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EXPERT CONSENSUS ON ESSENTIAL PRACTICES FOR TELEWORK PROGRAM SUCCESS


There are numerous commonly held beliefs about effective practices for operating telework programs. The telework community of expertise needs to determine and communicate practices which have been shown to be effective in actual telework operation as opposed to being simply part of telework lore. 

Despite being underway for more than a decade, telework programs are still new or nonexistent for most organizations. This means that the establishment and promulgation of effective guidance on program practices is a key factor for continued and successful growth of the telework movement. Currently, however, there is an abundance of untested, anecdotal, and largely opinion-based information on telework. To help remedy this situation, the Office of Governmentwide Policy, US General Services Administration (GSA), working with a group of telework program experts,  conducted a study to assess and further substantiate telework program practice recommendations made by a blue ribbon panel (BRP) of the International Telework Association (ITAC). The full study focused on a comprehensive assessment of 33 recommended practices, rating them on a scale ranging from essential to the success of a telework program to detrimental to the success of a telework program. The following discussion, which is abstracted from the full study, will focus only on the practices that were deemed essential to the success of a telework program, as opposed to ratings such as

· valuable, but not essential, or 

· minimally valuable or 

· not valuable.

The panel of experts consisted of 62 participants divided into three categories based on their occupational experience relative to working with telework programs: government, private sector (corporate), and consultant. These categories were used because telework program evaluation reports, ITAC conference proceedings, and general information exchanges have suggested that the perceived value and utilization of certain telework practices may vary across public and private sector programs. 

FINDINGS

The expert panel judged that of the 33 examined practices, the following seven practices were "essential" to the success of a telework program: 

- Developing clear, measurable telework program goals.

- Utilizing an executive champion.

- Utilizing a telework program manager/coordinator.

- Requiring telework training for managers of teleworkers.

- Ensuring that teleworker performance appraisals follow the same procedures and guidelines as those applied to other employees.

- Conducting an assessment to determine teleworker and/or organizational technology needs.

- Establishing formal arrangements for technical support of teleworkers.

DISCUSSION

Findings from the full study suggested that the BRP recommendations, used appropriately, can be very helpful for developing telework programs. While supporting the accuracy of the BRP’s recommendations, however, the study experts judged that only 7 of the 33 practices were “essential” to the success of a telework program. This finding suggests that telework programs can be successful without utilizing many of the practices recommended by the BRP. The seven essential practices focused on issues such as top-level support and coordination, training, program goals, performance appraisal fairness, and technological support. To the extent possible, telework program planners should implement the practices deemed essential and select the particular array of other “valuable” practices that will lead to optimal performance for their specific organizational circumstances. Optimizing practices may mean implementing similar, but not necessarily the same, sets of practices for different units within the same organization.  

As mentioned above, relatively few (seven) of the recommended practices received a consensus rating of “essential.” There were no surprises among the seven since each has been the frequent focus of attention in the telework community. For example, top level support often has been touted as a key solution to the significant difficulties of overcoming management resistance to telework; performance appraisal issues have long been a sensitive topic for potential teleworkers; and, of course, the role of technology (remote access, for example) has become increasingly important, especially since the pace of technological progress has increased performance and productivity expectations.

Other Noteworthy Findings

It is interesting to note that widely touted practices such as cost benefit/business case analysis and formal program evaluation, while seen as valuable, were not seen as essential by the majority of experts. Even the practice of requiring training for teleworkers and/or their managers was deemed essential by only half of the experts. It is hard to judge the reasoning for this except that it may be yet another reflection of the aforementioned need to tailor practices to situations. It also may reflect reality versus theory, which is why we conducted this study. For example, like productivity analysis, cost benefit analysis often depends on the difficult and sometimes questionable task of quantifying human resources factors.

Finally, findings in this study are supported by findings from a similar study conducted by the American Management Association (see the full study for more details).
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