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1 Telecentres: the social organization of telework

A teleworkcentre, or as I like to call it, a teledock, is an office that is owned by a private and/or public organization where employees of different companies can work. The concept is simple: instead of teleworking at home, people walk or cycle to a telecentre in their neighbourhood where they can perform their work activities in a professional office environment. The infrastructure and ICT are hired by the employer: he or she pays a fee for their employee’s seat for a certain period. 

A telecentre can, however, offer several additional services:

· social facilities (such as a recreational or meeting room), 
· facilities of benefit to family life (such as a crèche or shopping service), 
· e-learning facilities and training for telecentre workers.
These services can also be offered to the neighbourhood. 
The extra services available for the telecentre workers and the community can be provided by small-and-medium enterprises of the city or district where the centre is established. 
The use of existing buildings outside the usual business districts (renovated stations or other public buildings) can stimulate the revival of a city district or suburb. 

One of the most innovative contemporary telework-types is a telecentre or teledock. 

· A teledock does not only reduce commuting, it also improves the accessibility of available jobs in an area and it could simplify the return to work, especially for women. 
· Teledocks can also stimulate the efficient organization of the job-family combination by offering employees extra services. 
· A teledock can increase the social interaction between the teleworkers and between these employees and the local community. One of the important purposes of teledocks is to create an interaction with local organizations and businesses. 
· Local businesses (such as shop keepers, it-companies etc.) are contacted to co-operate and offer specific services to teleworkers. Non-profit organizations can be given the opportunity to use the infrastructure and available expertise to create websites and information systems, or to organize courses for people who want to learn how to use computers and the internet. 
2 Need for telecentres

There is an increasing need for telework centres as an alternative for telehomework. Until now telework has been mainly equated with telehomework. This reduction of telework to telehomework is ingrained in almost all official regulations and legislations. We know that most teleworkers perform their activities at home, but we also know that they are not entirely content with this type of telework.

Some tens of millions of people in Europe perform part of their work at home, on the road or in a satellite office, and not at their main office. And most of these teleworkers –around 60%– are telehomeworkers. They usually do this on an informal basis, and not fixed by contract. We know that three-quarters of the people who don’t telework would like very much to do so, if their boss permits it. And of these potential teleworkers between 80% and 90% would choose their own home as the place to work. Nevertheless, one-third of the same group are considering the possibility to work in a telecentre in their own neighbourhood. 

So there seems to be a breeding ground for telecentres. Why is this? Why would people rather work in a telecentre around the corner than in their own homes? 

Employees want to telework because they don’t want to commute all the time and are fed up with the misery of traffic-jams, because they want a better balance between work and private life, and especially because they want to work undisturbed and finish their work after office hours. As teleworkers they can organize their working day in a more flexible manner, allowing them to do their household work and caring tasks in between. However, our research indicates that the division of household work does not automatically change when people start teleworking. Yet, the vast majority of the men ánd women are satisfied with their part in the household work.

Telework has many important advantages. But by no means all teleworkers agree that telehomework leads to more spare time (especially not when there are toddlers in the house) or makes it easier for women to perform household chores. But the greatest risk that is associated with telework is the fading of the border between private and professional life. People fear that telehomework doesn’t create a better balance between private and professional life. When the division between work and private life fades, they will bite each other’s tails. More than 85% of our respondents consider this to be the main drawback of telehomework. I think this is one of our must crucial results: it is a strong argument to think about a more social organization form of telework that might soften or eliminate this risk. 
One of the main reasons for this blurring of the distinction between private and professional life is that more than half of the telehomeworkers don’t have a separate workplace because their house is too small for it [BE: 56%; IT: 52; NL: 51%]. They run the risk of losing their concentration due to permanent disturbance of their family members or inmates, and in particular of their children. 2 out of 10 teleworkers say they can’t work at home undisturbed [BE: 19%; NL: 22%].

For teleworkers who have insufficient space at home to arrange a professional office and to work undisturbed, working in a telework centre in their own neighbourhood becomes a more and more attractive alternative. Teleworkers and would-be teleworkers are beginning to understand that a telecentre combines two cherished options:
Not the daily trip to work,
Not the distraction from home.
3 Will employers and managers cooperate?
Teleworkers and non-teleworkers may fancy a telecentre, but this is not enough. First and foremost their employers and managers must be inclined to allow their employees to perform their duties in a telecentre. How large is the willingness of the employers and managers to make this telework-type succeed? And what are their conditions? 
It is striking that the employers and managers show little resistance to this social form of telework. 7 out of ten employers is prepared to allow their employees to work in a telecentre [BE: 60%; NL: 70%; 90% IT]. They do however attach certain conditions to their readiness to allow working in a telecentre. 

1. They ask for guarantees for a professional working environment and
2. They want safeguards for confidential and personal information. 

3. According to employers the costs of the rent of a workplace in a telecentre should be equal to or lower than the costs of a homework-office. 
Dutch employers are willing to pay on average 2.5% of the total earnings for this. 
4 Sustainable telecentres?
In the past years many initiatives have been taken to construct a kind of local telecentre that would offer room for teleworkers that don’t want to work in their own homes. It is not too much to say to say that this has resulted in a graveyard of failed teleworkcentres. This raises the question as to how sustainable local telecentres can be. 

On the one hand there is a growing potential of teleworkers who prefer not to work at home but in the neighbourhood where they live. Some of them have decided to organize themselves in small fraternal groups that rent a room for a shared office in their neighbourhood. On the other hand there are municipal and private initiatives that try to satisfy this need for social telework arrangements (‘beyond telehomework’). But many of these initiatives did not succeed in reaching a critical mass and therefore didn’t become robust enough to survive. 

This can be explained in several ways. The first explanation concentrates on the financial basis of teleworkcentres. Most telecentres face a continual fight to achieve sufficient income to maintain their services. Telecentres can generate income from at least three resources.

1. The first possible income stream involves contributions of teleworkers (or their employers) who hire a certain space in the centre for a certain period of time. Renting out time on computers and internet access is an income stream that encourages a continuing new flow of telecentre users. 

2. The second possible income stream involves providing ICT training services. The main problem here is to provide training with work opportunities that are available for the trainees on completion of their courses. Without some guarantee of work the trainees might be disappointed and the centre management might alienate from the local community. Therefore telecentres often get involved in trying to provide work for their ‘graduates’ so they don’t have to relocate out of the area to get work, or else commute long distances. One of the strongest motivations for local residents to get involved with their telecentre is the opportunity for paid work. When the local community knows that the telecentre can carry out work and create new jobs, there will possibly be more requests for telecentre assistance with community development and commercial projects in the locality.
3. The third possible income stream involves developing teleworked business services. However, developing such services is not an easy task, particularly for rurally based centres that have to market and deliver services over large distances. 

The second explanation concentrates on the embeddedness in local communities. Many private initiatives to organize a teleworkcentre failed because they were lacking the support of the local community and districts councils. Some of these failures resulted from a too narrow commercial vision of the initiators who did not make a serious effort to acquire support from the local community: “we should keep up our trousers ourselves”. Other failures resulted from a lack of vision of local politicians and administrators. Many of them don’t see the necessity to create a social infrastructure for that new category of teleworkers who want to reduce their commuting time but don’t want to work at home. 

The third explanation for our graveyard is that many initiatives offered an infra​structure, equipment and services that did not comply with professional standards. We’ve seen too many ill-equipped telecentres with second-hand computers, slow internet connections and rusty desks and chairs. 

The last explanation might be that the initiatives were simply too small scaled to be successful. In order to generate attraction telecentres have to be spread over several districts of a city or over several villages. I don’t say that every initiative has to be organized on a very large scale. But what we’re waiting for are initiatives which are more ambitious.  

All these elements –financial basis, local embeddedness, professional standard or services and scale– are analysed in the case studies that are part of this project.  Allow me to give some typical Dutch examples from these case studies. 
5 Emancipation perspective
Telework can stimulate social inclusion by offering employment chances for people who have problems commuting between home and main office, or who are living in areas with limited local employment chances. Telehomework can have a reverse effect when it excludes people who don’t have enough space in their home to organize a separate home office, or where there are too many disturbing factors for concentrated work.   

It has become a commonplace, a cliché to say that telework and flexible working hours facilitate a better combination of work and care and can therefore enhance the participation of women on the labour market. Many policy makers and politicians –such as the Dutch Minister of Economic Affairs– sustain this truism. Organizations who want to enhance the participation of women on the labour market must stimulate telework and flexible work. It is however not specified which forms of telework do have this emancipatory effect. 

MoneyPenny [www.moneypenny.nl] is a Dutch outsource partner for secretarial and administrative tasks. The services offered are mainly organized in the form of telework done by women. The basic idea is that there is a large unused female labour potential that can be mobilized. Most of these women are highly educated and experienced women who are eager to work, but who don’t want to be away from home for too long because they have to take care of their young children. 

MoneyPenny mobilizes these women as flexible assistants who can work from home or on location. They offer a broad range of administrative and secretarial services for small companies and start-ups, associations and foundations that cannot (yet) afford to hire a qualified employee themselves. 

MoneyPenny is developing the systems and processes that allow these professionals to use their labour power in a flexible and productive manner. This can be done from their homes or on location of the client, but there is a growing need for a workplace in the neighbourhood. Therefore MoneyPenny is exploring the possibilities to establish a local telecentre, where the women involved can perform their duties.

Another promising initiative is called “Telewerken in de wijk” – Teleworking in the district, or around the corner. It is a more prototypical example of a teleworkcentre which is embedded in the local communities of Heerlen, Almelo, Hengelo and Enschede. In the Dutch delegation we have two representatives of this project. In the 3rd workshop they will give a presentation of their initiative. 

6 Satellite office: Telewerkcentrum Almere (ING)

The last example is a teleworkcentre that is owned by one company and populated by only their own employees. It’s called a satellite office. 

In order to reduce the traffic congestion on the motorways around Amsterdam, ING offers their employees workplaces away from the central office. In March 2003 the bank opened a satellite office in Almere. The office offers desks, computers and meeting rooms for almost all the employees of the bank. 

Only with the explicit approval of the manager one can work in Almere. Some employees only go to the satellite office to attend meetings of the department; others only work there in the morning, to evade the traffic jam to Amsterdam. There are also people who work in the satellite office a few shifts per week on a regular basis. 

The telecentre offers high-quality facilities and is a place where people can work undisturbed (without those nice colleagues who come for a chat and unwittingly keep them from working). The vision of ING is clear: don’t pull people to their work, but bring the work to the people. Within ING this concept is called the “Green Meadows” [Groene Weiden].

By offering employees the possibility to evade congestion and parking problems and to work closer to their homes, they are more satisfied and more productive. This is especially interesting in a period of scarcity of the labour market. But ING does not want to make the concept dependent on the cyclical fluctuation in demand and supply of labour power. 

For many bank employees telehomework is not a practical solution due to security problems. A satellite office can offer a sociable solution for this problem. Because a satellite office is a management-driven network, security can be built into the information and communication system. 

For years the ING has operated with flex places, cockpits and other ways of innovative office utilization. The satellite office in Almere with 160 workplaces is an experiment. After three years the functioning of the centre will be evaluated and it will be decided whether there is a need for more satellite offices around Amsterdam and other big cities. 

At the start of the experiment employees were afraid that they would be isolated from their traditional work environment. Managers feared that they would lose sight (and control) of the performances of their workers. And non-teleworking colleagues were afraid that they had to work harder because the teleworkers would twiddle their thumbs outside their field of vision. These fears were not justified. But employees and managers needed time to adapt to the new work situation and to settle down. They had to get used to the idea and practice of not having a fixed workplace where one is surrounded by familiar and trusted colleagues. ”It has been a cultural shift. The days of geraniums on the desk are gone” [Wismeyer-Jansen]. 

ING wants to give their employees the opportunity to work independent of place and time. With this she wants to contribute to a higher standard of work satisfaction for employees who have to commute for a long time on a daily basis. Employees should be enabled to create a good and endurable balance between work and private life. 

The goal of the pilot with the satellite office is to gather experiences with flexible forms of accommodation and thus to find out what the pros and cons of these accommodation forms are for employer and employees.  

7 Teledocking as a verb
I will conclude my speech by introducing and explaining a new verb: teledocking. As I said in the beginning: a teledock is a teleworkcentre that is embedded in local structures and institutions. When people make use of the facilities and services of such a centre they are teledocking. 
1. Teledocking is a good alternative for people that don’t have the possibility to create a quiet atmosphere at home to work with concentration. 

2. The chance of feelings of isolation and loneliness, which may occur when you work alone for a long time, will decrease, because teledocking is executed amongst other workers. 

3. Teledocking makes it possible to separate work from private life, but you will still have the flexibility of telework. With this, a new balance between work, household and relaxation can be found. 

4. Teledocking means no occupation of working space in your home and makes it possible to work concentrated in a pleasant and professional atmosphere. 

5. Teledocking means that you have access to high-quality equipment, professional software and a fast internet connection. You can also use the expertise on hardware and software available in the centre. 

6. The amount of kilometres driven from and to work will decrease, together with the damage to the environment and the annoyance of the traffic jams. 

7. Teledocking contributes to the improvement of the liveability and vitality of the environment the centre is located in. 

8. A teledock can become a breeding ground for new ideas and initiatives.

A teledock is a maritime metaphor for a teleworkcentre that is embedded in a local community. In this metaphor we are a ship: very mobile, sailing around the world, but always looking for a harbour, for a dock. Telework​centres are a docking place for teleworkers. That’s why I call them teledocks.  
8 Breaking the barriers

In order to realize a broad network of teledocks we need new initiatives that incorporate the lessons we drew from our analysis of the graveyard. Initiatives that are well developed, financed and managed. 

We also need to break some barriers in national and local regulations and legislations concerning telework. They all privilege the one-and-only telehomework and are discriminating towards more social forms of telework, such as teledocks. 

I did not say that working in a local telecentre is always better than working at home. This is certainly not true for all teleworkers. Let’s work on a future where teleworkers themselves can decide where they want to perform their working duties. The existence of a network of local telecentres can foster and broaden this choice.
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