may find it hard to delineate when the
working day starts and finishes. Workaholics could end up feeling overworked which
could lead to stress related problems. On the other hand, for the more work-phobic
among us, teleworking could be inappropriate due to poor personal motivation, and
workers unable to “think on their feet”. They may require the discipline and routine of
an externally controlled environment. Companies fear both of these results since
either of them would have a negative effect on productivity, so would need measures
in place to track employees’ progress and keep them on target.

Staff working from home may begin to feel ‘out of the loop’ with the lack of
interaction with others from their company. They may feel that they lack the
opportunities for career advancement or support services that ‘in-house’ staff is
offered, and this along with household distractions could lead to a sense of isolation.
A drop in morale will likely cause a reduction in worker efficiency.

Aside from a worker’s personal suitability for teleworking, employers need to
consider the effects of their new working environment. Companies typically provide
all the necessary technology such as a PC and an internet connection, but they cannot
account for the home conditions. For example small, claustrophobic spare rooms
could enhance the feeling of isolation, and noisy family members or neighbours will
not do much to motivate workers.  

Some companies simply feel that telecommuting runs counter to their ethos and
employee work ethic. It is unsuitable in situations where workers are routinely
expected to engage with each other. Managers may not feel able to complete their



duties fully from a remote setting and may be inclined to lack faith in staff, thinking
they’ll underperform without appropriate supervision. 2

From a motivational perspective, managers may just feel that their physical contact
with their staff body is important for fostering team spirit and individual drive.
Working from home gives staff a more disconnected view of the industry they work
in. They would gain more knowledge of the company’s structure and functions from
the day to day interaction of corporate office life. 

Perhaps the most persuasive argument is simply that telecommuting is unnatural, that
is, it runs counter to human nature. “Going to work” is an important part of life not
least because it is where we become able to build inter and intra-company trust and
working relationships, which of course are essential to business.  

People first entering the world of work benefit from a conventional team setting to
develop ideas, business acumen and social skills. Moreover, the close interactions of a
team are beneficial to certain tasks; it could be argued that in terms of productivity
nothing beats the synergy of a well supervised team. 

The idea of community
The office community is characterized by the development of new ideas, teamwork,
professionalism, and energy fuelled by ones contemporaries. Each seeks to be
prominent whilst together contributing to the efficiency of the whole organisation.
These elements are encouraged through the time workers spend with one another.
This even includes time spent in front of the coke machine or at the photocopier,
when workers can mix, share a drink or engage in idle conversation. It is these
activities that help strengthen worker relationships and which are effectively made
impossible for those working from home. In the light of this, can telecommuting ever
replace the regular setup of the workplace?

Telecommuting V Community
Okay so they are not arch enemies, but in the current state, and even with the
capabilities modern technology affords companies, it seems that telecommuting could
never be a replacement for the face to face interaction experienced in the office.

Perhaps though, we are being blinded and need to remove those rose tinted spectacles.
Television gives us a humourous take on the realities of work in the office. It may not
be all it’s cracked up to be but usually it isn’t as monotonous as those sitcoms will
have us believe. Besides, for all the merits of telecommuting, the inexorable truth is
that the worker is physically alone. Even if he strikes a balance and has people at
home to interact with, he is cut off from his colleagues, and does not experience
‘community’ in the same way that his co-workers in the office do. Interestingly
although many workers express an interest in working from home, most prefer
working face to face with clients. Certainly, despite the modern conveniences of email
and telephone/video conferencing, the grand majority of deals will eventually be
ratified via a personal confrontation. 

2 Shelley Donald Coolidge cites this as the main reason teleworking isn’t as successful as promised:
“The biggest reason people haven’t left the office is because they have employers who aren’t willing to
trust them to work from home.” Telework Still a Slow Commute



Community is to communicate
There are those that argue for a redefinition of community. The advent of the Internet
brought with it the idea of cyber communities. The virtual community has become
indispensable to many businesses. It allows transactions to occur irrespective of time
zones and lets people from all over the globe ‘assemble’ like never before through
audiovisual channels or online discussion forums. Those who regularly use
technology to do such things are keen to point out that this does not entail such a cold
technological attachment as a non user might imagine. They maintain that people
around the world including teleworkers are able to experience an emotional
connection through their participation in computer mediated social groups. Surely
given the amazing possibilities for communication, we can see that the teleworker is
not at a disadvantage?

A Way Forward
Most jobs require a physical presence some or all of the time. Thus it is unlikely that
telecommuting could ever displace the traditional office setting. One suggestion is
that of hot desking, whereby staff work from home most days but spend a day or two
in a communal office environment every week.3 Space is saved by allocating a limited
number of desks to whoever is there at a given time. This allows time for the
supervisor to check progress, and importantly allows workers the time to integrate
with fellow colleagues. 

This system still underestimates the role physical contact plays in business dealings.
Albert Mehrabian in the seventies propounded a theory that as much as 93%4 of our
communication is through non verbal channels either in the form of paralanguage,
that is vocal intonation, or bodily gestures such as our posture or countenance.

Based on these findings, it would be hard to interpret peoples emotions via non
physical communication and people are more prone to behaving with a heightened
boldness that may not represent their true character. If you have ever used a chat room
or messenger service you may be familiar with these difficulties. Perhaps then, the
best way forward would require that all employees spent a probation period working
from home on some days whilst spending the remainder in the office getting to know
the ropes and establishing friendships. This will make integration between various
workers possible and give workers a sense of place within the company.5

There are two main schools of thought, the business and the psychological. The
business perspective argues that telecommuting improves community due to an
increase in the free exchange of information via more advanced communication
systems. The psychological view argues that there is not substitute for actual “face
time”, and that systems such as video conferencing, broadband, and wireless
technology and email further separate employees who are already remote.

Conclusion

3 The Sunday Herald ran an interesting discussion on whether this works in practice. See
http://www.sundayherald.com/54991
4 See http://www.businessballs.com/mehrabiancommunications.htm for a fascination look at this
theory in more depth
5 Dorothy Leonard stresses this point, emphasising that a teleworkers psychological sense of purpose is
key to the success of any scheme. See chapter 13 in Sense and Respond, 1998



In twenty years time, will the average human being spend their days in front of their
computer monitor potbellied, bloodshot-eyed and socially inept? Personally I don’t
think so. Human beings have always had an intrinsic desire to prove themselves in a
social context. Prehistoric man probably did this by going hunting for tonight’s
dinner. In some sense, the commute to and daily travail at the office is the equivalent
for modern man, in terms of the way it builds character and shapes relationships.
What’s more, office gossip, inane observations and amusing tales from the daily grind
boost morale and provide further opportunities for socialising. 

The physical constructs of an office are valued by the employees using it. Just as
buildings are important insofar as they are representative of a company’s power and
reputation, so is the space contained within them significant for the employees.
Communal space clearly helps employees to build relationships that in turn benefit
their employers. The effects achieved could not be reproduced in a company whose
‘offices’ existed only in virtual space. 

People will disagree as to the real meaning of community. Some people believe that
effective, emotional communication can be had over the internet and other
technological channels. In this sense virtual work communities can successfully
imitate traditional communities. Others though will always think that the correct
definition of a community is one that includes physical human bodies assembled in
physical tangible places.

Creativity flourishes when everyone is in the same location and can pool their ideas.6

The delivery of a proposal is enriched by things such as eye contact and facial
expressions in ways that are hard to articulate. This cannot be achieved in the same
comprehensive, interactive manner by a remote worker. Realistically, information
systems are not a replacement for actual social interactivity, even though systems
such as video conferencing seem to emulate it quite closely. The only danger is that in
the future people could see information systems as a replacement for actual human
interaction.

Undoubtedly people are leaving the office to work at home in increasing numbers, but
rather than destroying the workplace community it helps redress the work-life
balance. It is arguable whether being sat in an office is enough to define a sense of
community. However work is a profoundly social activity7. And since human beings
are by their very nature social beings, the need to communicate personally will always
exist.

6 www.flexibility.co.uk carries an article on the future of the office and develops this point: The
physical boundaries of offices may change, and the extent to which people need to be physically
concentrated in the same place at the same time. But structures/infrastructures for collective work and
collaboration, for both physical and virtual meeting, are still required”
7 quoted by Professor David Hakken in Building Community in the Virtual Workplace



Bibliography

Books:
Bradley, S. (editor) et al, Sense & Respond: Capturing Value in the Network Era,
Harvard Business School Press, 1998

Porter, D. (editor) et al, Internet Culture, Routledge, 1997

Websites   [all last accessed 28  th   April 2006]:  
Burchell, B. and Kamerade, D., Teleworking and participation in the community: Are
we becoming an autistic society?, 2003
http://www.delta.ens.fr/swb/KameradeBurchellESFparis2003.pdf

Carpenter, J.L., Building Community in the Virtual Workplace, 1998
http://cyber.law.harvard.edu/fallsem98/final_papers/Carpenter.html#44

Chapman, A., Mehrabian Communication Research, 2004
http://www.businessballs.com/mehrabiancommunications.htm

Coolidge, S.D., Telework Still a Slow Commute?, The Christian Science Monitor,
1997
http://csmonitor.com/cgibin/durableRedirect.pl?/durable/1997/10/14/econ/econ.1
.html

Lake, A., The Death of the Office?, 2005
http://www.flexibility.co.uk/flexwork/offices/history.htm

Robertson, G. and Thompson, G., The Water Cooler Debate: Does hot-desking ever
really work?, 2006
http://www.sundayherald.com/54991

Also:
http://www.ivc.ca/studies/European.html (For statistics on telework and summary
of pros and cons)


