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Do you need work/life information fast?

E mail your questions to the DOT Work/Life Advisor on, child care and parenting, eldercare and caregiving issues, balancing work and family, telework health and wellness, and much more!

e-mail address:  dot.worklife@ost.dot.gov
Special Edition: Telework…Is it for me?
Telework is a term we often hear; however, it may not be clear what it really means and how it applies to us. Telework is sometimes called “telecommuting,” “flexiwork,” and “flexiplace.” Essentially, telework is an alternative work arrangement that enables employees to conduct some or all of their work outside of their primary workspace. This arrangement often means individuals can work from home, from a special telecenter near their home, or from another office location. Telework can be a permanent arrangement in which a person works off-site every weekday or it can be a more episodic or situational arrangement in which work is conducted outside of the traditional office on occasion. The telework information for the Department of Transportation can be found by visiting “DOT Worklife Program” at: http://dothr.ost.dot.gov.  

The Benefits of Telework

Opportunities to telework can be beneficial to employees, especially to those with acute illnesses or disabilities that make it unreasonably challenging for them to commute to a traditional office. Also, the extra time that might otherwise be spent commuting can be used to care for ill children or elderly parents instead. Telework can help reduce workplace overcrowding and office distractions thereby benefiting both the teleworker and non-teleworking coworkers. In fact, government agencies and corporations have found that fewer employees take sick leave and retention rates increase when telework is common practice. Telework can be a strategy for emergency preparedness by arranging work that can be conducted from alternate locations such as in case of building evacuations or temporary office closures.  

Considerations about Telework

Despite the potential benefits of telework, it is important to realize that the existence of a telework policy or access to a formal telework arrangement does not guarantee positive workplace and personal outcomes. In fact, recent scientific research has found that “highly mobile work” or working from non-traditional locations can lead to increased work-family conflict and can hinder work performance under certain circumstances (Kossek et al., 2004). These circumstances include when employees are not prepared or suited for telework, when jobs are not designed for telework, when supervisors are unsupportive of the arrangement, and when telework plans and culture change are not effectively communicated with all employees impacted by the arrangement. 

To make telework an effective and successful arrangement…

What Employees Can Do:

1. Determine if your boundary management style is more toward integration or segmentation. Research has found that if you tend to integrate your work and personal matters, telework may be more difficult for you. In other words, if you have difficulty segmenting or separating your family concerns while you are at work, this may become even more difficult to do when you are at home near those concerns. Ask yourself: Can I quickly and easily switch in and out of roles and fully focus on the role at hand (e.g.., as a worker; as a parent)?  

More for Employees…

2. Determine whether you are a self motivated employee. In a telework situation, you often will not have your supervisor or coworkers near you to encourage or motivate you so it is important to be a self initiator. If you are interested in telework, contact your HR office and request the name of the telework coordinator for your mode.3. Decide if you can easily structure your day by creating a clear start and end time. Working excessive hours can be stressful and detrimental to your health despite where you put in those hours. Telework should not be used as a mechanism to overwork yourself!4. Determine if you are comfortable working alone. Ask yourself: Is social interaction a key component to a successful workday for me? 5. Discuss your apprehensions with your supervisor and your family to ensure everyone is supportive of the transition. If you are working from home, it may be important that you explain your “work hours” to your family so your quiet time is respected. 

What Supervisors Can Do: 

1. Identify employees who are good telework candidates. Employees should be considered for telework unless they have documented conduct or performance problems. The website, www.telework.com has some tips for identifying such employees. 

2. Determine if a position is compatible with telework. Can the work can be broken down into tasks that can be performed off-site? One hundred percent of the work does not have to be telework appropriate for a telework arrangement to be successful. For example, writing-intensive projects are often good telework candidates while meetings and team activities may be held onsite to review assignments.

More for Supervisors…

3. Be willing to “think outside of the box.” Challenge traditional thinking that might be keeping you from embracing telework. Become comfortable holding meetings over the phone or electronically.

4. Be sure to include telework employees in discussions as often as your non-telework employees.
5. Provide frequent feedback and recognize performance of telework employees. Telework employees often feel less valued and less supported by their supervisors. Since they are not in direct line of sight of a supervisor, telework employees can feel forgotten.

6. Establish telework agreements with employees so expectations are made clear upfront. Find helpful hints at www.telework.gov.

7. Meet with all employees prior to implementing a telework arrangement to encourage them to share their thoughts and to discuss plans. Research reveals that employees are more accepting of an arrangement and feel it is more fair if they feel they had a “voice” or input in the decision.

8. Seek out telework development and training opportunities. By doing this, you will become a cutting edge and effective telework supervisor. For more information on these opportunities, contact your Work-life Advisor.
* Telework can be an excellent tool to help you balance your work and personal life. However, telework alone is not the solution to a balanced life. You must prepare yourself, your family, and work closely with your supervisor to ensure the transition is a success!
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