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Abstract—In general, little scientific research has been done 

to investigate how an organization can develop a successful 
telecommuting program, as well as what factors impact an 
employee’s ability to be an effective teleworker.  This study 
attempts to identify the variables impacting the effectiveness of 
these programs through a case study analysis of five different 
organizations.  These organizations varied widely in the efficacy of 
their telecommuting programs, and by comparing these 
differences, insight was gained as to what factors impact the 
effectiveness of telecommuting programs, as well as to the pros and 
cons of telecommuting in different business environments. 
 
      Index Terms—Remote management, telecommunicating, 
telework, virtual organizations. 
 
 

I.  INTRODUCTION 
 

As telework appeared on the scene, it was thought that 
thousands of employers would introduce telecommuting 
options to provide their employees with more flexibility, to 
reduce costs, and to achieve social ends such as the reduction 
of pollution and congestion associated with automobile travel 
[1]. Estimates of the numbers of workers that would be 
telecommuting in the US by the end of the twentieth century 
ranged from 10 million—an estimate provided by the U. S. 
Department of Commerce [2] to 55 million—40% of those 
employed [3].  Venkatesh and Johnson [4] observed that the 
present use of technologies in telecommuting has not reached 
the expected numbers or at least not those numbers projected 
by the most enthusiastic advocates of telecommuting.  

We desired to gain deeper insights as to the pros and cons 
of telecommuting by interviewing those involved in 
organizational life. From the literature we gathered that 
telecommuting was not equally appropriate for all people, all 
jobs, or all organizations. We desired more specific knowledge 
concerning these issues. There are a lot of speculations and 
numerous anecdotal reports on telework practices, but there is 
limited scientific research.  Our case study analysis is an early 
step to a systematic investigation of what it takes to achieve 
successful telework. 
 
 

II. METHOD 
 

Our research developed a series of case studies to 
determine which practices are successful for managing projects 
and people remotely—either in different offices or from home.  
We selected five organizations representing different industries 
and organizational types.  We interviewed several employees at 
each organization and gathered additional information, such as 
demographics, organizational policies on telecommuting, and 
professed organizational culture.  In the interviews we asked 
about people's experiences working remotely or working with 
others who were remote, methods and tools that were in place 
for supporting that kind of interaction, challenges faced, 
additional support that would have been useful, and types of 
people and jobs that were appropriate and inappropriate for 
telecommuting.  The interviews took approximately 45 minutes 
each. All data collected were treated confidentially, including 
company and participant names. 
 

III. RESULTS 
 

We interviewed several employees at each of five 
organizations—a law firm, a large IT company, an automotive 
design firm, a virtual start-up company and a government 
agency. 
  
A. Law Firm with Offices Throughout the USA 

Consistent with the other four organizations in the study, 
the law firm employees suggested that certain characteristics of 
the person, job, and organization are critical for successful 
remote work.  These include: self-motivated, responsible, 
experienced and communicative employees; divisible, 
autonomous tasks; and an organization with technology and 
technical savvy to support virtual work.   

Although people generally reported greater productivity 
when working from home, telecommuting had its costs.  At an 
individual level, social isolation is common.  Also, from the 
organization’s perspective, too much telecommuting 
disintegrates office culture and the mentoring of junior 
employees.  The firm counteracted this problem by encouraging 
attorneys not to work at home more than 1-2 days per week and 
associating a social stigma with not being at one’s desk during 
work hours. 

This organization stood out from the others because it has 
a relatively large on-site support staff that is proficient with 
tools that enable remote work.  The attorneys are successful at 
working at home and in other remote locations, in part, because 



they have instantaneous electronic access to all of their 
documents and correspondence. 
 
B. Large IT Company with Sites Around the World 

Similar to the law firm, this organization successfully 
implemented telecommuting by having a notable support 
system.  Unlike the law firm, few employees were required to 
work uniformly at the office.  Rather, support for 
telecommuting was provided by the extensive electronic 
communication technology and remote access to data and 
equipment.  Also similar to the law firm and other 
organizations, employees reported that telecommuters should 
be self-managed and have some amount of tenure with the 
company to establish networks and gain experience with the 
job.  Furthermore, interviewees emphasized the importance of 
telecommuters making themselves accessible.  It is paradoxical 
that they mentioned that an advantage of telecommuting is 
reduced distractions, but also that telecommuters must be 
accessible.   

Consistent with published company information, 
interviewees stated that they worked over 50 hours per week—
a 25% increase over the 40-hour nominal full-time workweek.  
Coupled with the reported need to be accessible and usage of 
cell phones and pagers, we conclude that employees at this 
organization are expected to be “at work” a lot, and that the 
boundaries between work and home may be blurred.  Further 
discussions with interviewees confirmed this notion.  The norm 
was to be available to work nights and weekends, and even 
during vacations, either answering phone calls or corresponding 
via email.    This suggests that future research should focus on 
the effects of telecommuting on work/life balance. 
 
C. Automotive Design Subsidiary of Large Industrial Company 
in the U.S. and Japan 
 

This organization stands out from the others because it 
does not permit telecommuting and prefers travel between 
remote offices over electronic communication.  It encourages 
designers to work together face-to-face by coming into the 
office daily and traveling between offices as needed.  The 
designers and engineers in this organization suggested there 
were two primary reasons for this approach: (a) the artistic 
nature of the work required in-person interaction; and (b) the 
language and cultural differences between the U.S. and 
Japanese employees reduced the effectiveness of electronic 
communication.  Similar to the other organizations in this study, 
however, is the norm for the designers and engineers to work 
virtually to extend their workday. 

 
D. Small Completely Virtual Start-up Company 

This completely virtual organization was unique in that it 
believed that essentially all jobs could be performed remotely.  
Two of the interviewees actually said that it was a “myth” that 
some jobs could not be performed remotely, with the exception 
of physical assembly.  Similar to the other organizations in this 

study, but to a larger extent, the participants in this organization 
emphasized that virtual employees need to be skilled in 
proactive communication.   

Finally, another emerging theme was that the company 
employed many parents of young children and these parents 
were happy to be able to integrate work and family.  An 
interesting anecdotal note about gender differences surfaced as 
a result of this theme:  the women seemed to be more effective 
at multitasking, according to the president.  Specifically, the 
women seemed to be more able to manage the integration of 
work and family life than were the men.  Perhaps this is an 
effective way to solve the dilemma that women—more then 
men—often face: balancing work and life.  Additional support 
for this hypothesis is that there were a large number of women 
in positions of authority in this organization.  This is certainly 
an area for future research. 
 

E. Office of the District Attorney (DA) 

This organization is unique in this study because, although 
telecommuting was officially encouraged through a highly 
developed telecommuting program in the county government of 
which it is a part, in reality, it was rarely done in this office.  It 
could be argued that the employees in the DA’s office are 
impeded from telecommuting because they have to be available 
for their clients, but Mandel’s [5] study found that “the need to 
be available for clients did not limit an employee’s 
telecommuting” (p. 70).  He did find that supervisor support 
influenced the frequency of telecommuting.  Therefore, it is 
more likely that managerial support for telecommuting has 
declined since the telecommuting program was first 
implemented. 

Another reason why telecommuting may have failed in this 
organization is because the DA’s office may operate under the 
traditional (face-to-face) work environment of a bureaucratic, 
hierarchical government agency.  It may be that office presence 
is critical to an employee’s success in this type of environment.   
 
 

IV. Discussion 
 
We interviewed employees from five organizations about 

each organization’s telecommuting practices and the 
employees’ experiences with telecommuting.  Three of the 
organizations had successful telecommuting policies and 
practices.  One organization discouraged telecommuting but 
engaged employees in telework between remote offices.  One 
organization implemented a telecommuting program, but the 
number of participants has gradually decreased to none over the 
seven years of the program’s existence.  The similarities and 
differences between these organizations provide insight into 
what factors contribute to the ability of an organization to 
implement telecommuting. 
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