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PERCEPTIONS OF HUMAN RESOURCES
MANAGERSON

TELECOMMUTING CONCEPT
|mplementation in Malaysian Firms
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Telecommuting concept has been a new phenomenon for most of
Malaysian firms, especially for human resource managers. Further, the
drive towards promoting the telecommuting concept need to be done as
part of paradigmchange asMalaysiaisbecoming anindustrialized nation
—Vision 2020 of the Prime Minister. This study was conducted on the
Malaysian human resour ce manager sinrepresenting their firm' sstand on
thetelecommuting concept. The purpose of thispaper isto explorethelevel
of acceptance of the telecommuting concept by the human resource
managers. It was discovered that high percentage of the human resource
managers shown their concern on the acceptance of the telecommuting
concept.
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I ntroduction

Malaysiaismovingtoward anindus-
trialized nation by theyear 2020—vision of
the Prime Minister. Therefore, various
mega projects, such as Multimedia Super
Corridor (MSC), new port of West Port,
new airport of Sepang, had been imple-
mented. All of theinfrastructuresaremade
availableinthevision of anindustrialized
nation and further facing the globalization
challenges.

Further in manning the coming in-
dustrialized nation, Malaysianeedsapool
of skill workersinvariousexpertises. These
workersareneededinensuringthenation’s
excellencetobeat thetopnotchat all time.
Moreover, the scarcity of skill workers
throughout thenation needsto beaddressed
by the Ministry of Human Resource and
the relevant agenciesregardless public or
private organizations. Therefore, the al-
ternativetowardsresolving the scarcity of
skill workerscan bereduced by theimple-
mentation of telecommuting concept in
Malaysia. As they can work from any
place, any time.

Problem Statement

Telecommuting conceptisanew con-
ceptforMalaysians. Asfor Malaysia, there
has been a minimal study on the
telecommuting; therefore studies from
Western researchers will be used as basis
in establishing the acceptance of the
telecommuting concept by firmsin Ma
laysia. Magjority of the companiesin this
country do not officialy recognize an in-
dividual to work based on telecommuting
concept. On the other hand, individualsif
givenanopportunity, they wouldliketobe
on the telecommuting concept asthey are
more in control over their work and per-
sonal life. Therefore, views of human re-
sourcemanagerswill beusedin determin-
ing the firm’s acceptance.

Objective

This study will explore the accep-
tance level of Malaysian firmstoward the
telecommuting concept based on the in-
puts given by human resource managers.

Literature Review

Telecommuting

Thelabel “telecommuter” canfitany-
one who worked in a home or mobile
office for an employer somewhere else-
whether it is daily or weekly, at a few
miles’ distanceor halfway aroundtheworld
(Johnson 1999). In the other words, a
telecommuter was an employee who
worked not in a central office but from
their homes, cars, and other new work
sites. Further, Robbinsand Coulter (1999)
simplify telecommuting as awork design
option in which workers are linked to the
workplace by computers and modems.

Telecommuting refersto the capabil -
ity of individuals to work at home and
communicate with their officesusing per-
sonal computers and communications
equipment and software (Shelly et al.
1998). Williams et al. (1999) stated that
computersand communicationstool shave
led to telecommuting and telecommuting
centers, the virtual office and “hoteling,”
and the mobile workplace. Further,
Johnson (1999) discovered email and
newsgroups is the primary form of com-
munication.

Further, themobileworkforceisrela
tively new concept towardstheMalaysian
firms. Proponentssaidthat telecommuting
made the work force more efficient, cut
costs and even help protect the environ-
ment (CNN 1996). Many companieswere
developing telecommuting programs as a
way todraw new employees. Withtoday’ s
tight labor market, companies that offer

%



Karia, Zainuddin, & Abu Hassan Assari —Per ception of Human Resour ces Managers on...

flexibility might have an edge over those
who require al work to be done on site
(Meyers 1998).

Williams et al. (1999) stated that the
virtual office is an often nonpermanent
and mabile office run using computer and
communications technology. Knight and
Westbrook (1999) supported and referred
telecommuting asto empl oyeeswho work
predominantly outside of their home of-
fice, but were associated with atraditional
officeand may be used atraditional office
for some administrative support and to
hold physical meeting.

Equipments

Telecommuting had been promoted
extensively in the United States some-
whereinthe70saspersonal computer, and
portable modem had been made available
(Roseberry 2001; USDT 1993; Hill et al.
1998). Telecommuting, asdefined by Wil-
liamset al. (1999) isaway of working at
home with telecommunications —phone,
fax, and computer— between office and
home. It isthe ability to connect comput-
ers to one another by modem or network
and communicationslinesto provideonline
information access, such as the use of
pocket pagers, portable computers, fax
machines, and various phoneand network
services to conduct business.

Telecommutersoftenused other com-
municationsmediasuchasel ectronicmail,
personal computer linked to office servers
and fax machines (Kurland and Bailey
1999). Moreover, telecommuters need to
haveamain computer, asecond computer,
a phone, a network, and a printer to help
themintheir telecommuting (Finlay 1999).
Schilling (1999) indicated that with
telecommuting employees gave up costly
office space and communicate with the
company and their customersremotely by
telephone, computer or other technologi-

cal tools. Lovelace (1995) mentioned that
peoplewho regularly work fromlocations
outside the office, telecommuting to the
office by phone, fax and modem.

With the advancement of communi-
cations and information technology, the
ability to log on the company’s network
easily from any location as well as the
availability of deviceslike notebook com-
puters, smart mobile phonesand handheld
deviceshasgivenriseto atrend of mobile
computing and telecommuting (Anony-
mous 1999).

Telecommuting Factors

Asthecaseof Malaysia, theexplora-
tion needs to be done in order to look for
factorsthat may influencehuman resource
managers of Malaysian firms to adopt
telecommuting concept. Based on the
Western studies, telecommuting doesim-
provequality of work life. Additionaly, it
also improve productivity, morale, team-
work, flexibility, and work hours.
Telecommuting has been foreseen way
back as early as 1950s, it did not become
practical until the advent of personal com-
puters and portable modems in the early
1970s (USDT 1993; Hill et al. 1998).
Further, as firms in Maaysia were not
exposed to the telecommuting concept,
factors will be developed based on the
reviews and findings by Westerners.

Basedontheliteraturereviews, many
companies were developing telecom-
muting programs (CNN 1996). The stud-
ies showed that tel ecommuting could pro-
vide a substantial competitive advantage
in workforce recruitment and retention,
productivity, real estate and office over-
head, customer service, and corporateim-
age and goodwill (Anonymous 1998).

Knight and Westbrook (1999)
stressed that greater emphasiswere placed
on hiring and retaining qualified workers,
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which often means dipping into a labor
pool that requires greater flexibility, such
as working parents and people with lim-
ited mobility. They also discovered that
telecommuting helps to attract new em-
ployees, especially those who need flex-
ibility, increases retention rates, reduces
sick time and absenteei sm, increases pro-
ductivity andincreasesjob satisfaction. In
order toretainqualified workers, theorga-
nizations should allow people to
telecommute from home, whether on a
part-time or full-time basis. Telecom-
muting had becomeavaluabletacticinthe
fight to hire and retain skilled workers
(Straton 2001; Fister 1999).

Fortier (1998) indicated that empl oy-
eesneed flexibility and abalance between
their work lives and their personal lives.
Meanwhile, Kurland and Bailey (1999)
mentioned another reason to implement
telecommuting. That is, it widens the tal-
ent pool available to the organization. It
also might stem turnover by providing
workers with flexibility that allows them
to keep their jobs in the face of external
demands or desires. Telecommuting pro-
vided staffing flexibility where the staffs
are able to work regardless of weather or
traffic peaks (Langhoff 1996).

Home-based telecommuting pro-
vided an opportunity to improve work-
place productivity (Kurland and Bailey
1999; Lovelace 1995). Because
telecommuting employees experience
greater schedul eflexibility, they canwork
when they prefer, and thereby improve
their productivity. Further, Kurland and
Bailey (1999) stated popular press ac-
counts of successful telecommuting pro-
gramsoftenreport that tel ecommuterstake
fewer sick days, areabsent less, havehigher
job satisfaction, and have higher work
performance ratings. These factors might
positively affected productivity. Telecom-

muters had relatively distraction-free en-
vironments, as they are more often to re-
ceiveinterruptionswhileat thetraditional
office (Kurland and Bailey 1999). To-
gether, these factors, related to the loca
tion of work, the timing of work, and the
quality of work life, can increase produc-
tivity. Subsequently, telecommuting im-
proved productivity on the jobs (Fister
1999; Ervin 1998; Fortier 1998; Hill et al.
1998; White Paper 1997; Shellenbarger
1997; Sullivan 1992; and Janal 1991) and
the improvement isranged between 20 to
70 percent (Ervin 1998; Khairallah 2001;
Straton 2001; and Verespg 2001). This
also supported by Hawkins et al. (1997),
CNN (1996), Langhoff (1996), and
Pacholczyk et al. (1995) asthey stated that
telecommutingimproved productivity and
their organi zationsbenefited fromtheprac-
tice.

Telecommuting saved company’s
money (Schilling 1999a). Employersini-
tiated a telecommuting program save on
leasing costs (Gage 1998). Further,
Robertson (1998) indicated that mobile
telecommutersareableto help the organi-
zation improve their level of customer
service by reducing costs associated with
office space and daily travel to the corpo-
rate office. Therefore, employees gave up
costly office space and communicate with
thecompany andtheir customersremotely
by telephone, computer or other techno-
logical tools. Fortier (1998) indicated
telecommuting can help to alleviate the
office space crunch and isagreat alterna-
tive to expensive new buildings. Further,
Girard (1997) discovered that companies
should save as they implement telecom-
muting. Thisissupportedby Martin(1994)
asheindicated that expense reduction for
the corporation has been amajor impetus
for thislargeincreasein thevirtual office.
Straton (2001) indicated that their com-
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pany had decreased office space by 35
percent nationwideresultinginannual cost
savings of over $3 million dollars. Mean-
while, Milkovich (2001) stated that the
cost savings in annual rent is 25 percent.
AT&T saved about $25 million in real-
estate costs through telecommuting
(Khairallah 2001).

Fortier (1998) stated that telecom-
muting could hel p organi zationsto reduce
absenteeism among employees duetoill-
ness, childcare, eldercare, and the need to
behometotake care of personal business.
Further, hestated that telecommuting could
mitigatebusinessdisruptionduringstrikes,
floods, bad weather, and other emergen-
cies. In addition, CNN (1996) mentioned
that those who could benefit most are
women. By the turn of the century, an
estimated four out of five women of
childbearing agewill beinthework force.
Telecommuting and new technologies
could help those women to better adjust
their work schedules with motherhood.

Telecommuting could improve
organizations' concern on the socia re-
sponsibility towards the environment. As
indicated by Lovelace (1995), telecom-
muting could avoid long commutes on
congested highwaysor city streets, and to
adjust their workday according to their
needs, unbounded by traditional office
hours. Meanwhile, society also benefits
from telecommuting such as energy con-
sumption, environmental degradation, re-
ducetraffic congestion, and reduce pollu-
tion (Straton 2001; Milkovich 2001).
Moreover, in London, telecommuting
solved the chronic overcrowding by 25
percent reduction in the number of public
transport users, cars, and people
(Khairallah 2001).

M ethodology

Research Question

The purpose of this study is to ex-
plore the factors that contribute
telecommuting concept to be accepted by
firms in Malaysia. Studies of factors by
Westerners will be replicated and used in
carryingouttheresearch. Further, thestudy
will identify which factorsthat contribute
the most towards the implementation of
telecommuting concept in the Malaysia
firms. Finally, do Malaysian firms opt for
telecommuting concept as a new work
arrangement for Malaysian workers?

Variables

The dependent variablesin the study
were derived from various reviews that
were discovered. After going through the
factor analysis, twenty-four variableswere
grouped into five factors:

Factor 1:

1. Concern on employees who care for
sick child/spouse.

Regularly work outstation.

Work transfer or relocation.
Improved staff retention.

Take care of family matters.

Take care of personal matters.

actor 2:
Improved staff recruitment opportuni-
ties.
Job flexibility.
Long commutes to work.
Improve morale/motivation.
Distraction while at work.
Job satisfaction.
Environmental issues.
Working from home/mobile office.
Congested city streets.
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Factor 3:

1. Importance of co-workers input to
work function.

2. Absences from office as trouble free.

Factor 4:

1. Amount face-to-facecontact required.
2. Manage by result.

3. Disciplineregarding work.

Factor 5:

1. Amount of empowerment given to
employees for completion of work.

2. Improved productivity.

3. Employeeability to control and sched-
ule work flow.

4. Degree of concern on quality of work
delivered.

The independent variables in this
study will focusonthefirm’ senvironment
that relates to gender of human resource
managers and industry of the firm.

Design of the I nstrument

A structured questionnaire was de-
veloped based on the evidence from the
literatures. A Likert scale(from1to6) was
developed to identify the degree of agree-
ment of the working environment factors.

Sample

The sample of this study was taken
from the business directory and phone
book of firms listed in the Northern Re-
gion of Malaysia. A questionnaire was
mailed to thefirms' human resource man-
agers in getting the firms view on the
telecommuting concept.

Questionnaire

Questionnaires were distributed and
admini steredtoward humanresourceman-
agers of Malaysian firmsin the Northern
statesof Malaysia. Thequestionnaireswere
divided into two parts that sought demo-

graphic information and factors of con-
cernontelecommuting concept. Out of the
150 set of questionnaires distributed to
human resource managers, 68 responded
which givearesponserateof 45.3 percent.

Method of Analysis

Data was analyzed using SPSS pro-
gram. Initialy, frequencieswererun. Fur-
ther, descriptiveanalysiswasdoneinlook-
ing further for some descriptive of the
population. Mean of the variables was
generated in looking for some indicators
from the population.

Results

Overview of Data

The sample profile information is
depicted in Table 1. Majority of the re-
spondents were male (57.4%) as com-
pared to female (42.6%). Based on indus-
try, the majority of the respondents were
from servicesindustry (64.7%), followed
by manufacturing (11.8%), finance(2.9%),
and others (4.5%). Further, based on the
number of employees being employed,
the majority (72%) of the firmsindicated
that they employed lessthan 100 employ-
€es.

Human resource managersindicated
their high-end concern (4to5-point Likert)
as depicted in Table 2. As for discipline
regarding work, 94.1 percent indicated
their high concern on the factor. In terms
of productivity improvement, human re-
sourcemanagersindicated 88.3 percent as
their high concern. Quality of work deliv-
ered aso being stressed as one of their
main concern towards the establishment
of the telecommuting concept of which
91.2 percent. Further, ability to communi-
cate with employees, face-to-face contact
reguired, and importance of co-workers
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Table 1. Sample Profile Information

Item N %
Gender Mae 39 57.4
Female 29 42.6
TOTAL 68 100.0
I ndustry Services 44 64.7
Finance 2 2.9
Manufacturing 8 11.8
Others 3 45
TOTAL 57 83.9
Number of Employees L ess than 1000 46 71.9
1001 to 2000 5 7.8
2001 to 3000 7 109
3001 to 4000 1 16
4001 to 5000 4 6.3
More than 5001 1 16
TOTAL 64 100.1

Table 2. High-end Concer n of Human Resource Manager s

Degree of concern N %
Discipline regarding work 64 94.1
Improved productivity 60 88.3
Quiality of work 60 91.2
Ability to communicate with employees 57 83.8
Face-to-face contact required 57 83.9
Importance of co-workers' input to work function 56 82.3

input to work function were indicated as
83.8 percent, 83.9 percent, and 82.3 per-
cent respectively.

Data Analysis

Further analysis of the variables is
based on mean comparison against type of
organizations —public and private. It was
discovered that both types of organiza-
tions indicated the degree of concern on
quality of work delivered as marked to-
wards the highest end (mean: 4.6471 for

public and 5.0000 for private). Moreover,
amount of face-to-face contact required,
importance of co-workers' input to work
functions, disciplineregardingwork, man-
agement by result, required concentration
and peace to do the work, improved pro-
ductivity, and job satisfaction were also
marked as the highest by the respondent
(see Table 3).

A factor analysiswasconducted over
22 variables in this study. The variables
were grouped into 5 factors. The overall

103



Gadjah Mada International Journal of Business, January 2003, Viol. 5, No. 1

Table 3. Comparison of M ean Between Types of Organization

Variables Public Private
Degree of concern on quality of work delivered 4.6471 5.0000
Amount of face-to-face contact required 4.5098 4.9286
Importance of co-workers' input to work function 4.3333 4.9286
Discipline regarding work 4.9216 4.9286
Management by result 4.5686 4.2143
Require concentration and peace to do the work 4.6364 5.3333
Improved productivity 4.7647 4.6429
Job satisfaction 4.4510 4.5000
Table 4. Factor Analysis

Item Mean SD Min M ax

Factor 4 4.6667 0.6983 2.00 6.00

Factor 5 4.4029 0.7184 2.25 6.00

Factor 3 3.9412 0.9254 2.00 6.00

Factor 1 3.8436 0.8828 1.33 5.33

Factor 2 3.7967 0.8581 111 5.44

Table 5. Mean for Significance Analysis - Gender
Mean SD Sig.
Factor5 Mae 4.6474 0.4978 0.002
Femae 4.0741 0.8388
Factorl1 Mae 4.0137 0.7389 0.035
Femae 3.6149 1.0145

mean score by the human resourcemanag-
erson each factors of telecommuting con-
ceptareillustratedin Table4. Insummary,
the degree of agreement on 5 factors of
telecommuting was largely positive. The
standard deviationswere quite high, indi-
catingthat thedi spersionwaswidely spread
adistribution. It means that the factors of

thetelecommuting were approximationto
anormal distribution.

Further, significance analysis was
conducted on five factors on the telework
acceptance from the perspective of gen-
der. Theresult indicated only two factors,
Factor 5and 1, show thesignificancelevel.
The analysiswas depicted in Table 5.
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Discussions and I mplications

The factors of discipline regarding
work, improved productivity, and degree
of concern on quality of work delivered
had been the motivating factors for the
human resource managers to consider
telecommuting as part of their organiza-
tion in paving new lights to the way they
dowork. For factor of disciplineregarding
work, the human resource managersindi-
cated as the highest importance to them
that represented by 70.6 percent. In rela-
tion to productivity, 66.2 percent indi-
catedtheir highestimportanceonimproved
productivity factor. Further, human re-
sources manager indicated that 63.3 per-
cent claimed highest importance on the
degree of concern on quality of work de-
livered. From these results, it can be con-
cluded that most human resource manag-
ersare eager to and looking forward with
theimplementation of tel ecommuting con-
cept in their organizations, as they are
concern on the output produced by the
employees.

Moreover, the human resource man-
agersindicated that management by result
and improved morale or motivation did
influence them in looking forward for
telecommuting concept. This can be seen
asthey claimed 51.5 percent highest con-
cern on their management by result. Fac-
tor of improved moraleor motivationwere
61.2 percent as claimed by the managers.

Meanwhile, the factors of ability to
communi catewith employeesand amount
of face-to-face were considered with high
mean, 53 percent, as the human resource
managers do need to interact with their
employees from time to time in ensuring
the work done.

Comparison based on mean between
public and private organizations shown
the concern of human resource managers

in the implementation of telecommuting
concept. Thus the organizations need to
consider thefollowing factorsto beincor-
porated as motivators toward the imple-
mentation of the telecommuting concept:
1. Degree of concern on quality of work
delivered.
2. Amount of face-to-face contact re-
quired.
3. Importanceof co-workers' inputtowork
function.
. Discipline regarding work.
5. Management by result.
6. Require concentration and peace to do
the work.
. Improved productivity.
8. Job satisfaction.

N

~

Factor analysisshownthat Factor 4is
regarded asthemost concern of thehuman
resource managers in determining the
implementation of thetelecommuting con-
cept. These human resource managersare
looking at the delivery of productivity by
the individual workers. Meanwhile, Fac-
tor 5 that stressed on the quality and pro-
ductivity from the perspective of the hu-
man resource managers also being one of
the determining factors of telecommuting
concept implementation.

Based on the independent samplest-
test being conducted on the gender, it was
discovered that male and female human
resource managers had a significant dif-
ference on Factor 5, significance of 0.002
(p<0.05). Thus, male human resource
managers were more open towards the
acceptance of telecommuting concept as
compare to female. Further, they also
shownasignificant differenceonFactor 1,
significanceof 0.035(p<0.10). Thisshown
that male human resource managersagain
are more supportive toward the imple-
mentation of telecommuting concept in
their organization as compared to female
human resource managers.
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Based on the types of organizations,
there was no significant difference be-
tween public and private organizations
towards the implementation of tele-
commuting concept. Moreover, based on
thetypeof industry, human resource man-
agersalso shownnosignificant difference
of their perception on theimplementation
of the telecommuting concept.

Conclussion

Generally, telecommuting conceptis
new to Malaysian firms, especially for the
human resource managers. Some how, the
concept needs to be introduced gradually
tothefirmsin Malaysia. Thisintroduction
is needed as the nation is growing to be-
come an industrialized nation by the year
2020 in materializing the vision of the
Prime Minister Dr. Mahathir Mohamad.
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