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Managing 

Teleworkers

For many new supervisors, managing teleworkers is not very different from overseeing people who travel or have field assignments.  These supervisors may already have systems in place to maintain communication with and to monitor work progress of employees away from designated headquarters.  But, for supervisors who are accustomed to having each staff member present in the designated headquarters office, teleworking may require some new approaches to management and communication.  Management by results, rather than management by what you can see, works best with teleworkers.

Managing teleworkers involves three key components:

· Getting the work done

· Staying in touch with teleworkers

· Creating a teleworking team

You may feel uncomfortable if you’re not able to watch your teleworkers working.  But, remember that observing individuals at their desks doesn’t necessarily guarantee that they’re working.  It doesn’t enhance their work quality nor ensure that a project is finished on time.  You see them sitting at their desks, but they could be thinking about sports.  You see them on the telephone, but they could be talking to a friend.  Also keep in mind that when you’re absent from the office - at meetings or on trips -- you can’t see employees performing and you must rely on alternative methods to assess progress. 

What does enhance your staff’s performance is a combination of clearly defined instructions and deadlines, interim checkpoints, and regular feedback.  The supervisory techniques focus on the results of a person’s work rather than on the process.  Management by results gives supervisors equal or greater control over teleworkers’ work than do other management options.  When you manage by results, you know teleworkers are working because they’re producing regardless of their location.  And teleworkers are more comfortable with results-oriented management.  The can focus on the defined results and adjust their schedules and priorities accordingly.

In addition to results-orientated management, effective communication is necessary for successful teleworking.  Communication is especially critical between supervisors and teleworkers.  Work expectations should be understood and, when concerns arise, they should be addressed immediately to insure that a smooth working relationship continues.  The teleworker will have to be just as responsive as before to needs of customers and co-workers, but may use new approaches to meet the same needs.

And, finally, you need to create a teleworking team so that teleworkers can get the necessary cooperation and support from those they work with.  The teleworking team should consist of you, the teleworker, the work group, the teleworkers’ support staff, the computer staff, and the telecommunications support staff.

Managing Work

Applying Results-Orientated Management to Different Types of Teleworkers

Teleworking can work for employees in many job classifications and with varying level of expertise.  Experienced, motivated, independent staff in jobs like project engineer or speech writer may need little supervision - just as they do now - and their teleworking will require you to make only a few adjustments in your supervisory style.  Other staff who are less experienced, motivated, and independent will require more diligent supervision when they telework - just as they do now.

Independent employees often have responsibility for entire projects or have spent years in their current positions and thoroughly understand their responsibilities.  In these cases, teleworking may have little effect on how you approach the workload of your staff member.  Continual work delegation may not be appropriate, and managing these employees might simply entail checking on deadlines, holding update meetings, and offering assistance when requested.  Even with staff possessing this level of independence, it’s still important to set clear expectations and to define ways to assess if these expectations are being met.

With less independent teleworkers, you’ll need to be more involved in work delegation and will need to develop a certain level of trust.  You must trust that teleworkers want to make teleworking work and will be motivated enough to get their jobs done.  In addition to management by results,  you can adopt other management techniques to build a higher level of trust.  Start the teleworker off with small projects and more frequent check-in times (required meetings, memos, telephone calls, electronic messages).  As teleworkers succeed, give them more responsibility but still keep frequent checkpoints.  By assessing progress, you’ll be able to see exactly what the individuals aren’t doing with their working hours.  Be careful not to require too much documentation, or your teleworkers may feel you don’t trust them.  Also consider any significant differences in reporting standards between teleworkers and non-teleworkers as only temporary, just a step to get teleworking up and running.

Assessing Job Responsibilities and Tasks

Teleworkers find that the way they organize their work projects evolves as they settle into a teleworking routine.  Working at an alternate site may be better suited for some types of work than for others.  For instance, teleworkers whose jobs include using a drafting board may need to do all their drafting on days they’re in the designated headquarters office.  These same individuals may find that writing, analysis, and research tasks are ideally suited to the quieter, less distracting environment of the alternate site.  Some teleworkers save certain tasks for their teleworking days.  Others do the same tasks no matter where they’re working.

Measuring Performance

For some supervisors the biggest concern is , “How will I know my employees are productive if I let them telework?”  The best way to answer this question is to ask yourself, “How do I know they’re productive now?”  For many jobs, productivity cannot be completely quantified.  Rather, subjective assessments of quality, along with the more objective measures of timeliness, quantity, and cost, are used to judge productivity.  There’s no inherent reason why these same dimensions can’t be used to judge the productivity of teleworking work.

Many teleworkers save up specific types to tasks for teleworking days.  Measuring productivity of these tasks can be difficult.  In fact, measuring the work of any 8-hour day may be difficult when an employee accomplishes many parts of larger projects but my not finish any one project.  It’s better to look at overall performance on major responsibilities to assess productivity.  Some jobs have very concrete measures of production, for instance, a salesperson or a work processing operator.  Others are less concrete, for example, supervising staff.  In most cases, you can know if telcommuters are working by setting specific expectations for work quantity and quality and assessing teleworkers’ progress toward these expectations.

Setting Work Schedules

Teleworkers look forward to flexible working hours as a benefit of the program.  It allows them to schedule their days according to productive periods and personal needs.  While some positions may be bound by specific work schedules, many teleworkers and supervisors may be able to cease some degree flexibility.

In designing the expected work hours for teleworkers, try to balance the needs of the organization with the needs of the employee. Ideally, customers and co-workers can reach the teleworker, and the teleworker can retain some flexibility in work hours.  One option, of course, is to have your teleworker work an identical schedule to that of the designated headquarters office.  This is convenient for your and the teleworker’s  customers and co-workers, but doesn’t offer the teleworker additional flexibility in their schedules.

A common compromise requires that the teleworker be accessible by telephone at least 4 hours in the teleworking day.  These are called “core hours” and are within your organization’s standard 8-hour work day.  Teleworkers with school-age children, often prefer core hours from 10 a.m. to 2 p.m. This enables them to start early, take a break when the children come home from school, and, if necessary, return to work later in the evening.

Teleworkers may want to work 8 consecutive hours, but not necessarily 8 a.m. to 5 p.m.  This is called “flex-time”.  Flex-time enables organizations to maintain consistent employee schedules while allowing flexibility in the work day.  For example, employees, may start work at the same time each day, sometime between 7 and 10 a.m., and end work at the same time, between 4 and 7 p.m.  Computer programmers may want to work evening hours, when they can more easily access the mainframe.

Finally, some jobs require little coordination of work hours with others.  If your teleworker usually writes and edits magazine articles—turning in their work to you for review once a week—it may be solely up to the teleworker to accomplish that goal in whatever hours are convenient.

Communicating

Communication is one of the most important elements of teleworking, and teleworkers and their supervisors should consider it carefully.

Ways That Communication Will Be Changed by Teleworking

Some work groups communicate much of their information informally, stopping by another’s office to pass on information as it comes up.  When teleworkers
leave the work environment, additional telephone conversations and weekly meetings may play a role in replacing these impromptu visits.  Some groups with computers connected to a local area network may also rely on E-mail (electronic messages sent via computer modems) to fill the gap.

At first, it’s common for work groups to compensate for the teleworker’s absence by increasing the frequency of communication.  This increase usually levels off after new routines and patterns are established.  Eventually, work group members start saving their messages and contacting the teleworker on a single occasion instead of several times throughout the same day or week.  When a co-worker is nearby, a problem or question may seem urgent enough to cross the hall and discuss it immediately.  When that same co-worker is out of the designated headquarters and a telephone call  has to be made, some people will begin to realize that the information isn’t needed immediately.  The physical separation created by teleworking can be enough teleworkers and co-workers to reassess how important it is to interrupt another person.  Problems that may seem urgent can sometimes be solved the following day, or even later.

This saving of messages has been cited as a benefit of teleworking.  It decreases the interruptions in the work day for both parties.  Moreover, many people find the self-imposed delay enable them to organize their thoughts more thoroughly before sharing them with others, or to solve the problem themselves, thereby fostering more professional maturity and creativity.

Teleworker find that they may have fewer meetings but hat these meetings are more productive because it’s not as convenient to delay discussing items or continue meeting conversations later.  Also, teleworker may find that they increase their amount of  preparation for meetings and are more focused and effective during meetings.

Some communication can’t be done by telephone.  It must be done face-to-face.  Your teleworkers will become more organized about scheduling face-to-face communication on days when they’ll be in the office.  Some examples of situations requiring face-to-face communication include:

· Meeting with a person for the first time

· Kick-off meeting to discuss a complex project

· Delicate issue (where body language is important)

· Contract negotiation

· Personnel issue or evaluation

· Social reasons (need to get to know the person better to improve the working relationship)

· Team building

· Discussing graphical or other information that can’t be shared “remotely”

Accessibility to Teleworkers

It’s your teleworkers’ responsibility to keep in touch with you, and with their co-workers and customers.  Here are some ways teleworkers can do this:

· Provide a Schedule When They Can Be Reached at Home. Also, if teleworkers have a set routing, people have an easier time remembering where the teleworkers are on what day.  It may take a while before your teleworkers can plan their evenings around a set teleworking day.

· Retrieve Messages.  Teleworkers should notify the person who will forward calls of their schedule and preference for number and type of calls. Some voice mail systems can be programmed to notify your teleworkers that they have message waiting on their voice mail.

· Forward Calls From the Designated Headquarters. Teleworkers should notify the person who will forward calls to their schedule and preference for number and type of calls.  Some voice mail systems can be programmed to forward messages to the teleworkers’ alternate site so that they won’t have to retrieve them.  Having all calls forwarded means that customers or co-workers could receive a busy signal if the telephone is in use.  For most organizations this is not an acceptable business practice.  Call forwarding is not recommenced unless teleworkers can insure that the caller does not receive a busy signal.

· Use an Answering Machine or Residential Voice Mail. It’s important to have a professional message on the teleworker’s machine.  If teleworkers are sharing their answering machine with family, two tapes can be recorded: one for teleworking days and one for other times. They may need to change the tape each time they switch between family and business use.  If teleworkers are using voice mail from the telephone company, caller won’t receive a busy signal (they will be given the message instead).
Feedback for Teleworkers

Employees want to know if they’re doing a good job, and they also want to know if they aren’t meeting your expectations.  Feedback is important for all employees, but especially important for teleworkers. Many teleworkers are concerned that they won’t receive any feedback and that one day you’ll tell them they need to return the designated headquarters office.

Here are a few points to keep in mind when giving feedback after teleworking begins:

· Make feedback a regular, schedule component of your relationship with an employee.

· If there’s a reason for unscheduled feedback, do our best to give feedback soon after you notice the reason for the feedback.

· Give the feedback in private and make sure you have time to talk.

· Remember to balance positive and negative feedback, so that teleworkers don’t feel their entire performance is suffering.  Keep the feedback in perspective.

· Limit the discussion to a few key areas at a time. By limiting the discussion, teleworker can assimilate the information and focus on what they’re doing well and on what they can improve.  If you give comments on too many topics, teleworkers may feel overwhelmed with deficiencies or may not believe your praise.

· Discuss the work not the worker.  Also, stick to actions for which you have first-hand knowledge, not what a co-worker has observed.

· Be direct about expressing your expectations; don’t play a guessing game with the teleworker. For example, if you must schedule a meeting on a teleworking day, tell the teleworker whether you expect him or her to attend in person or via audio conference, or that it’s not necessary to attend.

Building a Teleworking Team

Team building is important for teleworking.  Teams need to spend time discussing their goals, dividing up tasks, and returning to the group to check progress.

Staff Meeting

The best first step to building a teleworking team is to hold a staff meeting for people to share their expectations for how teleworking will work.  Invite teleworkers, co-workers, and support staff (including the receptionist). Make it clear that suggestions are welcome and that this meeting is an effort to address concerns before they become problems.  You and your teleworkers should already have identified some strategies to make sure that co-workers and receptionists will not be inconvenienced, including strategies for message taking, notifying others of teleworking days, and contacting teleworkers.  Include a discussion of how best to maintain communication.

The following topics are often covered in the first teleworking meeting:

· How teleworking will work

· The teleworking schedule

· Ways for notifying the work group of teleworking

· Ways for staff to reach the teleworker on teleworking days

· Questions and concerns

· Plans for addressing concerns

· Use of the teleworkers’ offices or workspaces when they’re teleworking

After this initial meeting, track how the team feel about teleworking by having discussions with individual staff members and routinely bringing up teleworking at staff meetings.  Make sure non-teleworkers know that teleworkers are still important team members, but that they’re not more important than any other team member.

Additional Team Building Activities

When a teleworker is going to be gone more than 2 days a week, team building may include focusing on social activities.  Eating lunch out, spending time visiting, and scheduling staff meetings on days when the teleworker will be in the designated headquarters office are a few ways to make sure that the teleworker still feels included in the group.

Addressing Teleworking Issues

Career Development

If your teleworkers will be teleworking 1 or 2 days per week, there may be little change in their career development process.  But, for teleworkers who will be teleworking 3 or 4 days per week, this point becomes important. The key to assisting in a teleworker’s career development combines good communication with equal opportunity for advancement.  Good communication will help teleworkers keep current on office activities, development, and new opportunities.  Discussing opportunities with your teleworkers also will help them move toward future prospects.  Remember that teleworkers will be interested in staying in the forefront of people’s minds.  You can help do this by giving them an equal share of high-profile activities, such as making important presentations or conducting research projects.

Equipment

Large equipment budgets aren’t necessary for teleworking, but, if your organization has some money available to purchase equipment and services, integrating teleworking into your routine will be smoother.  New technology such as portable computers, voice mail, and E-mail make teleworking more efficient and invisible to internal and external customers.  While some employees can telework without any special equipment, more and more employees are using computers in their jobs.  Voice mail and E-mail enable the teleworker to remain in contact with the designated headquarters office without interrupting support staff and co-workers.  Teleworking coordinators around the country recommend voice mail.  Your customers don’t need to know your home telephone number, and usually don’t realize that they’re actually reaching you at your home.  There may be equipment items that both you and your teleworker feel are needed but neither your organization nor the teleworker is able to provide.

Be prepared to look at ways to resolve this situation, such as:

· Borrowing surplus equipment from another division

· Having teleworkers buy additional equipment

· Having teleworkers plan their workload so they don’t need the additional equipment

· Using your budget to buy the equipment

Security

Some jobs have security or confidentiality requirements.  Policies to protect information might already be in your organization’s policy manual.  If procedures already exist, remind teleworkers where these procedures are described.  Teleworking may also create a need to address additional security policies. The sensitivity of the information should dictate the level of caution.

Do you see any necessary restrictions on files that can be taken to or accessed from the alternate site?  If sensitive files are taken to the alternate site, can they be disposed of there, or should they be brought back to the designated headquarters office for recycling or shredding?  Files may include politically sensitive information, personnel documents, research and design information, original contract, and bid documents 

Supervisor Is Opposed to Allowing an Employee To Telework

You and your teleworker should have a positive relationship before beginning teleworking.  If you identify areas of non-performance, lack of trust or dependency or direct supervision, it’s prudent to wait until these problems are resolved before allowing the employee to telework.  You should explain the true reasons for denying the teleworking opportunities, the necessary steps to improve the employee’s performance, and the time frame for re-evaluation.  If the criteria are met, the employee can begin teleworking.  This approach gives employees the responsibility for showing that they’re suitable teleworking  candidates, rather than requiring you to prove that the employees aren’t suitable.

Limited Teleworking Opportunity 

If you or your teleworking program limits the number of employees who can telework, this may create a gap between qualified applicants and Teleworking opportunities.  To address this issue, you may choose to implement the following approaches (or other approaches that are appropriate for your work group):

· Plan for Expansion. Select teleworkers to begin the program.  When management expands the program or when your concerns are alleviated, allow the additional applicants to begin teleworking.
· Offer Alternatives. Offer flexible work arrangements to all employees who can’t participate.  These options could include flex-time, four 10-hour days per week, or nine 9-hour days with the tenth day off every 2 weeks.  These choices may offset the disappointment of not being able to telework.
Resistance From Non-Teleworking Co-Workers

Co-workers may be concerned that they’ll have to do the teleworker’s work for them.  the best approach is to focus on the team atmosphere. Foster group effort to get the job done, and to emphasize that everybody counts and has to work toward the same goal.  Some teleworkers help-co-workers with other work to offset any work the co-workers do for the teleworkers.

Consider the ways that co-workers may benefit, for example, by having fewer distractions if enough people in the work group telework, and by having faster access to scarce in-office resources such as computers, printers, photocopiers, and conference rooms.  The first staff meeting to introduce teleworking can be used to discuss the use of the teleworker’s office or desk.  Is this space always open for use, open by permission only, or is it not available?

Dependent Care

Having a dependent in the home while teleworking may or not affect an employee’s ability to work.  A young child or elder who requires constant attention can create a second job for a teleworker.  On the other hand, an older child may need little supervision and may not affect the teleworker’s work.  Parents of school-age children often spread their work out so that the 8 hours can fit around the times when children are absent or when a second adult is home.

Teleworking Isn’t Working

There will be an initial adjustment period before teleworking becomes a routine way to get work done.  It may take a few months for employees to set new routines for teleworking days.  Until the new routines are familiar, expect a few rough spots.  For both new and experienced teleworkers the best approach is to be honest with your teleworkers about your concerns.  Meet with them as soon as you notice a problem. Make suggestions and ask the teleworker for ideas.  Revise the teleworking agreement, implement the changes, give teleworking a second chance, and reassess it in another month or two.

If your efforts still aren’t successful, then it may be time for the employee to stop teleworking.  Make it clear to co-workers and others that no stigma is attached to the return to the designated headquarters office.  Teleworking isn’t for everyone, nor is it for the same person all the time.  In fact, most teleworkers who return to the office do so for reasons other than performance, including a change in job duties, a change in supervisor, distractions at home, or because they miss the social interactions of the headquarters office.  If you think the reasons why teleworking isn’t working may be temporary (such as a short-term crisis at work requiring your teleworker’s onset presence), you may want to leave the door open for future teleworking opportunities.

Planning for Success

Here a few steps you can take to help make your teleworking program successful:

· Act on Problems and Give Praise as Soon as Noticed. Because the teleworker is absent 1 or more days each week, problems should be dealt with immediately.  Waiting 1 work day may mean waiting 3 or 4 days before  the teleworker is in the designated headquarters office and you can resolve the problem. By then, the immediacy of the feedback will be gone, or you may forget to provide it—until the same problem arises again.
· Be Honest With Your Teleworker. If concerns arise, you need to be comfortable approaching the teleworker.
· Ask for Input From Co-Workers and Customers. You and your teleworker aren’t the only people involved in the work arrangement.  Co-workers and customers also need to be satisfied with the accessibility of and service from the teleworker.
· Respect the Teleworking Arrangement. Give oral and written signals to all staff (teleworking or not) that you take the teleworking arrangement seriously and that you expect them to as well.  Thus, don’t tease teleworkers about “goofing off," or make them feel guilty for working at home.  Teleworkers are already anxious about how their supervisor will view teleworking.  Teleworking could end up increasing their stress rather than having the intended effect of reducing it!  Another way to show your respect for the teleworking arrangement is to avoid asking the teleworker to come into the office on a teleworking day—as far as the needs of the organization permit.
· Maintain Your Meeting Schedule With Your Teleworker. It’s tempting to postpone weekly meetings or to extend time between meetings.  For teleworking to succeed you need continual communication.
· Integrate a Review Process Into the Teleworking Program. Integrating a review process into the teleworking program can help you to evaluate performance and satisfaction.  Teleworkers are often anxious about their performance.  A review process is your organization’s standard performance evaluation.  But, if this evaluation is annual, it may not provide timely feedback for teleworking teams.  A second type of evaluation can take place by rewriting the teleworking justification (if you use them) and the teleworking agreement 6 months after teleworking begins.  The specific needs of the teleworker or supervisor often change after a few months.  The number of teleworking days each week may no longer be optimal, or the teleworking site may no longer be available.  This may mean rewriting the individual teleworking agreement, or it may mean suspending teleworking.
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