Chapter 2

Getting Started

 

The Telework Program Manager

It is best to appoint a committee to plan your telework program, monitor progress, and assess the need for changes and improvements that will increase your chances for success.  The committee will function more effectively if one person serves as the telework program manager and manages the overall telework program.  Additionally, the quality of your program will be improved, as this person can ensure you meet all reporting requirements, track agency efforts to promote telework, and serve as a champion for telework. 

The Committee

The first action for the telework program manager is to establish a planning committee composed of agency stakeholders.  Possible members include representatives from human resources, including employee relations, staffing, labor-relations, EEO, and work/life; legal; information technology; management; and labor organizations. Employees should also be included.  This group can help establish program goals, objectives, written policies, and procedures.  It is important to quantify goals and objectives at the beginning of the program.  This will be helpful when you conduct your program evaluation.  The committee will also develop an implementation plan and schedule with milestones. 

The committee needs to address a wide variety of issues.   They need to determine the level of technological support the agency will provide to employees who telework, such as the provision of computers, printers and telephone lines, and access to agency computers from remote sites and the Internet.  They need to address the acquisition, maintenance, and repair of any equipment provided.  Issues surrounding equipment and data security must also be resolved.

The committee may recommend surveying the workforce to measure the level of interest in telework, identify perceived impediments to telework arrangements, and solicit suggestions to enhance the success of the program.  Additionally, the committee should develop marketing and implementation plans.  Research has shown training is key to the success of telework.  The committee should determine what training will be provided and how to make certain everyone receives the information they need to improve the chances for success.

The group should provide an initial program budget recommendation and make appropriate changes as the planning proceeds and the scope of the program is determined.  It is critical that the budget be linked to the telework program goals and objectives.  For example, if a program goal is to decrease staff turnover, a study to identify the impact of telework on retention would be appropriate.  Any costs associated with the study would be tied to this goal.

While the committee has significant responsibility in many areas, its major tasks are the establishment of three important elements of the program:  the policy, training plan, and evaluation plan.

The Policy
Good communication is the essential element of a successful telework program.  All of the participants need to know what the guidelines and expectations are and who is in charge of the various aspects of the program.  Written policies and procedures are needed to ensure understanding and avoid misunderstanding about the terms and conditions of telework.  Policies should cover short term as well as continuing telework arrangements. 

A review of the current policies of other agencies will give you an idea of what should be 

included in your policy.  Your policy should outline your goals and objectives, as well as the

benefits to your organization and to employees.  Program parameters should be defined, 

including the positions or aspects of positions that are appropriate for telework.  You will need to determine what forms or documentation you need for employees to submit, such as a telework contract/agreement and a form for borrowing equipment.  A copy of an assessment tool that can be used by both employees and supervisors to measure their potential for success with telework should be included.  

You also need to identify the points of contact for all issues pertaining to telework, including personnel and information technology.  Determine what the plan is for contacting these people if assistance is needed and whether the employee contacts them directly or contacts the supervisor.  

You must define the official duty station.  Changing an employee's duty station may affect the employee's pay rate and travel benefits.  Agencies must make official duty station determinations consistent with the law and OPM regulations and guidance. 

The issue of core hours must be addressed and outlined in the telework policy.  Address the following questions:  Are there core hours that a teleworker must work?  Are these hours consistent with the core hours for a non-teleworker?  If not, why not?  Are there core days when all employees must work in the office?  What is the process if a teleworker needs assistance from office staff?  

A policy should include the following elements:

· General policy statement with program definitions

· Program goals and objectives 

· Explanation of the process for program participation 

· Review of program benefits

· Identification of positions or aspects of positions appropriate or not appropriate for a telework arrangement

· Review of time, pay and attendance issues (core hours, days, duty station, leave, etc.

· Assessment tool to determine potential for telework

· Sample agreement to be completed by the employee and supervisor

· Supervisory checklist

· Home safety checklist

· List of possible logistical support items available from the agency, with necessary forms

· List of telecenters and the procedures for using a telecenter

The Training Plan

Training should be provided for managers and supervisors as well as employees.  It  should focus on program goals and objectives.  For managers and supervisors, clearly address the business case for the agency plan to integrate telework as a workplace flexibility.  Telework typically involves a cultural change and the training should address this issue and its effect on the total work environment. 

Review telework policy, procedures, and techniques for managing remote workers.  Address issues surrounding work planning and scheduling.  Most importantly, present typical barriers to telework and discuss possible solutions.  Emphasize the importance of good communication as this will be key to the success of a telework program.  If you are conducting in-person training, encourage participation by attendees and make certain you allow a significant period of time for questions and answers.

For employees, make it clear that their ability to accomplish the workload and minimize obstacles is essential to succeeding in the program.  Describe good communication and work planning techniques.  Employees will need to communicate effectively with their supervisor and their coworkers as well as organize their telework time effectively.  Give an introduction to the program, review success strategies, and focus on getting an effective program started.  Do a step-by-step review of the program and its requirements.  Several slide training programs available through OPM and the website, www.telework.gov, provide a wealth of training material.  You can adapt these to meet your specific agency needs.  (See Appendix B)
Evaluating the Agency Program

Key issues for evaluation for most agencies include the effect of telework on productivity, operating costs, employee morale, recruitment, and retention.  External issues, such as the impact of telework on traffic flow, air pollution, and mass transit use, are also important, but are more likely to be evaluated in a community effort through a consortium of interested organizations than by the organization.

It is essential that you create an evaluation plan before beginning a telework program.  If you do not build evaluation into your plan from the beginning, you are missing a critical opportunity to measure the success of your program.  This plan should be based on quantifiable program goals and objectives to allow for ease of measurement. 

There are several measurement strategies that you might include in your evaluation plan.  First, you can compare teleworkers and non-teleworkers on selected measures at one point in time.  Second, you can conduct pre- and post- measurements on the teleworkers alone, conducting selected measurements before they begin teleworking and at regular points afterward.  To be thorough, you might choose to use both approaches at once, measuring both teleworkers and non-teleworkers before and after the teleworkers have begun to telework.  In this way, you will have a degree of control over extraneous factors that might affect your results.  Comparing the teleworkers and non-teleworkers can help you refine your findings.

Many specific measures can be used to assess the impact of teleworking.  To evaluate productivity, you might want to measure average scores on performance appraisals.  It is also very useful to identify quantifiable tasks and determine how many of these can be accomplished in an office setting and how many can be accomplished in a telework setting over the course of a day, or other appropriate time period.  For example, an employee may typically complete four reports per day in the office; however, the employee may be able to complete six reports per day in the telework setting.  Another example is that it may take an employee two weeks to write the office newsletter when working in the office, but only one week in the telework setting because of fewer interruptions.  You may wish to measure the effectiveness of the telework arrangement by surveying co-workers.  These surveys can measure their perceptions of how well the telework arrangement is working.

There are many ways to measure the impact of telework on operating costs.  You may want to measure sick leave usage, workers’ compensation costs, emergency leave requests, and/ or transit subsidy expenses.  In addition to these measures on individual employees, anecdotal data may also be helpful.  You may find that with work efficiencies created through telework, an office does not need to fill a vacant position, or you may need less space.  In evaluating the costs of teleworking, allow sufficient time for implementation before studying costs.  In the initial months of telework, there are typically increased costs for logistical support.  After a sufficient period of program implementation, costs savings are often noted.

To evaluate morale, recruitment, and retention, you can use several measurement techniques, including focus groups, questionnaires, and surveys.  For example, you can ask employees to rate their degree of satisfaction with their working conditions, productivity, etc.  You can ask how important various factors are in their decision to stay with the agency.  You may want to survey all of your employees about what led them to choose their jobs and stay with them.  You may want to focus on new hires, placing a small survey in the packet they are issued at their new employees’ orientation and asking what role various benefits and flexibilities may have played in their decision to choose the agency.

In addition to looking at overall morale and retention, it is important to measure specific aspects of satisfaction with telework.  As in measuring costs, it is important to take enough time, asking the same questions at several points in time, such as three months, six months, etc.  One approach is to develop a small survey asking employees how they believe telework will benefit them.  After six months, you can ask them to look at the initial survey and identify if they did or did not experience these benefits.  An example of such an employee survey can be found in Appendix E.  Appendix F is a similar survey for supervisors.

