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Managers’ Attitudes to Teleworking

GLENDA SCHOLEFIELD and SIMON PEEL

Abstract

This paper investigates managers’ attitudes topandeptions of teleworking. Despite many
predictions that teleworking would become a sigaifit mode of work, evidence suggests
that the uptake of teleworking has been much less might otherwise be anticipated. It is
suggested that managerial resistance may play taimpahis. This study surveyed 123
managers in marketing firms in New Zealand andofedd this up with eight in depth
interviews. It is clear that while managers overlntiegly report positive attitudes towards
the concept of teleworking they have significanbh@@rns which affect their actual usage.
This paper contributes to our understanding ofdhasntradictory attitudes on the part of
managers and suggests further avenues for research.
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Introduction

It is more than 30 years since futurist Alvin Tefflpointed to the absurdity of “ship(ing)
millions of workers back and forth across the |laag®e every morning and evening” (1970:
4). Since then, writers such as Charles Handy Ipagdicted that one third of employees
would be working from home by the turn of the cewntuwhile in some workplaces
teleworking is not uncommon, at least in an ad dygeortunistic way, as a new form of work
teleworking has not caught on nearly as much adbes predicted. While accurate figures
are difficult to attain, research shows that only gercent of the EU workforce teleworks
(Sanchez, Perez, Carnicer & Jimemez, 2007) andJtdigure is lower at four percent
(Lupton and Haynes 2000). This article explores tbke that manager’'s attitudes and
perception play in teleworking adoption, and hoves#n might go some way towards
explaining why teleworking has not enjoyed the wplead adoption that might have been
anticipated. It investigates managers as key stdftets and decision makers in the
utilisation of and effectiveness of teleworkingaargements. It suggests that while managers
may express support for and endorsement for theepbrof teleworking, in practice there are
myriad reasons why they may not want to enablesésin practice.

Broadly speaking, teleworking is the concept of Eyges conducting their tasks by means
of communication technologies from a location ottiem the usual workplace. Other terms
have similar meanings and are often used interaably, although teleworking and

telecommuting have been mostly used in the liteea{@aruch and Yuen, 2000). As we
study managers’ attitudes towards and perceptibr@sparticular mode of working, we use

the term ‘teleworking’ in alignment with by otheesearchers in the field (for example,
Sanchez et al., 2007; Morgan 2004). We defins ipaid employees who conduct their tasks
from home at least one day per week, using commtimrctechnologies to do so
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The concept of teleworking became a popular topicatademic discussion following the
1970’s world oil crisis, when alternatives to ttamhal commuting were suddenly of great
importance (Baruch & Yuen, 2000). Over the nexb tdecades, interest in teleworking
reappeared in conjunction with various significaoturrences, for example the advent of the
new style of human resource management practicabeofl980s and the trend towards
flexible employment practices as one way to achiemmpetitive advantage (Lim & Teo,
2000; Haddon & Brynin, 2005; Sanchez et al., 200@)eworking became more viable with
the technological advances of the 1990s — partiguthe fast-growing commercial and
domestic usage of the Internet and email (Siha &ide, 2006). Teleworking is attracting
even more attention in the twenty-first centurythwissues such as traffic congestion,
pollution and work-life balance gaining prominenaed contributing to its contemporary
relevance (Harpaz, 2002). With the ongoing fasepdadevelopments in technologies,
teleworking will become even more accessible aridrddble (Roukis, 2006; Kowalski &
Swanson, 2005; van Winden & Woets, 2004). For etemthe number of Western
households with broadband Internet is rapidly expam particularly where purchasing
decision-makers are educated professionals (Dwi&eldal, 2007; Gill, 2006; Halal, 2004).
Trends indicate that employees and employers wéligasingly prefer or insist on flexibility
(Johnson, 2004; Rosendaal, 2003; Canny, 2002).s0,Abrganisations today need to be
responsive to a dynamic market in order to be ssfakor even just to survive (Schoemaker
& Jonker, 2005; O’Keeffe, 2002).

Given this, it could be expected that teleworkinguld become a common mode of
employment. However, the predictions of renownetlirists such as Alvin Toffler and
Charles Handy of widespread use to teleworking hage come to pass (Ndubisi &
Kahraman, 2005). In 2000, only six percent of tBeropean Union workforce was
teleworking (Perez, Sanchez, Luis Carnicer & Jime2€04). Even the United Kingdom’s
National Economic Development Office’s 1986 predictthat 10-15 percent of the country’s
workforce would be working from home by 1995 hasved to be greatly overestimated.
According to the 1997 British Labour Force survie actual figure in 1995 was only four
percent (Lupton & Haynes, 2000). However, evidepomts to growth in teleworking in
more recent years. For example, the number of @mepk in the United States whose
employer permits them to work away from the offatdeast one day per month increased 63
percent between 2004 and 2006 (Telework Trendl2@37).

The study of teleworking is of considerable conterapy importance. In Western nations,
where a service-based knowledge economy has oeertdie traditional manufacturing-
based economy (Hill, 2005; Green, 2003), thereotential for teleworking to become more
common. Yet, until as recently as the late 1990sre were very few robust scholarly
studies conducted in the field, due at least it parthe lack of consensus on an exact
definition of the concept (Kowalski & Swanson, 208&okhtarian, Salomon & Choo, 2005;
Harris, 2003). Of the research that has been dortee area, most has focused on the
individual teleworker (Bailey & Kurland, 2002). t#hbugh this has resulted in some valuable
insights, there remains a lack of research fromaaagement perspective (Perez et al., 2004).

Lupton and Haynes (2000) state that it is somewhat mystery why teleworking has not
become widespread, as organisations benefit freneased productivity as well as saving on
many of the costs incurred in running an officeobBrt and Borjesson (2006) point out that
firms that support teleworking improve their envingental profile. Other advantages for
employers include being better-able to offer cugtoservice outside of traditional business
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hours, attract and retain skilled staff in a ti¢gdtour market and respond to the changing
demographic such as the increase of women in th&faroe (Morgan, 2004; Ahmadi,
Helms & Ross, 2000).

On the negative side of the equation is the laclsafial interaction causing feelings of
isolation — and the risk of this resulting in dexged job satisfaction and company loyalty
(Perez, et al., 2002b; Wicks, 2002; Ward & Shal20@1). Another disadvantage is the lack
of company support for the employee. One survemdothat over 30 percent of teleworker
respondents stated that the lack of support, imetutechnical assistance, was a disadvantage
of working from home. The same study identifiedtthlifficulty in maintaining focus at
home was a problem for some, but that this appdarbé dependent on the particular home
environment (Mann, Varey & Button, 2000). Howeverany believe that if a teleworking
programme is implemented properly, the advantagesof@itweigh the disadvantages (for
example Carr, 2006; Madsen, 2006; Ammons & Markh2m04).

While factors influencing teleworking adoption inde employee demand as well as
organisational factors, it would not be possibleattopt a teleworking scheme without
managerial approval. Even in lieu of existing otigational backing, a manager who is keen
to implement teleworking for their staff will likgllobby the relevant decision-makers for
permission. As organisational support is vital feleworking adoption (Perez, Sanchez &
Luis Carnicer, 2003b) and managers’ roles arecatitin the uptake and success of
teleworking. Given this fact, the present studyestigates managers’ attitudes towards
teleworking. Teleworking research lends itself tee tstudy of white-collar, relatively
autonomous work situations (Ahmadi et al., 2000prg&n (2004) suggests that the biggest
barriers to teleworking adoption are negative wdgls and perceptions on the part of
managers. These opinions are then shared with otteeragers, thus perpetuating the
negative view of teleworking. For this reason, enoesearch into managers’ attitudes is
potentially valuable. This study responds to thp gathe empirical research identified by
Bailey and Kurland (2001) in that it focuses onksetwlders, other than individual
teleworkers, who influence or are influenced by thdoption of distributed work
arrangements.

The Study

This study investigated middle managers’ perceptiointeleworking using a mixed method
of a quantitative paper-based survey and qualdaiivdepth interviews. In selecting

marketing managers, we chose a particular type afagement context and a white-collar
office environment. Many marketing roles, suchcaaducting market research, preparing
communication briefs, writing advertising copy, idgéng promotional collateral, booking

media, analysing results and reporting, could fégdie carried out from home by means of
commonly available and relatively cost-effectiveheologies. We limited our sample to
managers with a moderate number of direct repadnts were full-time and employed under a
conventional employment arrangement, rather thatipae, temporary or contract.

The first phase of data collection was a surveystijoenaire which was intended to give a
broad view of marketing managers’ perceptions [@erking. It consisted of 22 questions
as well as a section for open ended commentsnitleded with an opportunity to volunteer
for phase two of this study — an in-depth intervielhe questionnaire was mailed to
marketing managers of companies with at least @6 atross all industries from the two
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largest cities in New Zealand — Auckland and Wegliam. A pack including a covering
letter, questionnaire and post paid return enveloge mailed out to 628 managers. A total of
123 completed questionnaires were received whichawsesponse rate of 20 percent. Of the
123 respondents, 42 managers volunteered to beviewed, an indication of the level of
interest in the subject of teleworking.

For the second phase of data gathering, eight neamagere selected for in-depth interviews.
They were selected purposively based on a nunfifactrs including having at least three
full-time, permanent direct reports, as coming frammix of industry sectors, a mix of ages
and gender, whether teleworking was feasible feir ttlirect reports, and a mix of those who
had adopted teleworking and those who had not. ifitegviews were semi-structured and
were conducted by the researcher face-to-face adu aecorded for subsequent verbatim
transcription.

There were a number of limitations concerning thmm@le that should be noted. The sample
targeted larger organisations despite the factNleat Zealand has a large proportion of small
and medium enterprises. The volunteer nature oineeview sample also meant that it was
likely that those managers with stronger viewyeitfor or against, would be more likely to
provide their details and participate further irs tstudy.

Survey Findings

The questionnaire respondents were 64 percent arale36 percent female. The tables
below show other relevant sample information. Théadn the age outlined in table one
show the relative youth of marketing managers. dditeon, the bulk of respondents were
from organisations with more than 50 employeesladimarketing departments of between
one and nine employees as shown in tables twolaad t

Table 1: Age of the Marketing Managers

Under 25 25-34 35-44 45-54 55-64 65+

2% 7% 41% 28% 22% 0

Table 2: Number of Employees

Numbers of: 1-9 10-19 20-29 30-39 40-49 50+
Employees in organisation 0 0 4% 4% 7% 85%
Employees in marketing unit| 76% 17% 1% 2% 1% 1%
Table 3: Number of full time direct reports

0 1-2 3-5 6-8 0-11 12-14 15+

11% 23% 33% 20% 7% 4% 3%

Table four (below) reports the answers to a sasfeges/no questions. Of those with direct
reports, the majority stated that it was possibtettiem to telework, however, managers were
evenly split between those who reported that theyeatly had some form of teleworking
arrangement in place and those who reported tegtdid not. A larger number (62 percent)
stated that they had considered allowing their mspm telework. Overall, the respondents
saw the advantages as outweighing the advantages.
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Table 3: Sample of survey questions

Yes No
Is it possible for your reports to telework? 68% %32
Do they telework now? 48% 52%
Have you considered allowing teleworking? 62% 38%
Overall, do the disadvantages outweigh the advastag 38% 62%

Respondents were asked a series of questions &ed &3 indicate the extent of their
agreement or disagreement with each of them. Tlaeseshown in table five (below)

followed by a brief commentary.

Table 5: Sample of survey questions

Teleworking will: Strongly | Slightly | Not | Slightly Strongly
Agree Agree Sure | Disagree | Disagree

increase company costs overall 2% 18% 33% 35% 159

improve employee satisfaction 36% 39% 15% 7% 3%

improve preferred employer status 27% 49% 15% 7% 2%

improve environmental awarenes8% 43% 24% | 19% 6%

and corporate social responsibility

create physical isolation that will15% 46% 13%| 18% 9%

have a negative impact on

performance

create physical isolation that wjll5% 30% 21% | 29% 15%

have a negative impact on loyalty

and retention

affect the performance of the tear8% 29% 14% | 33% 15%

negatively

create difficulty in performancel0% 41% 6% 33% 10%

managing teleworkers

make workers more distracted frqr8% 41% 21% | 20% 9%

their core work tasks, being at homme

result in workers working just ha21% 33% 30% | 12% 3%

hard even though they are out |of

sight of management and co-workers

allow the possibility of technological20% 48% 15% | 13% 5%

malfunctions that will have a

negative impact on productivity

overall

From the relative agreement or disagreement wihsthtements, we can see that 50 percent
disagree that it would lead to increased costshfercompany with a large proportion unsure
whether this would be the case. A solid majorityedpondents agreed that teleworking can
improve employee satisfaction and that a telewgrkarrangement could improve the
company’s preferred employer status. As for whetupporting teleworking would mean
that the company would be seen as more environtheatascious and socially responsible,
respondents were divided although a slight maj@gseed with only 25 percent disagreeing.
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A key question in the management of teleworkingwisether a teleworker’'s physical
isolation from the company and their co-workers|wiave a negative impact on the
individual's performance. A majority agreed thag¢ gphysical isolation of teleworking could
result in reduced performance. With regard toithpact on loyalty and retention, opinion
was divided. Opinion was also divided with regamdniegative impact on the work team
although 48 percent disagreed with the statemeairding the negative effect.

The literature suggested that a potential concath teleworking is that it might be more

difficult to manage the performance of teleworkeékgain, respondents were divided with a
slight majority suggesting that it could be mordficlilt to manage teleworkers. As to

whether teleworkers be more easily distracted ftbeir core work tasks while working at

home, the pattern of responses to this question weag similar to the earlier question

relating to negative impact on worker’s performgneegh 50 percent agreeing, 29 percent
disagreeing and 21 percent unsure.

Previously, a majority of respondents indicated teeworkers might be less productive and
might be more prone to distraction. When asked kdretdespite being out of sight of
management and co-workers, teleworkers would waskas hard, a majority of respondents
agreed that they would work just as hard. A largejority agreed that technological

malfunctions at the teleworker's home will have egative impact on their productivity

overall.

Interview Findings

One-third of the respondents, 42 people, voluntegrgarticipate in the second phase of this
study which consisted of an in-depth interview. lHEign-depth interviews were conducted

with five male and three female managers. Fiveduade sort of informal ad hoc teleworking

system in place and three reported no teleworkouywing. The interview transcripts were

analysed and comments relating to the managersépeons of aspects of teleworking were
highlighted.

When asked to identify the main benefits of teldwwy respondents most commonly
identified the ability to focus on a project orkagithout distractions and interruptions. Other
benefits identified, by more than two respondentse attracting and retaining staff in a tight
labour market and achieving better work life ba@an&Vhen asked about the main
disadvantages, all respondents cited technologioegliability and access issues affecting
productivity. Other disadvantages offered by thme more respondents were home
distractions, lack of impromptu communication aadef to face contact, lack of service, and
issues with building team relationships.

Respondents were asked about the factors that hmghthe actual use of teleworking. All
respondents stated that it would only work for a@iertpersonality types. Six out of eight
suggested that it would work occasionally but roattinely due to the impact on individual
and team performance. Other limitations cited bytiple respondents were that it would
only work well when there was a suitable work eoriment at home, clear goals and outputs,
a special project, regular contact, and approptetkenology. When asked why teleworking
IS not more common, two or more respondents citegssibility of office systems, the need
for a change of managerial mindset and increasesd, tand the need for social contact. A
typical comment was that:“...there are certain roles which will work ancertain roles
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which won’t work... it's not for everybody and &rct be for everybody.’As the interviews
progressed, the reservations became more appaldmiugh most continued to indicate
throughout the interview that they supported thecept of teleworking. What emerged were
many statements that demonstrated concern aboubusafacets of teleworking. For
example, when discussing whether performance mamagewould be any more difficult,
one interviewee replied:

| think possibly it could be — that you’re not seeithem day to day. When you're
managing somebody... are they there, are they avajlabe they doing what people
have asked them? You know what people have askedocause they’re right there,
they're in front of you, you're getting that feedkaall the time.

When asking whether teleworkers would be able tcabaesponsive as someone
working in the office, another interviewee stated:

No, probably not in all instances... are they refiagttheir email every two or three
minutes to check that they’ve got a new email cgrmifi And in theory they should
be answering their phone and have their mobile th @verything else like that.

Many interviewees were concerned with the issuehofe-based distractions:
“...being at home, having the distractions, having temptations, I'd say people
probably wouldn’t work quite as hard as they wodddat work”.

Discussion

This section discusses a number of key themes @mgefrgm this study. The starting point is
the finding that while managers indicated support the concept of teleworking, they
identified significant areas of concern that lirdittaeir actual usage of it. The balance of the
discussion explores some of the reasons why thexg lbe a gap between this overall
favourable attitude and managerial practice.

Managers in our study were largely supportive & toncept of teleworking. Sixty-two
percent of questionnaire respondents stated tlegtlblieved there were mainly benefits to
be gained for organisations implementing such aangement with benefits identified such
as improved employee satisfaction and preferred@mapstatus. However, only around half
of those for whom teleworking was feasible for thetiaff actually had some form of an
arrangement in place. Despite supporting the quno€ teleworking, most had concerns
about how it might actually work in practice. Tim®st common concerns were the risk that
technological problems, physical and social isolatiand home-based distractions would
result in loss of productivity. These factors aféen cited in the literature as potential
disadvantages of teleworking (Perez et al., 200%&ks, 2002; Ward & Shabha, 2001;
Ahmadi et al., 2000; Mann et al., 2000). This aadés that there are similarities between
New Zealand managers’ and their European and Nantlerican counterparts’ attitudes
towards teleworking.

The interviews with managers added richness tdfitlasng. Six out of the eight interviewees

stated that they were in favour of teleworking amticated a range of benefits. Yet, while
all had direct reports for whom teleworking wassibke, only informal arrangements were in
place. The interviewees went on to identify sigaift disadvantages and many of the
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benefits had conditions or qualifiers attached.comnmon theme was that teleworking was

only suitable some of the time and therefore, sdveanagers reported ad-hoc arrangements
with staff. 13 out of the 39 respondents who ado®mdments to the questionnaire stated that
they used teleworking on a ‘when required’ bastse Thanagers’ negative attitudes towards

many aspects of teleworking and overall lack ofisation corroborates Grantham and Paul

(1995) and Lupton and Haynes’ (2000) proposal thahagers’ negative attitudes are the

single largest barrier to teleworking.

If most managers were in favour of teleworking aerbut identified more disadvantages
than benefits, why might this be? One explanat®idcial desirability bias. Respondents
may have wanted to portray themselves as modeogrgssive, open-minded and flexible in
their management style, and thus open to altematvays of working, masking their
antipathy towards the topic.

A major preoccupation on the part of managersh@endquestionnaire and interviews) was the
reliability and usability of information and comnioation technologies. For example:

| strongly believe that the success and effects®nef teleworking is largely
dependent on having competent technology (oftditudifto get!)”. “Iit would be
more prevalent but for the cost — and unreliabitgf the technology.

Some writers have confidently asserted that simee 1990s teleworking has become a
practical opportunity for many employees (Kowal&k&wanson, 2005). Nevertheless, some
researchers of the day decried the lack of highdwaith and Intranet accessibility, and
proposed that this was a large reason for the [@mewa of teleworking being lower than
expected (Pliskin, 1997). A decade on, the intaveies observed similar hindrances, despite
the fact that New Zealand has one of the worldghést levels of broadband internet and
cellular telephone penetration (OECD, 2008). Thasas the question of whether these
hindrances are real or whether they merely provi@magers with an acceptable reason to
restrict the use of teleworking.

Another significant theme from this study is theportance of trust. While managers did not
speak directly of lack of trust, it emerged as entk in the interviews and can be seen to
underpin questionnaire respondent’s beliefs thatyetivity would be less for teleworkers.
This supports Lupton and Haynes’s (2000) conterttian trust is a major factor in the reason
teleworking has not become widespread — in fa€ty tjo as far as to state that managerial
trust is the largest obstacle. Cascio (2000) stthiat trust is so important that even if every
other factor is ideal, without it, it is impossidier teleworking to be a success. Managerial
attitudes to teleworking are linked to company udt According to Kowalski and Swanson
(2005), if the organisation’s culture is not onégabBshed on trust, then the managerial trust
required for teleworking implementation is unlikely

This study supports previous research which indgahat key factors in the lack of

teleworking adoption are managers’ perceptions earicg the need for and enjoyment of
social interaction and the prevalence of distragtion the home. The questionnaire asked
whether or not a teleworker’s physical isolationnfr the company and their co-workers
would have a negative impact on the individual'sfgenance. Although the term ‘social

interaction’ was not used in the question, it is #ocial interaction aspects of employment
that physical isolation would have the greatestaotpon, as work tasks and functional
communication are still able to be conducted froombh. 61 percent believed that the
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teleworker’s performance would be negatively af#dctiue to being physically absent from
their workplace and colleagues. The pattern gbarses indicated that managers were also
concerned about distractions in the home. Howes@ame saw fewer distractions at home.
Cascio (2000) discusses a study that found telesverio be 40 percent more productive
while working away from the office, mainly becausey have fewer distractions. Thus,
whether teleworkers are more or less productive degend on the particular circumstances
and distractions of their home environment in casttto the distractions to be found in their
workplace.

There is much in the teleworking literature regagdenvironmental benefits but managers in
this study did not regard them as a key factoracision making. This supports the Siha and
Monroe (2006) contention that potential environrakridenefits have played a relatively
small part to date in motivating organisations do teleworking. They draw attention to
the growing number of United States governmentiatives being put into place to
incentivise teleworking adoption and suggest tlateghments in other nations will follow
suit. This level of government involvement will vea the effect of creating more
organisational and public awareness.

Conclusions

This research began with something of a mysterhatTs, there has been a much lower
uptake of teleworking than was predicted decades &alge fact that the mystery remains is
due to the lack of scholarly studies on the subje&s managers are the ones who make
teleworking possible, managers were the subjedhisfinvestigation. Although they may
state that they are supportive of teleworking, busgnagers are unlikely to make the
necessary efforts to implement such an arrangefoetteir staff when, in reality, they have
mixed feelings about the concept. This is esplgcsd as many of their concerns involve
productivity, something of immediate importancerost managers.

Most managers in this study stated that they wefavour of teleworking. Three-quarters of
guestionnaire respondents and interviewees belithagdemployee satisfaction and preferred
employer status is improved. However, only arobal of those for whom teleworking was
feasible for their staff actually had some formaof arrangement in place. Although the
majority of the interviewees stated that they waupportive of teleworking, they identified
many more disadvantages than benefits. Many obé&nmefits that were noted, had conditions
or qualifiers attached.

From a review of the literature, one might surntis& managerial trust and control issues
would be the two main factors affecting managetstugles. In this study, technological
issues, lack of social interaction and the prewa@ewnf home-based distractions were
prevalent. However, trust can be seen to undgupifiormance concerns and the lack of
supportive managerial attitudes and organisatiadure are also factors. Overall, it is
suggested that managers’ mixed feelings regardiegconcept may be a key reason why
teleworking has not become widespread. These fgsdame not incongruent with the findings
of other studies in the area, most of which havenbeonducted in Europe and North
America. However, some limitations should be nofédleworking research is beset by
issues of definition and interpretation, despite ltlest efforts of the research to clearly define
the domain of interest. It is likely that responidecontinued to utilise their own definition of
teleworking, although this was less of an issuéliie interviewees, where they could be
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reminded of the definition throughout the discussiolrhe possibility of social desirability
bias affecting managers’ responses was noted earlie

There are many research opportunities in the foéldeleworking. Future research could
consider one or more variable in the adoption amdess of a teleworking arrangement. For
example, does it depend on the individual employethe level of their need for social

interaction or their particular home environmenttémms of its distractions? Or does it
depend on their manager’s perceptions of one oembrthese factors? Do demographic
variables such as age and gender affect adoptioriRef research is needed into other work
contexts.

With continued advances in telecommunications teldgy, it is likely that the managers’
concerns regarding these issues may become lessgre which means that the optimistic
predictions from the 1980s and 1990s may yet cooe tYounger generations of managers
may shift company cultures in ways that favour welking. Associated negative side
effects, such as the lack of social interactiodl, Mdely be overshadowed by growing public
concern over environmental issues and related @nublsuch as traffic congestion. In
addition, government and legislative encouragencentd play a significant role. In New
Zealand the Employment Relations (Flexible Workikrgangements) Amendment Act 2007,
requires employees to be responsive to employegsneich teleworking is one possible
response. Because of these and other forces, tddiegas likely to remain a significant area
of interest for researchers and practitioners alike
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