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Abstract

The paper explores the development of new forms of work associated with the spread of information communication technologies. Globalisation and increasing technological expertise have impacted upon working practices and the traditional notion of full time work no longer holds sway.  The growth of “portfolio workers” moving from job to job and contract to contract has thus become a new phenomenon.    In this less secure context home based on-line work is becoming prevalent with many people using home as the workplace.  Focussing on evidence from a survey we undertook with employees in an online company, we show how the negotiation and renegotiation of the use of space within the home is linked to the day to day activities of the household.  Findings reveal that there are multiple reasons for working on line from home. A good deal of negotiation takes place and is not limited to the household as employer/employee relations are also involved.  However within the household there is a constant juggling of time, space and use of information communication technology tools but the convenience of working from home superseded the economic return for many people. Time management skills were considered a critical element to success and paradoxically the greatest drawback was unreliability of information communication technologies such as internet connections.
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Introduction

The paper explores the development of new forms of work associated with the spread of information communication technologies.  The focus of much of the attention in this area of change has been upon professional and creative workers. Thus discussion has not necessarily recognised the parallel growth in routine data processing and entry work that has also been facilitated by ICT development.  To date the focus on this group has been primarily on call centre workers.  The paper examines the growth of ICT related distributive work, identifies some of the gaps in our current data and knowledge and provides evidence drawn from a case study of a company that employs only on-line at home workers on some of the changes that this form of working is creating in the everyday lives of the households in which they are located.

Background

The creating of the “information society” heralded by a number of analysts in the 1960s and 1970s is one that is centred on new “information communication technologies” (Castells 2000).  These are seen to create a new context for work. Here the growth of the internet and the creation of new forms of networking arrangements potentially transform how work gets done.  However, alongside the changes in the technologies, there is also a shift towards a greater emphasis on knowledge and knowledge creation as a source of innovation and wealth creation (Carlaw et al 2006).  The debates around how far these changes are transformative or simply a continuation of existing economic and social practices is still unresolved (May 2003, Shields 2003, Webster 1995). One aspect that concerns us here is the growth in new forms of work. 

One view is that within this emerging informationalized society;

“knowledge” workers choose how and when to work, control, their own knowledge resources and therefore capitalize on their skills, while enjoying self controlled work patterns negotiated to reflect their individual needs” (May 2003:52).
This line of argument also seems to suggest that knowledge workers and those that are enabled by the new technologies will be largely professional or “creative” workers who have always had a degree of autonomy (Chamberlain, 2006).  One of the important aspects of “knowledge tasks” is that they are immediate and cannot as easily be stored as more physical outputs. Thus flexibility in working arrangements is seen as an advantage from both the perspective of the employer and employee.  Contracting arrangements become favoured and such talented workers become an important source of innovation for companies (Shields, 2003). For many writers this is the leading edge of the “on-line workers” and because of their abilities the uncertainty of a more contractual market is seen as compensated by the greater flexibility and autonomy that it provides.  Information technologies have helped many people in the transition to home based work (Chamberlain, 2006).
Information technologies however and the attendant changes in work, affect not just the work of the “creative” and professional. One of the most consistent findings from research on the Information Society is the growth in services that involve a greater emphasis on information use than was the case in manufacturing.  This allows for a more dispersed or networked form of working.  Alongside of this it is important to recognise that much service work in an information age is routine and not especially glamorous. Much of this lends itself to outsourcing and contracting to maximise flexibility.  In many of these rearrangements, the issue of “disparities of power between the employer and the employee remains central”(May, 2003:64).  This is certainly often the case with outsourcing and the use of contracting workers. Information technology and the introduction of the internet have led to predictions that in the future people will increasingly work from home (Felstead, Jewson, Phizacklea, and Walters 2001).  The growth of “portfolio workers” moving from job to job and contract to contract has thus become a new phenomenon (Felsted, Jewson and Walters 2005, Meiksins and Whalley 2002).  These workers are often based at home and this creates new demands on time, space and negotiation between family members. Not all such work that has shifted to the home is high end “knowledge” work. It can also include quite routine tasks and much data entry work has been shifted to this less regulated labour market.  However, the size of this sector is difficult to determine in the absence of systematic data and more sensitive census questions.  Recent work on multiple job holders provides some clues and shows that there is a concentration in this activity amongst both highly paid professionals and among lower income workers (Girven 2005, Baines, Newell and Taylor 2006). Estimates from the UK suggest that home based workers account for about 10% of the workforce. Such workers are usually on contracts, defined as self employed,  paid by results and do not have access to the same range of protection and benefits available to full time employed workers (Stanworth 1998). In the UK statistical evidence shows that in 2005 teleworking had risen 150% from 1997 when data was first collected. There are now 2.4 million workers in the UK who work from home and require ICTs to enable this to occur. Most teleworkers are self employed, which differs from the workforce as a whole (Ruiz and Walling, 2005). 
The international trend to paid employment in the home is evident in New Zealand
.  However, the character of home employment so far studied is that which supplements regular outside work (Callister and Dixon 2001:5) and suggests a pattern of multiple job holding (Girvan, 2005).  To extend our understanding there is a need to distinguish between those working as self employed or on contract work from home and those working for an employer as these varying situations provide different degrees of autonomy to the home based worker.  The increase in technology has enabled many types of work that previously were conducted at the business site to be conducted anywhere a computer and modem are available. Teleworking is one such area that has attracted attention. Telework is a general term introduced to refer to work done outside the office with the assistance of electronic communications (Loveridge, Graham and Schoeffel 1996; Sullivan 2000 (a) and (b)). A major characteristic of telework is that the work is often contractual and sited in the home, existing workplace regulations like lunch breaks and eight hour days no longer apply. Further, women largely do the work.

The shifts that we have identified in employment relations facilitated by the move to a greater use of distributed information technologies has created significant interest in how the boundaries between various types of work and the activities within the home are being changed. The move away from the traditional nuclear family combined with changing work practices and an increase in the number of women participating in the workforce have had considerable impact on home and family life. Changes to the nature of work including technological advancement, extended working hours and the introduction of flexitime and telework have seen paid work increasingly impinge on home life with home offices, home workers and home run businesses becoming more common. A new dimension is added to the home as spatial and temporal boundaries are renegotiated between family members to allow for the accommodation of paid work as part of homemaking. In such a process some taken for granted boundaries between family members may dissolve and more negotiation around tasks may take place. However change in long established boundaries around gender and task distribution does not automatically occur and the outcome reflects ongoing differences in power relations within the home. Much of women’s unregulated paid work has in the past been home based and was organised around outsourcing and piece rates. New forms of work such as telemarketing through to piece work for electronic manufacturers in California’s silicon valley and including the resurgence in demand for  traditional textile garments made at home to satisfy the “craft”  market for hand knitted woollens are now adding to the range of home based work.  A UK Trade Union Congress statement in 1998 suggested that much of this new home based work was the “hell of balancing multiple low paid part time jobs”.

However, the conceptual separation of home and work is relatively recent. In the pre-industrial era, it was common for work to be based at home, as much work remained centred on the land. Through the nineteenth and twentieth centuries work and home became increasingly distinct both mentally and physically (Nippert-Eng 1996:18). The normative expectation was that work and home, as a site of leisure, existed as separate spheres of activity. Changing technologies and the demise of the forty-hour working week have contributed to a different relationship between paid work and home which are now increasingly interrelated.  As Wolcott and Glezer (1995) point out, the notion of traditional roles where “man is breadwinner” and “wife stays at home to look after the house and children” has changed dramatically over the past few decades as more women have entered the labour force. Now the sharing of the “breadwinning role” has increased the question of how this translates into the negotiation of childcare and the household division of labour arise. The significantly better performance now of women than men in further education and success in professional and higher paid managerial careers has resulted in an a growing number becoming the higher earning partner in marriages and other forms of permanent relationships leading to a change in the caring and non paid work roles within a household. Jarvis (1999:226) argues that the household now provides the most appropriate focal point in order to determine connections and relationships between home and work. Numerous concessions and tradeoffs are made between individual and group preferences and goals are negotiated in order to maintain the desired home environment. He argues that in order to achieve this, households accommodate demands of home and work and negotiate household practices and divisions of labour through a meshing of action spaces and social relations of household members. 

We have now identified a series of shifting boundaries, including those between work and non work spaces when paid employment moves into the house. This leads to the former physical separation of work in public spaces and non work in the private spaces of the home no longer applying in the same way.  Further, the boundary between who does what task around home maintenance and caring work as both partners engage more extensively in the paid workforce also begins to change. Brannen argues that “blurring boundaries is a product of ‘new’ management practices and the discourses of empowerment of self-regulation in the workplace” (2005:127).  Separations of work and home are now harder to maintain and may be increasingly broken down and rearranged as people work through the challenges of balancing the increasing use of information technologies that change our capacity to work from virtual sites, fragment the nature of work and people’s social lives. 

A case study was undertaken during 2005 in order to explore further some of the ways people get recruited into on line work from home, the experience of such work, levels of satisfaction obtained, the negatives associated with this pattern of work, the problems encountered and the ways that it leads to different practices emerging within the home with respect to the organisation of time, space and household activity.
Case Study of On-line workers

The study was conducted through a questionnaire sent out by email to workers employed by an International Company that only employed, other than management, on-line contract workers. The company has a global reach and activities in a range of countries, including USA, UK, Australia, Hong Kong and New Zealand.  The company operates in the information service sector of the economy and had its origins in providing transcriptions of court proceedings from tapes recorded during court sessions. The digital age changed the technology of recording and also saw the shift to computer based processing.  It further allowed the transcribing of the digital tapes to be done on a more global scale as the digital material could be sent through the internet to any location that was seen as appropriate for it to be transcribed.  This allowed the company to make effective use of differing time zones and labour markets.  The processing and distribution could also respond quickly to fluctuating work flows characteristic of this type of work.  Utilising global resources allowed the company greater flexibility with respect to peaks and troughs in both their work and the availability of the labour required.  The company having started in the legal field has expanded into other areas of comparable work providing services for such activities as conference proceedings, focus group market research activity, tribunals and public inquiries in addition to court based reporting.

The survey was emailed out and returned to the researchers in the same manner. A total of 32 were obtained. The numbers were lower than hoped for but this can be partly explained by the nature of this workforce which, given its contractual nature, has in all probability a relatively high turnover. Data obtained in an interview with the New Zealand based operations manager indicated that since it began operation in July 2000 they had recruited 257 transcribers in New Zealand, Australia and the United Kingdom.  The average length of service has been 15 months with the median 12 months, with 69 transcribers being on the books for 12 months or less. Just under 100 were contacted within New Zealand with a response rate of 32%. The gender and age breakdown shows that 30 of 32 respondents are female, 78% are over 40 years of age; and for 44% transcribing is their main job.
Overall response showed that although the people were working within a global context, with work being done for an international company, the people when answering the questions have answered in a way that is particularly local. Such things as being convenient for the family to work at home, fitting in with the children and having no particular set hours to work were all attractions for those who replied. The appeal of being their own boss was strong but there were disadvantages recognised in his form of work.  The lack of regular hours could mean not knowing what income would be available and when they would get work; social isolation could be hard for those who like to network with others and may even become one of the reasons that limits the ability of the online worker at home to find further employment. As Felsted et al (2005) have suggested they become the invisible workers. Communication coverage is another frustration where work is reliant on the availability of the internet. Such things are taken for granted in large organisations where IT people are available but for the self employed person at home they need to be able to establish a reputable computer technician so that their work does not come to a standstill when there is a glitch with the equipment.  

Working on line at home is not just a matter of wanting to work from home because that’s where you’d rather be. There are multiple reasons for doing so and much negotiation takes place.  The negotiations are not limited to within the household as employer/employee relations are also involved. However, within the household there is constant juggling of time, space and access to the necessary equipment. This is similar to what takes place in other aspects of negotiation within families.   However, working to deadlines, the contract basis of such work and pay related to work do create significant differences between his form of work and other aspects of home life.  As Brannen suggests, “it confers enormous responsibility upon them [the employee] to negotiate and also to police their time and the boundaries between work and life outside it” (2005:116).  Brannen concludes that results in time becoming blurred into an ever ‘present’ as the concerns of family life are ever present while at work. 

Getting into on line work was explored and it was found that over half those responding had not previously been involved on line work. 60% had found out about the work from a newspaper advertisement compared to only 6% from the web. This is an indication that the printed media still has its place when people are job searching even in a digital age and among those with some computer and internet knowledge. 

The majority, (75%) had worked online between 2 and 5 years. Only one person said they had done so for over ten years.  Most considered themselves part time workers with two thirds working part time hours. The workers had limited control over the amount of work that was delivered to them and their contract was based on work completed rather than number of hours it took to complete the task. This makes time management in a home work situation crucial.  Most people had busy times and slack times so for them they would need to have a lot of adaptability to changes in the work situation and the effect on their home and family life.

The Positive aspects of working on-line

The reasons for online working tie in to the perceived and actual advantages of this form of work. 14 or 43.8% work online at home so they can be self employed while a 28.1%, did so because they could fit in with their children.

All but one of the respondents answered the question in a way that suggested that it was the convenience of home, family and no workplace that were what they liked about the online work. The one exception said it was because they liked working with international companies. Flexible hours were very popular at 12 or 37.5% while fitting around the family 25% was also prevalent. Being their own boss at 18.8% suggests that reasons about working on line were linked in that they allowed the person to be in employment but without some of the constraints that go with having to work at an employer’s workplace.  While this may have had nothing to do with why they took on this particular work they recognised aspects of their life overall that meant they liked the work. Only one person used a reason that was to do with the particular work itself rather than situating likes around the rest of their personal life.

This suggests that this form of work has the potential to enable work/life balance and shows that for some people the work or the payment derived from it may not be the main reward.

The convenience of the job was a lot more important than the hourly rate. The pay received was based on work done rather than an hourly rate as one person commented 

“It’s based totally on audio hours received.  If I take 6 hours to type it up, then I’ll still get the same pay as if I typed it up in 3 hours.”

The rate paid was usually less than could be attained in other jobs but working from home gave flexibility not able to be enjoyed otherwise and this was seen as a valuable part of the way the family life was constituted. 

This form of work offered to many of the workers an opportunity to earn extra family income in a way that was compatible with their other family responsibilities.  It also provided a sense of independence and a degree of choice as they could indicate when they were available for work.  However, if they were too restrictive in their availability this would affect the flow of work they could receive.  Further, pay was based around performance, difficulty of task and speed of turnaround. Thus continued engagement has benefits. For those whose previous work experience was based on office work and fixed hours of work the flexibility of being able to decide for yourself when to work and how to organise was a strong attraction.  Further, this form of working did provide the opportunity to fit paid employment in with other tasks and activities. For some it gave an extra income while not being able to go out to work, as there were young children requiring care.  For example, one person noted that she became involved with this form of working when she

“Had a small baby and needed income supplement as one income not enough to support family.’ She commented that  “Meant I could work around baby nap times etc and always be available for child” Another noted that this form of working “did not require travel and this saved money and time” as “No commuting or overheads (eg work clothes) or childcare required (jni).

Others drawn to this form of working lived in isolated areas so travel to work would be time consuming and expensive in terms of costs for fuel to get to work, especially with the recent price increases.. The cost of fuel was mentioned a great deal despite the fact that the survey was done in 2005 before the very large fuel hikes of 2006. It would be interesting to see how the more recent increases have affected interest in working from home as a preferred option. One commented that Yes, because we live 45 minutes or so from Christchurch city.  Petrol costs already affect us (shs). Parking and petrol cost of working in the centre of Christchurch were also noted as costs that could be saved through on-line working at home.
A related aspect of this not having to go out to work is that the worker does not have to work with other people who can distract and deflect attention from ones work. Thus separating out work and social time may be more offer advantages. One comment along these lines suggested that:

I don’t have to speak to people or go anywhere to get work.  Everything I need is always there and people are just a click on the “Send” button away.  I have a mental illness which sometimes makes it very difficult for me to have regular routines or to interact with people, so this is perfect.  It’s not unusual for me to do most of my work in the middle of the night when I have insomnia and no one whom I work with knows because you can’t see my condition through my emails.
 Again stressed is the idea of increased freedom and the expansion of skills and knowledge around new technologies that are becoming more pervasive.  For some who were not brought up with computer technology successfully working on line enabled them to feel part of the digital age and keep in touch with their other family members (Richardson 2006). Comments along these lines included:

The freedom to work my own hours within the differing constraints various jobs, the variety of work that comes in and the supportiveness of the team.  No travel costs and no dress code.

It has also opened up the internet to me as a previously undreamed of resource.

Learning to transcribe material and extend computer skills that were required were emphasised by 40% of the respondents. Learning was done on the job in the main which meant that the employer provided the time to learn the new skills but 18% of this group took it upon themselves to acquire the skills required for the job.  There was a mixed response of whether it was initiated by the employer or themselves and the figures show that in 28% of cases it was employer instigated, 15% self and 12% being a combination of both.  

A number of the workers liked the fact they were part of a company sourcing its work from different areas in the world.  This added a variety and interest to what could otherwise be a mundane activity. The nature of the material, as it was related to court activities and tribunals provided a further source of interest – although here the sensitive nature of such material required attention to the security of their work. For example some of the work involved doing transcribing for British clients.  Work from this source is common as the time zone differences allows this to be done overnight (from the UK perspective) and returned ready for the next business day operation.  This is seen as a very efficient system for the employer, and a very different way of operating now even than10years ago. Such activities certainly reduce the idea of remoteness and provide ways that more people are now being incorporated into the globalising economy. Not having a boss looking over your shoulder, having control of your physical work environment, that is not too hot or cold and when you can take a break have a drink etc were all factors cited.

Disadvantages/problems

In this section we explore what people least liked about working from home in this way. Only four or 12.5% said there was nothing to dislike in this type of work. The rest could be placed in three main areas.  These are first, the poor telecommunication services and internet service that some experience.  These arise from having poor access to the internet usually as the link is by modem rather than broadband “I really hate it when there is a power cut or the internet goes down and it stuffs up my time. Being in the country the service providers can take a while to get things moving again. Ugh!!!!” (Respondent kij). Also coming into this area was the technical problems that can arise with a computer and the down time this generates. Often this is a problem where people live in remote places and while the ideal maybe to say that living remotely can mean people can still undertake work, there are difficulties that can arise.  Another apparent issue was the lack of social interaction and isolation from workmates and this certainly can be a problem if people are isolated during the working period and they may need to think differently about the rest of their life to get a balance in this respect. One respondent stated when asked what they least liked about on-line working:

  “Loneliness. Having to email and wait for a reply if I have a question about something. No “office perks” like Friday night glasses of wine, company funded meals or whatever. Never meeting my employers or any of my co-workers” 

Some of the dislikes are very real for this person such as loneliness and never meeting co-workers. Other dislikes are perceived as it is not every employer who provides the sort of office perks mentioned. Having no co-workers to discuss these matters with may add to this perception. The third was the uncertainty about irregular income and types of work to come, working to deadlines all are about the way work is distributed and organised and self organisation.  

For many infrastructure cost and limitations were a problem as was access to training and technical support.  Working from home where the only internet connection is down a shared telephone line can cause issues within the household and also is slow and can cause frustration in accessing and completing work. Telecom not having a good broadband system particularly for rural dwellers was identified as a limitation in accessing this form of working. Recent OECD data show that New Zealand still has one of the lowest take up rates for Broadband connections being ranked 20 out of 30 OECD countries in a recent (2006) survey as only 8 people out of every 100 in New Zealand are connected in this way.  The planned unbundling of telecom by the government is designed to address this problem but the multiplicity of plans and the difficulty of users working out the optimum plan for their use will remain challenging for many who could engaged in on-line working. A typical observation was that;

If Jetstream is down or Telecom are having a problem then I am absolutely hamstrung.  Also, if my computer melts down I am also in trouble(suh).

When my computer has problems, I don't work until it is fixed (rer).

The people in the study considered that others do not treat working at home as real work. They felt this type of work was being undervalued and unrecognised for the contribution it could and was already making to the wider New Zealand economy. They considered that many thought those who worked from home were available and had loads of free time. This reflects the gender distribution of such workers, predominantly female and the reluctance of many to see the ‘work’ of running a household and child care as “real’ work as it is not paid.  The idea of working from home is though becoming more part of the mainstream and it is easier to find reference through newspapers and magazines to this (North and South, 2006). 
A pilot
 undertaken by the Wellington Regional Council (Wild, 2004) gave advice to ‘would be’ teleworkers about how to organise their work schedule. “Distractions” was noted as one of the three main problems of teleworking; the others being “isolation” and “slower connections”, matters discussed earlier.  The temptation to allow distractions to impinge on a daily schedule is something that would need to be overcome for people working from home and it means that not every person could undertake their employment in this way.  The scheme was eventually abandoned due to apparent lack of take up. The reason for the trial was to have neighbourhoods with more people in them and to take away from congestion on city roads. They did indicate that teleworking did not necessarily mean working from home but at the same time most of the challenges were set around being able to work at home.  

The way work was viewed by ‘other’ household members and the interruptions that occurred were part of the problem of obtaining time and space for the work.  Mostly the ‘computer’ was a shared resource and not always in a location away from the main living area.  Thus access often had to be ‘negotiated” with other family members and where the on-line work was not seen as ‘real’ or important’ such access could be more difficult.  One worker talked about the difficulty of doing her work on the computer in the living room where other family members were engaging in other activities and having to combat the view that as she was ‘home all day” she could fit it in. Comments made included:;

Interruptions and people not treating it like real work(gch)

Having to educate family that on-line work does require concentration so interruptions should only be when absolutely necessary (others 60 and 33) (vri)

The flow of work as it was mostly sourced from the northern hemisphere also provided different demands due to where holiday periods and public holidays fell during the year, especially significant here was the New Zealand summer period through mid December to January, for those workers who had school age children.

Managing the work flow for both the company and the worker is one of the challenges of this form of work where there is not a steady flow and not complete predictability in the amount of work available.  Thus income is not guaranteed and work for the company depends of them winning contracts these are a mix of long term regular ones and short term more opportunistic work.  People commented that though they did supposedly have control over their own workload, when offered more work they didn’t like to turn it down and this meant that in some ways they did not feel as though they had control.
An article in the Press on 14 June 2006 talks about the havoc of security bugs when working from home and portrays it as another problem that can come up, one that employers need to be aware of as well. 

This probably isn’t the healthiest way for me to work.  I would probably have fewer problems with depression and social anxiety disorder if I was made to get out of the house more.  I also live in the country where electric fences make broadband unreliable (bizarre but true) and it’s a pain not to be able to keep up with that technology.(shs)

As suggested by the ‘Close2:Kapiti’  study,  social isolation is a factor for people working from  home (Wild, 2004; see also Smith, 2005).  

Changes to Household and Family Practices/Activities

The need to be organised was very apparent. The answers from respondents differed greatly when asked about organising work around family life. One person suggested that it was often more difficult as 
“Family life is far less structured than working outside the home and my working hours are never the same as my husband’s, so it is not always easy.

Another intimated that ;

Because my working hours are less ordered and I very often have to take on work with a tight deadline, we have less freedom to make plans for evenings and weekends (npi)

This reflects the uneven flow of the work and the difficulty of resisting too many jobs that could result in less work being allocated in the future.  Thus flexibility has both its positive and negatives in terms of predictability and therefore capacity to organise other aspects of ones life. The ‘routine” fixed hours form of employment at least has the virtue of being more predictable but in such work the flow is shaped more by others but even in flexible work you are not entirely in control

This was in contrast to another person who suggested

It is up to me to meet customer expectations, so I arrange my time to meet deadlines.  If it is a beautiful day I can head for the hills and enjoy a tramp and work until 2am the next morning if I wish.(pae).

And another suggested that this has provided the incentive for her to change other parts of her life

I am faster and more organised, therefore more productive, with household chores.  I watch less television and read for entertainment less.

One person in the survey had taken up this form of work due to health issues as working from home gave them an opportunity that may not have been possible without the chance to work on line.  For example Bricout (2004) shows how the ability to do telework for spinal cord injury individuals, is a good way to rehabilitate people into the work environment. 

Sharing space with others in the home is contestable. Weatherall and Ramsay (Blue Skies Report No 5/06) state in their research that “[w]ithin families a set of rules and expectations about access and use emerged. A typical hierarchy found was priority for parents’ work, followed by children’s homework then informational use and, lastly, entertainment (2006:8).”  

The computers in the households in our study were often needed by more than one person and some of our respondents used it after the children had gone to bed. Space in the house was often used for other things as well so there is pressure on available space in most homes. Trying to encourage people to work from home, as shown in the ‘Close2:Kapiti’ study, may not have fully recognised just how little space is often available in many family homes. For many there was no separate ‘work’ space.

One commented that;

We’re both in the lounge but he either sits at the dining table or on the sofa with his laptop (non).

Solutions to current problems may encourage people to think about moving, this however would not be an option for all households

Yes.  But we intended moving into a bigger house anyway, because the children were getting older and needed more of their own space (doo)

Gender Issues

Gender issues are obvious in how the work is negotiated to fit in with family life. As can be seen from our data there is an expectation for the woman in the household to undertake household chores. However, some people were organised to a point where they don’t feel as though any negotiation is required. We explored how far working on line required a reworking/renegotiating of household tasks and activities
A typical response was that moving into this form of work required negotiating changes in household organisation For example one person observed that ,”

 this is still under negotiation, as my husband isn't much of a cook.  Everything else, he takes up the slack if I am particularly busy, or it doesn't get done until I've finished the job at hand (rie).

Time pressures were also a common theme as people tried to juggle the many activities that made up their days. The suggestion here is that they are expected to cope and only when under stress do others see the need to assist Again reflecting the early comments about the way that this form of work is viewed within the household. One worker noted that;
If I’m really strapped for time, my husband takes over some of the chores
(ki).

I have work I do it.  If I’m flat out, husband or kids get dinner etc 

However, in other households, these issues seemed to have been resolved in a more mutual fashion reflecting the negotiation of time/space with other household members that had taken place.  In yet other although the issues may have been resolved the major adjustment would appear to have been made by the online worker herself.

As one noted
There is no need to negotiate, it simply fits in using flexibility to organise my time and not disrupt our usual routines. (csh)

The working out of routines to achieve the mix of work and home activities required many changes in activity during the day For example when we explored this with the people in the sample they showed how they fitted in work alongside their other tasks. One for example described a typical day in term of 

Get children ready for school and take them to the bus-stop.  Return home and do washing, tidying, get tea ready sometimes.  Type for 2 hours.  Get ready for my other part-time job and leave home at 11.30am.  Work until 3.15pm.  Take children to sports.  Get home and complete making tea.  Help with homework.  Type from around 8.00pm to 11pm depending on how much work I have.

Another shared her day as follows:
7.00am breakfast, start washing clothes.  7.30am children go to bus.  I check email, do dishes, plan evening meal.  8.15am start work.  10.00am tea break during virus scan.  10.30am type until 12.00pm.  12.00-12.30pm lunch.  12.30 to 1.30pm type.  1.30pm to 2.30pm housework.  2.45pm leave to fetch children from school.  3.00pm to 5.30pm take children riding.  6.00pm to 8.00pm cook, eat and assist with homework.  8.00pm to 9.30pm type.  

And a further daily pattern consisted of;
Always check computer first thing in the morning, download what is required for the day, assess time needed to do it all within the specified time frames, allowing time for interruptions that may happen, then spend an hour or so on household routines, then both during the course of the day and evening.  

Opportunities for working here are being opened up not only for those who want to stay home to undertake a caring role but also for the older worker who may not be able to secure employment otherwise. Like the person who prefers to work at home because of a mental illness, the older person may be placed in the position to obtain work.   Age is a factor and one worker considered it gave an opportunity to work when people her age had difficulty securing employment.

At my age and in my circumstances, there was nothing available full time, which was what I needed (rer).

Nobody would interview me as “too old”.  Employers only want young people (cob).
 The Equal Employment Opportunities Trust recently ran a survey of older workers and found that “flexible working hours and offering more part-time positions are the key to retaining older workers” (The Press 29 May 2006).  
Previous experience of this form of work
The final area explored was whether they had carried out similar work for another employer prior to working for the present company.  The only link here between the people in the sample was their previous experience of work that involved use of a computer. The shift to working online came from variety of reasons including age and feeling this would limit options.  For one person it was he attraction of a job that the person could do and was available. One suggested that

I knew I could do the work and knew I would not be judged on my appearance (long term unemployment doesn't leave you with much of a corporate wardrobe or resources for acquiring the same).

I thought it would be great if I could get to do 'international', varied work and really prove myself.

Some people therefore will work from home so that they don’t need to negotiate workplace politics and other constraints. However, the ‘Close2:Kapiti’ study (Wild, 2004) and many other newspaper reports or information received from employers, suggest that employers are often reluctant to allow employees to work from home as they do not trust them (Felstead, Jewson and Walters 2005). This is a management style that suggests that people who are in control often think they need to see what is going on and monitor to gain the outcome desired.  In the case of our study as the people were self employed and paid by results there was less reason for the company to attempt to monitor their actual working practices as their quality control was at the output stage of the transcribed recording. 

The previous levels of work satisfaction were explored to see how they compared with the present form of work.  65.6% said they get more satisfaction now and of those most were previously working in clerical, administration or teaching. On the other hand, 25% get less satisfaction now but these had a similar previous work pattern in clerical work, administration and journalism. It would seem that it can not be the previous work itself that is a deterrent or draw card to online working. Only three of the participants had done online working at home in their previous job but eleven or 34% had an office type of work so the current work was not new to these people.  
Conclusions
The paper supports the need to analyse more carefully the ways that the move into “at home” work is being undertaken by a range of occupational groups.  The focus on professional workers needs to be complemented by an understanding that this form of work also affects and encourages a range of home based employment.  It is part of the increasingly diverse forms of work that characterise our present late modern society.  The question of how technology affects working is a question that lies at the heart of the debate as whether we are now in an information society shaped by information technologies and the possibilities of more distributive and flexile working.  In the research presented here we are able to show how this form of work is affecting the everyday lives and relationships of those who participate in it. 

Changes are happening not only in the workplace, but also in the home and  interaction with household members and other social contacts are as important to making this type of work successful as are the working relationships with employers and colleagues.  Social acceptance of online workers is gaining ground and the numbers of people working from home and the growing media coverage of this is likely to give it further impetus. People working from home still find though that their work is not always valued as ‘real’ work. However, it is mainly the constraints and freedoms that have changed for the participants.  The advantages focus around time management where a household includes children. Being able to fit work around household activities and the occasional late night ‘catch up’ enabled contract deadlines to be met. The loss of social interaction was seen as the greatest disadvantage to this work while the most attractive was the flexibility it allowed participants.  The success of working online at home is very dependent on good access to computers and other information communication technologies. Access to connectivity is a challenge that adds a further dimension to workplace challenges. In an environment where technologies are being enhanced all the time it is not always easy to keep up with the changes and doing so places an ongoing cost on the home based worker with respect to both the technology and the training and skills required. Displacing many of the work related cost from the employer to the employees.   
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� According to Home Business New Zealand there are now 230,000 kiwis working from home (Christchurch Press October 16th 2006 A15.


� The Greater Wellington Regional Council investigated, ran and evaluated a travel demand management teleworking awareness pilot. ‘Close2: Kapiti’. The eighteen month trial was closed down after five months as anecdotal evidence suggested there was no uptake. An evaluation however found that 6% or 24 of 400 commuters interviewed started teleworking as a direct result of the pilot. 
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