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			Effective telecommuting

			
					Issue: how can I work effectively from home? What are the keys to time management when working from home? 

					Uses: telecommuting presents a real challenge in terms of time management. Being self-disciplined at home will enable you to be as efficient there as at the office. 

					Professional context: working from home, telecommuting, time management, personal organisation. 

					FAQs:	What are the jobs which may require telecommuting? 

	Do I have to establish a specific contract? 

	Is telecommuting more relaxing than working at the office? 

	What should I do in the case of a computer or hardware malfunction?

	What happens if there is a work accident? 

	What do I do when I am ill? 

	What are the aspects to consider before starting to telecommute (legal, practical, logistical and personal aspects, etc.)? 




			

			A relatively recent idea, telecommuting (working from home) is increasingly common. Thanks to the age of Web 2.0, smartphones and the many communication apps, it has become easy – for some jobs anyway – to work from home. Working from home is often considered an advantage: we gain time as we are spared the commute to work; we also avoid the fatigue of public transport or car journeys and their share of daily traffic jams; we save money by not buying fuel or transport tickets; we can organise our day as we wish; we are free to do what we want during our lunch break; we avoid the frequent interruptions and distractions of the office.

			But telecommuting is not a synonym for lazing around. You must learn to manage your time and improve your organisation, as well as to reserve a space specifically dedicated to your career. Your employer will often be even more demanding when you work at home. By allowing you to work from home, they are trusting you and thus reasonably expect productive work in return. It is therefore a good idea to seriously consider all the ins and outs of such a decision.  

			“I have always had difficulty concentrating. When my employer allows it, I prefer working from home so as to avoid as many distractions as possible. But telecommuting requires great self-discipline! It is really not easy to be productive and to provide the expected work while alone in the house.” (Emily, publisher) 

		


		
			Effective telecommuting: the basics

			The vague term of telecommuting

			According to UK law, telecommuting refers to any type of work that is done by an employee outside the organisation’s premises on a recurring basis, with the help of computer technologies. Working outside the company’s premises does not necessarily mean working from your home: there are types of telecommuting that take place in either a co-working space, or on trips for some jobs.

			There are different types of telecommuting: nomadic work, which involves being constantly on the go and carrying out your work outside the organisation’s premises (such as a salesperson or consultant); telecommuting at home, which involves working all week from home; part-time telecommuting, which is an alternative form of work meaning that the employee spends part of their time working from home and comes to work for some days within the organisation; and finally, collaborative work, which involves working on shared files with people that are geographically far away and they do this with groupware (software programmes that enable many people to share documents from a distance, such as Dropbox, Gmail, Skype, etc.). 

			This book looks at working from home and part-time telecommuting. 

			Why work from home? 

			The good reasons

			For the worker, this method of organising work, which may be practiced on a full-time basis or one or two days per week – the rest of the time being spent at the organisation – presents numerous advantages. 

			
					The worker will, theoretically, benefit from an all-around increase in quality of life (more time for themselves, satisfaction, motivation, better physical shape, etc.).

					The time saved by not commuting can be used for other things, like having an extra hour’s sleep, doing some sport in the morning, meditating, etc. This has a significant impact on health. 

					They will suffer from less interruptions and distractions that can happen in a classic working environment (colleagues, open plan, etc.). 

					As the employee is in a calmer environment, they will be more able to concentrate and, in theory, will be more productive. “I’ve noticed that when I work from home, I am much more efficient and quick. It is easier to concentrate at your own house than at the office where it is difficult to think properly if a colleague is on the phone right next to you or when your colleagues are chatting together. At home, I am relaxed and nobody disturbs me.” (Stephanie, journalist)


					They can save money on transport, meals, etc.

					Their motivation tends to increase as the employee is at home and has more independence regarding time management and the organisation of their work.

					They will have greater flexibility in case of a personal emergency, meeting, etc.

					Finally, telecommuting – if well organised – reduces stress during the day (no never-ending commutes, no stressed or stressful colleagues, etc.). 
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			The employer also benefits from allowing employees who wish to telecommute to do so. 

			
					There is a distinct drop in absenteeism and presenteeism.

					Telecommuting also generates more time for real work on the part of the employee: they waste less time on transport and are therefore more willing to have less or shorter breaks. 

					As the employee is at home, they generally demonstrate greater flexibility: they are easily inclined to change their schedule or to work outside office hours.

			

			Significant disadvantages

			As with any type of work, however, there are also disadvantages to working from home, as much for the employer as for the employee. Thus, for the employee, there are aspects that are more difficult to manage: 

			
					implementing specific framework;

					difficulty of supervising; 

					reduction in team cohesion; 

					increased risks of endangering confidentiality;

					potential extra material costs.

			

			
				
					Defining measurable indicators

					While it is difficult to control a telecommuter’s working hours, their productivity level and their efficiency are more easily measurable. In fact, as the employee works from home, they can regularly send reports detailing the tasks done each day. Their employer will then be able to evaluate their performance directly. 

				

			

			Implementing a telecommuting system can also require a small investment from the telecommuter at the start, such as creating an at-home office. But the main disadvantages regard contact with colleagues, as well as personal organisation, which must be vigorous. We will come back to these points later. 

			Before diving in

			A suitable working space

			Working from home is not suitable for everybody. While telecommuting is clearly based on the mutual consent of the telecommuter and the employer, it is also necessary to consider the material aspect, as working from home requires a good computer system and an available office too. Is that the case at my house? Can I rely on these different aspects? Or on a nearby coworking space? Am I prepared to make the necessary adjustments? These questions are important, as it is unrealistic to think that you can manage your regular working days on the kitchen table; you need a dedicated space, which is well-lit and calm. 

			In terms of running costs, it would be wise to have a subscription with unlimited internet, at the risk of seeing your telecommuting costing you a small fortune! Furthermore, a limited connection will slow you down when doing tasks. Add telephone costs to this: you will certainly have to stay in contact with your colleagues and superiors. Nonetheless, all of this can be discussed with your employer, so as to agree to a reasonable reimbursement.  

			
				
					Employer advice

					The employer should also ask themselves these questions before agreeing that one of their employees can telecommute. Does the employee have all the material they need to work effectively? Do you need to plan technical support in case of breakdown? Is there an efficient means of communication in place between the telecommuter, their colleagues and their superiors? Does your insurance cover material that may be lent to the employee?

				

			

			Personal reflection

			It is also appropriate, and this is the essential point, to seriously consider the immense self-discipline needed for this type of work. Some people will be much more productive when they are alone at home, while others will be less efficient as soon as they leave the structure of an office. Working from home involves finding a different structure and pace of work. If you work at home in the same way as you do at the office, this solution will not be effective and you will not be able to be rigorous.

			You therefore have to reflect on and ask yourself these questions beforehand: do I have good reasons for wanting to telecommute? Am I capable of getting by with computer software or other technological aspects if there is a problem? Does my job require additional training to be able to do it remotely? Am I prepared to be all the more available for my colleagues and my superior given that I work remotely? Am I capable of managing my timekeeping? Will I not be tempted or distracted by my private environment? Am I capable of managing my private life and my professional life under the same roof? 

			
				
					Employer advice

					Not everybody is made for telecommuting. Not everybody can be efficient at home. It is up to the employer to make a selection from the employees that wish to work from home. The goal of telecommuting, from the employer’s point of view, is above all to stimulate their employees’ self-discipline and to increase their motivation and productivity. By being given this objective, the telecommuter will have to become more independent, capable of managing their time and getting by quickly and easily in case of a problem. Allowing telecommuting only for family organisation reasons is not enough. You must analyse each particular situation and discuss it with each employee, case by case, so that the result is fruitful for both parties. 

				

			

			A professional contract

			There are different legal aspects linked to telecommuting and they vary depending on the country you live in. One thing is certain: if the employee does not want to work from home, the employer cannot force them. This is reciprocal: if an organisation refuses to allow it, the employee cannot demand the right to telecommute from their employer. Furthermore, if telecommuting is not mentioned in the contract, the employer has to sign an additional clause with their employee so as to make the telecommuting legal. The two parties are thus protected in case of disputes or incidents. The additional clause will detail the equipment to be made available to the worker when they work from home.

			
				
					Extra information

					Consider your insurance. It is worthwhile checking with your organisation if the equipment that you are given is insured against robbery, breakage or malfunction. Similarly, ask yourself what would happen if the equipment breaks down, or in the case of illness or a work-related accident, and check with your employer that there is a clause regarding this. 

				

			

			Being well-organised when telecommuting 

			The greatest challenge for a telecommuter will therefore be demonstrating self-discipline and a good separation between the time devoted to their job and that devoted to their private life, as the two occur in the same place.

			
				
					Employer advice 

					Telecommuting is also a challenge for the employer, who must also learn to trust their employee when they work from home. They must of course make the employee aware of their responsibilities, supervise them remotely and clarify the steps to follow during their days of telecommuting, but this process can only be carried out calmly and have a positive effect on the organisation if the employer puts their trust in their co-workers. 

				

			

			Good routines

			The first routine to establish when you are telecommuting is a daily routine, as if you were going to the office: get up when your alarm goes off, take a shower, get dressed, have breakfast. Act as if you are going to leave the house. This morning routine is essential to begin an effective, ‘normal’ working day. If you stay in your pyjamas or slippers, you will subconsciously want to laze around or go back to bed; you will struggle to find the motivation to get to work. 

			Working space 

			It is important to have a closed space with a desk so as to isolate yourself from daily life in the house and its temptations. This working space must have sufficient light, be calm and be as far as possible from distractions like outside noise, smells from the kitchen, etc. It is also useless to plan to work in bed or on the sofa because you will not do anything productive. Working at your desk also enables you to have all your documents and tools for working within arm’s reach. If you make a daily habit of telecommuting, you should ensure the ergonomics of your working area (an adapted desk chair, for example) so as to avoid health problems. Finally, if you do tasks for work on computing equipment from the organisation, it is better to do your personal activities on your own equipment. 

			A concrete schedule

			Given that there is no hierarchy at your house, you are the boss. But just because you work from home does not mean that you can give yourself a lie-in or different working hours. Yet the temptation will be immense. Ensure, particularly at first, to set fixed hours and to respect them so that you get used to your new ‘freedom’ and do not let your work invade your private life and vice versa. Not only is it more professional to stick to office hours, but working at the same pace as your colleagues will bring you closer to them and enable you to be more productive. It would be counterproductive, for example, to neglect a lunch break. Coordinate yourself with your co-workers so that you eat at the same time as them. 

			Nevertheless, this does not mean that you have to keep exactly the same hours as before, as you will save time by no longer commuting. Use this new time however you see fit (an extra hour in bed, sport, painting, reading, etc.), but make your days ritual so that you are not distracted. 

			It is up to you to establish a reasonable schedule as well as a to-do list, and to stick to it. While you are advised to keep to a traditional schedule, on the other hand it is better not to plan your tasks in the same way as when you are at the office. Indeed, when you work from home, your pace is not the same: for example, you need less time in the morning before starting your day. You will therefore theoretically be less alert than if you had made the journey to work. Consequently, consider starting your day off gently and varying tasks according to this new pace. 

			Take particular care to prioritise and define daily goals that are feasible to do in one day of work so that, on the one hand, you stay motivated by seeing the work you have achieved – like a traditional day at the office – but even more so that your superiors can see a real advance in the work that you are doing beyond the office walls. Also note down everything you have done during your telecommuting hours. 

			You should also plan regular breaks. It is not actually rare for a telecommuter to feel guilty for leaving their work station, when they did not think twice before doing it at the office. It is, however, important – necessary even – to take breaks at home as well. As you would do at your place of work with your colleagues, take time for a coffee or tea. Remember to warn the office when you take a break, either by simply putting yourself as ‘absent’ on the instant messaging service or by writing to them directly. 

			The advantages of telecommuting

			We were just talking about traditional breaks, but you can do far better: make the most of the advantages you have by staying at home! Use your lunch break to do a household chore, play sport, indulge in your passion or go to do the grocery shopping. Getting some fresh air and being busy with something else will allow you to return to work with better concentration and motivation. Do not stay sat in front of your computer all day. Conversely, take advantage of the chance you have to get up frequently without disturbing people: stand up to make a phone call, drink tea, to go and throw some paper in the bin. 

			
				
					Did you know?

					Many studies attest to the fact that remaining seated for too long is harmful to our health. Why not take advantage of being able to choose your equipment and opt for a standing desk, which enables you to work on your feet? You also have the chance to set an alarm reminding you to get up every 20-30 minutes and to use your lunch break to go for a walk. 

				

			

			You have another advantage: the possibility of changing your working environment if you so wish. So, do not hesitate to leave your house to set up in a café, at the house of a friend who also works from home, at a library close to your home, etc. You will obviously have to adapt your tasks accordingly, based on the equipment or concentration necessary. 

			Concentration equals productivity

			
			
			
				
					
					
				

			

			
			
				
					
					
				

			

			Your loved ones’ involvement

			
			
			
			Make regular self-assessments

			
			
			
			
			The risks for the telecommuter

			Beware of isolation 

			
			
			
			
			
			Working too much 
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