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Homeworking and Teleworking – a negotiators’ guide

A small but increasing number of UNISON members are working at or from home rather than in a traditional workplace. This factsheet looks at some of the key issues for those involved in negotiating Homeworking Agreement.

Definition

Homeworking involves working at home for either part or all of an employee’s contracted working hours as opposed to working in an office or other workplace. Working from home usually involves employees who are mobile for significant periods of their working time using their home as a base. These workers are also sometimes referred to as “remote workers” “home-start” or “field-start” staff. Among UNISON members, those who work from home might include, for example, sales or meter reading staff working for one of the utility companies or building inspectors working for a local authority.

Teleworkers are a specific type of homeworker in that they are people who work mainly at or from home and who use both a telephone and a computer to do their job. Around 2% of employees are regular teleworkers. Not suprisingly they tend to be in white-collar jobs.

Although currently, teleworking and home or home-based working accounts for a small proportion of employees overall, it is on the increase and is becoming more common among employee groups where UNISON organises. Some organisations are moving towards home or home-based working as an alternative to “office-based” employment for significant numbers of their staff as part of a business strategy of closing or reducing the number of offices or retail premises they have.  Some utility companies, such as Transco and Centrica, for example, have gone down this route, as has the Office for Standards in Education (OFSTED) which requires its childcare inspectors to work from home.

In other cases, public services or private companies have introduced the option of homeworking as part of their flexible working policies.

Whether the impetus for home or home-based working has come from the employer or the employees, the introduction of such schemes need to be properly negotiated. There are a number of important considerations and issues that UNISON negotiators will want to be aware of.

The pros and cons of homeworking

As with any working situation, there can be benefits and drawbacks to homeworking compared with a traditional working arrangement. 

For the employee, some of the advantages may include:

· Reduced travelling time and costs, less stress caused by travel problems.

· Ability to work in a more concentrated way, without the interruptions associated with office-based working.

· More flexibility to balance work and home life.

· More control over work, increased job satisfaction.

· More opportunities to work for disabled employees.

Possible drawbacks may include:

· Social isolation which can lead to stress and depression.

· Reduced knowledge of the organisation and developments within it, which may hamper career development.

· Difficulty separating work from home life which may also impact on other members of the family.

· Loss of facilities normally provided to workplace-based staff e.g. subsidised works canteen, free drinks.

· Danger of overwork and working long or unsocial hours without the benefit of premium payments.

· Loss of, or reduced contact with, colleagues and the union.

· Lack of separation between work and living space.

Like any other work arrangement, homeworking is not a means of combining work with caring responsibilities. Most homeworking agreements make clear that employees with caring responsibilities need to have proper care arrangements in place during their contracted working hours. 

	The agreement at the Highland Council states:

“If an employee is intending to work during normal working hours from home they will be required to demonstrate that they do not have dependant care responsibilities within their stated working hours.”


Key negotiating issues

Some of the key bargaining issues are looked at below, drawing on examples from agreements that UNISON has negotiated at national, company and local level.

Employee support for homeworking, trial periods and reviews

Homeworking agreements should be voluntary. This is particularly important where the impetus for homeworking has come from the employer. No one should be coerced into switching to a home or home-based working arrangement.

Agreements should provide for:

· A trial period after which the employee can either seek changes to the arrangement or opt to switch back to a traditional workplace-based working arrangement.
· Regular reviews of the homeworking arrangement. These may need to be more frequent when the arrangement is first set up.  As a minimum there should be an annual review of homeworking arrangement.

	The Agreement at Burnley Borough Council states:

“When an Agreement is reached for employees to work regularly at or from home, they should be reviewed after three months initially and then regularly as part of the staff development review process.”


Assessing suitability for homeworking

An assessment will need to be made of the suitability of the post, the employee and the employee’s home for homeworking. The impact on the service and other staff should also be taken into account.
Assessing posts

In some cases, the organisation has designated certain posts as suitable for homeworking. In others, homeworking agreements specify that any job may be considered for homeworking, subject to the post and the employee fulfilling the criteria laid down. 

	The Moray Council Policy on Homeworking states that:

“All employees of the Moray council will be provided with the opportunity of being considered for homeworking. However, only those whose posts are deemed feasible and who are deemed suitable for this type of working, by reference to the stated criteria, will be eligible to work from home.”


Some of the criteria commonly adopted includes that the job should:

· Be capable of being done from home without having an adverse effect on the level and quality of service or on other employees and without compromising the privacy of the employee, their home and their family

· Be capable of being done without on-going face-to-face contact with other staff or direct supervision 

· Be self-sufficient in terms of administrative support or capable of being remotely serviced

· Have clear objectives and measurable outputs

	At The Highland Council, the agreement states:

“It would not be possible to provide a definitive list of occupations suitable for homeworking, however, research on homeworking indicates certain job characteristics which lend themselves to home-based working. These characteristics are:

· A high degree of intellectual rather than manual work.

· Work performed on an individual basis or with clearly defined areas of individual work i.e. project work, research and report writing, policy analyses, case work, administrative tasks.

· Work which has clearly defined objectives, and is not subject to sudden changes of priorities

· Work that has performance measurement indicators.

· Work which does not require frequent input from other staff members and centrally provided facilities.


Assessing the employee

Agreements should also make clear the criteria used to judge the suitability of the employee for homeworking. 

	The Agreement at South Lanarkshire Council identifies some of  the personal characteristics considered important for homeworking as:

· Self-motivation, self-reliance and discipline to work without direct supervision

· The ability to complete work to scheduled deadlines

· Initiative, flexibility and time management skills

· The ability to communicate well by telephone and in writing

· The ability to cope with reduced social contact and isolation

· The ability to cope with the additional pressures of working in the home where the demands of family life are difficult to ignore

· The ability to combine work and leisure life


Some homeworking agreements also adopt criteria for assessing whether the homeworker’s manager has the skills and attributes necessary to supervise and manage a homeworker effectively. Training for managers may also be necessary. 

Impact on the service/section

Homeworking arrangements need to take into account the impact on other staff and the work of the service/section.

	The Agreement at Burnley Borough Council states:

“There should be no increase in workload for colleagues as a result of an employee working at or from home, except in exceptional circumstances. An example of this could be where a temporary arrangement is agreed to respond to an urgent need, and other team members may be required to cover incoming calls for a specified period.”


Assessing the employee’s home

An assessment will also need to be made of the employee’s home and proposed work area to ensure that it is suitable, both in terms of carrying out the work and from a health and safety point of view. This should include a full risk assessment, including an assessment of the workstation. Any necessary adjustments should be carried out before the start of the homeworking arrangement and paid for by the employer. If additional home security is required, the employer should also pay this for.

Health and safety 

The Health and Safety Executive has produced Guidance for employers and employees on health and safety and homeworking.  This explains employers’ duties towards homeworkers.

The guidance makes clear that most of the Regulations made under the Health and Safety at Work etc Act 1974 apply to homeworkers. These include, for example, the Electricity At Work Regulations 1989, the Management of Health and Safety at Work Regulations 1999, the Display Screen Equipment Regulations 1992, the Manual Handling Operations Regulations 1992, the Provision and Use of Work Equipment Regulations 1998 and the Control of Substances Hazardous to Health Regulations1999 (COSHH).

Homeworkers are also covered by the Working Time Regulations, which set an absolute limit of 48 hours on the working week and give an annual holiday entitlement of four weeks.

Under the Management of Health & Safety at Work Regulations, the employer is required to carry out a risk assessment of the work activities carried out by the homeworker. This should:

· Identify any hazards.

· Decide who might be harmed and how.

· Assess the risks and take appropriate action to remove them or reduce them as far as possible.

· Record the findings.

· Check the risks from time to time and take further steps if needed.

The HSE guidance describes some of the common hazards that can arise from homeworking and should be included in the risk assessment including:

· Handling loads.

· Using work equipment at home.

· Using electrical equipment. 

· Using substances and materials.

· Working with VDUs.

The guidance also sets out employers’ duties in respect of homeworkers who are new and expectant mothers, on first aid, the rights of safety reps, employees’ rights to stop work in the event of serious or imminent danger and on reporting injuries, diseases and dangerous occurrences.

Assessments should cover all aspects of the homeworker’s work environment, including furniture and computer equipment, lighting, electrical equipment, risk of fire and so on, as well as so-called psycho-social risks such as stress, violence or bullying. 

Homeworkers may face an increased risk of violence, for example, if it becomes known that expensive equipment is in their home. Risk assessments must take account of this and proper reporting and recording arrangements must be developed and encouraged.

Thought needs to be given to the possible hazards that may arise if for example, the homeworker’s home phone number is given to customers or service users. Verbal abuse or threatening phone calls may be a potential hazard, for example, and this may be more difficult for an individual to deal with on their own rather than in an environment where other staff can give support.

Homeworkers will need to be visited at home by managers or other colleagues e.g. service engineers. To avoid potential problems of bullying or harassment, homeworkers should have the right to request that on these visits they are accompanied by a colleague, safety rep or steward. Procedures should be in place to accommodate such requests. 

Other potential problems for homeworkers may include social isolation which can in turn lead to stress or depression, failing to take adequate rest and meal breaks, problems associated with use of display screen equipment e.g. RSI, having to deal with an accident or incident (such as a fire) on their own.

The regular review should take full account of all the health and safety issues associated with homeworking and make adjustments to working arrangements as necessary.

Homeworkers should receive specific information and training on the health and safety implications of homeworking. 

	The Agreement at gas company Transco states:

“With the employee’s agreement, regular health and safety checks will be undertaken by management and accredited Health and Safety representatives to ensure that the area in which an employee works within the home provides a safe working environment.”


Trade union safety reps have the right to be consulted on any health and safety issue relating to members working at home and to represent homeworkers in consultations with employers on health and safety matters.

Branches will want to ensure that safety reps are involved in any discussions concerning homeworkers and are fully consulted before any arrangements to work at or from home are implemented.

Checklist for safety reps:

· Do you have members who work at or from home?

· Is homeworking included in a risk assessment?

· Is there a policy on homeworking?

· Does the homeworking policy include:

· An assessment of the workstation e.g. desk, chair, document holder, footrest if necessary?

· Advice on seating and posture?

· A procedure for reporting and recording accidents and ill health, including symptoms of work-related upper limb disorders?

· An agreed system of work, including when to take rest breaks?

· Does it take account of work-related bullying?

· Does it include measures to prevent work-related bullying, harassment and stress?

· Does training include these issues?

· Are measures in place to reduce the risk of work-related violence?

Equipment, furniture and supplies

Homeworking agreements should make clear what equipment an employee will need to work from home. It is likely to include: 

· Computer (laptop or PC), modem, printer, network/intranet connection, surge protection plugs.

· Workstation e.g. adjustable table and chair, light, document holder, footstool.

· Phone, mobile phone, telephone answering machine, additional telephone lines.

· Other office equipment e.g. fax, photocopier, scanner, shredder, filing cabinet, secure storage for confidential documents.

· Office stationery.

· Cleaning materials.

· First aid kit and fire safety equipment e.g. smoke detector and fire extinguisher.

Agreements should make clear that:

· All equipment supplied will meet current safety standards. Regular safety checks will be carried out. Particular thought should be given to the accessibility of office equipment to children.

· The employer is responsible for installing, maintaining and servicing equipment. Make clear the arrangements for reporting and dealing with faulty equipment.

· That the employer is responsible for replacing lost or damaged equipment. 

· The employer will meet the cost of any modifications required to the employee’s home to accommodate work equipment, e.g. shelving. 

· Whether or not personal use of equipment is allowed. Agreements tend to specify that equipment is for work use only. If equipment is available for personal use it may be viewed as a benefit in kind and the employee may be liable for tax. 

Data protection

Agreements should make clear the arrangements for dealing with the storage, use and security of confidential information held at home in hard copy or electronic form.

	The Homeworking Agreement at energy company SWEB states:

“Remote workers are reminded of the need to comply with the Data Protection Act and to ensure that adequate steps are taken to maintain the security of data and confidential customer information. All records, documents, diagrams, programs or other forms of data made or acquired shall remain the property of the Company. The copyright and all other intellectual property rights shall belong to the company.”


Tax, Insurance and Housing implications

Homeworkers should:

· Inform the tax office that they are working at or from home. They may be able to claim tax relief on their council tax, lighting and heating costs. The amount will depend on the size of bills and the number of rooms in the house. Claims should be made direct to the local tax office of the Inland Revenue. The use of one room in the home for work purposes is unlikely to attract capital gains tax. 

· Check their tenancy/mortgage agreements to ensure there are no provisions that prevent homeworking and inform their mortgage lender/landlord in writing that they will be working at or from home. 

· Inform their insurance company to avoid the risk of invalidating their home insurance policy. 

The employer should:

· Pay the cost of any increases in home insurance premiums or modifications required by the insurance company, such as security improvements. 

· Extend the employer’s insurance scheme, if necessary, to cover equipment in the employee’s home and accidents to homeworkers. UNISON recommends a “no fault scheme”. 

· Give the homeworker a copy of the employer’s liability insurance certificate.

· Provide the employee with any assistance they may need in sorting out any tax, tenancy, or insurance problems that arise from their homeworking arrangement.

Midlands Electricity provides its Homeworkers with model letters for mortgage lenders and home insurance companies.

Contact and communication

Agreements should make clear:

· That it is a management responsibility to ensure that regular contact and communication with the Homeworker takes place. 

· The arrangements for regular contact and communication between the home or home-based workers and their line manager, colleagues and other departments within the organisation, e.g. personnel. 

· The arrangements for home visits by line managers including the frequency, duration and amount of notice to be given.

· The requirements on the homeworker to provide access for e.g. routine maintenance and equipment repairs.

· That homeworkers will be kept as up-to-date and involved with developments in the organisation as workplace-based staff and the means by which this will happen e.g. by regular briefings, access to the intranet, staff meetings and company magazines, newsletters, training sessions.  

· When, how, and in what circumstances the employee is expected to be available to speak to clients of the organisation. This should cover, for example, whether it is acceptable for the employee’s home phone number to be given out and what times of day the employee is available to take phone calls. A dedicated phone line and a telephone answering machine can avoid disruption to the employee’s home life outside working hours.

	The Homeworking Agreement at Midlands Electricity states:

“It is recognised that Homeworkers may feel a sense of isolation through the loss of regular face to face contact with their colleagues. It is important that Homeworkers do not lose their identification with the Company and continue to feel part of their team. Managers should ensure that homeworkers are kept well informed of developments and where appropriate, consulted about any changes.”


Training and career development

Agreements should:

· State that home and home-based workers are entitled to the same training, personal development, job or assignment opportunities as other staff.

· Include arrangements for ensuring that homeworkers are notified of job vacancies.

· State that homeworkers will not face discrimination when applying for new posts. 

· Make clear what would happen in the case of a homeworker being appointed to a new job. In these situations the homeworking arrangement is often reviewed to see where the new post meets the homeworking criteria. 

	The Agreement at The Environment Agency states that:

“Homeworkers remain full employees of the Agency in every respect. The same requirement with regard to appraisal, counselling, training, personal development and job or assignment opportunities must be met for homeworkers as for all other employees. Where eligible homeworkers apply for other posts, they must be considered for those posts strictly on their own merits, without regard to the fact that they are homeworkers. Where existing homeworkers are appointed to a new post, the homeworking arrangements will be reviewed as part of that appointment.”


Specific training

Some agreements make provision for specific training for homeworkers to equip them for their new work situation.

	At the Environment Agency, additional training in some of the following areas may be provided as appropriate:

· Familiarity with the Agency’s code of practice on homeworking.

· Risk assessment and awareness.

· Legal Requirements under the Display Screen Equipment Regulations and Manual Handling Regulations.

· Incident reporting procedures.

· Specific tasks required by the position

· Basic first aid


Allowances, travel and subsistence payments

Some agreements pay an annual allowance to compensate for the cost of household wear and tear and/or increased fuel costs. 

	The Homeworking Agreement at South Lanarkshire Council states:

“Homeworkers will receive an annual allowance of £250 in respect of additional expenses incurred by working at home (i.e. heating, lighting and the use of electricity for computer equipment). The allowance will be paid in equal fortnightly instalments and will be paid on a pro-rate basis for those who work at home for part of the week...In addition the Council will cover any necessary telephone costs.”


For home-based workers who spend a large amount of time travelling, e.g. because their main work activity is to visit customers or service users, travel and/ or subsistence payments should be clearly specified in the Homeworking Agreement. Those who use a car and are entitled to mileage payments, may find the Bargaining Support Group factsheet, Motoring Costs, useful. This is available from the BSG.

Most agreements specify that travel costs cannot be claimed for visits from the employee’s home to the designated work base e.g. for regular contact meetings. 

Where the employee moves home

Agreements should specify what is likely to happen in the event of the employee moving home.

	The agreement at Midlands Electricity states:

“You should give as much notice as possible of any intention to move house. The continuance of homeworking will be subject to the location and facilities of the new home being acceptable to the company. An initial assessment of the new workspace will be carried out by your manager followed by a detailed risk assessment.”


Ending a homeworking arrangement

Agreements should set out the notice periods required by both the employer and employee to end a homeworking agreement. 

	The agreement at the Scottish Commission for the Regulation of Care and Scottish Social Services Council states:

“Employees wishing to terminate a flexible working arrangement should discuss the request with their manager at least 30 calendar days before the desired date.  A manager should generally give an employee at least 30 calendar days notice before terminating flexible working arrangements, business needs permitting.”


Agreements should also specify how a return to conventional working will be managed once a homeworking agreement comes to an end.

	The agreement at Burnley Borough Council states:

“If the homeworking arrangements are not working satisfactorily the manager will require the employee to return to conventional working. The matter should be discussed fully with the employee concerned and the decision confirmed in writing. Similarly, the employee may wish to return to conventional working and managers should try to accommodate this wherever possible. If this is not possible (e.g. there is not a work base to return to) then other solutions will have to be considered, such as returning to a different work base, or redeployment. If there are problems with returning to conventional working, advice should be sought from the personnel unit. Temporary arrangements will require one month’s notice of a change by either side.”


Terms and conditions and written details

Agreements should make clear that:

· Homeworkers remain employees of the organisation.

· Homeworkers’ terms and conditions are the same as those of comparable workplace-based staff and based on the principle of no loss of grade, status or career prospects.

A homeworker may be issued with a revised Contract of Employment, containing  additional terms relating to homeworking, for example, ownership and use of equipment. 

A homeworker should, in addition, receive clear written information relating to the specific terms of the Homeworking Agreement as they apply in their case. These might include:

· Details about the department and/or office site they are attached to, who their supervisor/manager is, contracted working hours, arrangements expected of them in terms of contact and communication, attendance at meetings, recording and reporting arrangements and so on.

· Expectations regarding work, deadlines and assessing and monitoring performance.

Union organisation

Branches and stewards will need to ensure they keep in touch with members who work at home or are home-based. Giving homeworkers plenty of notice of meetings and other union activities is one way of doing this and electronic communication should make regular contact with homeworking members easier to achieve. Having items on union meeting agendas where homeworkers can raise specific concerns may be a way of ensuring that their needs are not overlooked. Maintaining contact with the union can be an important means of overcoming the potential social isolation experienced by some homeworkers.

The business case

If employers are resistant to the idea of homeworking, it may be worth pointing to some of the benefits for the employer which have been identified:

· Homeworking can help the organisation make savings in heating, lighting and accommodation costs and may also help to alleviate accommodation and car parking problems by freeing up space. 

· Homeworking may help ease recruitment and retention problems and contribute towards improved equal opportunities practice by enabling staff to join or remain with the organisation who otherwise may not have been able to do so e.g. because of caring responsibilities or mobility problems. 

· Research on the effects of homeworking suggest that employees are more highly motivated, flexile and productive and are likely to have lower sickness absence rates than office-based staff.

· Reduced travel time not only eases the stress on employees but also contributes to reducing environmental pollution.

Negotiating checklist

· Homeworking arrangements should be voluntary.

· Homeworking schemes should be piloted, evaluated and modified as appropriate. 

· Agreements should make clear which jobs or type of employee are eligible to apply to homework and make provision for appeal procedures for employees who are turned down.

· Criteria for eligibility for homeworking should be clear, transparent and non-discriminatory.

· Employees should be entitled to try homeworking for a trial period before committing themselves on a long-term basis and arrangements should be regularly reviewed.

· Homeworkers’ working environment should conform to relevant health and safety legislation and best practice.

· Health and safety risk assessment should be carried out on the workstation, other equipment used by the homeworker and the homeworker’s system of work. 

· Safety reps should be consulted on the development or review of homeworking agreements.

· Homeworkers should be entitled to request that managers, risk assessors etc are accompanied by a safety rep, steward or colleague on any visits to their home.

· Communication and support arrangements should be in place before homeworking commences.

· Homeworkers should have equal opportunity with office based staff in all matters including pay, conditions, training and career development. There should be no loss of grade or status. Specific training may also be required.

· Homeworkers should be fully compensated for any additional costs incurred from using their home for work purposes.

· The employer should provide advice and guidance on any tax, insurance or mortgage/tenancy implications of homeworking.

· The employer should supply, service and maintain the equipment, stationery and so on required for homeworkers to carry out their work.

· Agreements should make clear procedures for dealing with a situation where a Homeworker moves house.

· Arrangements for ending a homeworking agreement should be clear and employees should be entitled to reasonable notice and to transfer back to a workplace-based arrangement with no loss of grade, status or career prospects.

Sources

The following Homeworking Agreements were drawn on in writing this guide:

Burnley Borough Council, Centrica, Environment Agency, Highland Council, Midlands Electricity, Moray Council, Scottish Commission for the Regulation of Care and Scottish Social Services Council, South Lanarkshire Council, SWEB, Transco. Thanks to all those Branches and Regions that supplied copies of Homeworking Agreements.

Further information:

UNISON’s Health and Safety Unit has produced a booklet, Working Alone, A Health and Safety Guide on Lone Working for Safety Representatives, stock number 1750. Other UNISON health and safety publications (including a guide to the health and safety six pack) and advice can be found on the UNISON website: www.unison.org.uk under resources or Email: healthandsafety@unison.co.uk

UNISON’s Bargaining Support Unit has produced a factsheet on Motoring Costs. This and other pay and conditions information is available on the UNISON website under “Pay and Conditions” or Email: bsg@unison.co.uk
The Health and Safety Executive has produced the following relevant advice, Homeworking, Guidance for Employers and Employees on Health and Safety and Working Alone in Safety. The HSE website is at: www.hse.gov.uk
National Group on Homeworking, Office 26, 30-38 Dock St, Leeds LS10 1JF. Tel: 0113 245 4273; advice line 0800 174 095. Website: www.homeworking.gn.apc.org; Email: homeworking@gn.apc.org
	Your comments

UNISON welcomes comments on this information sheet. Please either write to the Bargaining Support Group, UNISON, 1 Mabledon Place, London WC1H 9AJ or Email BSG@unison.co.uk


Appendix: European agreement on teleworking

Employers and unions at European level recently agreed a framework agreement on the protection of teleworkers. It is due to be signed in summer 2002 and is backed by the TUC and the CBI. A joint voluntary code for the UK is due to be drawn up by the TUC and CBI.

The European agreement views teleworking as a way for employers to modernise work organisation and for workers to reconcile work and social life. It is to be encouraged in a way that provides both "flexibility and security", and increases the "chances of disabled people in the labour market".

The agreements states that:

· Telework should be voluntary, and can either be part of an initial job description, or engaged in as a voluntary arrangement later on, in which case it is reversible. Those who refuse to telework should not be sacked or suffer any detriment to their terms and conditions. 

· Teleworkers should be given written information about the department they are attached to, who their supervisor is, reporting arrangements etc. They should benefit from the same rights as "comparable workers on the premises", although complementary collective and/or individual agreements may also be needed. 

· The employer is responsible for ensuring the protection of data used and processed by the teleworker, while the teleworker must be informed of and comply with company rules on this.

· The teleworker's privacy has to be respected and any monitoring system must be "proportionate to the objective". 

· All questions concerning work equipment, liability and costs should be defined in advance and the employer is responsible. 

· The employer remains responsible for occupational health and safety. To verify that safety provisions have been applied, the employer, workers' representatives and/or the relevant authorities should have access to the "telework place". Where this is at home, it would be with prior notification and by agreement. The teleworker is entitled to request inspection visits.

· Workload and performance standards should be equivalent to those of comparable workers at the employer's premises. 

· The employer should prevent teleworkers from becoming isolated and give them the same opportunities as other workers in terms of training, career development and appraisal. 

There should be specific training on the equipment teleworkers use and in relation to telework as a form of work organisation.

Teleworkers should have the same collective rights as other employees and they should face no obstacles in communicating with workers representatives.
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