Information Technology

and Work At Home:
Some New Trends

by Alladi Venkatesh

Since the dawn of the Industrial Revo-
luticn, that is, since the early part of the 19th
century, the organization of family life and
(parl) work life has been a major area of
concern 1 writers, employvers, workers, so-
cial planners, and politicians, While many
aspects of these two spheres of our lives have
changed over the last 200 years or 50 and
continue to evalve in new ways, two condi-
tions hail remamed unchanged for a long
time, The first condition, which is still the
reigning principle. is the strict separation of
family and work lives in theory and prac-
tice. The second condition which has
changed drastically, but only recently, is the
viewpoint that women are in charge of the
family life while men take care of work out-
side the home. My recent research is con-
cemed with the examination of how new
technologies of information—computers
and telecommunications—are making a
dent on this separation of family and work
lives, Specifically, in what ways are these
technologies contributing 10 the phenom-
erom 0f work-at-home?

In this information age. the world of
management is seriously examining the
question of how computers can shape
people’s work habits and creste opportuni-
ties for emplovees to work at home while
they are employed outside the home, In
some quarters, this kind of activity is known
a8 telecommuting.” | bn our study, we found
that telecommuting 15 only one tvpe of
work-at-home and not necessarly the most
common. | Inmore esoteric circles, this ype
of work arrzngement is known as “disirib-
wed work” Still others refer to it, simply
as“remote work.”™ [t has also been labeled
“flexible work,” and organizations which fa-
eilitate 1t are known as “flexible organiza-
tions” Mo matter what the label. the gen-
eral idea seems to be the same—rthat work-
ng-at-home is no longer unfashionable, OF
eourse, history 1¢]ls us that although a sepa-

ration between work life
and family life does ex-
ist, it has never been
complete. Even in the
good old davs, people al-
ways worked at home
while gainfully emploved
outside. S0, the guestion
15, what is new?

In order to investi-
gate this question, we
conducted a three-vear
longitndinal study of
about 600 households
with computers and
slightly less than 300
households without computers. The sample
for this study was a pational sample and the
study was funded by the Mational Science
Foundation,

We found that there are in fact five dif-
ferent types of work-ai-home:

L. Self-emploved work-at-home. This
refers 1o people who run businesses from
their homes,  Usually, this includes small-
bissiness entrepreneurs, both voung and old.
men and women, of different ethnic and
social backgrounds, and scattered all over
the country,

2. Telecammmirers, These are people
who remain at home and work, may be two
or three days a week, and go 1o the office
the rest of the week. Usually, in these cases,
elecommuting becomes a substitute for
transportation; that 1s, people divide their
work hours between two locations. the work
site and the home site, in order to save trans-
portation costs, reduce traffic congestion,
and be with their families.

Y. Supplemenial work-gt-home. This
includes managers and professionals who
work full-time in their work-site, bring their
work home in the evenings or weekends,
and put in additienal hours of work. This
type of arrangement is nol 10 be confused
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with felecommuting, which is a term usu-
ally reserved for describing transportation
substitution.  Supplemental workers carry
out their normal work activities at the usual
waork-site but also continue to work at home,
{ True workaholics!)

4. Traditional remate workers. In-
cluded here are regular wage-carners, but
due o the nature of their jobs, the category
also includes those who are required to work
at home or from other rémote locations.
Typically, this category includes sales
people, journalists, and other field workers.

5. Moondighters, This category in-
cludes people who work for a regular em-
plover during the day but curn oxtra income
on & free-lance or moonlighting basis.

It should be clear that in all the above
cuses, the new technologies can potentially
mitke a substantial difference.  Our study
focused on the supplemental work-at-home
group. Inthis category, we founed that people
who owned computers reported doing more
howurs of work at home than did those who
did not own computers. The average time
spent working at home was eight hours per
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