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Supervisor: Dr. R. Alan Hedley
ABSTRACT

It is estimated that by the year 2001, there will be over one million teleworkers in Canada
and over 30 million teleworkers in the United States (Inno Visions Canada, 1997: 2-3).
These statistics, combined with the fact that little is known about the impacts of
relocating workers from the traditional workplace to the home, were the major issues
prompting this research. This thesis examines the social impacts of information
technology on North American teleworkers by addressing two main questions: 1) How do
teleworkers experience and value computer-mediated communication? And 2) How does
telework impact upon the processes of individuation and social solidarity? The concepts
of individuation and social solidarity developed by Emile Durkheim help to contextualize
this research theoretically. From July to October 1997, an on-line questionnaire designed
to collect data via the Internet was electronically posted. To locate a teleworker sample,
a combination of over 400 e-mails and on-line requests were sent to organizations,
corporations and individuals thought to be associated with teleworking. In total, 18
teleworkers voluntarily completed the questionnaire. The findings suggest that
computer-mediated communication facilitates the efficient and productive
accomplishment of work: 89% percent reported having greater control over how they
conduct their work; 56% reported both fewer interruptions and increased productivity;
and 61% indicated working more hours per week. However, even though 83% reported
spending more time with their families, 72% indicated that decreased interaction and
face-to-face contact with co-workers is a disadvantage of teleworking. Furthermore,

although the majority of respondents reported decreases in both face-to-face contact
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(78%) and socializing (61%) with their colleagues, most also stated that they enjoyed
teleworking more than working in a traditional office (83%) and would like to telework
for their entire career (67%). This thesis also examines the advantages and disadvantages

of collecting data on-line and provides suggestions for conducting future research

involving information technologies and telework.
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CHAPTER 1
Introduction

Two-thirds of Fortune 1000 companies currently have telecommuting programs, half of
which were instituted in the past two years. A majority of those with telecommuting
programs expect them to continue to grow, while nearly 60% of executives from

companies without programs expect to institute one within the next three years.
(www.teleworker.com/quotes.html, 1997:1)

As we enter the 21* Century, work, communication and interaction have the
potential to undergo significant changes. The revolution and use of information
technologies throughout the world are challenging fundamental conceptualizations of
how people live their lives. From our individual neighbourhoods to the world at large
(often termed the Global Village) computer networks such as the Internet are redefining
many social, economic and technological features of our lives. Part of the information
technology revolution involves the ability to work from home via a computer and the
Internet, thus presenting a viable alternative to the daily commute in and out of the city
centre. By reintegrating the home and the workplace, some believe that telework may
hold the promise of the future through a return to the past. The cottage industry that was
replaced by industrialization is now a suggested alternative to those social ailments
stemming from the industrialization of work and society. Whether or not in response to
recent corporate downsizing, business process re-engineering, outsourcing and/or
technological developments that uprooted many workers and marked the end of many
businesses, a workforce of teleworkers is emerging. While we do not know if telework
represents the future trend of work for large numbers of individuals, we do know that its

impacts on human interaction and social solidarity are likely to be significant.



Telework first appeared in mass public consciousness during the early 1970s.
Developed in response to the energy crisis, working from home (telecommuting) instead
of commuting to work was presented as a viable way to conserve fuel (Huws, 1991:22).
While the idea of teleworking in the 1970s may have been well-intentioned, the
telecommunications infrastructure, affordability, and capability of personal computers at
that time made this idea impractical, if not implausible. Today, however, with the
development of information technologies (IT) and the personal computer (PC), working
from home is not only economically and technologically feasible, but for many
individuals and corporations an attractive means of production.

The advanced networking of computers around the world, such as the Internet,
facilitates the global transmission of information. Accessing an office database to
download documents needed to complete a task has been possible for a number of years.
Today, however, individuals connected to a computer network can collect information
from, and communicate with, individuals, corporations and databases connected to the
same network throughout the world. In the case of the Internet, access to over 170
countries worldwide presently exists (Salamon, 1997:2). Concomitant with Internet
growth, more and more businesses are offering their services and selling their products
“on-line”. At the present time, not only can we purchase groceries over the Net, we can
book airline tickets, read or listen to the news, and even view our children playing in
daycare (via a web camera and web site). Undoubtedly, developments in IT have
dramatically increased our opportunities to communicate with the world around us. With
access to a networked computer, the entire world of on-line information and on-line

individuals becomes accessible to any other networked computer or individual in the



world. Unlike the teleworkers of the 1970s, today’s teleworkers can do more than simply
work from home; in many regards, they can fulfill numerous personal responsibilities,
needs and interests.

Telework may be viewed as a product of the larger telecommunications and
information technologies revolution. Conceived as crucial for recent and future social
and economic development, “telecommunications technologies and services are
increasingly seen as the central nervous system of the evolving world economy of the
twenty-first century, not merely as a concomitant of future growth and welfare but as a
precondition for both” (Snow, 1988:153). The reasons for viewing IT as revolutionary
are threefold: first, it allows for lower-cost production of existing goods and services;
second, it produces new goods and services; and third, it involves the convergence of
computer and telecommunications services (Snow, 1988:159). Remarking on the speed
and impact of technological change, Rockwell et al. (1995:152) note:

The 1990’s are not a time of incremental improvements; they

are a time of qualitative change that is quite properly described

as arevolutionary era. This is an era in which the cost of computing

cycles is rapidly approaching zero, in which mass-storage devices are

doubling in their capacity in less than a year’s time, and in which

communications technology is, if anything, advancing more rapidly

than is computer technology.

Within North America, the economic importance of IT is made apparent by the

funds allocated to IT infrastructure projects by both the American and Canadian

governments. In the US, up to $2 billion a year has been allocated for its National

Information Infrastructure Program (Menzies, 1997:106). In Canada, the Chrétien

government has set aside funds under its own $6 billion infrastructure project and

allocated over $100 million to CANARIE (Canarie, 1997). CANARIE is largely a



private-sector consortium that was created in 1993. It was designed to facilitate the
“development of critical aspects of the communications infrastructure of a knowledge-
based society and economy in Canada, and in so doing to contribute to Canadian
competitiveness in all sectors of the economy, to wealth and job creation and to our
quality of life”” (Canarie, 1997).

For the purposes of this research, “telework is work that, as a result of the
application of information and communications technology, is separated from the
location of the employer for at least 20% of working hours” (Weijers et al., 1992:1049).
For work to be considered telework it must meet four criteria: one, it consists of the
processing of information in a broad sense; two, it results in measurable output (reports,
accounts) that can be planned and fitted into a whole of activities; three, it does not
depend on face-to-face or physical contact; and four, it must involve the use of
telecommunications and advanced information technologies (such as the Internet,
intranets, Local Area Networks (LANs) or Wide Area Networks (WANSs)) as an essential
and central feature of the work (Weijers et al., 1992:1050; Bibby, 1997:1). Within this
research, the terms felework and telecommuting are synonyms, and the Internet is defined
as a worldwide network of electronically linked computers, characterized by continuous
growth, dispersed control and organization, and operating on the Transmission Control
Protocol/ Internet Protocol (TCP/IP) suite. TCP/IP is a computer network protocol which
allows computers to communicate with each other through a wire (Carroll and
Broadhead: 1996: 90). As there are many components to the TCP/IP suite, only the most
basic components involved in transferring data across the Internet will be presented,

using the analogy of the postal service.



When a letter is sent via the postal service, the typical process is to put the letter
into an envelope and write on the envelope the recipient’s address as well as one’s return
address. This happens automatically when sending data over the Internet. First, data to
be transmitted are directed into an electronic envelope called an IP Packet. This packet
has the sender’s IP address and the IP address of the recipient. The telephone lines,
Ethernets, fiber optic cables, and satellite transmissions, which are equivalent to the
trucks and planes of the postal service, transport the data to and from Internet routers (or
postal substations) where the packets of information are directed to the recipient’s
address. Upon arriving at the intended address, the IP packet is opened and the data are
available to the user.

This may seem simple enough, but suppose that you had to send someone a book
and the Post Office only accepted letters? What could you do? As Krol (1992) notes:
“You could rip each page out of the book, put it in a separate envelope, and dump them
all in a mailbox. The recipient would then have to make sure the pages all arrived and
paste them together in the right order. This is what TCP does” (p. 23). TCP software on
your computer takes the information that you want to send, breaks it into pieces, numbers
each piece so that upon receipt the data can be verified and put back into the proper order.
It then places the data into a TCP envelope, which in tum is placed into an IP envelope,
and finally given to the network. Once in IP Packet form, data can be transmitted
throughout the Internet. Upon receiving the IP Packets, the TCP software on the
receiver’s computer collects the envelops, extracts the data and puts them into the proper
order. If data are missing or corrupted, the receiving computer requests retransmission of

the required data until the process is successful (p. 23). Thus, the process of sending data



throughout the Internet is made possible with the universal transmission protocol known
as TCP/IP.

With the development of computer networks and a transmission protocol enabling
computers to communicate, numerous tasks involving the use of computers can be
completed at remote locations. Just as there are numerous types and variations of
occupations, individuals conducting telework may be classified into five main groups
(Kellerman, 1993:84; MTA, 1997:2): 1) ‘Privileged workers’, or those employed by a
corporation or business who want to work at home and have the proper conditions to do
s0; 2) those forced by their employer to work at home (especially part-time female
workers); 3) informal or illicit teleworkers (individuals working from home with no
corporate approval or in defiance of policy); 4) self-employed, freelance, or
entrepreneurial teleworkers; and 5) after-hours home workers. In this research, I will be
examining the first two of these categories — corporate teleworking. By virtue of the
large employee population, the implementation of teleworking programs by multinational
corporations will presumably have the greatest impact on work, communication and
social interaction for North American societies. This will especially be the case should
corporate teleworking become a job requirement rather than an option.

Early estimates of telecommuting in Canada suggested that by the mid-1990s, 15
percent of the workforce would be working away from a central office (Cordell,1985:33).
Currently, statistics on teleworking in America, as reported on the World Wide Web,
vary dramatically. For example, Teleworking Related Quotes web pages (1997:3), citing
the NBC Nightly News on March 22, 1994, state: “in 1990 there were ... 2 million

telecommuters .., 7.8 million this year [1994], and by 2001, an estimated 30 million



telecommuters.” Exceeding this estimate by many millions, the Telecommuting & Home
Office Exposition & Conference web site (1997:1) notes that “there are 23 million
corporate home workers today in the US workforce (11 million telecommuters and 12
million high-tech after-hours workers). By the year 2000, approximately 55 million US
workers will be telecommuting or working remotely.” Although the accuracy of these
statistics may be questionable, even the lower estimate provides us with an indication of
the social and economic importance of telework for North American society. OECD
(1996) and World Competitiveness Report (1995) statistics denote similar trends in IT
development and employee utilization of information and Internet technology among
workers ‘in the United States and Canada.

The initial step of reintegrating work and home through teleworking involves
relocating workers from their workplace to their home. Illustrating the point that the
geography of work is changing, Bibby (1997:1) notes:

If, for example, business documents or correspondence are stored in paper

form in a conventional office filing cabinet, the workers responsible for

processing that information must clearly work in the same room -- or at

least within close geographical reach -- of the files they need.

When the same information is stored in digital form, by contrast, the data

required can be extracted, worked on and eventually re-filed from a

computer located hundreds or thousands of kilometers away. In theory (if

not quite yet in practice), the workers can be based anywhere in the world.

While relocating the worker is the most definitive characteristic of teleworking,
the impacts of this relocation are largely unknown. For example, in the relocation from
workplace to home, workers spend less time in the physical presence of each other. This
aspect of relocating is of primary concern. As human face-to-face interaction among

workers occurs less frequently, thus affecting workplace solidarity, what consequences

does this have for individual teleworkers?



In decreasing the social density of the workplace through having individuals work
out of their homes, how is the social solidarity brought about by the industrial revolution
altered by the onset of the information revolution? Wellman et al. (1996) expand on this
line of questioning:

The privatization of relationships affects community, organizational,

and co-worker solidarity. Virtual communities are accelerating the ways

in which people operate at the centers of partial, personal communities,

switching rapidly and frequently between groups of ties. Whether working

at home or at an office workstation, many workers have an enhanced ability

to move between relationships. At the same time, their more individualistic

behavior means the weakening of the solidarity that comes from working in

large groups. (232)

As information technology develops at a rapid pace, the social impacts on solidarity are
difficult and problematic to determine or predict. As many of us struggle to stay abreast
of new technologies and are quick to incorporate these technological developments into
our lives, too often there remains little or no time to reflect upon the social consequences
of our actions. As we continuously pursue faster and more sophisticated technologies to
help us complete our work, the need to improve our computer skills often takes priority
over attempts to improve relationships with those around us. Because teleworking is
largely accomplished by utilizing the latest information technologies, sociological
investigations of the effects of teleworking on the lives of individuals and their sense of
social solidarity should be conducted in an effort to understand better the impacts which
teleworking may have. As increasing numbers contemplate whether or not to telework,
empowering these individuals and companies with the knowledge to make informed
decisions is a reasonable goal.

Pursuing this goal, my thesis will explore how the information revolution, through

the reorganization of work and the reintegration of work and home, may impact upon



individuals’ lives and the social solidarity of groups. As the number of individuals
engaging in telework throughout North America is forecast to increase dramatically, there
are numerous questions requiring answers: how does interaction mediated by computers
compare to face-to-face interaction? do teleworkers feel isolated because they are
working at home? do teleworkers spend greater amounts of time with their families and
within their community as a result of being relocated at home? is co-worker solidarity
and interaction that occurs in the workplace missed by teleworkers? how does telework
influence the creation and maintenance of social solidarity? We are attempting to answer
these questions to understand better the sociological impacts teleworking has on

individuals and society.
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CHAPTER 2

Theoretical Context
Occurring just over two hundred years ago, the industrial revolution had a great

impact on the social and physical organization of work, labour and society. Reducing the
demand for human labour in the agricultural sector and moving traditional cottage
industries into the urban centre, the institution of work experienced profound changes as
the density and volume of cities increased. The establishment of work and time around
the production of goods provided the structure upon which cities were organized. Labour
markets were developed, and time became defined as either productive (labour) or
nonproductive (leisure) (Hughes et al.,1995: 8-10).

The expansion of transportation and communication networks were two
fundamental technological advances brought about by the industrial revolution. As they
greatly improved access to markets, raw materials and labour, these networks were
crucial to the industrial revolution’s development. Trains and railroads in the early 1800s
provided a far more efficient means of mobilizing people and freight than canals and
carriage (Hedley 1992: 88). The invention of the printing press, telegraph and telephone
provided the wide-open channels needed for industrial-era communications. Countries
developing mass production and mass consumption required mass communications and a
means of efficiently delivering their new products (Toffler, 1980: 51). As goods were
delivered across the spaces of land, so too was the transmission of information.
Populations became informed as information regarding national interests, politics,
concerns and values were disseminated through new communication networks. These

networks consisted of post, newspapers, the telegraph and later the telephone and radio
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(Deschenes, 1992:4). For example, through the combination of both transportation and
communication networks. Toffler (1980) notes that by the year 1836, the British Post
Office was carrying “some 88 million pieces of mail a year—an avalanche of
communications by the standards of the day” (p.50). Accompanied by increases in
education and literacy, the ability to transmit, receive and interpret information in a
timely fashion altered and encouraged the development of industries, economies and
societies throughout much of the world. While these effects of industrialization are only
a small portion of all the changes that have occurred, they help us to realize the enormity
of the impact of the industrial revolution on work, individuals, collectivities and
solidarity.
From Industrial to Information Society

As the 20™ Century comes to a close, new technological developments of epochal
magnitude are constituting an information revolution. Manifested in the global
communication network called Internet, the proliferation of computer technology in
North America has infiltrated society to the degree that existing conceptualizations of
labour, the individual, society and solidarity may have to be re-examined. Connecting
people electronically via computers and telephone lines, the Internet allows individuals
and groups to communicate and transfer information instantaneously across vast
distances with relatively little expense. The extent of this technological development and
its universal capability creates the potential and possibility for work and home to once
again become integrated. Although the population density of cities will not likely
decrease in response to a growing number of individuals working from home (the reverse

impact of the industrial revolution), as the transmission of information around the world
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is made easier and more affordable everyday, the requirements of physically leaving our
homes in order to work and entertain ourselves will lessen over time. In effect,
technological developments in the means of production may have reached a level
whereby workers no longer have to leave their homes in order to be productive. Of
course, during the time it took for the industrial revolution to be succeeded by the
information revolution, the content of production has also undergone significant changes.

Unlike agricultural and manufacturing work, which are classified in the primary
and secondary sectors of the economy respectively, telework represents an emerging
trend primarily within the service or tertiary sector. The increasing proportion of jobs
within the service sector of the economy, which matches the declining proportion of jobs
in the primary and secondary sectors, has prompted what some call ‘the second industrial
revolution’ or ‘postindustrial society’ (Pool, 1990:11). Rather than producing goods, the
service economy provides transportation, security, health care and other services (p.10).
More specifically, rather than physically crafting and manipulating raw materials and
resources to produce industrial goods, information workers within the service industry
manipulate symbols and information in the creation of knowledge. Outputs such as
research reports, news, databases, etc., constitute the products of value created by an
information workforce (Martin, 1988:71).

Since the emergence of sociology as a discipline, the investigation of ‘the
individual® and ‘the social’ has preoccupied the minds of many great sociologists. For
example, focusing on the structural aspects of society and social life stemming from the
industrial revolution, Durkheim theorized that an increased division of labour brought

about a transformation of social order from a solidarity based upon similarity in the
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assignment of tasks and work (referred to as mechanical solidarity) to one based upon a
highly differentiated and specialized organization and assignment of work (referred to as
organic solidarity) (Hedley, 1992:108).

Mechanical solidarity denoted the conditions of simple societies having little in
the way of specialized institutions, and held together by a collective conscience. For
Durkheim, collective consciousness was the totality of beliefs and sentiments shared by
the citizens of the same society. Its main purpose was to maintain order and stability
among undifferentiated societies (Durkheim, 1984:226). Durkheim believed that as
evolutionary trends favoured the division of labour, common consciousness would loosen
its monolithic grip on the individual. Consequently, “when every consciousness no
longer beats as one, social integration has to depend more and more upon the imperatives
of co-operative action” (Parkin, 1992:28).

Organic solidarity represented a new social order stemming from increases in life
expectancy, population density, and human interaction (Hedley, 1992:108). Durkheim
theorized how organic solidarity allows individuals to achieve a degree of autonomy,
while remaining accountable and responsible for the collective welfare of society. Coser
notes:

Durkheim wanted to enhance the autonomy of the individual even as

he clung to the idea that such autonomy could only be attained upon

secure foundations in conditions of social solidarity firmly binding its

members to each other. To put the question in his own words:

“The question that has been the starting point for our study has been

that of the connection between the individual personality and social

solidarity. How does it come about that the individual, whilst becoming

more autonomous, depends ever more closely upon society? How can

he become at the same time more of an individual and yet more linked

to society?... It has seemed to us that what resolved this apparent antimony

was the transformation of social solidarity which arises from the ever-
increasing division of labour (p.xxx).” (Coser, 1984: xiii - xiv)
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Represented by a functionally differentiated institutional order which combines a
complex division of labour with a regulating but minimal collective conscience,
Durkheim postulated that organic solidarity could achieve a balance between
individualism and socialism (Miiller, 1988: 142). Through organic solidarity, the
individual is not wholly submerged in the collectivity. Rather everyone enjoys a measure
of autonomy sufficient to allow the personality to develop along idiosyncratic lines, free

of the yoke of the common consciousness. (Durkheim, 1984:118).

In addition to Durkheim, Pool (1990) notes that “Karl Marx, Max Weber, and
virtually all analysts of modern industrial society have pointed to the separation of place
of work from residence as a key feature” of modern industrial society (p.230). In fact, a
re-integration of work and home through telework could represent a return to the
integration of work and home enjoyed by farmers and craft workers which existed prior
to the 18" Century, and thus could reverse a 300-year trend of the factory system (p.230).

Since the Division of Labour in Society was first published in 1893, a great deal

of technological and social change brought about by the industrial revolution has
occurred. While some believe that telework exemplifies the perfection of modernization
through an ever narrowing division of labour (Nunes, 1995: 6), and others consider
telework to represent a break from the constraints of industrialization (Ekecrantz, 1986:
11), we must resist simplistic interpretations. It would be short-sighted to assume that a
reintegration of work and the home simply reverses any unattractive consequences

stemming from industrialization. For example, although teleworkers may break free of
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traditional workplaces, they remain tied to organizations by administrative procedures,
directives, leadership, and supervision.

As teleworking decreases the number of individuals commuting to and from
traditional workplaces, it also decreases the likelihood of individuals meeting by chance
within community spaces. Wellman et al. (1996) note that “people in the western world
are spending less time in public places waiting for friends to wander by... Community has
moved indoors to private homes from its former semi-public, accessible milieus such as
cafés, parks, and pubs” (p.226). However, just because teleworkers work from their
home, does not mean that they are isolated from their communities. In fact, because of
the greater amount of time teleworkers spend at home, it may be the case that teleworkers
will develop an increased interest in and opportunity to socialize with their neighbours
and other community members. Also, through participation in on-line discussion groups
and the use of chat lines, public spaces are being replaced by virtual spaces. Only by
tapping the actual experiences of community interaction among teleworkers are we

afforded insight into the sociological impacts of the Internet upon society.

Research Questions
The purpose of my Master’s Thesis is to explore how the Internet and other

information technologies, through the re-organization of work and the reintegration of
work and home, impact upon individuals and their social solidarity. The two primary
questions this research will strive to answer are: 1) How does interaction mediated by
computers compare to face-to-face interaction? 2) How does telework impact upon the

processes of individuation and social solidarity?
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The first question explores the communication experience of the teleworker. It is
estimated that there are over 200 million people on the Internet (Netree Internet Statistics,
1997:1), and this number continues to double annually (Rockwell et al., 1995:152). The
frequency of computer-mediated communication (CMC) via e-mail or teleconferencing is
significant. When teleworkers are removed from the workplace and CMC becomes a
primary means of communication with others, how does this fundamental change in both
the organization of work and the means of communication impact upon the individual?
Addressing this question in part, Wellman et al. (1996) state that “despite the limited
social presence of CMC, people find social support, companionship, and a sense of
belonging through the normal course of CSSNs [Computer-Supported Social Networks]
of work and community, even when they are composed of persons they hardly know”
(p.220). If teleworkers do find CMC to be an acceptable (if not desirable) way of
communicating with others, we may still ask what impacts CMC have on present ways of
communicating.

Suggesting that CMC will be incorporated into our present ways of
communicating, Pool (1990) states that “tele-communications do not eliminate the human
need to associate physically with other people; it complements such association” (p.233).
In striving to answer the first question, my objective is to explore how teleworkers
experience and value CMC in comparison to face-to-face communication. If teleworkers
do not find CMC a satisfactory means of communicating with others, the same
technology that makes telework possible may impede the quality of the telework

experience. In other words, just because the Internet makes telework feasible, it does not



17

follow that CMC can simply replace face-to-face communication that occurs within
traditional workplaces.

The second question explores how teleworking impacts upon individuation and
social solidarity. Grounded in Durkheimian theory, individuation refers to the loosening
of bonds binding the individual to the collective (Thompson, 1982: 83). This type of
development occurs within advanced societies when a weak collective conscience allows
individuals to develop their own propensities and inclinations. Individual needs are given
priority (by the individual) over the needs of the collective. Excessive individualism can
be so intense that it exaggerates the extent to which we are distinct from each other, and
thus threatens the regulation of individuals constituting the collective within a modern
organic solidary society. It is this individuation developing out of organic solidarity
which Durkheim feared. When individuals lack self-restraint and moral discipline, the
‘collective good’ is sacrificed and social order becomes vulnerable to moral crises
(Thomson, 1982: 83).

For the purposes of this research, individuation encompasses a number of
different concepts. Not only does individuation refer to the loosening of bonds binding
the individual to the collective, it also refers to the physical aspects of being alone and/or
experiencing feelings of loneliness. Individuation is used synonymously with the terms
isolation and atomization. Exploring both behaviour and perceptions, my goal is to
identify how teleworkers experience and interpret their isolation from the traditional
workplace. Depending on their living arrangements or familial status, those working at
home may experience varying degrees of individuation. It is crucial to acknowledge the

feelings of teleworkers because, although family members such as children or parents
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may be in the home, this does not preclude the possibility of teleworkers experiencing
feelings of isolation from their co-workers. Therefore, although teleworkers may not be
alone physically, they may feel alone or isolated from select others, such as co-workers
with whom they interacted at their previous traditional workplace.

In exploring the impact of teleworking on individuals, it is important to ask them
how they feel about working alone. If a majority of teleworkers feel isolated because
they work from their homes, what then makes teleworking tolerable and why do
individuals continue to telework? On the other hand, if a majority of teleworkers do not
feel isolated because they work from their homes, might not this knowledge encourage
more individuals to engage in teleworking? In addition to questions regarding telework
and individuation, this research also explores the possibility that teleworkers experience
difficulty completing their work because of lack of privacy or interruptions from those
within the home.

As noted, the importance of social solidarity is also exemplified in the writings of
Durkheim. Illuminating the importance of social solidarity and its influence upon
morality, Durkheim (1984) states: “[m]an is only a moral being because he lives in
society, since morality consists in solidarity with the group, and varies according to that
solidarity. Cause all social life to vanish, and moral life would vanish at the same time,
having no object to cling to” (p.331). For the purposes of this research, social solidarity
and not morality will be examined. Social solidarity refers to the relationships among
individuals and groups within society. These relationships develop and are maintained
through interaction (face-to-face or computer-mediated) with other individuals, groups,

organizations, institutions, companies, etc.. Most commonly based on shared interests,



19

values, characteristics, membership, the strength of relationships characterizing social
solidarity relies heavily upon member participation and commitment.

Similar to individuation, both perception and behaviour are crucial to the
exploration of social solidarity. Investigating the impacts of teleworking on social
solidarity, my goal is to explore both the importance of teleworkers’ relationships with
family, community and co-workers, and to calculate the number of relationships in which
teleworkers engage. With regard to social solidarity: when individuals leave traditional
workplaces to work at home, does the quality of their relationship with co-workers
change? does the quality of their relationships with family or community intensify? does
the traditional workplace provide a location in which meaningful relationships are created
and maintained, or is it merely a location in which work is conducted? With regard to
behaviour and social solidarity: does spending a greater amount of time in one’s home
contribute to increased face-to-face interaction with one’s family and community? does
communication with co-workers via the Internet and telecommunications increase, or
does telework contribute to the individuation of workers? Through these types of
questions, I hope to gather responses that will indicate the perceptions and behaviour of
teleworkers in relation to the concepts of individuation and social solidarity.

Contemporary social concerns about widespread individuation and social
solidarity can be observed in the work by Pool (1990). Remarking on the social impact
and influence of technology on individuals and nations alike, Pool notes that only a few
years ago commenting on the influence of mass media (especially television) toward

conformism was a popular criticism of contemporary society (p.16). Today, the
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popularity of the Internet and the increase in telework provokes the fear of a reversing

trend:

What will it mean if audiences are increasingly fractionated [sic] into small

groups with special interests? What will it mean if the agenda of national

fads and concerns is no longer effectively set by a few mass media to which

everyone is exposed? Such a trend raises for society the reverse

problems from those posed by mass conformism. The cohesion and

effective functioning of a democratic society depends upon some sort of

public agora in which everyone participates and where all deal with a

common agenda of problems, however much they may argue over the

solutions. If that agora in the media were to disappear, the same social

critics who used to deplore the conformism of modern society would

deplore equally loudly the atomized character and lack of community

consciousness of the society of their day. (Pool, 1990:16)

In summary, as information technologies pervade North American society and we
are challenged to re-conceptualize how people communicate and work, there are
countless sociological concerns which invite investigation. In exploring the experiences
of teleworkers as they use a PC and the Internet to conduct work and communicate, I
hope to gain a better understanding of how teleworkers experience working from their

homes via a computer network.

Teleworking In Context:
Discussions of teleworking often ignite people’s curiosity, interest and

speculation. Challenging conventional conceptualizations of how work is organized, the
notion of increasing a worker’s control over the work process is very powerful. As
employers learn to concentrate on the value of the work completed, rather than insisting
on the presence of a worker at a specified place for a specific amount of time, the
normality of work is called into question. Where and when work is completed becomes
less important than the quality and completion of the work. When job descriptions are

redefined to incorporate the provision of working from home for certain lengths of time
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(whether it means coming in to work for fewer hours each day, or only coming into the
office once a week), there is increased flexibility for the worker. Consequently, for many
of us, this notion of flexibility, combined with our curiosity, interest and speculations,
lead to daydreams of completing work on our laptop computers in our cottage
overlooking the lake, with our pets at our feet. Perhaps not a universal conception, likely
it is very idealistic, but nonetheless it may be an attractive work alternative for many of
us (Bibby, 1997).

So far, our discussion of telework has concentrated on its definition and
classification in the service sector of the economy as well as looking at its social
implications. I will here review the existing research on teleworking. Conducting
telework research in the Netherlands, Weijers et al. (1992) found that when introduced
voluntarily, telework was primarily beneficial for all involved (p. 1048). The benefits of
teleworking for the teleworker which were mentioned most include greater flexibility and
autonomy, as well as increased time that workers can spend with their families.
Mentioned often were increased productivity and greater opportunities to get or keep a
job. Benefits mentioned sometimes include a decrease in travelling time and costs (p.
1053). Among the costs of teleworking, mentioned most are increased isolation,
insecurity about work and income, and having to furnish home workplaces. Costs
mentioned ofien include the deterioration of labour conditions and fewer career
opportunities. Finally, the need to mix work and family responsibilities were the costs of
teleworking mentioned least (p. 1053).

Directing their research to the benefits and costs of telework from the point of

view of the organization, Weijers et al. (1992) found that having to purchase additional
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equipment and the lack of company involvement were the costs most mentioned. Among
often mentioned benefits of teleworking for the organization were flexibility,
productivity, increased service, and less employee turnover (p. 1053). Overall, on both
micro and macro levels, it was noted that when telework is tailored to the specific needs
of workers and the organization, the benefits outweigh the costs. When interpreting the
work of Weijers et al., however, it should be noted that their qualitative overview of costs
and benefits was based on 19 in-depth interviews and their own literature review.

In a much larger American survey of 500, Powell (1997) reports that Nortel
found that productivity rose by an average of 30%, job satisfaction increased by 45% (all
telecommuters reported being more satisfied with their jobs), and stress from such
sources as commuting and office noise was cut by 47%. However, half of those surveyed
did express concern about lost chances to exchange ideas with co-workers and lost
visibility with their boss (Powell, 1997:2).

In an effort to determine the current status of the telecommuting trend — indeed to
confirm whether it is a trend — KPMG undertook a survey to determine how Canadian
organizations use and manage telecommuters (KPMG, 1997: Introduction). In order to
provide benchmark information on teleworking, establish trends in the teleworking
workforce, and identify changes taking place, KPMG distributed 2025 questionnaires to
Canadian organizations selected from their National Career Consulting database and the
Profile Canada database (KPMG, 1997: 3). Achieving a response rate of 20%, KPMG

reported the following advantages and disadvantages of teleworking:
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Advantages:
Effective use of time 71%
Improved employee lifestyle 57%
Retention of staff who would otherwise leave 43%
Quality of work 34%
Compensating only for specific units or performance 9%
Disadvantages:
Lack of face-to-face contact 76%
Lack of direct control 46%
Technical difficulties or disruptions 36%
Flexibility of tasks 19%
Rigidity of schedules 8%

(n = 403) (KPMG, 1997: 3)

The KPMG study also provided additional characteristics of teleworking in
Canada: most importantly, although teleworking is presently in limited use, it is certainly
growing. For example, among the organizations who responded to their survey, 14%
indicated that teleworking is being actively promoted, and of those, 20% have embarked
on formal pilot programmes (KPMG, 1997: 1). Interestingly, the motivation behind
teleworking programs appears to come from employee-related issues rather than business
factors (p.3). Even though businesses benefit from employees using their time more
effectively and productively, the push to implement teleworking programs is coming
from the workers themselves. However, it is also important to note that while many
workers would like the option to work from home, they also believe that teleworking is
not appropriate for every job. KPMG noted that “[m]ore than three-quarters of the
survey respondents (78%) reported that there are some areas in which telecommuting
definitely should not be used” (p.2).

Concerning the usage of teleworking programs in different industry sectors,
KPMG found that financial institutions and professional service firms displayed the

highest usage, while agribusiness reported none at all (p.1). Among professional service
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institutions utilizing a telework program, employees within the communications sector
reported the highest usage (75%). Finally, while an increase in teleworking is expected
from the majority of organizations within Canada, specifically, “[t]he least change is
expected by transportation organizations [and] the most change is predicted in the
government sector’” (p. 5).

In an investigation of the Social Impacts of Electronic Mail in Organizations,
Garton and Wellman (1995) report that a large Toronto corporation saves $7,500
(Canadian) annually in real estate costs for each central office employee who becomes a
teleworker (p. 450). If this statement is accurate, and assuming that other corporations
could experience similar savings, one may expect in the near future that the
implementation of teleworking programmes is likely to become corporation-driven as
well as employee-driven. If employees and corporations can both benefit from a work-at-
home arrangement, this win-win situation could have dramatic impacts on the structure
and composition of the North American workforce. In many respects, this is a truly
revolutionary possibility.

Perhaps one of the reasons why the implementation of teleworking programs has
yet to become a corporate driven issue is because most teleworkers have yet to work from
their homes on a full-time basis. As Weijers et al. (1992) have noted, most telework
projects concern part-time telework in which employees still go to the office two or three
days a week (p. 1053). While advocates say that teleworking does not have to be a full-
time activity for individuals to benefit from a different work arrangement (as even a few
days a month at home to work on a special project or some other specific task add up)

[O’Harrow, 1997: F17], it could become expensive for employers. For example, if
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employers are providing their teleworkers with the necessary equipment to work from
home, and also providing equipment and space for their teleworkers to work at the office,
the expense of supporting two workplaces could make the implementation of teleworking
too costly. While some corporations utilize laptop computers and provide common work
spaces for teleworkers who come to the office on a rotational schedule, the financial
overhead and potential scheduling problems could make teleworking more costly than
conventional work.

As no work arrangement can suit the needs and desires of every worker, along
with the advantages of teleworking come disadvantages. As noted by Weijers et al.
(1992), Powell (1997), and KPMG (1997), the decrease in face-to-face contact that
occurs when workers work at home is considered to be one of the greatest disadvantages
of teleworking. While the impact of decreased face-to-face contact varies for individuals,
this disadvantage is mentioned to emphasize the fact that teleworking is not for everyone.
As some experts have noted, “[h]Jome workers have to be focussed, well-organized and
socially secure. Those who thrive on office schmoozing and politics, or those who need a
lot of direction from The Boss, might think twice about it...” (O’Harrow, 1997: F17).
Teleworkers must be trusted to motivate themselves and organize their work and lives
independently. While combining one’s work and personal life to achieve a healthy and
productive balance has traditionally been a challenge, the integration of work and home
can create further problems and concerns. The loss of informal or unscheduled face-to-
face contact and interaction that occurs in the traditional office, together with increased
responsibility to initiate, organize and complete one’s work at home, changes the

dynamics of work significantly. Not only is it important that individuals are suited for
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teleworking, they must also be trusted and supported by their employers. Finally, if the
most significant drawback or disadvantage of teleworking is indeed a lack of face-to-
face contact, it follows that communication becomes one of the most important factors in

managing telecommuters (KPMG, 1997: i).

Computer-mediated Communication
Using computers to structure, store and process communications, computer-

mediated communication (CMC) allows geographically dispersed groups and individuals
to communicate at a speed and cost equal or superior to that of the telephone, mail and
face-to-face meetings. Minimizing time and space barriers, information networks such as
the Internet or intranets facilitate communication in many different forms (Kerr & Hiltz
1982: 2-3).

The flexibility of communication via computer-mediated communication systems
allows users to interact at different times and in different ways. As information
technology facilitating CMC is continually updated and refined, the quality of
transmission and the ways in which individuals can communicate also increases.
However, despite advances in hardware and software, the fundamental aspects and
characteristics of CMC have not changed dramatically in the past 15 years. This can be
evidenced in the work by Kerr and Hiltz (1982). Their analyses of CMC systems reveal a
number of main components (pp. 3-4):

1. E-mail Messages may be sent to a single individual, multiple individuals, or a
defined group. These messages can be opened, copied and forwarded to any
other user. Typically, messages sent are stored in a server (hosting computer) and
delivered to the recipient when he or she logs onto that server. Confirmation of
the time and date of delivery is usually provided to the sender and recipient.
Undeliverable mail is usually returned to the sender.
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Conferences or Inter Relay Chat services facilitate on-line communication in a
common writing or viewing space. Upon accessing a conference or a “chat line,”
the user can view the most recent text sent to the group or can access a larger
archive of past conversations. While conferences are most commonly
asynchronous, people contributing sporadically over a varying period of time,
they more frequently transpire in “real time” with a number of users
communicating at the same time. A text window displays the submitted text
from the user and other group members. A moderator who supervises the topic,
interest or theme in discussion usually controls membership. The duration and
size of conferences have become virtually unrestricted because of advances made
inIT.

Notebook or Files are personal spaces useful for drafting or co-authoring
material. Within the last few years, increases in data transmission speed and
information processing, combined with decreases in the cost of complex software
applications (numerous programs can be downloaded from the Internet without
cost) have opened up this technology to the general population. Using
communication software on a computer network, groups of individuals can
simultaneously view and manipulate computer files. Facilitating diverse
applications and interests, the drafting and co-authoring of material may include
word-processing documents, pictures or graphics, as well as audio and video files.

Bulletins or Journals are virtual spaces for the generation and submission of
reports, newsletter items, formal papers and commentary. Newsgroups and
bulletin boards (as they are commonly known) encourage discussions related to
specific submissions, commentaries or events. Furthermore, abstracts of work are
often linked to entire texts should the general public or specific individuals be
interested in pursuing more information.

In terms of CMC, it could be argued that the most significant recent change is the

proliferation of computer networks and personal computers throughout most of the

developed world. The adoption of information technology by millions of users,

combined with computer applications and services facilitating communication, may make
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computer-mediated communication not just a convenience, but a necessity for increasing
numbers of individuals.

The development and use of advanced communications technology continuously
increase how we can communicate with those we already know as well as those we have
never met. Because CMC systems allow us to communicate in new and diverse ways
with individuals and groups throughout the world, the need arises for individuals to
understand and predict what the social impacts of this technology will be. Many of the
pros and cons of CMC centre on workplace conditions, employee relationships, levels of
personal autonomy and work performance.

Among the negative consequences of CMC are increased management
surveillance and control, the tendency for work to become increasingly standardized, loss
of personal and group autonomy and decision making power and increased worker
alienation (e.g. Sproull & Keisler, 1991; Garton & Wellman, 1995). But as
Haythornthwaite et al. (1995) have noted, communication can also fulfill positive social
functions, creating a sense of belonging and community among those communicating,
regardless of the means of communication (p. 196). Positive consequences or
anticipated advantages of CMC include “productivity and efficiency gains; greater
organizational communication, commitment, and solidarity; more participatory and
egalitarian decision making; better decisions, and administrative and geographic
decentralization” (Garton & Wellman 1995: 435).

Because teleworking is based on or at least made possible by CMC, its negative
and positive consequences play a large role in assessing what the consequences of

telework will be. While investigations of CMC can exclude telework, it would be far
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more difficult (if not impossible) to investigate telework without including CMC.

Consequently, it is important to examine CMC as it pertains to teleworking.

Individuation and Social Solidarity

Concerns about how technology affects community have existed throughout
history. For more than a century, sociologists have examined how technological changes
(along with bureaucratization, industrialization, urbanization and capitalism) affect
individuals and society (Wellman & Gulia, 1997:2). Currently, as the frequency of CMC
increases throughout the world, many question whether CMC will isolate individuals or
bring them closer together. Pursuing answers to this question, Wellman (1996) states:

At a more macroscopic scale, the proliferation of computer supported

social networks both extends and counteracts the contemporary shift

away from dense, bounded groups and the sparse, unbounded networks.

To some extent, by confining people to their computer screens, computer

mediated communication has intensified privatized, exclusive

relationships by turning people away from face-to-face relationships in

public. Yet it is the highly-privatized watching of television screens that

is the modal leisure activity in the western world. Hence computer

mediated communication may actually be enhancing community because

computer networks support public computerized conferences as well as

private e-mail exchanges. Because all members of computerized

conferences can read all messages — just as when a group talks in a café

or an open office — groups of people can talk to each other casually and
get to know the friends of their friends. (Wellman 1996: 12)

The relocation of workers from office to home changes traditional communication
in two primary ways: 1) the frequency of physical contact and communication among
fellow employees, employers and clients decreases; and 2) computer-mediated
communication becomes necessary. As research investigating the impacts of teleworking
has shown, the decrease in face-to-face contact among co-workers represents the greatest
disadvantage to this reorganization of work (KPMG 1997: 3). In removing themselves

from the workplace, teleworkers lose the social interaction which occurs when workers
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are located in the same space. Although social interaction is not always necessary for
task completion, it will nevertheless affect worker satisfaction and productivity.

Although face-to-face communication with co-workers decreases when workers
are at home, it is not necessarily the case that all face-to-face communication also
decreases. Although teleworkers become physically removed from co-workers, their
relocation at home and in the community can more than compensate for this particular
direct communication loss. Interaction with spouses, children, friends, relatives and
neighbours may all increase. In fact, teleworkers could find the pressure for face-to-face
communication around their homes distracting. Whether or not this is the case, it is
important to note that the fact that teleworkers are no longer in the office does not mean
that they will become isolated from physical contact with others. Rather the ‘others’ will
change. Moreover, CMC may play a role in supporting social ties among individuals and
groups, thus enriching the total communication experience.

Because computer networks presently connect many offices within corporations,
whether in the same building or throughout the world, many office employees and all
teleworkers are familiar with communicating via computers. When the orga<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>