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Chapter 7

Home-Based Automated Office Work l

New information technologies allow the dis-
persion of office work over time and space. As
many functions of an office become internal
to computers, and as computers are increas-
ingly linked by communication networks, it
becomes less necessary for office coworkers
to be located in the same room, or in the same
building. When a worker’s primary interaction
is with “the system” rather than with other
people, she can do her work wherever she can
get access to the system–in the office, while
traveling, or even at home.

Some futurists have predicted that the avail-
ability of low-cost computing power and tele-
communications will increase the number of
Americans working at home. The dawn of the

Parts of this chapter draw on a contractor report prepared
for OTA by Kathleen E. Christensen, New York University,
Impacts of Hmne-Based  H-m-k on }1’mnen and Their Families,
tJanuar~ 1985.

information age will find millions of people
“telecommuting” from their “electronic cot-
tages, ” that is, using computers and telecom-
munications to do office work in their homes. z

At the present, there are only a few thousand
Americans for whom working at home is a full-
time substitute for working in the office, but
the number is growing and many more might
be so employed by the mid-1990s.

-The word telecommuting was probably coined by Jack
Nines, now at the University of Southern California, in the 19’70s
and reflected the interest at that time in working at home as
a means of conserving automobile fuel and reducing urban air
pollution. The term is not full~.  appropriate for those who are
hired (or contracted) specificzdl~ for home-based work and might
not otherwise commute to an office to do the same work. In
any case, o ‘telecommuting’  is an awkward back construction
since it means ‘‘commuting from afar’ rather than ‘‘working
at a distance. Other terms often used are homework, remote
work, telework, or flexiplace. Blue Cross calls its home-based
workers, cottage keyers, or telenauts.  The home as a computer-
ized workplace is sometimes called an electronic cottage or an
electronic sweatshop.

THE CONTROVERSY OVER HOME-BASED OFFICE WORK

The term “home-based office work” de-
scribes three very different phenomena. The
first is the practice of working occasionally
or sporadically at home instead of at the of-
fice, when it suits the purposes of the worker.
The primary work site is still the office, and
the worker continues to be a fully participat-
ing member of the office staff while enjoying
greater control over when and where, and un-
der what conditions the work is done. The oc-
casional home-based worker is most often a
professional. This kind of home-based work
is not controversial.

In other cases the residence is the primary
work site. Some of these full-time home work-
ers are entrepreneurs—people who have founded
small businesses with headquarters in their
homes. They may intend to move the business
to separate quarters as soon as it can gener-
ate enough income to cover the overhead, or
they may choose to keep their business at home

no matter how successful it becomes. In any
case, these owner-managers seek work from
a number of clients and set their prices based
on their perception of the value of their work
and their competitive environment. These
home-based businesses provide a variety of
professional and clerical services from word
processing to accounting to computer pro-
gramming. This kind of home-based work is
also, for the most part, noncontroversial. s

Finally, the residence can also be the prin-
cipal work site for workers who are employed
by a single organization, but seldom or never
work in the central office. As employees, their

‘Christensen found that women who developed word proc-
essing businesses in their home, seeking multiple clients rather
than tied to one corporate client, thought of themselves as,
and functioned as, professionals and businesswomen, in spite
of the fact that the work they were doing would be called cleri-
cal work if done in an office, and the women had in fact previ-
ously been clerical workers. Christensen, op. cit.
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190 ● Automation of America Offices

wages are usually set by the employer. Most
home workers in this category are clerical
workers, usually performing data entry or
word processing; in some cases however, the
home may be the primary site for professional
work such as computer programming.

Most of the workers in this last category
are women. They may decide to work at home
because they must combine work with other
responsibilities such as care of young children
or elderly relatives. Some other full-time home
workers have physical disabilities or live far
from commercial centers.

Those who are enthusiasts for home-based
work usually discuss it in terms of the first
two images, the privileged worker and the en-
trepreneur. Those who oppose it are likely to)
speak mostly of the last, the woman strug-
gling to juggle two or more full-time responsi-
bilities.

There are three important variables here,
which relate to controversial positions on
home-based office work. One is the extent to
which the home replaces a separate office as
the primary work site. Another is the degree
to which the home-based worker functions as
a separate unit providing services to the orga-
nization, rather than as an integral and par-
ticipating member of the organization. The
third variable is the degree of choice exercised
by the worker, either in choosing a job that
is home-based rather than office-based, or in
allocating his or her time between two lo-
cations.

The controversy about home-based work can
only be understood in the context of other so-
cial issues, including the long-range outlook
for employment, the feminization of poverty,
labor-management relations, protection for
workers, the adequacy of child care sytems,
and opportunities for the handicapped and the
elderly. If we had full employment and ample
social services, home-based work would prob-
ably not be controversial at all. The concern
hinges on the question of whether, now or in
the future, some workers are forced to work
at home under undesirable conditions because

the lack of certain social services deprives them
of other options.

Home-based workers themselves are not
divided over the issue; they would be unwill-
ing to give it up. Many have demanded the
privilege or worked hard to persuade em-
ployers to grant it. Some have accepted the
risks that go with free-lance employment in
order to work at home. Some have made the
basic decision to stay at home while their chil-
dren are young, and regard the opportunity
to do paid work at home as a pleasant bonus,
the icing on their cake. Others would much
prefer to work away from home but have not
been able to find any satisfactory alternative.
Their choice is to work at home, or to settle
for child care arrangements that they regard
as unacceptable, or not work at all and become
dependent on others.

Congressman Newt Gingrich of Georgia in-
troduced a bill in the 97th and 98th Congresses
(H.R. 2531, The Family Opportunity Act) that
would have allowed a tax credit of 50 percent
of the cost of computers bought primarily for
“nonrecreational use in the home. One pur-
pose of the bill, which has not been rein-
troduced in this session, was to encourage
computer-mediated work at home.4

In contrast, the AFL-CIO has called for a
ban on computer-mediated home-based work.
The labor organization says that it is not pos-
sible to enforce health, wage and hour, and
other worker protection measures in homes
without invasion of workers’ privacy. The un-
ions are concerned that many home workers
are paid under piece-rate systems and are
deprived of benefits packages. They also claim
that overhead costs are shifted from employer
to employee, and that the threat of sending

‘H. R. 2531 would amend the Internal Revenue code to al-
low an income tax credit for 50 percent of the expense of com-
puters designed primarily for educational, professional, or other
nonrecreational  use in the home. It would limit the amount
of such credit for a taxable year to $100 multiplied by the num-
ber of qualified members of the taxpayer’s family. The bill was
referred to the House Committee on Ways and Means and was
not reported out. Computers used for work in the home are
tax deductible; the bill called for a tax credit.



work out to be done at home could be used
to discourage office workers from demanding
rights and benefits or from joining unions.5

The Service Employees International Union
(SEIU) also supports the call for a ban by refus-
ing to enter into collective bargaining with em-
ployers who use home workers, but is not com-
pletely opposed to home-based work if ways
can be found to regulate it.

The implementation and enforcement of la-
bor standards in home-based work is probably
the central policy issue in this discussion.
Those who call for a ban on home-based cleri-
cal work argue that such enforcement would
be excessively costly or impossible, and that
without it women (especially mothers), the
elderly, new immigrants, and other disadvan-
taged minorities may be exploited. Those who
favor home-based work argue that protective
regulation should not become a reason to de-
prive workers of benefits that are often sought
after, such as the privilege of choosing where
they will do their work.

Historical Roots

Americans have a long tradition of working
in the home to earn family income. Cottage
industry did not entirely disappear with the
development of factories. It is thought that
about 10 million to 11 million Americans earn
part of their income by working at home at
a wide variety of craft, production, and serv-
ice occupations. G This includes some farmers
(although their number has been steadily de-
creasing) and many others who are only earn-
ing a little supplemental money at home, are
part of the underground economy, or for other
reasons are not counted in the labor force. The
1980 census counted about 1.2 million people
in the labor force whose primary place of work
was in their residence.7

.—
<Judith Gregory, “The Future: Clerical Workers, ” a presen-

tation for Nine to Five, National Association of W’orking
\3’omen, to the National l?xecuti~v Forum: Office W’ork Sta-
tions in the Home, National Academy of Science, Washington,
DC.  Not’. 9-10, 1983, p. 9.

‘ Sarah l]an Breathnach, “Trends: hlothers  and Others of
I nkwntion, “ The T1’ashington Post. ,Jul~ 16, 1984, 13.5.

According to unpublished anal~sis by Robert P]. Kraut of
Ilell Communicant ions Research, private communication of Dec.
20, 1984.
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Home-based production work in a few in-
dustries, such as knitting of women’s outer-
wear, was banned in 1938.8 The Reagan Admin-
istration ended the prohibition on industrial
home knitting in November 1984.9 In addition,
a bill has been introduced in the Senate to
amend the Fair Labor Standards Act to lift
the ban on sewing, knitting, and other indus-
trial home work so long as the employer com-
plies with minimum wage and maximum hour
laws. 10 The controversy over the knitting ban
began to focus attention on, and inflame, the
emerging controversy over home-based auto-
mated office work, which is, of course, not re-
stricted. The AFL-CIO and others assert that
the conditions that brought about the ban in
the 1930s can recur, that home-based office
work can also be used in the future to exploit
the unskilled, women, children, and immi-
grants.

In recent decades some kinds of office work
–for example, typing and envelope stuffing–
have been done at piece-rates in the homes of

‘A 1930 publication of the U.S. Department of Labor pro-
\’ides background on the prohibition:

The industries that use the home-work s~rstem \rar}’  but
they are alike in using,  to quicklj’ expand the labor force when
a rush of work comes, the labor a;ailahl(~ in the home. Thus
the industries need not pro~ide factor}’  space and pay rent and
other o~.w-head  for this part of their production The burden
of expansion and production is passed on to the home work-
ers in the form of irregularity of emplo~’ment  and earnings. In-
evitahIj’ questions arise as to the soundness and the social ethics
of such a s}’stem of production. From the standpoint of the
public there is a clear case for regulation, If not the more drastic
measure of prohibition, to set limits to the condit ion~ that this
highly competitive tjpe of production imposes upon a group
of workers who are, by’ L he nature of the case, in poor position
to protect themselves.

I{ome workers are largely women, aided all too frequentl~ b>
children. They’  are chiefly unskilled or semiskillt,d (and I
recruited largely in tenement neighborhoods, often from recent
immigrants or other groups with little or no indus[ rid ex-
perience.

Emily C. Brown, Zndustria)  Home Ilrork {M’ashington,  DC:
U.S. Department of I,abor, Jf’omen’s Bureau, 1930).

‘Regulations, pt. 530: Employment of Home J4-orkers  in
Certain Industries. Title 29, pt. 530 of the Code of Federal Reg-
ulations. U.S. Department of I,abor, Emplo~’ment Standards
Administration, J$’age and Hour Di\ision.  W’hite Iiouse  Pub-
lication 1026. Revised h!arch 1980. See also, S. 2145, a bill to
amend the Fair I.abor Standards Act of 1938 to facilitate in-
dustrial homework. . . . and H. R. 6103, a bill to amend the Fair
Labor Standards Act of 1938 to pro~’ide  that an emplo}’er  who
\’iolates sees, 6 or 7 of that act shall be liable to the employee
in~’ol~’ed . . . These bills represent opposing sides of the issue
of relaxing homework restrictions.

‘“A bill to amend the Fair I.abor Standards Act of 1938, ”
S. 665, was introduced by Senator Orrin G. Hatch of Utah in
Nlarch 1985 ~ith  eight cosponsors.
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workers. These are usually women house-
bound with small children, or retired people.
How much work is done in this way is un-
known, much of it perhaps being part of the
underground economy (that is, not reported
to IRS), but it has provoked little comment
and aroused little or no controversy. The tasks
that can be done in this way are limited and
poorly paid, and the number of workers will-
ing to do such work is also limited. Homebased
work has not been a viable option for most
employers or employees, nor a threat to the
mainstream clerical work force.

Two other categories of home-based office
work have always been relatively common. The
first includes the clerical and management
aspects of home-based small businesses that
most often involve crafts, personal services,
and professional practices. In most communi-
ties, there are many such home-based commer-
cial activities, even where they are officially
forbidden by zoning laws and other local leg-
islation. Another kind of home-based work is
‘‘overflow, work brought home to be done
outside of regular office hours. An AT&T sur-
vey in 1982 concluded that in 16 percent of
households there is at least one person who
frequently brings work home–possibly as
many as 30 percent of all employed people.  

Few people doing office work at home, in
any of these categories, have until recentl:y
been using sophisticated technology. The
AT&T survey found that most people bring-

“Robert E. Kraut  (13ell Communications Research), “Tele-
work: Cautious Pessimism, a presentation at the National Re-
search Council’s National Executive Forum: Office Workst[i-
tions in the Home, ” Washington, DC, Nov. 10, 1983, p. 3
(manuscript, no date).

ing work home with them used only the tele-
phone, pencil and paper, and perhaps a calcu-
lator. These, plus typewriters, are more than
likely the most frequently used equipment for
cottage industry offices as well.

Computers and telecommunication increase
the viability of home-based work and make
it possible for a significant portion of all of-
fice work to be done at home. The information
that is to be processed or generated, the in-
structions for handling it, supervision and
monitoring of the work, interaction between
coworkers, and distribution of the output can
now or at some future stage of technological
development, all be done at a distance. In ad-
dition, American households are becoming
equipped with computers that could be used
for paid employment. By 1990, at least one-
third of households may have a PC and some
projections are much higher. ’z

Much of the interest in home-based work
using computers arose, however, years before
the technology was ready to allow it. In the
early 1970s, the need for conservation of gas-
oline and the problem of growing air pollution
and congestion evoked much talk about the
potential benefits of decentralization of work.
If or when these problems again become high
national priorities, they will surely act as a
powerful stimulus for interest in home-based
office work.

“About 15.8 percent of American households have a com-
puter in 1985, according to an estimate supplied to OTA by
Future Computing, Inc. (a division of McGraw Hill). This is
based on a total installed base of 15.4 million in 1985, expected
to rise to 38.8 million in 1990. They estimate that by 1990,
32.9 percent of households will contain a computer.

THE STATUS OF HOME-BASED OFFICE WORK
How Many Home-Based Office of Labor Statistics’ projection. ]3 But many of

Workers Are There? these estimates include those who only do cas-

Estimates of the number of home-based of-
“’iHomebodies,” Forbes, September-October 1984, p. 10.

Joanne Tangorra, in an article, “Telecommuting,” Working
fice workers using electronic equipment at Woman 7:1 1:52-54; quoted in Telecommuting, Advanced Sys-

present range from 10,000 to 30,000. The most terns Laboratory, Wang Laboratories, Inc., educational brief,

frequently used estimate is 15,000, the Bureau
1984, p. 6, says that the number of full-time home-based, com-
puter-based workers is only 1,000.



ual or “overflow” work.14 Probably there are
only between 3,000 and 5,000 people who are
doing office work, using microelectronic equip-
ment, in their homes for outside employers or
clients, and most of these began only in the
last 4 years.

While there was much discussion of “tele-
commuting’ during the oil crisis there was lit-
tle or nothing in the literature discussing real
experience or examples.l5 A survey in 1970
identified few home-based workers using com-
puters. ” But some corporations had already
begun formal home-based work programs in
the United States and in other countries. There
are now at least 40 such programs in the United
States. That could amount to only a few hun-
dred people. But there may be at least 3,000
home-based workers in zOO companies that less
formally allow employees to choose to work
at home.17 This does not include many people
who work at home as contractors or free-lance
workers.

How Many May There Be
in the Future?

Some enthusiasts, such as Alvin Tofiler say
that there could be as many as 15 million home-
based white-collar workers by 1990. ’8 This is
loosely based on the estimate that 15 million
of today jobs could be moved to remote loca-
tions. 19

‘Jack M. Nines, University of Southern California, “An
O\erview  of Office Workstations in the Home, ” presented at
the National Executive Forum: Office l?’orkstations  in the
Home, National Academy of Sciences, J$’ashington, DC, Nov.
10, 1983.

‘ Ibid., pp. 1-2.
“Joanne H. Pratt, “Home Teleworking: A Study of Its Pi-

oneers, ” Technological Forecasting and Social Change 25, 1-4,
1984, p. 1.

-Patrick Honan, “Telecommuting,  W’ill It J$’ork For You?”
Computer Decisions, June 15, 1984, p. 89.

“Quoted in 13reathnach, op. cit., and elsewhere.
‘An estimate by economist E;lisabeth Allison of Data Re-

sources, Inc., quoted by Judith Gregory, op. cit., p. 3, and Busi-
ness 1$’eek, “If Home Is k$’here the N’orker Is, ” May 3, 1982,
p, 66,
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Others project 5 million to 18 million home-
based workers (up to 18 percent of the white-
collar work force) using computers by 1990.20

One estimate is that 50 percent of all white-
collar workers, or 26 million people, could do
their work at home using computers.21 There
are similar estimates in other industrialized
nations. For example, one organization has
forecast that by 1990, 40 percent of people in
Britain could be working at home.22

All of these highly unlikely estimates (some
of them even presented as projections, or at
least possibilities for the future) assume, ex-
plicitly or implicitly, that some driving trends
will continue or that some existing constraints
will be eased. Factors most often mentioned
as encouraging the growth of home-based work
are lower equipment costs, the growth of elec-
tronic mail systems, improved technology for
linking the home and central office, rising en-
ergy costs, stable or decreasing communica-
tion costs, and renewed inflation (which tends
to increase the demand for part-time workers
or an externalized work force).

Some long-range social and demographic
trends seem to make it likely that more peo-
ple will be willing or eager to work in their
homes in the future, or will see it as their only
way to earn a necessary income. Married wom-
en increasingly want an independent income
even when they choose the traditional role of
housewife; in the absence of alternative provi-
sions for child care they may be forced to com-
bine work with family duties. The same choice
or lack of choice may face people who must
care for elderly relatives. Large numbers of

“’See  for example, Lad Kuzela, “Office Old-Fashioned?” lrJ-
dustry Week, Oct. 19, 1984, p. 71; and Sally Jacobs, “Working
at Home Electronically, ’ New England Business, May 21, 1984,
p. 15, for summaries of recent forecasts and projections. In
the Kuzela article, Dr. Jack Nines of the University of South-
ern California is quoted as saying that under different sets of
conditions the number of telecommuters  in California, by the
year 2000, could range from 300,000 to 8 million.

“R.C. Harkness, Technology Assessment of Telecommuni-
cations-Transportation Interactions, Stanford Research I nsti-
tute, Menlo Park, CA, 1977.

-Business Equipment Trends 1983/1 984, compiled by
Kern/Ferry International for Beta Exhibitions I,td., quoted in
B. C. 13urrows,  “Information Technology-Its Impacts on Prop-
erty Development, I.ong Range Planning, vol. 17, No, 4, Au-
gust 1984.
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retired workers want or need a way to supple-
ment retirement income on a part-time basis.
Handicapped people seek the self-reliance that
comes from an earned income. Many people
simply like the idea of more flexibility in the
use of their time, or wish to live in rural areas
but are reluctant to spend large parts of the
day commuting.

However, many observers are skeptical
about the likelihood that home-based work will
expand greatly .23 The conventional office has
proven to be a remarkably useful and stable
institutional structure.24 It has four valuable
characteristics that cannot be matched by
home-based work: the presence and coopera-
tion of coworkers, its role in socializing the
worker to the corporation and its unique cul-
ture, the prevalence of informal communica-
tion networks, and mechanisms for structur-
ing the allocation of time. The office is also
a major focus of social and recreational activi-
ties for many workers.

The central office provides economies of scale
in capital equipment acquisition, communica-
tion and cooperation of coworkers, access to
central files and reference material, and the
supporting superstructure of superior/subor-
dinate relationships.25 Some of these benefits
are lost or attenuated with dispersion of the
work to other locations. If home-based work
threatens to disrupt established corporate cul-
ture, employers are likely to choose instead
to increase productivity by further automa-
tion within the office.26

. .——— .. —-.
-’Margrethe Olson has surveyed corporations experiment-

ing with work-at-home programs in 1983-84 and concludes that
‘. . . . while there is continuing interest in the prospect, there
are no significant trends toward shifting large numbers into
their homes either part or full time. ” (Margrethe H. Olson, New
York University, “Working at Home and Telematics: Myths
and Realities, ” a presentation at the Office Automation Con-
ference, Convention Center, Los Angeles, Feb. 20-22, 1984.)

-’Robert E. Kraut, Bell Communications Research, “Tele-
work: Cautious Pessimism, a presentation at the National Re-
search Council’s National Executive Forum: Office Worksta-
tions in the Home, Washington, DC, Nov. 10, 1983, pp. 17-18.

-’Steven S. Kawakami, Institute of Labor and Industrial
Relations, University of Illinois, “Electronic Homework: Prob-
lems and Prospects From a Human Resources Perspective, ”
September 1983, p. 14,

“Kraut,  op. cit., p. 19.

There are other factors that may well retard
the spread of home-based office work. Man-
agers and supervisors sometimes oppose it,
because it calls for entirely new techniques of
supervision, instruction, and quality control.
Home-based workers frequently report that
they are resented by coworkers who do not
have that privilege.27 Many work-at-home ar-
rangements depend heavily on telephone lines;
if there is a significant increase in local tele-
phone rates, home-based work may be less at-
tractive to both employers and employees.’s

(In some cases, telephone costs are borne by
the home worker.)

Finally, it is generally assumed that further
development of information and communica-
tion technologies will tend to encourage home-
based work. It is also possible however that
technological development may make some of
it superfluous. If the use of optical scanning
devices eliminates the need for much of today’s
mass data entry, a large portion of the work
now done at home may be eliminated.

Mechanisms for Home-Based Work

Work at home can be supported either by
an organization or by independent, free-lance
activity. The worker, in other words, may be
an employee, or may be self-employed.

A corporation may have a formal program
under which selected employees are offered the
option, or employees may request home-based
work (often under the condition that a super-
visor also has the option of refusing to agree
to it). Other corporations informally allow in-
dividual workers to negotiate the privilege of
working at home, either full time or more often
part time.

Most employed home-based workers have
previously worked for the same employer on-
site. But some corporations have set up pro-
grams to hire workers not otherwise available
to them or able to work, e.g., handicapped
workers, mothers with small children, or subur-
ban housewives.

--Pratt, op. cit., p. 7; Jacobs, op. cit., p. 19.
“Honan, op. cit., p. 96.
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.

Independent or self-employed home-based
workers may work under contract for one or
more organizations, or solicit piece work on
an ad hoc basis. Often corporations shift em-
ployees to self-employed contractor status
when they become home-based workers. How-
ever, if these workers contract with only one
organization, they may in fact be employees
in the eyes of the law, depending on how pay
rates are set, and other details of the arrange-
ment .29

Professionals are often operating as consul-
tants, one-person firms, or part of very small
businesses. Those who are employees, however,
typically retain salary and benefits, whereas cler-

‘A recent IRS ruling indicates that they are employees, at
least for some purposes. See p. 38 below. There have also been
cases under the National I.abor Relations Board : rider which
newspaper delivery truck drit’ers, for example, were held to
he employees rather than independent contractors as a com-
pany,  had claimed, according to Dennis Chamot,  Associate IJi-
rector of the A FI.-C 10 Department for Professional l~mplo~-
ees (personal communication, ,Jan. 8, 1985).

A portable terminal can be connected via telephone
lines to business computer systems

ical home-based workers are usually shifted
to part-time status or independent contractor
status, and do not retain employee benefits.
Most clerical workers who are first hired for
home-based work are not given employee ben-
efits. 30

Whether workers are full or part time, they
may not do their work in the traditional office
hours of 9 to 5. The ability to control one’s
own work hours is often cited as a major bene-
fit of working at home.31But the choice of work
hours in practice is usually constrained. The
workers sometimes find that they must work
during the business hours of employers or
clients in order to ask questions or receive in-
structions. More often, they must fit their work
around family responsibilities, working dur-
ing school hours, when another adult is at home
to care for children, or when the children are
asleep. It is common for them to work at night,
often after a full day of child care, cooking,
cleaning, and shopping.32

Some workers use dumb terminals connected
to an employer’s mainframe computer, usu-
ally by a ordinary telephone line and modem.
An additional telephone line is often installed

‘‘T!argrethe Olson studied work-at-home programs in 14
corporations in 1983. I n eight programs the workers were per-
manent full-time employees (salaries plus benefits). All of t,hese
programs except one involved professional workers. The other
six programs were for clerical workers. I n four programs, the~’
were permanent part-time workers earning hourl? wages. one
of these companies paid the workers no benefits, three prorated
benefits. One program paid the part-time worker-s bj output
(piece rate) with no benefits. The sixth program used contract
workers. paid hourly rates, but with no separate benefits pack-
age. Margrethe H. Olson, (h’er~’iew of 14’ork-at-Home Trends
in the United States, New York University, Graduate School
of Business Administration, Center for Research on 1 nfornla-
tion Systems (New York: New York Uni\rersit~, August 1983).
p. 9.

The literature suggests that the disparity in arrangements
for professional compared to clerical Workers  show’n in olson’s
data is probably typical of corporate pro~rams.

“Olson found that about half of the workers in her stud~r
did, howet’er, approximate a 9-to-5 schedule. The others tended
to work early mornings or late evenings, but on a fairll’ regular
schedule. These were most often professionals, working at home
under informal arrangements rather than formal programs.
Those in formal programs. i.e., clerical workers, who worked
odd hours usually did so because of the need to work around
fanlill  constraints. Olson, op. cit., p. 22.

‘ Kathleen l+;. Christensen, “ Impacts of IIome-Based \t’ork
on J$’omen  and Their Families, contractor report for OTA,
Januar~  1985.



in the home for this purpose. Sometimes a dedi
cated leased line is necessary for security.
Other workers use personal computers or stand-
alone word processors, dictating machines and
printers.33

There have been problems with equipment
in some programs, but by most accounts tech-
nological problems have been minimal.34 The
equipment may be owned and installed by the
employer, and either lent or rented to the
worker. The worker may own or lease her own
equipment .35 Blue Cross clerical workers in
North Carolina, for example, pay their em-
ployer $2,400 yearly rental for use of their
equipment. 36 On the other hand, an employer
in the Netherlands pays home workers an ex-
tra 2,000 guilders per month to cover the costs
of operating a terminal at home.37

What Work Can Be Done at Home?

One of the most likely kinds of office work
to be done at home is professional work that
involves only one person’s creative activity
(programming, writing reports) or contacts
usually carried out by telephone (sales, broker-
ing). A second kind is clerical activities that
are unitized, repetitive, and routine.38 Data en-

“In Pratt’s recent study of 59 home-based office workers,
57 percent of the equipment was employer-owned terminals
communicating with mainframe computers in the office; 31 per-
cent was stand-alone computers; and 12 percent was stand-
alone word processors usually not equipped for communica-
tion. Pratt, op. cit., p. 5.

“However, according to Elizabeth Carlson, second vice
president of personnel, as quoted by Honan, op. cit., p. 96, Con-
tinental Illinois curtailed its program in 1980 and again in 1981,
“waiting for vendors to come out with usable equipment. ”

‘“In most of the formal corporate programs that Olson
studied, the employer paid for installation of equipment and
monthly telephone charges; in one program employees rented
equipment from the company. Olson, op. cit., August 1983, p. 10.

““If Home Is Where the Worker 1s, ” Business Week, May
3, 1982, p. 66.

“Richard J. Long, “The Application of Microelectronics to
the Office: Organizational and Human Implications, ” Nigel
Percy (cd.), The Arrnagement Implications of New Informa-
tion Technology (London: Croom Helm, 1984), p. 106.

‘“In one study of corporate pilot programs, it was found
that they had targeted either clerical workers, with the objec-
tive of cutting overhead costs, or professional workers, in the
interest of retaining valued workers who demanded the privi-
lege of working at home. These were distinct objectives and
quite different kinds of pilot programs; no corporations had
both types. Olson, op. cit., 1983, p. 7.

try and word processing can be monitored and
measured electronically, computer checked for
errors, and paid as piecework. Raw data and
finished work can be physically transported
between office and home in batches, or can
be sent by telephone. Whether professional or
clerical, this work usually does not require
much face-to-face supervision or collaborative
effort between coworkers in real time.

Supervisors are least likely to be able to work
at home and there are now only a few firms
where they do so. This may change in the fu-
ture with the spread of electronic mail, com-
puter conferencing, PBX, and other electronic
tools that make possible cooperative document-
handling and reduce the need for frequent in-
teractions with coworkers.39 However, the ex-
tent to which supervisors will be inclined and
willing to replace face-to-face interaction and
supervision with electronic communication re-
mains to be seen.

Financial and computer service corporations
have been most likely to experiment with work-
at-home programs. Metropolitan Life, Control
Data Corporation, National Bank of Chicago,
Continental Illinois, Southern New England
Telephone, Seybold, and Aetna Life and Cas-
ualty Company have started such programs,
although some of these have been terminated
or suspended.40 Small new companies have also
experimented with the scheme. Few or none
of the programs have been found in old, tradi-
tional industries.

There is strong interest in work at home in
other countries, but the movement has been
strongest in the United States. In England,
early enthusiastic projections of “electronic
commuting” were not met, largely because of
the high costs of telephone lines.41 In France,
there have been a number of experiments with
working long distance from small neighbor-
hood centers rather than homes. The national
telecommunications authority, which spon-
sored these programs, made an explicit policy
—— . — .

“Olson, op. cit., August 1983, p. 7. .
4“Honan,  op. cit.; Jacobs, op. cit.; Wang Laboratories, op.

cit.
“Ursula Huws, The New Home Workers (London: I.ow

Pay Unit, pamphlet No. 28, 1984), pp. 14-15.
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decision that home-based work would be too
isolating. These experiments have generally
not been successful and most of the workers
dropped out. ” However some pilot programs
for handicapped workers are now underway.
Sweden has also experimented with neighbor-
hood work centers, and there is reported to
be much interest, but little experience, with
working at home.43 44

One multinational software company based
in Britain, with subsidiary offices in Denmark,
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Holland, and the United States, is deliberately
structured so that nearly all of its workers are
based at home. These are computer profes-
sionals, and in Europe, 96 percent of them are
women with small children, and 95 percent
work entirely at home. In the United States,
70 percent of the company’s employees are
women, and 50 percent are fully home-based.
The workers agree at the outset, they will
steadily increase both their working hours and
commitment to the company and career, as
their children mature.45

‘lt)id.,  p. 19.
“Ibid.
“lklonica I+jlling, Swedish Center for W’orking Life, Stock-

holm, “Remote J1’ork Telecommuting, ” presentation at IF IP-
Conference on “}f’omen,  11’ork,  and Computerization, ’ Ri\’a
del Sole, ltal~’, Sept. 17-21, 1984.

. ———
‘ Huws, op. cit.: and Nlarsha Johnston Fisher, “Firm Turns

Telecommuting Into a Realit~’,  ” AlIS, No\’. 28, 1984.

PARTIES AT INTEREST
Employers

Employers who offer home-based work have
at least one of four possible objectives: re-
sponse to employee demands, social responsi-
bility, access to an untapped labor pool, or cost
cutting. The last is apt to be the critical factor
for the future spread of home-based work.

Some corporations have begun home-based
work programs, or allowed the option in indi-
vidual cases, to hold on to particularly valued
workers. Some allow workers on retirement
to continue part-time work from their homes.
Others such as Control Data Corporation and
Metropolitan Life began programs in order to
offer employment to handicapped workers.46

A few corporations are reported to be turn-
ing to home-based work as a way of recruiting
otherwise unavailable but highly qualified work-
ers, such as mothers of small children, or subur-
ban housewives.47 Critics say that they are
trying to avoid hiring poorly educated urban
minority workers.

“ Ilonan, op. cit., pp. 88-91.
‘-Pratt, op. cit.

The strongest motivation for offering home-
based work in the future is, however, likely
to be the possibility of reducing costs. The em-
ployer saves money in terms of:

● floor space and associated overhead costs,
● equipment costs (in some situations),
 direct labor costs, and
 workers’ benefits.

The office needs proportionately smaller fa-
cilities, with all of the reduced operating costs
that entails, if many of the workers are at
home. There workers pay for their own floor
space, heating, cooling, and amenities; in some
cases, they own and maintain the computer
and other equipment. In effect, these costs are
shifted to the workers.

If the workers use terminals to communi-
cate with the employer’s central computer, the
employer benefits by the more intensive use
of the computer because workers often use it,
and can even be required to use it, outside of
peak hours. For example, in a pilot program
run by the Army Materiel Development and
Readiness Command, there was a 64 percent
increase in computer usage without additional
cost. Three homebased employees were shifted
to second and third shifts. The percentage of
work time that the remote employees spent
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on-line also increased by an average of 93 per-
cent.48

Home-based clerical employees are often
paid less than their peers in the office, although
this is not always the case.49 If the workers
are paid piece-rates, the employer is not pay-
ing for set-up time, time spent in collecting
or delivering work, coffee breaks, bathroom
breaks, discussions with supervisors, chats
with coworkers, or any of the other unproduc-
tive time that office work includes. The orga-
nization can define the work by task and pay
only when it is satisfactorily completed.

The employer’s biggest cost saving may
come from flexibility-workers can be used
when needed and not used when work is slow,
without the difficulties of firing and rehiring
or the expense of unemployment compensa-
tion. This-is a great advantage for a company
with a highly uneven workload. It means, how-
ever, that the worker does not have a steady
income .50

Many homebased workers received no bene-
fits—health insurance, sick leave, vacations,
pensions, etc. Of 14 corporate programs stud-
ied in 1983, for example, the 6 designed for
clerical workers shifted their status from full-
time to permanent part-time workers, in which
category workers-did not receive benefits.5

Those classified as independent contractors
are generally not eligible for unemployment
insurance benefits when not working. Home”
based employees and independent contractors

“Mary T. McDavid, “The ALMSA Work-at-IIome Proto
type, ” presented at the National Executive Forum: Office Work.
stations in the Home, .National Academy of Sciences, Wash-
ington, DC, Nov. 10, 1983.

‘qContinental Illinois, for example, paid at-home workers
the same salaries paid to in-office workers, expecting that cost-
reduction would result from reduced need for office space. Ho-
nan, op. cit., p. 96.

“’’Business Week reported in 1982, for example, that “Aet-
na plans to pay telecommuters by the project and to use them
only for ‘peak work, ’ leaving them without a regular salary.
They will also be ineligible for health and pension benefits. ”
Blue Cross home-based data enterers are excluded from bene-
fits, which for office-based workers amount to $2,000 to $3,000.
The company says that those at home earn “up to $3,oOO a
year more, ” but they also pay $2,400 rent for their terminals.
“If Home Is Where the Worker Is, ” Business Week, May 2,
1982, p. 66.

“’Olson, op. cit., August 1983, p. 11.

studied by OTA for this project did not re-
ceive any employee benefits. Entrepreneurs
had purchased their own health insurance and
retirement plans.52

It has also been suggested that union-
busting is, or will be, a motivation for some
employers. At present, few office workers be-
long to unions, and home-based workers are
likely to be even more difficult to organize than
other office workers. The low pay for home-
based clerical workers, especially piece-rates,
could act over the long run to depress the pay
of the main clerical work force. Critics argue
that employers might use the threat of ex-
panded homework programs to undermine at-
tempts by office workers to organize.

In spite of seemingly significant benefits to
the employer, many companies resist the con-
cept of work at home. It involves a significant
change in traditional techniques of manage-
ment and supervision, and managers fear a
loss of control over quality, quantity, and pac-
ing of the product. The workers themselves
sometimes complain of poor instruction and
a lack of feedback from managers.53

Productivity

Almost without exception, studies show that
home-based workers are more productive than
those in the office. Estimates of the increased
productivity of home-based workers range from
Control Data Corporation’s estimate of 15 to
25 percent to other estimates of up to 60 per-
cent54 and even 80 percent55 for some work-

——--_———
“Christensen, op. cit. Most of the home-based workers

studied in depth were, except for those who were active en-
trepreneurs who owned their own business, regarded by their
companies as independent contractors. Since they each worked
only for one company, in most cases had been regular employ-
ees until they took maternity leave, and had been approached
on the question of working at home in each case by the com-
pany rather than themselves soliciting home-based work, they
probably should still be regarded as employees.

‘ ‘Pratt, op. cit., p. 6.
“’R.A. Manning, Control Data Corp., “Alternative Work

Site Programs, ” a presentation to the National Research Coun-
cil’s National Executive Forum: Office Work Stations in the
Home, Washington, DC, November 1983.

““In a study of about 1,000 home-based workers by Elec-
tronic Services Unlimited, reported in Jacobs, op. cit., p. 15.
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ers.56 In part, this is an artifact of measure-
ment. With home-based workers, only actual
working minutes are counted. In the office,
there is a considerable amount of “wasted
time” that is so fragmented that it is not no-
ticed. However, many experts believe that
much of this “wasted” time is in fact spent
in informal help and support to other work-
ers, or in the exercise of “invisible skills’ ben-
eficial to the company .57

Home-based workers who were interviewed
for OTA said that they did not bill their em-
ployers for extra work they did in correcting
mistakes. Some did not request payment for,
or even report, hours that they put in on a
project over and above the time that had been
estimated as required, feeling that they should
have been able to work faster–even though
these estimates of required time had been made
by the employer rather than by themselves.
This kind of self-exploitation maybe common
among those for whom home-based work is
new and regarded as a rare privilege, and
should be taken into account in assessing the
reports of high productivity .5*

Workers themselves tend to attribute the
increased productivity to their control over
their schedule, their ability to work when they
most feel like working. In part, the additional
productivity probably results from the fact
that home-based workers are carefully selected,
highly motivated, and working in an environ-
ment chosen and designed by themselves.

Some observers argue that all of these ef-
fects are transitory and will disappear when

‘ hlc~at’~d, op. cit. Nines concludes that gains of 20 to 50
percent are common. (,Nilles, op. cit., p, 3.) In one group, 6’7
percent of the workers perceived their own productivity, as
well as the qualit,y of their work, to have significantly increased.
(Pratt, op. cit., p. 5.) In another study, workers reported their
perceived increase in producti~’ity to be 35 percent on the aver-
age, with the self-reported range from 5 to 100 percent.

In;risible skills are important aspec~s of the job that are
not specified in job descriptions but make the worker traluable
to an organization: for example, a secretar~’ chatting hospita-
bly with important \risitors, or a word processor showing co-
workers features of the equipment that they have not yet dis-
co~’ered,

‘Christensen notes that this response was typical for the
emploj’ed  home workers, but that it was not typical for en-
trepreneurs who had clear ideas about the \’alue of their time
and priced services to be competiti>’e  with similar businesses,

the novelty of working at home is gone, and
when less highly motivated or selected work-
ers are involved. The cross-fertilization and
mutual support that occurs in an office work-
ing group are valuable. Workers learn from
each other on the job. When there is no chance
to do this, productivity y may suffer in the long
run.

The Workers: Why Are They
at Home?

Because the number of home-based work-
ers is uncertain, their characteristics-age,
gender, occupational status, etc.—cannot be
described quantitatively with confidence. Cer-
tain groups are thought to be represented far
out of proportion to their number in the total
work force—women, single parents, the hand-
icapped, and retirees. 59

Professional home-based workers include
both men and women; the clerical workers are
overwhelmingly women, and the evidence in-
dicates that most have one or more children
under 6 years old.60 This is true in other coun-
tries as well as in the United States. The typi-
cal home-based white-collar worker, then, is
probably not a male professional, but a young
mother doing clerical work.61

Most of the home-based clerical workers are
women because: 1) most clerical workers are
women, and 2) women are most likely to be
responsible for care of children, the elderly,
—

‘“An analysis based on the 1980 census suggests that of
people regularly working at home (but not necessaril~’  doing
office work or using computers), 57 percent were women com-
pared to 43 percent of those working outside the home. (Robert
E, Kraut, in on-going analysis, communication of Dec. 20. 1984.)

‘“ Among those who volunteered to be interviewed b)’ 0’rA
contractor Kathleen Christensen there were two groups, roughl~.
equal in size. Those who were in effect employees (although
called independent contractors they worked only for one orga-
nization, usually their employer before they took maternit~’
leave) were all women in their thirties, married or with part-
ners, and with small children. Those who were entrepreneurs.
with their own companies and seeking multiple clients, were
typicall~’ older, single, with no small children. An as-~’ et-
unpublished survey of se~’eral hundred home-based workers con-
firms this finding.

‘‘Nlost home-based women workers with children under 17
are clerical workers, according to a major sur}’ey: Kathleen h;.
Christensen, “National Survey on 14’ornen and Home-Based
1$’ork ” F’amilJF C’ircle, Dec. 15, 1984 (publication of results in
progress).
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or the ill.62 Women are probably also most like-
ly to need additional income after retirement,
because they live longer than men, and are less
likely to have adequate pensions.

Most if not all home-based workers are now
working at home by choice, in the sense that
other jobs are available and no employers are
known to require working at home as a condi-
tion of employment. In most cases, the demand
for home-based work has so far come from the
workers, not from employers, who are often
reluctant or at least hesitant to provide this
option. But this may already be changing, as
organizations become aware of the cost-saving
possibilities. 63

“Choice” in any case has a wide range of
meanings. In some cases, it means that other
options are not available, or are less attrac-
tive to a worker for reasons over which she
has little control—staying at home is neces-
sary because of other responsibilities, because
of social inhibitions (the traditional housewife’s
role), or because of physical disability. Often,
however, the person has first decided that he
she wants to stay at home and care for a fam-
ily; the opportunity to do paid work at home
is a secondary choice that is not a critical fac-
tor in the first decision. Other people simply
prefer a lifestyle that does not include going
to an office, at least not at any preset times.

These people who have actively sought
home-based work as part of a new lifestyle are
more likely to be the professionals (including
males) simply because professionals usually
can exert more control over the conditions
under which they earn a living. Corporations
frequently report that they have formally or
informally provided the option in order to re-
tain valued employees.
—.——

“’While women constitute 80.5 percent of all clerical work-
ers, they are even more dominant in clerical occupations most
likely to include home-based work. For example, over 96 per-
cent of typists are women, but less than 23 percent of shipping
clerks. Kraut, op. cit., p. 5.

“’The group of 13 “independent contractors” who worked
only for one client included nine former employees of an insur-
ance company, who had been offered work to be done at home
when they applied for maternity leave. Four others were house-
wives who had each been asked to do work at home by friends
or husbands who were the proprietors of small companies.
Christensen, op. cit.

Many of these professionals believe however
that home-based work, especially if done full
time or nearly full time, seriously prejudices
their chance of promotion and advancement.
They have consciously traded-off advancement
for a preferred lifestyle.64 Women managers
especially tend to believe that this choice is
particularly prejudicial to their careers; some
have done it in preference to dropping out en-
tirely when they became mothers, and in or-
der to maintain their expertise and credentials
until they could return to work.65

Those who look for home-based work reluc-
tantly, because they must beat home, are more
likely to be clerical workers.66 They are less
likely than professionals to be able to afford
professional child care or specialized transpor-
tation for the handicapped. But even for these
people, the opportunity to work at home may
be cherished, in contrast to not working, or
working under less desirable conditions.

It is therefore not surprising that overwhelm-
ingly home-based workers are pleased with
their situation. This must be kept in mind when
evaluating the implications of home-based of-
fice work. Controversy over home-based work
does not arise from the dissatisfaction of the
current home-based workers themselves, but
from the possibility of future exploitation.

The Benefits and Costs for
Home-Based Workers?

How workers assess the relative benefits and
costs to them of working at home undoubtedly
depends on the degree to which they exercised
free choice from a wide range of employment
options.

All studies, and all journalistic accounts of
home-based workers, indicate that most value
the opportunity to control their own work
hours. Many report that the quality of their
leisure time is also improved because they can
select and schedule recreational activities that

“Pratt, op. cit., p. 7. See also Breathnach,  Honan, Jacobs,
Olson, op. cit.

‘“’Pratt, op. cit., p. 11. Also substantiated in Christensen,
op. cit.

“For example, see Olson, op. cit., August 1983, p. 17.
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are not otherwise available. Many of them find
the home a congenial and comfortable work-
ing environment; this is not always the case
for those who are combining work with child
care in crowded living quarters. Many value
highly, the additional time spent with their
families, or the latitude to spend more day-
time hours with family. The opportunity to
care for children at home rather than have
them cared for by others is the primary bene-
fit for many people.

It is not always true, however, that work-
ing at home allows the worker to control when
he or she works. The home-based worker in-
deed often has a double constraint, having to
fit work around family needs and the times
when the company computer is down, such as
on Sundays. Thus, they may have as little con-
trol as office workers over when they work,
and they may even lose some of what is usu-
ally considered family time.

Cost savings can be significant for some who
give up work in an office. Workers have re-
ported savings up to $200 per month for meals,
$100 for gasoline, parking, and insurance; $100
for clothes and cleaning bills. Large costs of
children’s day care may be avoided. 67 Those
who are entrepreneurs avoid the cost of out-
side office space and take tax deductions for
the use of their home.

Eliminating the commute to work is for
many a primary benefit. The average Amer-
ican worker now travels over 9 miles in each
direction, often a 1- to ‘2-hour commute.68 The
time and the stress spent in commuting is often
resented even more than the cost of gasoline,
insurance, car maintenance, and parking.

These cost savings of working at home do
not tell the whole story. There are also added
costs, both direct and indirect. Some workers
must lease or buy terminals. Most pay the tele-
phone bills and some must pay for special dedi-
cated telephone lines. Workers generally pro-
vide the furniture that they use in connection
with the equipment. They pay higher electri-

‘ Pratt, op. cit., p. 5.
‘‘hlotor }’ehicles hlanufacturers  Association, Facts and

Figures, Detroit, hl I, 1981.
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city bills because of the equipment, and some
report additional heating- and cooling bills.69

Clerical home workers almost always earn
less than their peers in the office, even within
the same firm.’” Sometimes the pay rate is tech-
nically the same, but those at home are shifted
to part time or piece rates without fringe ben-
efits. They usually work fewer hours than those
in offices, either because work is not regularly
available, because of their home-related duties,
or by choice.

Part-time and piece-rate home-based work-
ers usually report that their workload is very
uneven.” (For employers, the flexibility of la-
bor supply is a major benefit.) The lack of a
regular income can be as much of a problem
as is low pay; those who are dependent on in-
come from home-based work may live balanced
on the edge of financial disaster.

Health insurance coverage becomes a ma-
jor problem for those converted to the status
of independent contractor or part-time worker.
The majority of home-based workers may be
covered as dependents by the health insurance
of spouses, but the separation from employee
status leaves others to pay the high costs of
individual coverage or be without protection .72

“4Pratt,  op. cit.; and Honan, op. cit., p. 97.
“See for example, Olson, op. cit., August 1983. Other case

studies of home-based clerical work have consistentl.v found
that home-based workers make less than peers. However, some
preliminary analysis by Robert Kraut  at Bell Communications
Research, shows higher hourl~’ wages for home-based workers
in a few clerical categories as compared to those not working
at home.

Reduced income is typical of the larger category of all work
at home as compared to work away from the home. According
to the 1980 census, 10 percent of home-based workers are be-
low the poverty line, compared to 6 percent of other workers.
Male home-based workers have an average hourly wage of $6.77
compared to $8.20 for nonhome workers; women home-based
workers have an hourly wage of $3.06 compared to $4.80 out-
side the home. In addition, home-based women workers a\’er-
age 30.6 hours work per week compared to 40.2 for those work-
ing away from home, 35 for male home-based workers, and 41.6
for other male workers. There may be several variables invol~ed
in this phenomena.

Pratt (op. cit. ) also reported that many retired people found
home-based work not worth their effort because of the low pa~,
even though many enjoyed ha~’ing some work to occup~.  their
time.

“ Pratt, op. cit., p. 10.
“-Among those interviewed b>’ Christensen, independent

contractors working for one client were cotrered under a hus-
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While home-based workers have more con-
trol over their working environment than they
would in most offices, in the sense that the
decisions are their own, in fact, they often work
under very undesirable conditions. It may not
be possible to set aside space dedicated only
to work. They may not know how to select,
or perhaps cannot afford to buy, chairs and
desks that accommodate the equipment and
reduce muscular strain for the workers.73 Poor
lighting may cause eyestrain and headaches.
It is possible that office automation equipment
also introduces unrecognized hazards into the
home.74

One intangible cost to the worker may be
the social isolation of working at home. Salo-
man and Saloman point to the importance of
social interaction at work, and studies that
have shown that small, cohesive work groups
are for most workers the most effective and
satisfying work unit. For these workers, sep-
aration from the office work group may in the
long run result in dissatisfaction and low moti-
vation. For managers and professionals, the
social role of the workplace may be less im-
portant; they rank achievement, advancement,
and the work itself as the most important fac-
tors in work satisfaction. The Salomans hy-
pothesize that for some of these workers, the
shift to working at home may cause the indi-
vidual’s “motivators” to shift. He or she may
become less concerned with achievement, sta-
tus, and recognition, and more concerned with
.—

band’s health insurance. Those who were entrepreneurs with,
or seeking, multiple clients were mostly not married; they said
that the high cost of health insurance (in one case, $1,400 per
year) was one of their greatest concerns, and one or two had
gone uncovered for long periods of time. Christensen, op. cit.

“K1’e]ecornmuting  Review, Dec. 31, 1984, cited a survey of
computing furniture needs conducted by the Business Prod-
ucts Consulting Group, which found that only 25 percent of
personal computer users, whether in the home or in the office,
had specialized computer furniture, and many of them com-
plained of flaws in design that caused discomfort. Overall 7
out of 10 PC users had complaints about the furniture used
with the computers. The situation is likely to be worse in homes
than in offices, since home furniture is often jerry-rigged to
hold office equipment.

“If fire breaks out, there is a serious hazard to residents
and to fire fighters from the highly toxic gases produced when
the plastic casing of computers burns. Any special cabling that
might be installed in homes could also involve fire hazards,
according to discussions with insurance risk assessors.

affiliation and emotional contentment within
the family and community, which will become
more important to the worker than his or her
organization. If these needs for “belonging-
n e s s cannot be met within the immediate
environment, then frustration and dissatisfac-
tion will result.75

Home-based professionals whose salaries do
not depend on the exact number of hours
worked have remarked that minor illnesses,
for which they would have stayed home from
the office, now make them feel guilty-there
is no ritual process of calling in to validate
their reason for not working.

Distractions and interruptions by family
members, normal household noise, salesmen
and solicitors, friends who do not respect work-
ing hours at home and repeatedly call or visit,
are sources of annoyance and stress for home-
based workers.76 Some people have reported
giving up work at home because they could
not resist the temptation to eat or drink too
much. Men have reported that wives resented
having them under foot all of the time.77

On the other side, some researchers have re-
ported that both the loners and the gregari-
ous types say that they can overcome these
problems with time. Handicapped people re-
port that they feel less isolated with work to
do, even if their human contacts do not in-
crease, and young mothers according to one
survey said they were no more isolated than
they would be if they were caring for children
without paid office work to do. It appears to
be the young, never married workers who are
most likely to give up home-based work after
they have tried it because they miss the social
aspects of the office.78

--.— .-
‘‘Ilan Saloman and Meera Saloman, “Telecommunicating:

The Employee’s Perspective, ” Technological Forecasting and
Social Change 25, 15-28, 1984. The Salomans here are drawing
on the work of N.D, Dunnette  and others in Work  and Non-
work in the Year 2000, Dunnette  (cd. ) (Californiiz  Brooks/Cole,
1973).

“’Saloman  and Saloman, op. cit., pp. 23-24.
“Nelson B. Phelps, “Mountain Bell Telephone Company, a

Case Study, ” a presentation to the National Research Council
National Executive Forum: Office Work Stations in the Home,
Washington, DC, September 1983.

“Pratt, op. cit.
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Again, those who found home-based work
unpleasant or stressful, have so far either had
the option of returning to the office or have
found this alternative even less acceptable.
Thus, studies of home-based workers almost
always find the workers enthusiastic about this
lifestyle.

Family Considerations

Advocates of home-based work stress the
benefits to family life of returning the worker
to the home. Little research has been done to
determine the real effects on family life. Such
indicators as there are point to generally posi-
tive effects, but with some caveats .79 Mothers
perceive several specific advantages for their
children, in addition to the primary advantage
of having a parent care for them, instead of
strangers or a commercial facility. They be-
lieve it is good for their children to realize that
“mothers can do more than cook . . . and take
care of them. They want their children to see
women performing a broader social role than
that of housewife, however they themselves
value that role. Some say that their children
become more independent because they are not
the only focus of mother’s attention. They say
also that their children become familiar with
computers and what they can do.

On the other hand, some mothers report that
their children get less time and attention, and
that the mother gets impatient when she is
under pressure to get work done.

For women struggling to earn an income and
care for children at the same time, home-based
work may be a golden opportunity, but it is
not an unalloyed blessing. It involves signifi-
cant stress, both physical and mental, and may
create emotional strains within the family as
well. so One expert says, ‘‘It appears that work

‘Ma~erial in this section, unless otherwise noted, is drawn
from Kathleen Christensen’s study and chiefl~’ from the re-
sponses of 14 mothers working at home, so that it is merely
illustratii’e.  Iler  findings as discussed in this section are, how-
ever-, in man~~  cases confirmed by or congruent with the some-
what scant~’ and widel~ dispersed observations of other research-
ers about the family situation of home-based workers.

‘ ‘Gregory, op. cit. discussing Cynthia Costello, “On the
Front: Class, (jender, and Conflict in the Insurance Workplace,
Ph. D, dissertation, University of J4risconsin,  Dept. of Sociol-

at home cannot be called a ‘good’ solution to
child care. “81

Mothers working at home typically try to
work when other adults are at home to care
for the children or when the children are at
school or asleep; they are not so much com-
bining work and child care as interweaving
them.” It is hard to find 40 such hours a week
even when work is available and the income
is wanted, and typically they work split shifts,
often late at night. Those who must earn as
much as possible because they and their chil-
dren are dependent on their income, may there-
fore have little or no time for rest or recrea-
tion, like the cottage sweatshop workers of the
turn of the century.

Those who regard this income as discretion-
ary often have babysitters while they are work-
ing.” Since taking care of the children them-
selves is important to these women, the fact
that they turn to baby sitters indicates two
things: that doing paid work and taking care
of children at the same time is difficult and
stressful; and that it is important to them to
have some other work, in addition to caring
for a family, for reasons other than the mar-
ginal income. The second point is repeatedly
confirmed by home-based working mothers,
who say that they need something to occupy
their minds or that paid work gives them pride

—.
ogy, 1984. In one study, 50 percent of mothers working at home
reported that the-y found it necessary  to have a paid bab~’sit  ter
for part of the time in spite of their desire to combine work
and child care. Also Margrethe  olson, Remote Office  l! ”ork:
Implications for lndi~’iduals  and (~rganizations, CAIS No. 25.
GBA No. 81-86 (CR), New York Uni\rersit~, (lraduate School
of Business Administration (New York: New’ York Uni\’ersit~’),

“’Olson, op. cit., August 1983, p. 27.
‘-The 14 mothers inter~iewed by Kathleen Christensen,

nearly all said the hours the~’ could work were those in which
the children were asleep, in school, being watched by the hus-
band, or “playing bv themselves and or in a good mood. ” These
women are in ~radit-ional t we-parent households where the hus-
band is the primary breadwinner.

“Six of the 14 mothers interviewed by Kathleen Christen-
sen, all of whom were from traditional two parent households
and said that the~. stayed at home to care for their children,
relied on some form of paid child care while they worked. The
mothers, whether or not they had child care, usually ga~e as
their reason for working “to ha~’e something to do, so that m~’
mind can keep working, or to show ‘ a ~hat I can do something
besides cleaning the house and being a house~’ife.
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and self-respect (and respect from others) that
is lacking otherwise.84

In the few cases where effects on the mar-
riage, or other personal relationships, of home-
based women workers have been studied, most
husbands were said by their working wives
to be supportive and helpful—sometimes be-
cause they welcomed the supplemental fam-
ily income, sometimes because they recognized
its psychological importance to the worker,
sometimes for both reasons. A few husbands
were said to have mixed feelings, perceiving
that work sometimes interfered with house-
work; none were reported to be actively
opposed.

Most of the women said, however, that their
husbands helped no more with housework than
they had before. The women had been, and still
were, predominantly responsible for the house-
hold work, and a few spontaneously expressed
dissatisfaction or resentment of this. Most
were unable to draw boundaries between house-
hold and work responsibilities, and move back
and forth between them during the day.

Even those home workers without children
to care for often report significant stress re-
sulting from the lack of separation between
work and family responsibilities. Saloman and
Saloman, in a paper on home-based work from
the perspective of the sociology of work, point
out that:

Work and family life today are not only
physically separate entities, but each also gives
rise to distinctly different role behavior that
may have little in common. It is not only that
the two different environments require differ-
ent behavior, but that they also offer the indi-
vidual a chance to express different aspects
of his or her personality .85

Sociologists define a‘ ‘role’ as a set of struc-
tural demands being placed on the individual
——. —
“’Ibid., citing D.T.  Hall, “A Model of Coping With Role

Conflict: The Role Behavior of College Educated Women, ”
Administrative Science Qmrterl.v  17 (4), 1972. See also J. Pleck,
“The Work-Family Role System, Social Problems 24 (48), 1977.

in a given social position.86 Role conflicts can
result when the demands and expectations im-
posed by multiple roles operate at the same
time. Working at home, the Salomans argue,
can introduce identity conflict as it eliminates
the sequential operation of the different roles
related to home and work. For men, it has nor-
mally been “acceptable for work (to) interfere
with family life”; at home, the reverse inter-
ference may happen more often. For women,
who may have more social inhibitions to over-
come in establishing a career role, the conflict
may be particularly severe when the roles of
mother, wife, housekeeper, employee, and ca-
reer aspirant overlap in time and space.

These sociologists say that the trip between
work and home is often a useful separation
between two arenas of social interaction. Thus,
eliminating the commute may be a cost as well
as a benefit.

Effects on Society

Workers and employers are part of one soci-
ety and the interests and concerns of each are
part of the public interest. But society at large
may have a general interest separate from the
specific concerns of either party.

In this case, some of the costs that are or-
dinarily borne by employers or shared by em-
ployers and employees are shifted to workers—
for example, in the case of independent con-
tractors, social security taxes, health insur-
ance, pensions, and the costs associated with
periods when the workload falls below normal
levels for long periods of time. For people who
are not employed, those costs ultimately may
be borne by the taxpayers. Thus, a strong
trend toward farming out work to “independ-
ent contractors’ who were previously, or would
otherwise be, employees, also implies a shift
of life-cyle costs from the employer to the gen-
eral public.

“’This was a theme that recurred repeatedly in the inter-
views conducted by Christensen.

“’Ilan Saloman  and Meira Saloman,  op. cit., pp. 15-18, 21.
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LEGAL AND REGULATORY BARRIERS TO
HOME-BASED WORK

Zoning laws in some communities prohibit
any paid employment in residential areas.87 The
Internal Revenue Service (IRS) has in recent
years progressively restricted the income tax
deductions that may be taken for home offices.
It is not clear under what conditions home-
based workers can claim deductions, especially
if the workspace that they use is not entirely
dedicated to work (many home-based work-
ers use a corner of the dining room, bedroom,
or living room). But when there is dedicated
space, a recent IRS ruling says that the home
office is to be treated as business property
rather than residential property, and thus part
of the proceeds of selling a house that includes
a home office are not eligible for the standard
exclusion from tax on the proceeds allowed
to people who immediately buy another house,
or who are over 55 when they sell the house. 8s

There have until recently been unresolved
questions about the status of home-based “con-
tractors’ who contract with only one organiza-
tion, especially, if they have previously been
employees of that organization. The National
Labor Relations Board has ruled, in similar
situations, that such independent contractors
are in fact employees. The tax code says that
anyone who performs services for any person
as a home worker, performing work according
to specifications on materials furnished by the
other person and required to return the fin-
ished product to that person, is an employee.
This holds unless that person has a substan-
tial investment in facilities used for the work,
in which case, he or she may be an independ-
ent contractor. 89 The Internal Revenue Serv-
ice has ruled specifically that computers with
word processing capability are not ‘‘ substan-
tial investments’ in that sense, and that home-

‘-Tammara H. Wolfgang, “M’orking at Home: The (jrowth
of Cottage Industry, ” The Futurist, ,June 1984, p, 31.

“’1’e]ecommuting Re$’iew,  Dec. 31, 1984, p. 7.
“ ‘Sec. 312 l(d) (3) (C) of the Internal Re\.enue Code.

based workers providing transcription serv-
ices for one person or organization are employ-
ees at least for certain tax purposes. go The ef-
fects of these rulings on home-based clerical
work are not yet fully apparent. It will open
the door for home-based clerical workers, if
they choose, to argue that they are employ-
ees, even if regarded by their client as con-
tractors, and thus, entitled to certain worker
benefits and safeguards.

Government work-at-home pilot programs
have been frustrated or terminated because
of regulatory requirements. The pilot program
of the Army Material Development and Read-
iness Command wanted to use either direct
lines or telephones with a modem to connect
home-based workers to the central computer.
The Army Communications Command deter-
mined that for the government to provide tele-
phone service to a home violated a Federal stat-
ute;91 but employees could not use their own
telephones because another statute” placed
some limitations on government acceptance
of voluntary services from individuals.93 The
problem was solved by installing direct lines
without voice capability; a legal opinion sanc-
tioned occasional use of the employee’s home
phone to communicate with a supervisor.

This introduced a second problem: how to
protect the government if personal property
was damaged as a result of installing the com-
munication lines or the use of government-
owned equipment. This was solved by requir-
ing employees to sign a “hold harmless’ agree-
ment with the government as a condition for
participation.”
--

“’’Internal Re\’enue Ser\rice, Technical .4d\’isor?’ hl[~moran-
dum 8451004, Aug. 1, 1984. Index nos. 312 1.04 -00,” 3306,05-
00, 3401.04-00.

‘4 Stat. 32 U.S.C.  1348.
‘ Rev. Stat. 3679, 31 U.S.C.  1342.
4’McI)avid, op. cit.
“That is, an agreement not to hold the go\wrnment liable

for accidental damages,
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A third problem was the question of respon-
sibility y for injury to the employee while work-
ing at home. Workers’ Compensation (U. S. C.,
title 5, sec. 8102) covers Federal employees
on duty, but the question was how to prove
that they were on duty when the accident oc-
curred. The solution to this problem was a writ-
ten work agreement stating hours to be worked
each day; participants had to formally request
changes to their designated work schedule and
get a supervisor’s approval. This of course
eliminated one of the major benefits that work-
ers typically see in working at home.

Finally, this program ended when govern-
ment auditors ruled that there was a risk of
fraud or abuse in spite of electronic monitor-
ing of work done at home.

Some of these problems also appear in the
private sector, for example, the problems with
the installation of communication lines and
questions related to the protection of home
workers from work-related injury or illness.
Installing an additional telephone line in a
rented residence, for example, sometimes re-
quires the permission of the owner. One study
of home-based corporate employees found that
half of them had no accident insurance, and
most “assumed” that they were covered by
Workers’ Compensation.95 It appears to be true
that home workers are covered by Workers’
Compensation if injured while working at
home, and by the employer’s insurance plan
if injured at the same location while not
working-if the worker is covered by employee
benefits.96 In either case, how the worker is
to demonstrate whether or not he or she was
actually working when injured, is so far unan-
swered.
——. . . —

“Pratt, op. cit., p. 8.
“ Honan,  op. cit., p. 91.

The more general question as to how Occupa-
tional Safety and Health rules apply to home-
based workers is also unanswered. Laws per-
taining to the use of VDTS in the office have
been proposed in 13 States but it is not known
how these will apply to home-based employees.”

A British document illustrates that these
questions arise in other countries. Draft regu-
lations proposed by the U.K. Health and Safe-
ty Commission in 1979 says that:

Home workers, properly speaking, work for
the person who puts out work to them in the
sense that they contribute to products which
he markets. For this reason, those who put
out work to home workers bear the prime
responsibility for ensuring that, so far as is
reasonably practical, no risks to health and
safety arise. 98

In the next paragraph however, clerical work-
ers are expressly excluded: “The Commission,
particularly in the absence of evidence of risk
to home workers from these processes . . . pro-
pose to exclude from these regulations all of-
fice type work undertaken in domestic prem-
ises. ” The document continues:

It is important to reemphasize that any per-
son requiring a home worker to utilize poten-
tially hazardous processes in connection with
clerical work is nonetheless bound by the re-
quirement . . . to ensure that risk is controlled.

No further reasoning supporting the exclusion
is given, nor are “potentially hazardous proc-
esses in connection with clerical work” speci-
fied or defined.

“Gregory, op. cit., p. 2.
““Health  and Safety Commission, Home

Regulations, consultative document (issued
sion in compliance with its duty to consult
of the Health and Safety at Work, etc., Act,

Workers: Draft
by the Commis-
under sec. 50(3)
1974, 1979, p. 1.

PUBLIC POLICY ISSUES
Encouragement or Prohibition of

Home-Based Office Work
actively discourage or forbid it, or 3) take nei-
ther action.

The primary public policy issue in home- Parties at interest include: employers, home-
based office work is whether the Federal Gov.. based workers, their families, other workers
ernment should: 1) actively encourage it, 2) (especially clerical workers and working women



with children), and unions. The issue also tends
to engage people with an ideological position
regarding home and family values, equity for
women, and alternative life styles. Society in
general has an interest, in that some poten-
tial costs may be shifted to the taxpayer when
home-based workers are converted to the sta-
tus of independent contractors.

Congress, and State governments, could
take a number of steps to further encourage
home-based work, although these are probably

necessary. These include:

revising IRS rulings on independent con-
tractors and relieving employers of some
tax liabilities for them, for example, re-
writing social security tax provisions;
resolving the problems of applying work-
ers’ compensation to work performed in
the home;
persuading States to grant exemption
from zoning and building codes for com-
puter-mediated employment in residential
buildings;
providing significant tax incentives for
equipment purchased for home-based
work; i.e., a tax credit rather than de-
ductions; and
clarifying and expanding tax deductions
allowed on home- office;, especially pro-
viding large deductions when all or a sig-
nificant portion of family income is earned
in the home (this would benefit some
home-owning workers).

If public policy is to discourage home-based
office work—or more narrowly, home-based
clerical work—the clearest option is to prohibit
it, as was done for some other occupations in
the 1930s. However, this would require very
careful definition to limit the prohibition to
those kinds of office work that are subject to
exploitation. The prohibition would very likely
be seen, even by some of those it was designed
to protect, as discrimination against women
(who would be mostly affected) or against cer-
tain occupational and income groups.

There are a few ways to discourage the
spread of home-based work that are largely
the converse of options for encouraging it:

●

●

●
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strong enforcement of the rules requiring
organizations to treat independent con-
tractors in some situations as employees,
with full benefits;
placing a special tax on income derived
from services provided from homes, for
both the employer and the employee; and
high telephone rates for digitalized infor-
mation transmitted between office and re-
mote workers, which would run counter
to present policies of deregulation.

Other government actions are possible that
would both: 1) tend to discourage the spread
of home-based clerical work, and 2) enhance
the element of free choice for home-based work,
thereby reducing the possibility that it will
be used exploitatively. These actions are:

● developing subsidized, high-quality day
care centers for children of working parents;

● providing larger tax deductions for ex-
penses related to child care (or the care
of elderly or infirm dependents); and

● requiring or providing further significant
incentives for modifying transportation
systems and office environments to facili-
tate employment of the handicapped, and
providing positive inducements for em-
ployment of the handicapped.

Congress may choose not to take actions ei-
ther to encourage or discourage home-based
work. There are now few important legal or
regulatory barriers to its growth; therefore the
option of no-action will allow its spread. Even-
tually, home-based work is likely to grow since
it offers benefits to both employers and many
individual employees, while the costs that it
imposes on some workers are generally con-
sidered acceptable in the absence of more de-
sirable alternatives.

Controversy about home-based work is likely
to become a major policy issue only if and when
one of three conditions obtain:

the number of home-based clerical work-
ers becomes a significant fraction of all
clerical workers, so that this becomes a
factor in the competitive position of of-
fice workers in the job market and in ne-
gotiations with employers;
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●

●

cases of serious exploitation of home-
based workers come to public notice
through the media; and/or
unions are highly successful in their at-
tempt to organize white-collar workers

Regulation of Home-Based
Office Work

If, however, the Federal Government nei-
ther actively promotes nor prohibits home”
based office work, then issues arise regarding
its regulation to provide protections that are
assured to other workers. In summary, these
include wage and hour guarantees, assurance
of safe and healthy working conditions, the
right to negotiate collectively with employers,
guarantee of equal opportunity, equitable pay,
and equitable access to insurance, pensions,
and other entitlements.

At present, managers and professionals are
generally exempt from the Fair Labor Stand-
ards Act of 1938 (which covers such conditions
of work as wages and hours) and managers,
but not professionals, are exempt from the Na-
tional Labor Relations Act (right to collective
bargaining), whether they work in an office
or at home. They are assumed to protect them-
selves individually by negotiation with em-
ployers, although some belong to unions or
professional organizations that bargain collec-
tively. They are however covered by the Equal
Opportunity Act and other recent work-related
legislation.

The chief concern in regulation of working
at home therefore focuses on clerical workers.
Predominantly female, nonunionized, and
often bearing heavy responsibilities as mothers
(increasingly, as single parents), they are par-
ticularly vulnerable to exploitation. Another
growing concern is the vulnerability of new
immigrants, of disadvantaged minorities, and
of elderly workers to possible exploitation.

It is quite possible that States or local gov-
ernments may impose regulations on home-

based work, especially with regard to health
and safety issues.

Questions with regard to regulation are:

 clarification of the application of existing
regulations to home-based work (e.g.,
Workman’s Compensation);

. what additional protection is needed for
home-based workers? and

 what means can be devised for effective
implementation and enforcement of reg-
ulations related to home-based work?

With regard to the last question, there are
concerns that any attempts to implement and
enforce regulation of home-based work may
destroy the benefits for which it is valued (i.e.,
autonomy over work hours), or may lead to
unacceptable violations of the privacy of work-
ers and their families.

This—how existing labor standards can be
implemented and enforced for home-based
workers—is in fact, the critical policy issue
most likely to confront the Congress in this
area in the immediate future. It is the point
on which opponents usually base their argu-
ment for an outright ban, since they maintain
that real enforcement will be extremely costly,
and in practice impossible. This is the prob-
lem that led to the ban on home-based work
in some industries in the 1930s. However there
has been little real examination of the possi-
bilities and difficulties of enforcement today.
It can be argued that the same difficulties
would arise in enforcing a prohibition. It can
also be argued that either a ban or regulation
would be easier to enforce today than in the
1930s. Reporting requirements laid on busi-
nesses have proliferated, the rights of work-
ers and the benefits they stand to gain by
demanding those rights are larger, and peo-
ple doing computer-mediated work are likely
to be far better educated and more sophisti-
cated in understanding to what protection they
are entitled. The same technologies that make
computer-mediated work at home possible,
might be used to make it difficult to hide.


