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Question: Is working from home always going to lead to improved productivity in workers?

According to the ONS (2016), there were 4.2 million home workers in January-March 2014, or almost 14% of the national workforce, an upward trend since the collection of figures in 1998. Home workers are filling in top management jobs too, with ONS figures showing that, over 70% of them are employed in some of the highest skilled roles in the UK economy. However, of the total number of people working from home, the ONS (2016) claim that, only about 34% of home workers were employees of an organisation. However, as many of the homeworkers hold very strategic roles in organisations that they represent, working from home is of growing significance globally.
Until 2013, Yahoo, one of the largest companies in the world, Yahoo, allowed its 11,500 employees in the United States of America, the option of working from home. Clearly, this would suggest that there are key advantages to the practice. A new CEO reversed the decision in 2013, suggesting that it is not as productive as working in the office of an employer. This report will discuss the pros and cons of working from home, in terms of increasing worker productivity by providing evidence that supports both sides of the argument. The argument will show that working from home has its merits, but there are key factors which dictate the environments in which it will be effective.
Those in favour of working from home cite the child-friendly nature of the option. For people with the responsibility of looking after children, working from home is seen as an option that makes it possible for primary carers of children, to contribute to the economy through work. Barton (2013) states that, working from home can improve happiness and productivity, and these are some of the reasons why.
As globalisation intensifies competition around the world, it is even more important now, that firms maintain a high level of productivity, so any element that can lead to an increase, is significant. Bloom (2014) argue that, to raise productivity, firms must facilitate an increasing number of employees’ ability to work from home, quoting independent research in a travel firm, which showed that, people working from home completed 13.5% more calls than the staff in the office did. This meant productivity gains of almost an extra day. 
Another often cited benefit of working from home, is that employees are happier in that environment. Those who are so inclined, get to look after their children at home or avoid the daily commute into and from the office. Staff that are happy tend to stay longer with the firm. Bloom (2014) postulates that, research showed that home working staff quit at half the rate of people in the office. There are many other benefits that can derive from happier staff, such as, a reduction in sick days.
There are also financial gains to be realised. Staff working from home mean less demand for office space and furniture and perks, such as parking spaces. Bloom (2014), calculates saving of approximately £1,600 ($1,900) per employee through allowing them to work from home. Travel costs are also reduced directly for the employee, and in firms where travel costs are subsidised, this could reflect a saving for the firm too. These savings can fund other aspects of the development and growth of the business. One can stretch this argument as far as claiming that, working from home helps to save the environment, with less use of private or public transport.
There is an argument that, offices can be very distracting, due to extra noise for example, which can lower productivity in the office compared to the home space, which is quieter, assuming there are no children to care for during working hours. This argument is a spurious one because it is not a given that the home environment will be conducive for professional work. One of the benefits, the option of caring for one’s child, is a double-edged sword because, it can be the cause of disruptions. According to the Dizik, (2017), Robert Kelly, political science professor, had a live BBC interview disrupted by his children whilst working from home. This highlights the challenges, suggesting that there will be costs involved to facilitate the appropriate environment for working from home. The area used may need additional security and equipment, such as telephone and computer systems. It may also need to be sound proof. These costs could be borne by either the employee or the employer, depending on the working relationship.
However, the tranquillity of working from home should attract the best staff and improve staff retention, which, even if it does not lead to a saving on office furniture, can help to improve productivity in the company in the future. 
The CEO of Yahoo was criticised by some for changing the ‘work from home’ policy in 2013. As she states, she believes in the ‘collective creativity of an office’. There is value in working from home, but it depends on the task at hand. For example, she argued that, it is harder to call an impromptu staff meeting, if all staff are not working in the office (Shulman, 2013). It is true that there are limitations, and, working from home effectively, needs discipline on the part of the employee, as staff interaction between management and worker, such as monitoring, will not be the same as when one is physically located in close proximity in the office. As a result, one can argue that, working from home presents a different type of relationship between management and staff, which can lead to challenging and stressful working relationships.
Indeed, the evidence suggests that, working from home is more stressful than doing so in an office space provided by the company. For highly mobile staff, Eurofound and the International Labour Organization researched and report that a staggering 41% complained of stress, whereas, only 25% referred to as ‘office workers’, accepted similar symptoms, Dizik, (2017) claimed. Being out of sight of the management team, will surely facilitate additional reporting on the part of the home worker. The additional burden of producing reports that would otherwise not be necessary, will increase the workload of the home worker.
Barton (2013) argues that, many people working from home find it unproductive because other elements interfere with the working day. Apart from additional reporting, such distractions could include, the visit of handy-persons, deliveries, the phone ringing and people coming round. It is also worth considering the nature of the tasks being completed. If the work to be done can be accomplished independently at any time, such as writing content, then the home working environment would seem ideal. However, if the work involves set time windows, say because the worker has to answer telephones in a call centre service provision, then such distractions will impact negatively on productivity. Bloom (2014) agrees that, the more robotic the work, the greater the benefits of home working. 
Canonico (2016) in a study of 514 home workers, found that a significant challenge is the lack of training given to home-workers by their employees. Training is a cost to firms, hence it is one that needs to be controlled. If the managers are not in support of home working, then it is possible that they will not fully support training of employees in this regard. This perspective supports Canonico’s assertion that, employees seem to be forgotten by the company when they work from home, who quotes research from the University of Arizona, stating that, 40% of home workers feel isolated from corporate strategic vision, whilst about a third feel neglected by management. 
There may be other negative knock-on effects of working from home, such as reduced opportunities for promotion. There is some merit to this argument as relationships are enhanced through personal interaction, which may lead a manager recommending a member of staff they see regularly for promotion. Management roles also tend to require the leadership of small teams, which may not be well directed if they all work only from home. The ONS (2016) report that, the jobs that home workers carry out tend to be concentrated in higher skilled roles than those of people who do not work from home, so it is surprising to find that home workers may be less likely to be promoted.
Conclusively, additional research on aspects of work, such as teamwork, which by definition require people to collaborate, needs to be conducted. Notwithstanding, the evidence points us to conclude that, a hybrid system, which allows employees one to two days working from home each week, will improve productivity and staff morale. However, no one system of working from home or in the office, can be said to be the ideal option for all firms.
To successfully implement a home working system, the company must fully address the steps it takes to make such a process successful. There must be clear objectives in mind to adopt home working. It may be to attract staff from a wider geographic pool, who would otherwise have to commute over long distances to render their services to an employer. It is common for people to consider how long it will take to get to work and back, before accepting a position. The company should understand the infrastructure that will be required and who will be paying for which element in the mix. The company should ensure that the right members of staff are selected for home working, if it is an option in the firm. Most importantly, the company should ensure it has a clear training strategy for the employees, so that they fully understand how their home working environment will function. 
It must also ensure that it can effectively monitor the performance of all staff, so that talent is not lost to the company, as a result of working from home. The argument that, working from home hinders one’s chances of promotion is a perception that must be addressed to encourage the right staff to work from home, so that productivity can improve at the same time as savings are made on providing office space and perks for workers. Employees working from home must ensure that, they remain visible in the office and relevant to operations. Above all, employers must ensure that they support people who want to work from home, as flexibility at work is clearly becoming an ever more attractive proposition to workers in the competitive globalised world we live and work in today.

Used in the appropriate environment can lead to improved productivity, but working from home cannot in itself, be seen as a panacea for delivering productivity gains.
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