TELEWORK AND DEPENDENT CARE

PRELIMINARY REPORT

Federal telework has been in operation since 1990 and telework, in general, has been in operation a lot longer.  Throughout all that time, the performance of telework programs to assist with dependent care issues has been a sensitive if not taboo issue.  The concern (especially among managers) is clear: that teleworkers will spend official work hours taking care of dependents as opposed to performing their employee duties and/or that teleworkers will be distracted from their work by dependent care circumstances. Consequently, an enduring policy mantra has been in place: telework is not a substitute for dependent care.  Many organizations have established aggressive policy constraints regarding telework and dependents.  Despite this situation, telework advocates and program designers continuously maintain that telework can assist with dependent care without diminishing job performance.  Regardless of the actual validity of the concern or of the advocacy statement, they both are based on speculation. 

The U.S. General Services Administration (GSA) and the U.S. Office of Personnel Management are the two lead agencies for the development and operation of Federal telework.  As part of its effort to advance Federal telework and to achieve progress in resolving the telework/dependent care issue, GSA conducted two studies of telework and dependent care.  The general objective of this project was to establish empirically based findings regarding the relationship between telework and dependent care.  A second objective was to establish a basis for recommending improvements in existing telework programs. 

The first of the studies “Telework in the Federal Workplace: Dependent Care Study” was completed in 2003 and focused on Federal telework center users.  The second study “Telework and Dependent Care” was conducted in 2005 and focused on Federal home-based teleworkers.  This article will discuss findings from the second (home-based teleworkers) study. A final formal report covering both studies will be published in the near future.
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THE STUDY

Specifically, the study focused on telework benefits for employee dependent care situations in order to identify relationships and best practices.  We planned to use this information to improve telework program performance for the organization and for the quality of life of teleworkers and their dependents. 

GSA recruited 27 agencies and sub-agencies to participate in this study.  Participating agencies provided teleworkers to voluntarily complete a web-based survey.  Survey respondents included 863 Federal teleworkers with dependent care responsibilities.  The majority of respondents were female (73%) and respondent ages ranged from 31 to 59 years. Most of the respondents had one (53%) or two (28%) dependents. The majority of the dependents (81%) were children. Following is an outline of the key findings. 

OUTLINE OF FINDINGS

Sensitivity of Issue

Several agencies declined to participate in the study because of concern over the sensitivity of the issue. 

Telework Impact on Dependent Care

· 91% say teleworking helps with Dependent Care (Provides flexibility, Assists with emergencies, Assists ability to transport dependents to appointments, Enables more time on personal life, Ability to coordinate care, etc.)

· Sample Comments

· “I’m pregnant and telework allows me flexibility to deal with fatigue, morning sickness, doctor’s appointments and not having to buy as many work maternity clothes.”

· “Able to be at children’s school and sports activities because it eliminates the long commute during the time those activities take place.”

· “Without telecommuting, dependent parent would be in nursing home or assisted care facility.”

Telework Impact on Care-giving Employee

· Less stress (88%) 

· More energy (77%)

· Balance job and Dependent Care responsibilities (97%)

Teleworker Perception of Impact on Job Performance 

· Telework Impacts Job Performance : Yes – 60%;  No – 32%; Don’t Know – 8%

· Top Impacts: Improved Job Performance; Improved Morale; Reduced Stress (relative to job performance)

Teleworker Perception of Impact on the Organization

· Increased retention (93%)

· Other Agency benefits (98%) [Less sick or family leave, Improved job performance, Improved morale] 

Teleworker Perception of Whether Changes Could be made to Enable Telework to Better Assist with Dependent Care Situations

· 45% of Respondents say Changes Would be Helpful

· Specific Types of Changes include:  

	Type of Change
	Ranking
	Percent who selected*

	Change telework policies
	1
	60%

	Increase organization & management support
	2
	56%

	Provide more flex hours
	3
	54%

	Address technical support issues
	4
	26%

	Improve program guidance
	5
	23%

	Other steps
	6
	12%

	No comment
	7
	3% 


 *Percentage based on the subgroup of respondents (45% of entire sample) who indicated that changes would be helpful.

Teleworker Perception That Telework Arrangement Impacts Dependent

· Telework arrangement impacts dependent (yes – 70%)

· Parents say they have better bonding with infants and a closer relationship with older children and elders

· Dependent’s grades improved, more focused on homework, more responsive to direction and instruction

· Dependents are healthier: More time to cook healthy meals, sick less often, more consistent medication regime

· Dependents’ mood: happier, comforted, less anxious, less clingy, more connected, less rushed, more rested, less guilty for taking time from caregiver, have higher spirits

· Dependent’s behavior: more respectful, more energetic, more communicative, more affectionate

· Sample comments

·  “My mother has cancer and often becomes depressed or frightened about her condition. Chemotherapy leaves her weak and unable to make meals. My being home makes her feel safer and reassured that someone is around in case she needs something.”

· “When I began teleworking, my oldest child became much closer and more affectionate with me during the day.”

· “My father always has appointments and follow-up visits, he likes that I take him to visits…As a result, he feels better and is in better spirit.”

· My children seem more comforted knowing I am working from home.  My son looks forward to me being the one to pick him up from school on the day I work at home.

PRELIMINARY RECOMMENDATIONS 

Based on these findings and conclusions, the Federal government would be well advised to implement a governmentwide initiative to establish, visibly and affirmatively:

· clarification of the appropriate role that telework can play in balancing work and dependent care; 

· top down support to dispel the anxiety and sensitivity associated with the proper use of telework as a dependent care solution;

· top down support to help managers and policy makers accept and promote the worklife balance (work and dependent care) potential of telework; 

· promotion of the consequent benefit to the agency as well as to the teleworker and dependents of teleworkers; and 

· telework policies specifically addressing the use and usefulness of telework in assisting with dependent care situations.

PRELIMINARY CONCLUSIONS

The data presented in this study support the following conclusions:

· Employees use telework to care for a wide variety of dependents; the caretaker role is prevalent and is balanced with job duties; telework helps employees more effectively balance their dependent care and job responsibilities.

· Using telework to assist with dependent care situations has a strong positive impact on agencies, especially in retention and attraction of talent, which are currently major concerns for most agencies.

· A key problem in effectively using telework to help with dependent care situations is that program policies and managerial perceptions often create an atmosphere of suspicion and sensitivity in which the balanced use of telework is overshadowed, precluded, or significantly inhibited.

PRELIMINARY NEXT STEPS

· Complete final data analysis; prepare and publish final report with recommendations (Spring 06)

· Convene interagency working group to review analysis, findings, and recommendations (Spring 06)

· Identify and implement recommendations (Fall 06)

Inquiries may be directed to Dr. Wendell Joice at wendell.joice@gsa.gov.







