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2 Literature Review 

2.1 Introduction 

The prevailing literature, in the area of study is deeply analyzed in this chapter. 

Reader can broaden the knowledge on concept telecommuting after reading this 

chapter. Numerous sources of literature such as research publications, dissertations, 

journal articles, newspaper articles, books, conference publications and web pages 

have been used in this literature review. Majority of the articles focus on 

telecommuting, telework but this includes articles on general productivity and 

productivity measurement as well. 

The section 2.2 focuses on literature related to defining the term telecommuting. The 

reader can understand different ways in which researchers have attempted to define 

telecommuting after reading this section. It seems, working from home is a more 

appealing term and generally used more than telecommuting.  

The section 2.3 discusses the growth in telecommuting over the years. This section 

refers to statistics from a survey conducted in the United States, Canada and Australia. 

The reader will also be able to get an idea to what degree  telecommuting is popular in 

other parts of the world, though it is not very popular in Sri Lanka at the moment. 

The section 2.4 illustrates the positives and negatives associated with telecommuting. 

Most of the literature articles have some indication on what are the good and bad 

aspects of telecommuting. The reader may be surprised to find some of the positives 

in telecommuting that are not so obvious at the end of this section. 

The section 2.5 focuses on the productivity, mainly the individual productivity. This 

section contains the details, defining the productivity and how the general definition is 

adopted to use in the context of a knowledge worker such as an IT professional. 

Information discussed in this section is very vital, as this has been used in deriving the 

theoretical model used in this study. 
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Finally the section 2.6 illustrates the studies related to telecommuting that have been 

conducted in the Sri Lankan context.  

2.2 Defining Telecommuting 

The term ‘telecommuting’  (Nilles, 1975) was first introduced by Jack Nilles more 

than 30 years ago. He defined telecommuting as “telecommuting has computational 

and telecommunication components which enable employees of large organizations to 

work in offices close to their homes, rather than commute long distance to a central 

office” (Nilles, 1975). Later Jack Nilles(2007) defined the telecommuting as “Periodic 

work out of the principal office, one or more days per week either at home, a client 

site, or in telework center” in his article published in e-journal. 

Though there are a significant number of studies conducted regarding telecommuting, 

it is hard to find a unified definition, to explain telecommuting (Verbeke, et al., 2008, 

p.1-6). Some articles and research papers consider, working entirely from home, as 

part of telecommuting but others indicate it is not part of the telecommuting (Bailey & 

Kurland, 2002). In certain other cases telecommuting is considered as part of the 

broader concept called telework. There seems to be no single authoritative body to 

govern the telecommuting representing all the countries. There are some associations 

which are distributed in different geographical areas but not connected. This could be 

the reason why term telecommuting does not have an agreed definition. These facts 

indicate it is best to select one of the available definitions that is most suited to this 

study, rather than searching for a globally agreed definition for telecommuting. 

2.3 Growth in Telecommuting 

The past two decades is known as the era of the information revolution. The advent of 

Internet stimulated the information exchange more than ever before. Rapid growth in 

information exchange technologies can play a role, as an enabler of telecommuting, 

but it is questionable whether growth in telecommuting is proportional, to the growth 

in information exchange technologies.  
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Studies conducted on telecommuting indicates there was a significant growth in 

telecommuting studies during the nineties but a sudden drop in 2000 with dot com 

crash (Bergum 2007). However other more recent studies indicate growth in 

telecommuting adoption in recent years. Teleworking report (Sensis, 2007) published 

by the Sensis concludes that teleworking is already a solid part of the Australian 

business environment and found 22% of Australian small and medium enterprises 

have already introduced teleworking in their business venture. However the Sensis 

report indicates that there are benefits to be derived from telecommuting and that there 

is no big interest in adopting teleworking widely, in the business environment. 

Telework Trendlines report (2009) published by ‘WorldAtWork’ also reveals more 

Americans are telecommuters compared to the previous years. The report further 

reveals that there is a 39% two year increase in the number telecommuters. However 

there is a drop in regular telecommuters and increase in ad-hoc telecommuters. The 

growth in telecommuting numbers are not limited to the private sector. United States 

federal report, Status of telework in the federal government (United States office of 

personnel management, 2008) suggests that telework programs in the federal 

government have been either increase or held steady since 2006.  

The above mentioned growth in telecommuting seems to relate, but is not the sole 

factor, to the economic conditions prevailed in year 2008. The hike in gas prices 

seems to have pushed both employees and employers to rethink about adopting 

telecommuting in their business organizations (Ioma, 2008). Many employees in south 

east United States also have considered changing their commuting habits, due to 

increased gas prices and most of the employees have identified car pooling as one of 

the main ways to reduce the commuting cost, while telecommuting is the second most 

popular alternative (Bednarz, 2008).  

Literature resources, related to growth in telecommuting indicate overall growth in 

telecommuting over the past few years. More and more studies conducted in this area 

is also an indication of the increased interest.  
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2.4 Pros and Cons of Telecommuting 

According to Itzhak Harpaz (2002) implications of telecommuting can be looked at, in 

three aspects namely individual, organization and society. His study identifies a very 

comprehensive list of advantage and disadvantages of telecommuting. The study 

reveals increased autonomy, flexible working hours, improved time management, 

saving in travel time, saving in commuting expense and flexibility in arranging 

supervision of family members, as key advantages to individuals. On the other hand 

impaired feeling of belonging, feeling of isolation, no separation between spheres of 

work & home, need for self-discipline, lack of professional support, impeded career 

advancement, over availability syndrome, personal unsuitability and legal issues are 

recognized, as the key disadvantages to individuals.  

In the same study Itzhak (2002) illustrates increased productivity, increased provision 

of human resources, significant decrease in absence, savings in direct expenses, 

increased motivation and satisfaction and creating positive organizational image are 

identified as the key advantages to the organization. Key disadvantages to 

organizations are application difficulties, investment in training & supervision, 

possible damage to commitment, changes in work methods, cost involved in transition 

to telecommuting and legal issues.  

Perspective of society, reduction of environmental damage, decrease in traffic 

congestion, solutions to special-needs population and saving in infrastructure and 

energy are identified as advantages whereas creation of a detached society is 

considered as a disadvantage.  

There has been in-depth studies conducted on telecommuting, as a method to reducing 

the traffic congestion. The memorandum from Cambridge Systematics (2007) 

illustrates to what extent the telecommuting incentives may result in the adoption of 

telecommuting and thereby reducing the traffic congestion. These sources indicate the 

impact telecommuting can have on reducing the number of vehicle-miles of travel 

(VMT).  

It is not only the private sector but also the federal government that recognizes the 

advantages of telecommuting. Following 9/11 and hurricane Katrina the United States 
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government has realized that it is even more important to have trained staff able to 

work from home, to maintain the continuity of operations, of at least critical functions 

(Homeland Defense). This is one of the unique advantages of telecommuting benefits 

that many studies failed to identify in their studies.  

2.5 Productivity and Telecommuting 

Productivity is one of the key words, in any business organization as it is directly 

related to the bottom line of the business entity-profit. Adopting appropriate and 

correct measurement to measure productivity is very important, otherwise the business 

entity performance will be incorrect. Measuring productivity in a conventional factory 

floor is somewhat straightforward, but it is not so in professional services (Wiersa, 

1980). The most experienced managers stress that well-defined performance measures 

for teleworkers is vital. This approach seems simple for task oriented jobs but 

measuring performance of knowledge worker is not so simple (Harbert, 2008). 

Knowledge worker tasks are complex which make it very difficult to measure the 

performance objectively.  

Traditionally productivity is defined as the output per unit of input. This is known as 

the economic productivity. Enhanced version of this productivity equation includes 

the quality factor as well because quantity alone doesn’t represent the true 

productivity (Saari, 2006).  

 

Many of the studies and surveys conducted on telecommuting have identified that 

telecommuting leads to productivity improvements. A survey conducted by CompTIA 

(Levinson, 2008) indicates more than 67% responders have responded that 

telecommuting leads to productivity improvements. Further there are statistics which 

indicates a strong relationship between the firm performance and telework (Martinez-

Sachez, Perez-Perez, Vela-Jimenez & de-Luis-Carnicer, 2007). Business 

organizations Pasific Bells, Storage Tek and Bell Atlantic have reported productivity 

gains  by implementing the telecommuting programs in their organizations (Weiss, 
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1994). Employees of large organizations’ such as AT&T also believe telecommuting 

enhance the productivity. The majority of the respondents (64%) have responded that 

telecommuting enhance their productivity in a survey conducted with 237 senior 

executives at AT&T (AT&T, 2003). Most of the literature is written around the 

perceived productivity enhancements and only very few could be found with 

numerical support to productivity enhancement. An in depth study conducted in a call 

center operation, over a period of months reveals that there is an annual net benefit of   

$1,316.00 per telecommuter. Findings, of this study, pass a strong message to society 

on telecommuting that telecommuting indeed is a productive work arrangement 

(Butler, Aasheim & Williams, 2007). 

Not all the studies indicate massive productivity gains. There are researchers who 

argue against the massive productivity enhancement reported by other studies. 

Professor Ralph Westfall (1997) a leading researcher in telecommuting once proposed 

15 rival hypotheses on productivity and telecommuting. He argues that most of the 

researches in the area of telecommuting and productivity are over stated the 

productivity improvements. In his study he used the economic model to measure the 

productivity. He found out in his study, that in order to breakeven, individual who 

earns $30,000 per year needs to telecommute three days per week. Most of the 

reported productivity gains represent individual telecommuter’s productivity and not 

the organizational productivity (Westfall 1995). It is argued that increased effort 

required by their managers and the impact on fellow workers can offset the benefit to 

the organization, resulting in almost negligible productivity gains. Further the benefit 

from telecommuting, may not come purely from improved productivity, but the social 

and individual benefits such as less air pollution, less traffic congestion, commuting 

costs, dependence on foreign oil and job related stress.  

A latter study conducted on telecommuting and productivity by the professor Ralph 

Westfall (2004) further concluded that high productivity gains touted by consultants 

and vendors are not as high as they appear. A simple model to measure the 

productivity can be based on four factors; amount of work, intensity of work, 

efficiency of work and adjustments (Westfall, 2004). It is argued that if there are 

substantial productivity gains such as 20%, and then employers would have already 
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widely selected the telecommuting. Instead employers allow the telecommuting as an 

option but are not strongly recommending it.  

2.6 Telecommuting and Sri Lanka 

Unfortunately there is not much literature on telecommuting or telework published in 

Sri Lanka. This may be due to the fact that there is low awareness of telecommuting 

as an alternative work arrangement. The most recent research available on telework is 

by Y. B. Wickramasinghe with the title ‘Viability of telework’. The results of this 

study indicate 60% of the responders who have been questioned were willing to 

telecommute if approved by the employer. Some of the benefits of teleworking 

highlighted in the study are 24x7 availability, increased employee satisfaction, 

improved productivity and improved staff retention. On the other hand major 

perceived drawbacks included are no disciplined workers, security, difficulty in 

measuring performance, lack of monitoring, opposition from senior management, cost 

of remote work, requirement of constant interaction and communication problems. 

Finally the study concludes that it is viable to adopt the telework in Sri Lanka but it is 

doubtful to what extend the business organizations have adopted telecommuting as an 

alternative work arrangement. 


