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13. IT and telework 
 

Maarten van Klaveren,  
Kea Tijdens, 
Pascale Peters and 
Cecile Wetzels 

______________________________________________________________ 
 
1. NATURE AND SCOPE OF TELEWORK IN THE 
NETHERLANDS AND THE EUROPEAN UNION 
 
Telework is one of the most intriguing forms of work facilitated by the 
development of information and communications technology (ICT). 
According to European research (ECaTT 2000; European Commission 2001), 
it enjoys widespread interest among (potential) workers throughout the 
European Union (EU). The Netherlands is no exception. This is hardly 
surprising considering the fact that telework seems to offer solutions to 
problems confronting many workers such as lengthy travelling times, 
searching for the right balance between work and family life, and the absence 
of a quiet workplace. The answers to social problems such as reducing home-
to-work traffic congestion and more effectively (re)integrating disabled 
workers may also come a step closer through the spread of telework. In 
switching to telework, productivity gains of 10 per cent to 15 per cent are 
often observed. At the same time many employers, remarkably enough, show 
little enthusiasm for their employees engaging in telework. This chapter 
endeavours to chart the forces at play in this arena. 
 
 
1.1. Defining Telework 
 
The exact activities covered by concepts of ‘telework’ have been hotly 
debated in recent times. In the past few years a measure of clarity has 
emerged regarding the definitions, and more or less the same definitions have 
been applied in large-scale surveys. Thus, recent trends in the scope of 
telework over time and across countries have become comparable. Our 
discussion in this section on the definitions applied enables us to examine 
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trends in the nature and scope of telework in the Netherlands and the EU. The 
Netherlands appears to be among the European forerunners, although the 
rapid rise of telework in this country has levelled out in recent years. This is 
noteworthy for a number of reasons, partly because the list of ‘teleworkable’ 
jobs appears to be far greater that the actual number of jobs in which 
telework prevails. As explained in section 2, this concerns a theoretical upper 
limit by which the nature of the job ties in almost directly with the 
application of ICT. The technical infrastructure and spread of computer use 
throughout the population are also identified as factors potentially influencing 
the scope of telework. For the time being, these factors hardly serve to 
dampen the growth of telework. As we will show, the largest and most direct 
influence on that growth stems from the confrontation between employer 
(section 3) and employee (section 4) preferences in relation to telework. To 
some degree employees appear to have little or no choice in this respect, at 
least to the extent telework is imposed in the context of office innovation. At 
the other end of the range of options, where the desire to engage in telework 
can be recognised as an employee benefit, employers in an ample labour 
market will tend towards defining jobs as being linked to a fixed (office) 
workplace. At this end of the scale, a voluntary match between the 
preferences of employers and employees regarding telework can hardly be 
reached: the significant differences in the respective definitions of 
‘teleworkability’ are not bridged. As our final section on the future of 
telework in the Netherlands will explain, informal arrangements generally 
appear ill-suited to bridging such differences. Logically, solutions should be 
sought in the area of telework regulations. These can be achieved at various 
levels, in collective agreements, with works councils and in the form of 
individual agreements. Preferably, the lower the level, the greater the need 
for specific rules. 

As mentioned, it is not easy to determine which activities can be classified 
as telework. When the phenomenon arose in the course of the 1980s, 
numerous definitions and distinctions emerged, both narrow and broad, 
directed at the individual worker or within an organisational context. The 
broader variety has gradually earned preference. We too favour this 
classification and have adopted the following broad definition: telework is a 
form of work carried out at a distance from the employer or principal using it 
(de Vries and Weijers, 1998). By such a definition, telework can be 
distinguished from traditional or industrial homework. In the Netherlands, 
this is limited in numbers and declining. In 2000, the number of 
homeworkers was estimated at between 35000 and 40000, roughly 0.6 per 
cent of the overall labour force (van Klaveren and van de Westelaken, 2000). 
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The exact activities that can be classified under telework in the broadest 
sense cannot easily be identified on the basis of the above definition alone, 
and depend on the answers to questions relating to legal status, location, IT 
use, the exact nature of the activities and the actual number of hours worked 
‘at a distance’. 

The first point relates to the teleworker’s legal status. While most studies 
of telework concern employees, telework has risen dramatically among 
freelancers and self-employed individuals. We have included the latter 
groups among teleworkers in the broadest sense. 

The second point relates to the work location. Does this only involve 
people who work at home or does distance work include ‘anywhere except 
the employer’s or principal’s premises’? The latter point of departure is now 
generally accepted. This implies that telework could include mobile or 
‘multi-site’ work (neither at home, nor at the work premises), as well as 
working at offices specially designed to provide telework facilities to 
employees and freelancers/self-employed from the immediate vicinity. 
Following the untimely demise of idealistically established telework centres 
in the Netherlands, large-scale real estate businesses have recently installed 
offices where multi-site teleworkers can hire work-cockpits or comparable 
facilities by the hour. Such offices are usually located close to railway 
stations or near motorways. 

The task of delineating telework is not yet finished, especially concerning 
multi-site work. A number of questions remain. For example: is a 
representative working on a laptop a teleworker? And a truck driver using a 
mobile phone or fax, and so on? Supplementary criteria are needed to find 
adequate and statistically coherent answers to such questions. These relate to 
three points: 
1. The use of ICT. Most statistics on the number of teleworkers, based on 

international research projects, assume the ‘rather intense use of ICT’. 
This concept is defined in combination with: 

2. the nature of the activities. As a rule, it is assumed that telework relates 
to ‘information work’, work that essentially involves the production, 
processing and distribution of information; 

3. the number of hours worked at a distance from the employer or principal. 
Consensus is growing on the lower limits of working hours, despite a 
lack of synchronisation in statistical terms: most researchers assume 
‘telework in the narrow sense’ if this concerns at least one full working 
day a week ‘at a distance’, while some maintain the lower limit at a 
quarter of the working week or 10 hours per week. Those individuals 
who carry out information work at a distance, but do so for a shorter 
period are generally considered ‘supplementary teleworkers’. 
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Along these lines and providing they meet the working hours criterion, 
representatives working on a laptop are considered teleworkers, on an equal 
footing with other multi-site ‘information workers’ who carry out a 
significant proportion of their work en route or at the client’s premises. 
Conversely, truck drivers fall beyond the scope. Those individuals who carry 
out information work specifically at home (therefore not multi-site) for at 
least one day a week, the home-based teleworkers, form an important 
category. 
 
 
1.2. The Extent of Telework in the EU  
 
We can now distinguish four categories of teleworkers. This distinction was 
also drawn in the broad ECaTT survey into the scope of telework in ten EU 
member states conducted in 1999. It took the form of a combined general 
population survey and a decision-maker survey. Table 13.1 shows the 
findings of the survey for the Dutch population. 
 

Table 13.1 Four categories of teleworkers in the Netherlands in 1999 
 

  Numbers x 
1,000 

% of the 
labour 
force 

a Home-based telewok 285,000 4,0 
B Freelancers/sel-employed 166,000 2,3 
c Multi-site telework 308,000 4,3 
a-c Telework in a narrow sense (total without 

overlap) 
593,000 8,3 

d Supplementary telework 451,000 6,3 
a-d Telework in a broad sense (total without 

overlap) 
1,044,000 14,5 

 
Notes: EcaTT 2000 
 

In adding up the categories of home-based teleworkers, freelancers/self-
employed and multi-site teleworkers to all teleworkers in the narrowest sense, 
an overlap emerges of some 166000 people (2.3 per cent of the labour force). 
Freelancers/self-employed comprise more than a quarter of these categories, 
after correction for the overlap.  

The figures available show that the highest degree of growth in the 
number of teleworkers in the Netherlands – albeit relatively unnoticed – took 
place in the mid-1990s. The first serious survey for the Netherlands took 
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place in May 1995 and produced a figure of close to 80000 
employees/teleworkers, amounting to 1.2 per cent of the labour force. In 
1996, market research bureau IDC counted almost twice that number: more 
than 137000 employees/teleworkers with formal agreements on telework or 
2.1 per cent of the labour force. In six of the seven cases, this related to 
home-based teleworkers. At the same time, IDC counted 366000 multi-site 
teleworkers in the Netherlands, 5.6 per cent of the labour force. After 
deduction for the overlap, the total number of teleworkers in the Netherlands 
in 1996 was thought to amount to 482000 people or 7.4 per cent of the labour 
force. As such, the increase in comparison with 1995 is no less than dramatic. 
IDC puts the rapid growth in the number of formal telework agreements 
down to the impact of occupational health and safety legislation. This 
legislation took effect for homework (covered under the Telework Act) as 
well, which made it imperative for employers to enter into agreements with 
‘their’ employees (de Vries and Weijers, 1998). 

The ECaTT report confirms that telework grew in the Netherlands in the 
mid-1990s. According to the ECaTT survey among managers, by 1999 in the 
Netherlands, the practice of telework in companies where this was introduced 
had only been initiated less than two years previously in more than half of 
these companies; at only one in 50 establishments where telework took place 
at that time, was this practice older than ten years. The Netherlands pretty 
much reflected the average European growth pattern, even though the 
proportion of ‘old hands’ within organisations in the Netherlands was less 
than in a number of other EU member states. Telework in the Netherlands is 
therefore (still) an even younger concept than in a number of other EU 
member states. Within the EU, the Netherlands lagged behind the UK and the 
Scandinavian countries. Beyond the EU, the US, Canada and Australia were 
ahead. 

Towards the end of the 1990s, researchers and policy makers realised that 
telework was starting to take on significant proportions in the Netherlands. In 
1998, for example, an adaptation of material on the Netherlands was 
published from the second European Survey on Working Conditions 
conducted in 1996. The findings here exceeded those of the IDC survey: 
almost 9 per cent of the Dutch labour force were engaged in telework. Unlike 
the IDC survey, the freelancer/self-employed category was included; 
according to the European Survey, this category accounted for approximately 
one third of all Dutch teleworkers. The Dutch researchers concluded that ‘the 
telework phenomenon is far greater than was thought previously’ (Dhondt 
and van den Heuvel, 2000:117). This is confirmed by the results cited above 
for the 1999 ECaTT project. If comparison of the IDC and ECaTT data is 
permitted, this would imply that the number of supplementary teleworkers 
showed a spectacular growth during the second half of the 1990s (by 250 per 
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cent), much more than the number of home-based teleworkers (up by around 
45 per cent) and far more sharply than the number of multi-site teleworkers, 
which hardly grew at all. During the 1999-2001 period, a selection of 
research material shows stagnation in the growth of both home-based and 
supplementary telework. In the Netherlands, growth in telework is now 
mainly localised in multi-site telework and among freelance/self-employed 
people (van Klaveren and van de Westelaken, 2001). 
 From the ECaTT results for ten of the 15 EU member states, the number 
of teleworkers in 1999 amounted to more than 9 million for the EU as a 
whole: 6 per cent of the European labour force. Here, telework is defined in 
the broadest sense to include supplementary teleworkers as well. If the latter 
category is excluded, the estimated number of teleworkers comes to 6 
million, or 4 per cent of the EU’s labour force. The Netherlands scored more 
than twice this percentage. Of the ten countries, the Netherlands came in 
second at 8.3 per cent of the labour force engaged in telework, after Finland 
at 10.8 per cent. They were followed closely by Sweden (8.0 per cent) and 
Denmark (6.6 per cent), with the UK (4.8 per cent) and Germany (4.4 per 
cent) lagging behind. In relation to the other nine countries, the number of 
multi-site teleworkers was relatively high. The other countries that 
participated in the survey showed figures that fell below the European 
average: Italy (2.9 per cent), France (2.3 per cent), Spain (2.0 per cent) and 
Ireland (1.9 per cent).  
 The findings of the third European Survey on Working Conditions 
conducted by the Dublin Foundation (Paoli and Merllié, 2001) in 
March/April 2000 corresponded largely with the ECaTT findings for the 
scope of telework in both the Netherlands and the EU as a whole. The bottom 
limit in terms of working hours was slightly higher in the European survey 
than for ECaTT: telework for at least a quarter of the working hours, instead 
of a fifth. The 2000 European Survey counted 7 per cent teleworkers in the 
Dutch labour force. Taking account of the higher bottom limit, this may be a 
fraction higher than in the ECaTT survey a year earlier. The picture of 
stagnating growth in telework in the Netherlands was confirmed. The average 
level for all 15 countries of the EU emerged at 5 per cent, a figure referred to 
by ILO researcher Di Martino (2001) as the ‘critical mass’ above which 
growth in telework would be easier to achieve.  
 Of the EU member states, the UK – where many experts felt that ECaTT 
had underestimated the scope of telework – emerged from the European 
Survey as number 1, with 10 per cent of the labour force engaged in 
telework. Again, the Scandinavian countries appeared near the top of the list: 
Finland at 8 per cent teleworkers, Denmark at 6 per cent and Sweden at 5 per 
cent. The governments of these countries have been stimulating telework 
with a view towards promoting employment opportunities in remote and/or 
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economically disadvantaged regions. The scores were high for three member 
states not included in the ECaTT survey: Luxembourg (at 9 per cent), 
Belgium (6 per cent) and Austria (6 per cent). At 4 per cent teleworkers, 
Germany was once again positioned in the middle of the group, only now 
accompanied by France, Spain and Ireland, each at 4 per cent. The Southern 
European countries, Italy, Portugal and Greece, complete the list at 2 per cent 
teleworkers each. IDC sees ‘hindrances because of bureaucratic and 
centralised corporate structures’ in Southern Europe as the main reason 
underlying such limited numbers of teleworkers (Algemeen Dagblad, 27 
October 2001). 

Growth for the EU as a whole appears to persist in 2000. In November 
2000, well over six months after the European Survey, the Eurobarometer 
Survey counted 5.5 per cent teleworkers in the EU (European Commission, 
2001). Despite this, the difference between Europe and the US remains just 
as pronounced. Based on annual growth of 17 per cent to 20 per cent from 
1997, telecommuting – as the phenomenon is generally referred to in the US 
– in the US reached a level of 20 per cent to 25 per cent of the labour force in 
2001 (Davis and Polonko, 2001; Cahners, 2002). In both the US and Europe, 
telecom and computer companies have taken the lead in stimulating and 
accepting telework. For example, within the American ATandT group, 
telework agreements are in place for half the upper and middle management, 
a total of 55000 people (EcaTT, 2000). 

As we have seen from recent surveys of the labour force, a level of 7 per 
cent to 8 per cent teleworkers prevails in the Netherlands. It is noteworthy 
that a telephone survey conducted by the Amsterdam Institute of Advanced 
Labour Studies (Amsterdams Instituut voor ArbeidsStudies – AIAS) in 2000 
of managing directors and personnel officers of 314 establishments in five 
sectors shows a far lower level (Wetzels and Tijdens, 2001). Further 
elabouration of the AIAS data reveals that according to the respondents in 
these sectors, the number of teleworkers amounted to between 1.1 per cent 
and 1.4 per cent, which would correspond with 2 per cent to 2.5 per cent of 
the labour force as a whole. The difference between the AIAS findings and 
those of the previously discussed surveys can be explained for 2 to 2.5 
percentage points by the exclusion of freelancers/self-employed and 
companies with fewer than 10 employees. The remaining difference of 2.5 to 
3.5 percentage points, or 100 per cent to 140 per cent, remains large. The 
difference can be found in the distinction between formal and informal 
telework. We can assume that the employees counted in the AIAS survey 
enjoyed formal permission to engage in telework, in most cases based on 
agreements. However, informal telework has since increased dramatically – 
the findings of surveys that (also) take account of the experiences and 
opinions of employees certainly point in this direction. Apparently, many 
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employers have little or no insight into the development of informal 
practices. The findings of a representative survey into the telework potential 
of 1201 adults in Amsterdam are particularly striking here. Many employers 
reacted with surprise when confronted with findings of telework practices 
within their companies or institutions. They were unaware of this (van 
Vuuren et al., 1998)! Dutch case studies show that even in large, well-
structured companies in the IT sector, the number of informal teleworkers is 
often far greater than the number of employees known to practise telework on 
the basis of formal agreements (van Klaveren and van de Westelaken, 2001). 
 
 
2. ‘TELEWORKABILITY’ AND THE ROLE OF IT 
 
The ECaTT researchers have attempted to provide a picture of the 
‘teleworkability’ of jobs in the ten EU countries. In so doing, they assumed 
that telework can be carried out on at least one working day a week if the 
person concerned: 
• carries out any form of office work for more than six hours a week; or 
• carries out work related to writing, reading or manipulation of data or 

images, or works on the telephone for more than six hours a week; or 
• carries out work on computer-driven equipment for more than six 

hours a week.  
 

On this basis it was calculated that jointly, more than two thirds (68 per cent) 
of all jobs could be technically classified as ‘teleworkable’ in the ten EU 
countries studied in 1999. The differences between the countries were 
marginal. At 73 per cent, the Netherlands took second place (Gareis and 
Kordey, 2000). Such percentages should be seen as theoretical upper limits. 
Whether or not they hold out in reality remains to be seen. For example, on 
the basis of current employee preferences, a recent Dutch forecast assumes 
that by 2020 around 60 per cent of all jobs will be ‘teleworkable’ (Klomp and 
van Oosterhout, 2001). In any event, it is clear that jobs and tasks involving a 
high degree of information processing have the greatest telework potential. 
This is particularly true if these tasks can be separated from production 
processes and carried out at home (or at least not at the fixed workplace) and 
if face-to-face contact is not necessarily a prerequisite. This includes 
activities such as reading, writing/text processing, data-input and processing, 
telephone calls, programming, designing and drawing.  
 The degree to which ‘technical teleworkability’ becomes a reality differs 
from country to country, depending on developments in a complex range of 
four factors: 
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• the technical infrastructure and spread of computer use across the 
population, which is addressed in this section;  

• the preferences and policies of employers (and of principals of 
freelancers/self-employed), which will be discussed in Section 3; 

• the preferences of employees, to be discussed in Section 4; and 
• developments in the labour force, which will be examined at various 

points throughout this chapter. 
 
In the first instance, the Netherlands scores highly within the EU in terms of 
the spread of telecommunications infrastructure, especially the presence of 
ISDN and Internet facilities. In recent years, the interaction between a good 
infrastructure for the Internet, particularly achieved through cabling, and 
increasing interest among the population have resulted in a marked rise in 
Internet use. Taken in mid-2001, use of the Internet within the Dutch 
population, with two out of every three Internet users in the population above 
the age of 15, was the second highest in the EU, after Sweden. The 
percentage of Internet users among Dutch men was the highest at 73 per cent, 
with Dutch women taking second place (at 59 per cent) after their Swedish 
counterparts. At that time, only a very small percentage (7 per cent) of the 
Dutch population displayed no interest in using the Internet (European 
Commission, 2001).  
 Between 1998 and 2000, the number of Dutch households in possession of 
a personal computer (PC) increased from 4 million to 4.7 million, 
representing 69 per cent of all households. The number of households with an 
Internet connection more than tripled during the same period. The most 
common connection is the telephone line, followed at a large distance by 
cable and ISDN connections. Possession of a PC and access to an Internet 
connection are strongly linked to income: the higher the household income, 
the greater the percentage of households with a PC or Internet connection. 
Considering household composition, it appears that relatively few single 
people own a PC (but those that do are more likely to have Internet access), 
that couples without children often have a PC but are less likely to have 
Internet access, while couples with children are more likely to have a PC as 
well as an Internet connection. Finally, people with higher educational levels 
more often have a PC with Internet access at home than less educated people. 
Especially likely to have a PC in order to access the Internet are people aged 
25 to 34 (CBS, 2001). In conclusion, PC possession and access to the Internet 
are relatively common among all groups of the labour force. Both levels are 
significantly higher than the percentage of teleworkers among the labour 
force. This indicates that neither PC possession nor access to the Internet 
from home stand in the way of a further increase in the practice of telework. 
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 The professional use of a computer at the workplace appears to be 
relatively well spread in the Netherlands too. According to the European 
Surveys on Working Conditions the use of computers by the Dutch labour 
force (employees and freelancers/self-employed jointly) outstripped other EU 
countries in both 1995/96 and 2000 (Paoli and Merllié, 2001). Computer 
illiteracy in the Dutch labour force is declining sharply, partly due to 
computerisation of numerous production processes. The latest survey among 
salaried Dutch employees, conducted in January 2002, indicates that 89 per 
cent used computerised equipment at work. The scores to the same question 
were 80 per cent and 71 per cent in 2000 and 1994 respectively (Tijdens and 
Steijn, 2002). In the first place, this trend certainly leads to a greater spread of 
ICT-related competencies in the labour force. An important aspect here is 
knowledge of computer equipment or programs. In the January 2002 survey, 
such knowledge is rated as important or very important for the tasks carried 
out by 75 per cent of the respondents at work. These competencies are of 
course important to teleworkers too. In the second place and in keeping with 
this trend, there will be increased acceptance of prevailing and/or necessary 
practices associated with telework, such as having confidence in virtual 
(seldom visible, if ever) business contacts and virtual colleagues. 
 
 
3. EMPLOYER PREFERENCES 
 
3.1. Collective Telework and Office Innovation 
 
The office towers of insurance company Interpolis in Tilburg appear to have 
become the new place of pilgrimage for the Dutch labour force. Some 15000 
people visit these premises annually. Combining telework and introducing 
flexible workstations at the newly constructed headquarters of this Rabo 
subsidiary in 1997 allowed the installation of only 1000 workstations for 
1500 employees. The new office concept was set to be applied when 
expanding the headquarters, where the ratio of employees to workstations 
would be two to one (Meijers, 2000; Klomp and van Oosterhout, 2001). 
‘Telework without a flexible office situation would not be a plausible formula 
for success’, said Interpolis managing director Van Schijndel (van Dijk, 
2002:9).  
 The collective application of telework, with more far-reaching effects for 
both work organisations and employees than the home-based telework of the 
1980s largely involving data-entry typists, emerged in the mid-1990s. 
Nowadays, companies and institutions, especially in the insurance sector and 
commercial services (such as accountancy firms and research agencies), 
achieve employment growth mainly or completely through telework. Most 
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employees, if not all, are obligated to engage in telework for at least some of 
their working hours. The Interpolis case illustrates the extent to which the 
office set-up has changed in line with these developments. The flexible office 
is characterised by rooms and adjustable desks without a fixed owner, with 
docking-stations for PCs, cockpits for work requiring a high level of 
concentration, lockers and suitcases for personal possessions, et cetera. By 
mid-2001, some 12 per cent of all Dutch offices may have been set up 
according to the flexible office concept (van Rossum, 2001). The successful 
implementation of a collective form of telework demands a well-balanced 
combination of organisational flexibility, a flexible workplace set-up, a sound 
IT infrastructure and structured, well-guided introduction processes 
(Limburg, 2002).  
 
3.2. Telework as an Employee Benefit 
 
There is a second trend in telework resulting from the tight labour market in 
recent years. Telework has been used to provide an individual expression of 
the terms of employment and working conditions. The desire to engage in 
telework, particularly among highly qualified managers, professionals and 
technicians, has been increasingly honoured by companies and institutions as 
an employee benefit. This trend is visible throughout Europe. Both the 
ECaTT survey and the third European Survey on Working Conditions 
indicate a marked increase in the scope of telework amongst the groups just 
mentioned. The Netherlands is certainly not behind. This is evidenced by the 
fact that when 9500 Dutch computer users representing 110 occupations were 
asked via the Wage Indicator website in 2001 whether or not they could work 
at home every now and then, more than 40 per cent of the respondents 
answered ‘Yes’ for 31 occupations (representing 25 per cent of the 
respondents). This category included management consultants (87 per cent 
‘Yes’), policy advisers (48 per cent), account managers (47 per cent) and IT 
analysts and designers (42 per cent) (Tijdens et al., 2002). We can assume 
that this relates mainly to telework. 

In the Netherlands, this latest trend stimulated the rise of collective 
agreements offering employees opportunities and facilities for telework, 
mostly subject to the approval of the employer or manager. This is the case at 
companies such as Achmea, CSM Suiker, DSM and KPN. In 2001, the 
Minister of Internal Affairs instituted the Telework Framework Regulation 
for civil servants. Concerning most collective agreements with telework 
provisions, they are generally specified in the form of departmental or 
individual arrangements. It should, however, be noted that the option of 
engaging in telework is almost exclusively considered a benefit for the 
incumbent personnel. Up until now, employers seldom use this as a means to 



 Part III 

 

280

recruit new staff, which is evidenced by the minimal number of times 
prospective candidates are informed in job advertisements about the option of 
telework in the position offered. In more than 1000 job advertisements that 
appeared in five Dutch newspapers on two Saturdays in August 2000 and 
January 2002, we only found mention of such an option in two and three 
advertisements respectively. 
 
3.3 Telework by Sector and Position 
 
Van Klaveren and Van de Westelaken (2000) offer an indication of the 
sectors in which telework takes place, along with the activities involved: see 
Table 13.2. They based their survey on available literature and a 
supplementary company telephone survey. The table shows that the centre of 
telework can be found in the provision of commercial services, rippling out 
into the government and a few lines of manufacturing industry such as 
pharmaceuticals and printing/publishing.  
 

Table 13.2  Sectors in which (home-based) telework is practised in the 
Netherlands, nature of the tasks and types of telework 

 
Sector Activities  Home-

based 
telework 

Multi-site 
telework 

Data entry, policy and 
complaints processing  

X  Insurance companies,  
incl. health care 
insurers Telemarketing/commercial 

work 
X X 

Layout tasks, word processing X  Printers and 
publishers Translation work, 

telemarketing/commercial 
work 

X X 

Postal order 
companies 

Telephone services, 
telemarketing 

X  

IT companies Software development and 
further research 

 X 

Telemarketing, data entry, 
word processing 

X  

Translation work X X 

(Market) research 
agencies 

Research  X 
Translation work X X Management 

consultancies and 
engineering firms 

Policy, research, inspection and 
other forms of multi-site work 

 X 
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Sector Activities  Home-
based 

telework 

Multi-site 
telework 

Word processing X  
Translation work X X 

 
Government 

Policy work, research  X 
Translation work, 
telemarketing/commercial 
work 

X X Pharmaceutical 
industry 

Online support  X 
 
Notes:Van Klaveren and Van de Westelaken, 2000 
 
 The previously mentioned AIAS survey of 314 managing directors and 
personnel officers conducted in 2000 provides a clearer picture of employers’ 
policies and preferences in relation to telework (Wetzels and Tijdens, 2001). 
In 10 per cent of the organisations involved, the option of employees 
engaging in telework at home was (formally) recognised. In a further 10 per 
cent it was possible for employees to work at home. According to the AIAS 
survey, telework appears to be possible particularly in municipalities and to a 
lesser extent in banks, while only 6 per cent of employers in the construction 
sector stated that their employees enjoyed the option of engaging in telework. 
The survey revealed that only one in five organisations offered their 
employees the option of either working at home or engaging in telework. In 
cases where organisations permitted telework, this only appeared to relate to 
a small proportion of their employees. In more than half of these 
organisations, a proportion of at most 3 per cent practised telework, 
according to the managing directors and personnel officers. In slightly less 
than a quarter of the organisations, a proportion of 3 per cent to 10 per cent of 
the employees were involved and, in slightly more than a quarter of the 
organisations, the proportion came to 10 per cent or more, yet seldom 
surpassing the 20 per cent mark.  

Searching for the lack of backing for telework, the AIAS survey revealed 
that employers most often argue that the activities or jobs and tasks in 
question are unsuitable, the two decisive elements being that the jobs either 
require presence at the workplace or physical communication. Of the 
organisations within which employees are barred from telework or working 
at home, 49 per cent cited this argument. The same argument was emphasised 
by employers interviewed for the Amsterdam survey. They rallied behind the 
assertion that ‘the work process simply does not permit it’ (van Vuuren et al., 
1998).  
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 A second, perhaps more striking outcome of the AIAS survey was that 
many organisations could not substantiate their stance with any reasons: no 
less than 25 per cent could not provide any specific reason for not providing 
their employees with an opportunity to work at home or to engage in 
telework. Their answers were: ‘I don’t know’, ‘There is no reason’ or, in 
terms common to municipalities, ‘We lack a policy in this area’. 
 Which organisations currently offer employees options for telework and in 
which does management assert that the jobs themselves rule out telework? 
We expect a significant divergence of opinion between the sectors. After all, 
employers keenly link ‘teleworkability’ to the jobs and these tie in strongly 
with the characteristics of the sector. From analysis of the AIAS data, it 
appears that significant differences do exist between the sectors. Concerning 
hospitals, 75 per cent of the managing directors and personnel officers 
asserted that the activities or jobs within their organisations did not permit 
telework. The scores were similarly high for the construction sector (67 per 
cent) and metal and electrotechnical industry (61 per cent), against lower 
scores for banks (32 per cent) and municipalities (24 per cent). ‘Other 
sectors’ (52 per cent) occupied the mid-position. 
 
3.4. Telework by Organisation Size and Gender 
 
We expect ‘teleworkable’ jobs to be more prevalent in larger organisations 
than smaller ones. We also expect the opportunities for telework to increase 
in line with the proportion of women and the educational level within the 
organisation. Based on the AIAS survey, it is indeed more often the case that 
in smaller organisations (less than 100 employees) employees are not 
afforded the opportunity to engage in telework. In this category, more than 
half the managing directors/personnel officers (56 per cent) argue that the 
‘job/work does not permit it’. However, if the opportunity to do so is 
presented, more than 10 per cent of the staff generally jump at it. By contrast, 
while it is often easier to engage in telework in large and medium-sized 
organisations, a far smaller percentage of the staff actually do. The AIAS 
material confirms the assumption that in ‘male-dominated’ companies, 
employees are less often afforded the opportunity to telework than in mixed 
or ‘female-dominated’ companies. As expected, companies with a high 
proportion of less educated employees more often argue that the jobs do not 
permit telework. This corresponds with the findings of the ECaTT survey, 
from which it appears that the actual and required educational level of 
European teleworkers is relatively high (EcaTT, 2000). 
 Finally, the AIAS survey examined the percentage of female homeworkers 
or teleworkers. The sample survey included 52 companies for which data 
were available on the percentages of female employees and female home 



 IT and telework 

 

283

workers or teleworkers. In 30 of the 52 companies both percentages 
corresponded, in 8 companies the percentage of homeworkers or teleworkers 
among female employees was higher, while in 14 companies it was lower. 
The last group of companies was decisive: on balance, it appeared that 
women engaged in homework or telework slightly less than men. Information 
derived from the Wage Indicator website in the course of 2001 also points to 
the fact that Dutch men engage more in homework or telework than their 
female counterparts. In total, nearly 22 per cent of almost 13000 Internet 
respondents answered that they worked at home every now and then: no less 
than 24.5 per cent of the men against 19.5 per cent of the women. Because no 
lower limit applied with respect to the number of hours worked, this group 
also includes supplementary homeworkers and teleworkers (Tijdens et al., 
2002).  
 
3.5. Conclusions 
 
We can conclude that Dutch employers are currently adopting a wait-and-see 
approach towards telework. While a great need for telework has been 
identified among employees, the AIAS survey shows that barely 10 per cent 
of the organisations interviewed enabled them to engage in telework. 
Evidently, the dominant rationale on the employers’ side is that for most jobs 
employees need to be present at the workplace or at least on site, a view that 
is certainly not shared by large numbers of employees (for more details see 
section 4). The fact that the proportion of employees in the labour force 
engaged in workplace-bound activities is declining slowly appears to have 
little impact on employers’ attitudes. Generally, pressures arising from labour 
shortages or high office costs coerce employers to allow ‘their’ employees to 
engage in telework and, to a limited extent, formulate policies in this area 
(van Klaveren and Tijdens, 2003). Similarly, the argument that telework 
could contribute towards reducing commuter traffic congestion obviously 
enjoys little support in employer circles. A possible explanation for this is 
that employers do not gain from such a reduction as long as the costs due to 
time losses are mainly covered by the employees themselves. This would be 
different if the supply and delivery of goods were to be affected by traffic 
jams on a greater scale. Although this impacts negatively on companies’ 
productivity, such consequences are not yet being experienced collectively by 
employers. Moreover, it seems quite likely that they award little credence to 
telework as part of the solution. 
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4. EMPLOYEE PREFERENCES 
 
Employee preferences to engage in telework cannot be viewed in isolation 
from major social trends. As discussed, this not only concerns developments 
in work organisations and the use of IT within such organisations and in 
households, but trends in the use of time and space that can affect employee 
preferences for telework as well. We have attempted to chart these trends 
based on individual motives for wanting to engage in telework, as revealed 
by recent Dutch research. We mainly focus on the findings of three such 
surveys. The first already cited survey examines the telework potential of the 
inhabitants of Amsterdam (van Vuuren et al., 1998). Second, we made use of 
data generated by a representative survey, initiated by AIAS and TNO-STB 
and conducted in March 2001 by Telepanel among 1759 Dutch residents 
between the ages of 15 to 65, addressing issues such as their use of ICT. Of 
the total number of men interviewed in the Telepanel sample survey, more 
than four-fifths were in salaried employment at the time, while the proportion 
for the women interviewed came to more than two-thirds (Wetzels and 
Tijdens, 2001). Third, the findings of a survey conducted in December 1999 
among 1689 people employed in the IT sector also generated useful 
information (Tijdens, 2000; Tijdens, Van Klaveren and Wetzels, 2001). 
 
4.1. Combining Work and Family Life 
 
The first cluster of trends we will address relates to combining work and 
child-rearing obligations. The rise of dual-earnings and singles households 
contributes towards the expansion of the segment of the population that, as 
coined by SCP researchers, combines substantial professional obligations (12 
hours or more per week) with substantial household obligations (8 hours or 
more a week). The proportion of those combining both tasks in the Dutch 
population aged 20 to 64 has increased steadily from 20 per cent in 1975 to 
47 per cent in 2000 (van den Broek, Breedveld and Huysmans, 2001). 
Coupled with this is the experience of intensifying ‘time pressure’ by more 
individuals and households (Peters, 2000). One of the potential advantages of 
telework is its contribution towards enhancing the quality of life with respect 
to the latter phenomenon. Daily tasks could become easier to fulfil if 
supported by telework, without having to traverse an extensive and complex 
time–space path (SZW, 2000).  

Greater freedom in planning daily tasks or time sovereignty indeed 
appears to be an important motivating factor in either wanting to or actually 
engaging in telework. Achieving more flexibility in planning the day or using 
telework as a means to achieve a better balance between work and family life 
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was revealed as the number 1 motive in the Amsterdam survey and as the 
second most popular motive in both the Telepanel and IT surveys. In the 
Amsterdam survey, 26 per cent of the people already engaged in telework 
and even 48 per cent indicating a desire for telework gave this as their 
motivation for wanting to work at a distance. However, ‘work and family 
life’ is not synonymous with ‘work and child-rearing’. In the Amsterdam 
survey, the combination of work and child-rearing, included separately as a 
motive, only emerged in fourth place. Just 7 per cent of the teleworkers and 
15 per cent of those who indicated their desire to do so stated this as a motive 
(van Vuuren et al., 1998). The two other surveys confirm these results. In the 
survey of IT employees, the presence of children living at home did not 
influence the desire for telework, even though in that survey, women felt – 
more so than men – that telework would be smart for combining work and 
child-rearing. Women did not prefer telework more often than men (Tijdens, 
2000). On the contrary, the three surveys revealed that men had a greater 
preference for telework than women. 

Albeit based on a limited survey, Casimir concluded that telework does 
lead to a change in household tasks. For both men and women, telework is 
thought to create circumstances under which more time is freed up for taking 
care of children; parents may be able to drop off and pick up their children 
from school themselves more often (Casimir, 2001). According to the 
Telepanel and IT surveys, it would seem that increased time flexibility 
especially relates to dropping off and picking up children, in addition to visits 
to the post office and city/town hall, simply shopping during the day or 
activities in and around the home. Telework does not serve as an alternative 
to day care. After having children, telework is not seen as such an option by 
women: in far more cases, they seek part-time employment, with fixed and 
predictable working hours. However, it appeared from interviews with 
women who engage in telework that this does offer opportunities for women 
returning to work, even with young children. Telework does not represent a 
clear step towards a more even division of household tasks between men and 
women. The results, especially of the IT survey, provide a basis to assume 
that the preferences for time-off play a far greater role in preferring telework. 
These preferences increase in proportion to the length of commuting times, 
the volume of household tasks and the feeling that aside from work little time 
remains for family, relatives or friends. This survey shows that for IT 
employees, telework is considered a means to create a better balance between 
work and family life. This probably applies equally for many other 
professional groups. Finally, the survey shows that this cannot be restricted to 
resolving the tension between time allocated to work and to child-rearing. 
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4.2. Mobility Problems 
 
A second cluster of trends identifies mobility related to commuting. Reducing 
mobility in the form of road traffic, especially during rush hours, and the 
environmental costs of such traffic congestion, was adopted by the Dutch 
government as the most important argument in favour of stimulating telework 
in the early 1990s. Statistics Netherlands points out that the average commute 
between 1988 and 1998, thus over a ten-year period, increased by more than 
2 kilometres to over 16 kilometres (Voogdt-Pruis, 1998). Nonetheless, it 
appears that the length of time taken by individuals to commute remained 
constant for a long time. In the 1975-95 period, transport to and from work 
and school only accounted for a small proportion of the mobility growth. This 
changed radically between 1995 and 2000. In this period, transport with these 
motives demanded more time from individuals – including those with 
salaried employment. At the same time, motoring kilometres increased 
dramatically (van den Broek, Breedveld and Huysmans, 2001). It would be 
reasonable to expect the average distance commuted to increase in the years 
ahead. It should not be assumed that if one of dual earnings partners changes 
his/her job, the household will relocate. With greater travel distances, 
expectations are that the average time taken to commute will increase, 
certainly if we depart from the premise that problems related to congestion 
and public transport are a long way from being solved in the Netherlands. 

Long and/or increasing commuting times appear to stimulate the 
preferences for telework. In the Amsterdam survey, reducing commuting 
time is revealed as the second most important motive for engaging in 
telework (20 per cent of the teleworkers) or wanting to do so (26 per cent of 
those wishing to engage in telework). In both the Telepanel and IT surveys, 
reducing commuting time even shows up as the number 1 motive. All three 
surveys show that people who have to commute for a long time, more often 
have a greater preference for telework than those who commute for shorter 
periods of time, irrespective of gender or household characteristics. For 
example, the Telepanel survey showed that if faced with the prospect of 
commuting longer than an hour one way, the likelihood of a telework 
preference increased by no less than 67 per cent. This phenomenon was 
confirmed by the analysis of data derived from the second European Survey 
on Working Conditions of 1996. Teleworkers in both the EU as a whole and 
in the Netherlands faced longer commuting times than comparable 
professional groups that could telework but did not choose to do so, and still 
longer than the other groups in the labour force (Dhondt and Van den Heuvel, 
2000). The Amsterdam survey further revealed that while travel costs hardly 
play a role, time demands certainly do. Even so telework is mainly carried 
out and preferred by employees who commute by using private transport. 
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Apart from that, inverse effects are also conceivable: according to the same 
survey, 20 per cent of those considering telework as an option would think 
about moving further from their workplace if telework could be practised. 
Yet, this link does not appear significant. Based on the Amsterdam survey, it 
appears that a mere 2 per cent of current teleworkers actually move further 
away from work. 
 The literature repeatedly (European Commission 2000; Davis and 
Polonko, 2001; Kraan and Dhondt, 2001) points out that the time-saving 
motive underlying the preference for telework is contradicted because 
teleworkers not only engage in (tele)work during the commuting time 
‘saved’, but that they also use part of the leisure time they used to have at 
their disposal. This ‘workaholic’ argument is not confirmed by an analysis of 
Dutch data from the Wage Indicator for 2002 (5050 respondents), nor by a 
representative survey of 967 employees in Autumn 1998 into the use of ICT. 
Telework does emerge as a ‘time saver’. Although teleworkers may work 
longer hours and with more overtime than non-teleworkers, there was no 
evidence that their working week was longer or their overtime higher than for 
employees who also had an opportunity to engage in telework but did not. 
Obviously, telework as such did not lead to ‘workaholism’. The conditions 
under which employers permit and arrange for employees to engage in 
telework appeared to be a far greater contributing factor (Peters, Wetzels and 
Tijdens, 2002). 
 
4.3. Working Environment and Concentration 
 
A third cluster of trends stimulating telework lies in the need for a peaceful 
working environment enabling concentration prevailing among employees. 
This need appears to have become more urgent in recent years. Within the 
EU as a whole, labour intensity continued to rise in the 1990s, albeit more 
strongly in the first half of the decade than in the second. However, working 
against tight deadlines did become far more prevalent in the latter half. In 
2000, 60 per cent of all salaried employees in Europe were confronted with 
this phenomenon for at least a quarter of the time at work. Among these 
employees average stress levels appear relatively high (Paoli and Merllié, 
2001). During the 1990s in the Netherlands, work pressure increased to a 
comparatively high level, but seemed to stabilise thereafter (Otten and 
Houtman, 2001). At the same time, the number of salaried employees 
carrying out highly qualified brainwork tasks for which concentration is vital, 
increased dramatically in this country (NEI, 2000).  

In many cases, modern offices appear to be below par when it comes to 
catering to the growing need to concentrate and not be interrupted while 
working. More highly qualified teleworkers prove especially to achieve 
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significant productivity gains working from home. To a relatively large 
extent, American case studies confirming this (Bélranger, 1999; Baruch, 
2000) seem to apply to the EU, including the Netherlands. Despite 
productivity gains being very difficult to trace when it comes to policy, 
administrative and commercial work, a one-off increase of 10 per cent to 15 
per cent is regularly cited; examples in the Netherlands include the telework 
pilot projects at Interpolis and a number of ministries (EcaTT, 2000; 
Hinrichs, 2000; Klomp and Van Oosterhout 2001). Supplementary evidence 
of the higher productivity and quality of ‘output’ delivered by teleworkers in 
comparison with activities otherwise carried out at the office is provided in 
practically all surveys available. The large American survey of Davis and 
Polonko (2001) reported higher productivity for three-quarters of the 
teleworkers. Similar findings for the 15 EU member states were generated by 
the Eurobarometer survey as of November 2000 (European Commission, 
2001). 
 Against this background, it is hardly surprising that the opportunity to 
concentrate on carrying out work without being interrupted also appeared to 
be a strong motive to (want to) engage in telework in the surveys conducted 
in the Netherlands. In the Amsterdam survey, this motive took third place: it 
was cited by 20 per cent of the teleworkers and 19 per cent of the respondents 
who wanted to but had not yet done so. In the IT survey, this motive took 
fourth place, and in the Telepanel survey it was cited as motive number three 
among men, and number four among women. 
 
4.4. ‘Wanting to’ versus ‘being able to’ 
 
In the three Dutch surveys mentioned, high scores were also achieved in 
response to the general question of whether the respondents wanted to engage 
in telework, but the discrepancy between ‘wanting to’ and ‘being able to’ 
remained pronounced. For example, close to 60 per cent of the respondents in 
the Amsterdam survey who marked their jobs as ‘teleworkable’ indicated that 
they wanted to practise telework, but that they were unable to because of 
obstacles at work. More than 15 per cent of this group indicated that they did 
engage in telework, of whom more than half did so for one day a week or less 
(that is supplementary teleworkers). According to the Telepanel survey, 22 
per cent of the respondents said they could carry out telework, while a group 
of more than twice this size (49 per cent) said they wanted to. The biggest 
discrepancy was revealed in the survey conducted among IT employees. Of 
the respondents, 77 per cent wanted to carry out telework for a part of the 
week, while only 40 per cent had an opportunity to do so. Of these 
respondents, 26 per cent had the opportunity to engage in telework as well as 
the necessary facilities, such as a PC and a network connection.  



 IT and telework 

 

289

We can now draw a distinction between three groups: those that want to, 
those that can and those that do engage in telework. The groups overlap 
partially, such that the group that wants to is always far larger than the groups 
that can and actually do engage in telework. The findings of three studies 
have been published in the Netherlands that examine the way in which these 
groups differ from one another (Tijdens, Van Klaveren and Wetzels, 2001; 
Peters, Wetzels and Tijdens, 2002; Peters, Tijdens and Wetzels, 2004). These 
studies examine the impact of organisational characteristics, job 
characteristics, household characteristics and individual characteristics. The 
main findings are summarised below. 

Concerning organisational characteristics, it was revealed that employees 
who work within an organisation with more than one establishment are more 
often permitted to engage in telework. This also applies to employees who 
carry out their tasks without direct supervision. While the presence of a flat 
organisational structure does influence the desire to carry out telework along 
with actually doing so, it does not – as one would expect – have an influence 
on the opportunities to do so. 

It appears from these three Dutch surveys that job characteristics have an 
impact on the preferences for telework, as well as on the possibilities to do 
so, and on actual telework. Employees who have followed an Internet course, 
possess IT skills, or are well educated more often prefer to telework. They 
also appear to actually do so more often. Managers are more often permitted 
to practise telework, but show no higher preferences than non-managerial 
staff. Employees who often use a computer for their work have the same 
opportunities to engage in telework as other employees, more often express 
the desire to do so, yet in practice do so less. In addition, it appears that fewer 
opportunities for telework show up when activities are more workplace 
bound, and when the working hours of those involved are more regulated. 
This is understandable in view of company policies to define ‘teleworkable’ 
jobs. However, it is striking that the ‘teleworkability’ of jobs does not 
influence the preferences for telework among employees. Evidently, 
employees tend to abide by a far broader definition than ‘their’ employers, if 
any, as to whether or not their jobs are ‘teleworkable’. Aspects like being tied 
to a location, presence and working hour restrictions do not appear to play a 
role in their considerations. 

The three studies show that household characteristics have a major impact 
on the preferences for telework. The presence of children in the household 
appears to have a negative impact on the desire for telework, contrary to what 
might be expected. The parents in question would rather work at their usual 
place of work than at home. Working parents want to engage in telework 
more only when their children are younger than four years of age. It should 
be noted that these studies only took account of people already participating 
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in the labour market. It is conceivable that parents, especially mothers with 
young children, stop working because they cannot realise their preferences 
for telework. Consequently, this group would fall beyond the scope of studies 
into salaried employees. In the study focusing on household characteristics, 
account was also taken of the impact of time use related to work and 
household tasks jointly, where it was assumed that larger time use would 
result in increased telework preferences. Employees with a higher time use 
are more likely to be permitted to engage in telework, especially if they have 
many overtime hours, although this group did not have a greater desire for 
telework. The length of commuting times is also relevant; however, the 
findings of the three studies differ here. One study revealed that employees 
with long commuting times were more likely to be permitted to engage in 
telework, but their desire to do so was not necessarily greater. Another study 
showed that this latter group more often desire to telework, but that they are 
not more likely to be given the opportunity. 
 
 
5. THE FUTURE OF TELEWORK 
 
Forecasts based on the ECaTT survey calculated that in 2005, 11 per cent of 
the labour force would be carrying out telework (in the broadest sense) within 
the EU as a whole. In the Netherlands, the percentage could be far greater in 
2005, at around 25 per cent of the labour force (Gareis and Kordey, 2000). 
Some years ago, one of the authors predicted that the percentage of 
teleworkers would in fact be far lower, at between 12.1 per cent and 13.2 per 
cent (at a minimum of one day a week) of the labour force in the Netherlands 
in 2005. This forecast, based on a more refined diffusion model than that of 
the ECaTT researchers, drew from the figures published by Statistics 
Netherlands, another Dutch institute, ROA, and from the Wage Indicator, 
produced an increase in Dutch teleworkers of 60 per cent to 62 per cent 
between 2001 and 2005 (van Klaveren and van de Westelaken, 2001; van 
Klaveren, 2002). However, even the latter forecast appears too optimistic at 
this point in time. 
 The technical conditions will certainly not pose problems. Developments 
in the technical infrastructure and the spread of computer use throughout the 
(working) population in the Netherlands need not dampen any feelings of 
optimism. Based on the existing infrastructure and the extent to which PCs 
are used, the number of teleworkers could double in the period between 2002 
and 2005. 
 Employer preferences and policies are a different matter. Developments in 
this area do not bode well for the future of telework in the Netherlands in 
either the short or the medium term. First, recent interviews conducted by the 



 IT and telework 

 

291

authors and colleagues among Dutch managers indicate the rather slow 
spread of the collective application of telework. The combination of flexible 
workstation set-ups, organisational flexibility, sound IT infrastructures and 
structured introductions is obviously beyond reach for many companies, even 
within the IT sector. Additionally, the relative decline in office costs expected 
in the years ahead as a result of dwindling office occupancy rates, will 
diminish the urgency for employers to seek solutions in this direction. 

Second, the rapid expansion of telework as an individual employee benefit 
seems highly unlikely in the coming years given the current economic slump. 
Assuming a more relaxed labour market, it seems unlikely that employers 
will generously award the right to engage in telework. Individual employee 
pressure to formalise telework will not hold under such conditions. Many 
employees will feel vulnerable in (beginning to) engaging in telework when 
threated by reorganisation or rationalisation. In conditions like these, many 
might feel that virtual contacts are inadequate. They may consider frequent 
workplace presence, at set times in the coffee corner and at the notice board, 
as a must. Employers will not break with their habits of defining activities as 
workplace bound and at least with compulsory presence within a set period of 
time. It is unlikely that they will ‘advertise’ telework as an option. 

By contrast, the preferences for telework in the labour force can be 
expected to increase further in the years ahead, albeit partly as a result of 
different trends and for different reasons than are commonly assumed. 
Telework will be considered by growing groups of well educated people as a 
way to create a better balance between the work and family life, and/or to 
avoid long(er) commuting times, and/or being able to find a quiet workplace. 
For many of them, the argument from the employers’ side that their jobs are 
not ‘teleworkable’ will fall on deaf ears: their definition of the concept is and 
will remain far broader. The preference to telework is at an increased risk of 
not being fulfilled or of only being arranged on an informal basis. It remains 
to be seen whether informal arrangements will stand the test of time. In 
informal settings, the risks and disadvantages of engaging in telework can 
mount quickly for employees, certainly in terms of their own experiences. 
Those involved will only gain a clear picture of costs and benefits after 
several years of telework. Besides giving up existing benefits (travel 
allowances, contact options, career prospects) for an ‘unregulated’ 
alternative, potential risks are at stake with respect to taxation, insurance, and 
occupational health and safety (van Klaveren and van de Westelaken, 2001). 
The large and growing desire for telework will increasingly be at loggerheads 
with the limited options available for doing so in structured and formalised 
ways, minimising individual risks.  

An alternative scenario may offer better prospects. This involves 
narrowing the gap between ‘wanting to’ and ‘being able to’ engage in 



 Part III 

 

292

telework. In our opinion, the latter scenario assumes that telework will be 
embedded in the regulated and, to a certain extent, formalised Dutch labour 
relations. To this end, the social partners will have to establish collective 
arrangements on a joint playing field. Up until now this has failed to occur, 
mainly because the parties involved continue to play on different fields. 
Employer organisations are keen to see the perceived costs of telework, 
including the fiscal facilities and implications, neatly arranged. The trade 
unions are eager to establish minimum conditions under which telework can 
take place. After an energetic start, the government is now largely paying lip 
service to the societal gains of telework in the form of reduced traffic 
congestion and larger opportunities for the integration of the disabled.  

Nonetheless, new opportunities are looming given the hopeful 
developments at European level. Stimulated by the European Commission, 
the social partners closed a framework agreement on telework in the summer 
of 2002. This agreement is the first of its kind binding the social partners in 
each of the EU member states to implementation within three years. In the 
Netherlands, a recommendation by the Labour Foundation (STAR) could 
serve as a starting point. Such a recommendation would in any event be 
helpful, as evidenced in several areas over the past 20 years (reduction of 
working hours, work and family life arrangements), as it delivers a workable 
base for the expansion of telework without too many social risks. Modern 
collective arrangements would benefit from differentiating by sector, 
organisational, departmental and individual level. This especially applies to 
telework. Agreements regarding telework could at least be reached at three 
levels: at sector or company/institution level by collective agreements; at 
company/institution level or department level by arrangements with the 
(Central) Works Council; and in the form of individual arrangements 
between employee and employer. We would recommend that arrangements 
be embedded in an overlapping system: from less detailed arrangements at 
higher levels to increasingly concrete arrangements at lower levels. In so 
doing, sufficient leeway should be built in to facilitate flexibility and tailored 
solutions.  
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