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Telework is an increasingly popular flexible working arrangement. The aim of this article is to describe the features that

characterize telework. The advantages and disadvantages of teleworking are outlined, as well as its effects on the health of the

worker. The method used was a literature review. The outputs of this search show that in general, empirical evidence favours a
positive association between telework and worker health. However, there are also negative impacts on health such as stress and
depression. The overall conclusion is that telework is likely to yield more good than bad for individual health.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Teleworking originally started to become popular since the
oil crisis of the 1970s when it was realized that if one in
seven urban commuters would work from home, then the US
would have no need to import oil. So it became evident that
work flexibility could result in benefits for organization and
for employees. The term “telecommuting” was introduced
by Nilles!!! in the mid-1970s.

While the US term for “home-working” is telecommuting,
in Europe, it is termed telework. But the terms to express
telework are varied and include work-at-distance, off-site
work or even remote work. The idea behind all of them is
the same, it is the work to be done in a place and not a place
where the worker has to go.[?!

The European Framework Agreement on Telework of 2002
defines telework in Article 2: “Telework is a form of organ-
ising and/or performing work, using information technol-
ogy in the context of an employment contract/relationship,
where work, which could also be performed at the employer’s
premises, is carried out away from those premises on a regu-

lar basis”. Although this definition is broad, it does capture
the main idea behind telework, which is work flexibility in
space and time.

Flexible working became an opportunity for workers to im-
prove their work, family and social life by decreasing work
constraints and gaining autonomy over their own affairs. The
boundaries between working and non-working time have
become flexible and adjustable to the needs of people at
different stages in life: study time, family, aging or simple
individual preferences. Telework is therefore a decision-
making tool regarding working hours and adapting them to
the needs and preferences of workers (and the demands of
the employer).

Telework, as a form of flexible work arrangement, became
more and more significant in the late 1990s as the use of
home computers, laptops, mobile phones and sophisticated
telecommunications software become an everyday work tool.

The number of workers teleworking was still increasing in the
last decade. In the US, the growth was around 80% between
2005 and 2012 and in this last year teleworkers represented
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2.6% of the total employee workforce (about 3.3 million
people, excluding the self-employed and unpaid volunteers)
who considered home as their primary place of work.!*! The
number of employees using telework in the US between 2005
and 2012 is 1,819,355 and 3,268,525 respectively, and the
percentage of those employees in the total workforce is 2.6%
in 2012.

Telework is less often used in the European labour market
than it is in the US. Some figures show that at the beginning
of the 21st century, full-time telework was carried out by just

Table 1. Percentage of teleworkers in Europe

over 1% of the working population (around 1.5 million peo-
ple) and occasional teleworking was a slightly more common
(5% of workers)."¥! More recently, it has been estimated that
around 3% of EU workers are teleworking from home."!

But the telework arrangement is not found consistently in Eu-
ropean countries. While the UK has around 10% of employ-
ees doing telework for at least 25% of the time, in Portugal
and Italy the figure is only 2%, as can be seen in Table 1.!°!
The countries with the highest proportion of teleworkers are
Denmark, Netherlands, Sweden and Luxembourg."!

% work force UK L FIN NL A B

At least 25% time 10 9 8 7 6 6 6
All the time 2 3 1 1 3 2 1

Telework is naturally more often found in certain professions
and usually associated with highly skilled white collar jobs.
In Europe, 7% of telework is done by managers and 13%
by professionals or technicians (for instance, statisticians or
financial brokers).’! In fact, the sectors where telework is
most often found are education, with 12% of teleworkers,
financial and other services (8%), and the public administra-
tion with 3% of teleworkers.!

Nowadays it can be seen that working hours have extended
into the evening and night and to weekends. So, they have
become more flexible in a 24-hour society. The 3rd EU
Survey on Working Condition showed that what is termed
normal working hours (meaning from 9.00-18.00 on week
days) have become the exception rather than the rule. Em-
ployed people with this traditional rigid pattern of working
hours represented only 27% of all the employed people in
the survey. Analysis of the survey data shows a positive
correlation between flexibility (under individual discretion
and control) and better health outcomes. However, results
also show that longer working hours are associated with
stress, fatigue, sleeping problems, and anxiety.'%! The Sixth
European Working Conditions Survey recently concluded
that overall, according to the job quality indices, teleworkers
work more intensively but have more autonomy at work and
better career prospects.[S]

The overall aim of this paper is to consolidate the informa-
tion on the topic of telework and health, and also to provide
a structured text for a wide range of interested readers. For
this, the main features of telework have been reviewed and its
associated trade-offs are described, in particular, the health
effects for workers. Telework tasks and jobs require a cer-
tain individual profile to ensure success. Additionally, the
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characteristics of telework tasks and workers’ profiles help
to explain the advantages and disadvantages of telework to
the worker, as well as the effects on health.

The method used in this work was a literature review, so
this article has been written in a narrative non-exhaustive for-
mat, without evaluation of the articles, rather than a format
which could include quality assessment and tabular synthe-
sis. There are two systematic reviews on this topic in the
literature. One is by De Croon et al.,l”! and the other by
Joyce et al.l®! The first systematically reviews how the of-
fice concept (including telework) can influence a worker’s
job demands, job resources, short- and long-term reactions
(including health). The second reviews the health effects of
flexible work conditions on employees and their families.

2. METHOD

The method used is a general literature review as classified
by Grant et al.”) This provides a review of the recent and
current literature and covers a wide range of subjects in vary-
ing degrees of completeness and comprehensiveness. This
form of literature review is usually presented in a narrative
form, as it is here.

Google Scholar was used to search for articles, using the
key words “telework + health”, *
“telework + health + effects or impacts”, “
health + health or impacts”, between April and June 2015
and updated between 10-12 June 2016. The selection of the
articles was based on the general principal that the reference
should be a specialised report, an empirical analysis or a
review. The articles proposing a conceptual or theoretical
framework have not been analysed, nor have those which did

not have a clear focus on telework.

telecommuting + health”,
telecommuting +
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The search of the set of articles used here was not comprehen-
sive, and the quality of the work contained in them was not
assessed. A summary of the selected references is included,
based on the aspects covered in this article.

3. RESULTS

3.1 Telework features and teleworkers

Professions that rely on telephones, computers and other
communication technology devices are strongly related to
the potential performance by telework. Some professions
have intrinsic features that make them better suited to being
performed through telework, such as management and spe-
cialised professionals. The tasks performed under a telework
contract are usually described as follows:1% 11!

e information based and portable,

e their performance requires high level of concentration,

e their performance involves a high degree of autonomy,

e can be planned in advance and performed at varying
times of the day,

e creating, processing and disseminating information,

e results in measurable output such as written reports,
statistical figures, software, etc.

This last characteristic plays an important role when contracts
are drafted between the firm and the worker. The sustaining
theory that models the relationship between employee and
employer is the well-known “agency theory”, which states
that interests of the two parties may be aligned by optimal
contracts, which mostly depend on the performance of the
employees.[1> 13

The demanding nature of the tasks that can be performed
through telework suggests that not everyone is suited to
it. Empirical evidence profiles the successful teleworker
as someone with the following personal characteristics:[14-1¢!

e Self-motivation: skilled at setting routines and meeting
deadlines.

e High level of job knowledge and skills: enough knowl-
edge of their position to facilitate working and solving
problems independently.

e High performance: solid performers, although it is
important for some top performers to remain in the
office at least part of the time to mentor co-workers.

e Independence and confidence: because there is less ex-
posure to supervision and feedback, individuals should
have the ability to make independent decisions.

e Comfortable with solitude: because of the isolation,
individuals with less need for social interaction are
well suited to telecommuting arrangements.

o Time management and organisational skills: because
of limited daily demands or checks, individuals should
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have the ability to schedule and organise their work to
meet deadlines.

o Concentration: highly focused and able to handle po-
tential distractions.

e Strong communication skills: more effort is needed to
stay in touch with managers and co-workers, providing
them with necessary information and updates while
working away from the office setting.

o Trustworthiness and reliability: individuals are ac-
countable for getting the job done to the same extent
as if they were being supervised in the office setting;
mutual trust is an essential element of a telework ar-
rangement.

These personal characteristics are very relevant to the way
people design strategies to deal with the obstacles of tele-
working and perform the tasks, especially without damaging
their health.

3.2 Pros and cons of telework

The advantages and disadvantages of telework, from
the teleworker perspective, have been identified by sev-
eral authors!'*!7-261 and others have reviewed or listed
them.[? 1527281 These are summarised in Table 2.

Table 2. Advantages and disadvantages of telework

Advantages Disadvantages
Better balance of home and Blurring of boundaries between
work life work and home time and overwork
Increased flexibility and .

Presenteeism
autonomy

Social isolation
Lack of support, inadequate
equipment

Reduction in commuting time
Increased productivity

Higher morale and job
satisfaction

Avoidance of office politics

Career progression or promotions

Resentment from colleagues

Teleworkers spend less time travelling, commuting and away
from home. They can thus use this time to be with the family
and enjoy a better balance of home and work life. However,
the blurring of boundaries between work and home time may
create family conflict or erode rest time.

Homeworking increases people’s flexibility and autonomy.
Teleworkers can often choose their hours of work, enabling
them to take advantage of off-peak hours at the supermarket,
the gym, and administrative offices so as to work in their
most productive part of the day, or even to take on another
job. Nevertheless, homeworking is right next to the breakfast
table and so teleworkers tend to work long and continuous
hours, even when they are sick. This is called presenteeism.
Working when unwell impacts the speed and quality of the
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recovery and well-being of the worker, not to mention the
effect on the quality of the work.

Teleworkers tend to be more productive than their counter-
parts in traditional offices because they have fewer interrup-
tions and distractions, can work longer hours, make better
use of high productivity moments, and enjoy flexibility when
planning work schedules. Despite this potential for higher
productivity, teleworkers often face lack of technical support
and may have inadequate equipment which prevents them
from achieving the desired productivity. Nevertheless, this
disadvantage can be mitigated nowadays because internet
access is provided via optical fibre cables, thereby ensuring
high speed and reliability. Additionally, computer anti-virus
software prevents problems of losing work and the use of
cloud computing systems allows sharing software and files.

Higher morale and job satisfaction are common among tele-
workers, who tend to be highly motivated to prove that this
choice is better and more successful. However, being away
from the central office may have a negative impact on their
career progression because they tend to be overtaken by other
workers who are better positioned for lobbying. However,
the lobbying by the work colleagues will happen no matter
what, they are focused on their goals and lobbying is part of
their tasks in the office.

Another advantage of homeworking is the avoidance of office
politics. This is mainly about relationships targeting power,
influence and careers; it consumes time and effort. Some
people may prefer to focus on performance and care less
about office politics. The other side of this can be the so-
cial isolation that workers may feel because they spend long
hours alone without social interaction and the resentment of
colleagues, who cannot be home-workers.

Today’s communication technology is built on high connec-
tivity instruments and processes, easy and reliable informa-
tion sharing, easy and cheap communication, and our sophis-
ticated computers and mobile phones make social interaction
and work output presentation easy, no matter where people
are located.!?®! Therefore, from our perspective, the disad-
vantage of being absent from the main office is not really
relevant nowadays.

3.3 Health issues associated with telework

Telework has recognised effects on health. The overall ef-
fect on health is neither well known nor consensual.[?”-30]
Most empirical work reports positive and negative effects but
there has been little analysis of the trade-offs associated with

telework and its net benefits or net costs.

The methodological difficulty of measuring trade-offs makes
it hard to determine if telework benefits outweigh the cost

Published by Sciedu Press

to workers’ health. Nonetheless, apparently there is suffi-
cient evidence to infer that the benefits override the health
problems. Noting the historical and statistical evolution of
telework, which has been around now for more than 40 years
and is still expanding, it seems that it generates a net benefit
for individuals (and organisations). If telework had mainly
had a negative impact on the health (and job satisfaction) of
workers, then eventually they would have lost the willingness
to do it?!! and telework would have tended to disappear.

As Michael Marmot stated: “depriving people of control over
their lives. .. is indeed damaging to their health”,?! so it is
likely that telework benefits health more than it damages it
because it helps people to be better able to control their life.
In fact, some evidence seems to indicate that telework has
net benefits for employees;!?%:33-33! in other words, “telecom-
muting is likely more good than bad for individual”.3¢!

3.3.1 Identified health problems

The health problems associated with telework can be grouped
into four categories: musculoskeletal problems, isolation and
depression, stress and overwork and others. These are now
described in more detail.

Musculoskeletal problems

Working long hours with a computer, usually at home, is
associated with a static and constraining posture, repetitive
movements, extreme positions of the forearm and wrist, and
with long periods of continuous work. These are risky be-
haviours that contribute to the development of musculoskele-
tal problems in the neck, shoulders, wrist, hand and lumbar
regions.[22’27’37] Moreover, teleworkers do not socialise with
colleagues and so they do not take health breaks, which are
important for musculoskeletal relaxation, and they spend
long hours seated, without appropriate breaks. %3]

Isolation and depression

The nature of telework means that teleworkers do not es-
tablish a social work relationship with their colleagues, es-
pecially those in the office. Being far from the workplace
added to the long, continuous working hours can induce feel-
ings of loneliness and isolation.!!>-2%:22:33.36.401 1t hag even
been suggested that teleworkers should spend at least 20%
of their work time in the office to prevent such feelings of
isolation.[*!]

Stress and overwork

Today stress is strongly correlated with cardiovascular dis-
eases, type 2 diabetes and poor mental health (particularly
depression), which is why it has our full attention today.[*%

Stress is an emotional response to pressure suffered due to
the context in which a person is living or working and over
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which they have no control. While the immediate effects
of stress hormones may be beneficial, long term exposure
to stress accustoms the body to the high level of hormones,
which generates a negative effect on the human body. Stress
is caused by stressors and it is revealed by changes in physi-
ological and psychological behaviour. Stressors are triggers
of stress and they include all influences (job and non-job
related) that affect someone at work, such as work tasks,
deadlines, equipment, organisational and procedural regula-
tions, spatial-temporal and physical conditions.[*3

Stress-response theory provides a theoretical framework for
the linkages between work flexibility (as in telework) and
health.[**! This flexibility includes the schedule and the loca-
tion, which are the main aspects of telework. The linkages
between work flexibility and health are mainly twofold. On
the one hand, flexibility reduces exposure to some stressors
since workers are better able to control their lives, reduce
family conflict and improve family-work balance. Moreover,
telework flexibility provides resources to enable workers
to respond to stressors and so to prevent negative impacts
of stress on health.?* On the other hand, flexibility creates
more stress due to family responsibilities, blurred work-home
life boundary and, potentially, family conflict.!*>461 Addi-
tionally, telework creates job stress related to factors such as
overwork, tight deadlines, intense and long working hours,
inability of switch off and less time to rest.2%46-481 It is also
related to poor mental health, exhaustion and impaired state
of health.[17-28.31.40]

Other health problems

Other health problems can be identified and associated with
flexible work conditions. These health problems include
metabolic, cardiovascular, and gastrointestinal disorders.
Metabolic disorders include hypertension, high cholesterol
and higher fasting blood sugar levels.[*%3%) Moreover, cancer
is likely to be a negative effect of certain health imbalances
created by work flexibility, and women’s reproductive func-
tion is also potentially affected.*!

3.3.2 Health benefits

A number of health benefits are generated with telework for
people choosing this alternative work arrangement.

Several empirical works have found positive and beneficial
effects on teleworkers’ health. Benefits accrue from reduc-
ing the stress/*?! of the daily home-work commute,3%-3%-31]
having greater schedule flexibility and a better work-life
balance,[2-28:34:52.53] better life control, and enhanced job
satisfaction, 1734381

The effects on health outcomes such as sickness and impair-
ment seem to occur less often with the choice of telework.!*¥
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Moreover, working from home provides an environment that
favours better concentration, less noise, fewer interruptions,
more privacy (which open-office spaces often destroy), better
air quality (which may be dubious in the traditional office),
all of which contribute to workers’ health.[??!

4. CONCLUSION AND FUTURE RESEARCH
Telework is a flexible work arrangement which has been in-
creasingly adopted worldwide. Workers seem to be willing
to choose this form of work since it improves their working
and social life by easing work constraints and yielding gains
in autonomy over their own affairs. Telework has become a
solution for people at different stages in their life, when they
may be studying, bringing up a family, or growing older, or
it can simply match their individual preferences by letting
them decide when and where to work.

Telework tasks have particular features which require certain
personality traits for the job to be done successfully. More-
over, these features contribute to defining the pros and cons,
in particular the health effects, of doing a job under telework
conditions. Workers face a cost-benefit trade-off when do-
ing telework. There is a general view that it results in a net
benefit for workers and in a positive effect on their health.
This is mainly because there is less stress and a better work-
family life balance. This trend in the empirical evidence may
be more significant in today’s world. The reason for this
trend may be that some of the potential disadvantages of tele-
work, mainly related to workers not being in the main office,
are strongly mitigated by the sophisticated communication
technology readily available today.

The main limitation of this literature review is the potential
for the selection of the articles to be subjective, even though
Google Scholar provides the most cited articles and exhaus-
tive lists of references. The informative nature of this text
and the main goal defined do not require a systematic review
of the literature. This article is therefore contributing with
a well-structured and well-condensed text with information
obtained from a wide literature review on telework and its
health effects.

Future research may continue studying the effects of tele-
work on teleworkers and on health utilization. Another line
of potential research could focus, firstly, on the relation-
ship between the workers’ personality traits and their health
outcomes, and secondly, on the relationship between the
workers’ performance and their health outcomes, particu-
larly, those associated with depression and stress.

Finally, research is needed to reassess the relevance of some
telework disadvantages and health effects associated with iso-
lation and lack of social interaction, because nowadays there
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is a high speed communication technology, with diverse and
wide connectivity options, easy and trustworthy information

sharing, easy and cheap communication, and broad access to

sophisticated computers and mobile phones.
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