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When work comes home
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A growing number of employees are now able to spend some time working away from the office 

DIANA McCarthy has struck her ideal work-life balance, commuting 1300km from her NSW mid-north coast home to Melbourne.

McCarthy is a senior research officer in anthropology at Victorian Native Title Services. She is also a teleworker, part of a growing phenomenon where employees spend some time working away from the office. 

According to last year's Sensis Business Index, about 24 per cent of small and medium-seized Australian businesses employ teleworkers. They work remotely for an average of 17 hours week. 

McCarthy works an average of 24 hours a week from home for three weeks a month and spends the fourth week in Melbourne, where she works 10 to 16 hours a day. 

Her husband, Anthony Redmond, is also a teleworker. He is a consulting anthropologist and visiting research fellow at the Australian National University. He spends the dry season working two weeks a month in the Kimberly. For the six months of the wet season he writes research papers from home. 

Their children Clair, 12, and Lilli, 7, don't spend any time in after or before-school care. 

``The girls don't like it when we go away but they don't realise they see a lot more of us than if we were both working full time in the city,'' McCarthy says. 
``Before we moved here, I was working full time in Melbourne. I would leave home before the girls woke up . . . and return an hour before their bedtime . . . I felt like I was missing their childhood.'' 

Despite her dramatic cut in hours, the lower cost of living means the family is financially ahead since the move. But it can be a juggle. ``There have been times when I've been away and Diana's dropped the kids at school, then driven the car to the airport to catch a morning flight. I arrived on an afternoon flight to pick the kids up from school,'' Redmond says. 

The federal government has been funding an online telework information resource, to support teleworkers and their employers, since 2005. It cites many of these logistical challenges as well as the benefits of teleworking. 

Website facilitator Bevis England teleworks from his home in Auckland, New Zealand, and says it's a growing phenomenon. ``Broadband and other community technology such as videoconferencing are making teleworking easier.'' 

He says it can work across a wide range of fields. ``Whether a person can telework comes down to duties and organisational function rather than industry,'' he says. 

Administration and finance employees are the likeliest to telework, with 23 per cent of those professionals spending some work time away from the office. 
England says the tier least likely to telework is middle management because it is challenging to manage staff. McCarthy agrees: ``I couldn't be as responsive to their [staff's] needs. It was harder to put out spot fires or protect their interests in relation to workloads and timeframes.'' 

England says teleworking has obvious benefits for employees but there are gains for employers too. 

He cites a 15 per cent to 25 per cent increase in productivity, partly because of less distraction. 

``You'll find that when you're working out of the office you can complete your daily workload in the four hours it takes some workers to commute to the office,'' England says. 

McCarthy agrees: ``Working remotely cuts out a lot of noise. The industry is quite pressured and when I'm always working face-to-face I find it quite easy to lose a sense of proportion.'' 

England says other employer benefits include space saving, a reduction in absenteeism and staff retention. ``This is an important one for businesses because the cost of replacing staff is often more than their salary,'' he says. In times of disaster, such as flood, bush fire or pandemic, ``having an experienced workforce operating out of the office will have a huge benefit to business continuity''. 

Sensis found that 87 per cent of businesses employing teleworkers thought it had a positive effect but only 8 per cent of businesses that didn't already employ teleworkers thought they were likely to do so in the near future. England says this is partly because it takes patience and time to implement. 

``Work practice is much better when there's a formal policy covering issues such as who pays for what and occupational health and safety,'' he says. 

He also says that it is crucial that relationships are developed: ``But that relationship can be as simple as saying, `Here's a job, you do it and we'll pay you.' '' 

McCarthy was working with her present employer when she lived in Melbourne. 
``They have been very flexible,'' she says. ``It's only because they knew how hard I worked that they were prepared to offer me this arrangement.'' 
But she doesn't think it has to be a great leap of faith. ``With a professional role you are ultimately judged on output,'' she says. 
``Whether you're sitting in an office with a door closed or you're hundreds of kilometres away is no different, it's what you achieve at the end of the day that matters.'' 
According to Sensis, 21 per cent of teleworkers live regionally. 
McCarthy says many of the people she knows also work remotely. She says it is hard for professionals to get local employment. ``I would struggle to find local work that has a close match with my skill set,'' she says. 
Because of this, rural councils are working to entice teleworkers to move to the country. Kristina Cooke works in strategic development at Coffs Harbour City Council, on the NSW mid-north coast. She says the council is trying to attract more teleworkers because of the income they bring to the area. 
``We're looking at developments that improve service provision without [affecting] lifestyle,'' Cooke says. 
The council campaigned for the region to get early adoption of the national broadband network and is working to encourage more health professionals to the area to ``increase the confidence of telecommuters and other professionals to move here''. 
Redmond says that while he loves the area, downsides of rural living are poor health care and a stretched public education system. 
``I like living here. It's a wonderful place for the kids to grow up and it's a face-to-face community,'' McCarthy says. ``I find travelling away is socially stimulating. It's good to go away and bring fresh ideas back.'' 
Says Redmond: ``I think it's good for perspective to get out of the fish bowl sometimes. A small town can be a cloistered world.'' 

