Telework in Greece: Potential benefits and problems





It is a fact that telework in Greece has as yet been very restricted in scope, compared to the rest of Europe. This is true both in absolute numbers of teleworkers and in proportion to the work force as a whole. The number of teleworkers is estimated at only 50,000, or 1.3% of the labour force, whereas the EU average is three times greater. The relatively restricted diffusion of teleworking in Greece is associated with the country’s low per capita income, the relatively small services sector and large agricultural sector. The low per capita GDP has resulted in the significantly higher cost of a computer for Greek consumers: If the cost of a computer in the US is 100 units, the respective cost (taking into account the price in relation to per capita GDP) is 127 units in Denmark, 173 units in Ireland and 223 units in Greece.� Other factors inhibiting the diffusion of telework are the relatively low percentage of workers who use information technology in their jobs (22% of the labour force) and the low percentage of people who use the Internet for any purpose whatever. In Greece, barely 1% of the population are Internet users, but in the next lowest European country the percentage of Internet users in the population is nearly twice that figure (1.8%), whereas in Sweden it is fifteen times higher (15%).�





However, all the above indicators regarding telework in Greece are clearly on the rise. The per capita income is increasing at a rate much more rapid than the European average. The services sector and use of information technology are expanding, and use of the Internet has become substantially more widespread. It is worth noting that a year ago the figures regarding telework were 20,000 and 0.5% respectively. In other words, in Greece the percentage of the labour force who are teleworkers increased by 160% in one year, whereas in the EU as a whole it increased by only 45%.�





At the same time, the social partners are in general dealing with telework in a positive manner and appear to support the effort to regulate telework, along with other “informal forms of employment”, by recent Law 2639/1998 on labour relations ( despite all the reservations expressed about certain aspects of the law). Basic features of the law include the enactment of equal rights for teleworkers and other workers, the obligation to have a written work contract and immediate notification of the Labour Inspectorate.


Potential Benefits


Telework has the potential to make a positive contribution to the protection of the environment, economic development in general and regional development in particular, as well as workers’ quality of life. Indeed,


In the environment sector, telework provides the possibility of saving energy and reducing the traffic load, facilitating movements of workers and communication between enterprises. The potential it provides for distance working helps reduce urban attraction and gives a new impetus to a balanced regional development.


In the employment sector, telework provides valuable employment opportunities for workers in remote rural areas and people who are mobility impaired, such as people with special needs and parents of small children.


Telework helps develop the Information Society, because teleworkers act as centres for dissemination of information technology in their immediate environment.


In the economic development sector, telework helps incorporate depressed areas in the process of economic development and helps save transportation, fixed and operating costs compared to geographically centralised forms of work. Telework also increases the competitiveness of enterprises by supporting modern forms of work organisation, i.e. decentralisation of decision-making structures, encouragement of horizontal communication (between parts of the enterprises or between production teams), and the flexibility and adaptability of production to the fluctuations of the market. It is of course difficult to calculate precisely the contribution of telework to productivity, as indeed it is difficult to calculate productivity in the services sector in general. But a series of studies indicate that telework is associated with an increase in productivity of 0-45%, depending on circumstances. In any case, regardless of the manner of calculating productivity, there has never been a negative relation between it and telework.


Telework provides new opportunities for improving workers’ quality of life. On the one hand it provides workers with the possibility of harmonising their work with their family and social obligations. It should be noted that this need for harmonisation of work and family life is nothing new, but has become stronger in present-day society, insofar as increased mobility of capital and workers as well as women’s participation in the workforce act as inhibitors to the harmonisation of breadwinning and family obligations (care of children, the elderly and the sick). On the other hand, telework provides a new impetus for the development of labour relations that encourage workers to take initiatives and constantly improve their skills and career advancement as well as their independence as far as their work organisation is concerned. Telework makes mutual trust between workers and management a key condition of the production process, since teleworkers are made responsible for both the performance and the quality control of a part of production.


Finally, telework increases the possibility of sharing the benefits of globalisation, by making it easier for individuals, enterprises and regions to develop their skills and offer their products and services regardless of where they are located.





Potential Problems


As can be seen in the relevant field research and in the content of the relevant collective agreements, telework can also have negative effects (particularly for workers). Of decisive importance are the specific incentives, requirements and processes of its implementation. Regarding the more effective and socially fairer implementation of telework, particular attention should be paid to the following points:





The transition to telework is voluntary rather than obligatory for workers (Homeworking does not always make a positive contribution to family life). Teleworkers should have the option of giving up telework, provided they give reasonable notice.


There should be no discrimination between teleworkers and other workers with regard to pay, career advancement or union membership.


Conditions of health and safety at work should be assured (extension to the home of the provisions in force in traditional workplaces).


The employer should provide teleworkers with the necessary electronic equipment (and workers should be required to return it upon termination of their contract) along with their operating expenses (electricity, telephone, consumables). The latter are usually covered through payment of a fixed sum agreed in advance.


The increased demand for telework by special categories of workers (people with special needs, pregnant women, mothers of young children) should not be a justification for discrimination against such workers, by trapping them in careers that are limited in scope.





Apart from the points already mentioned, teleworking involves more general challenges for workers’ rights and the composition of the trade unions:





Teleworkers tend to be scattered over broad areas, and are thus threatened with the danger of social isolation. That is why enterprises should make sure that teleworkers are smoothly integrated in their labour force, by offering opportunities for regular updates on labour issues, as well as personal contact with representatives of the enterprise, their colleagues and union representatives. Alternating telework with work in the traditional workplace is key to alleviating these problems. It should, however, be accompanied by access to and communication with collective bodies for teleworkers.


Telework should not reinforce the tendency of many enterprises to “outsource” and transfer relevant obligations to the workers themselves. In other words, telework should not become a means to make employment even more precarious by bypassing workers’ economic, social and ergonomic security.


Enterprises should not succumb to the temptation to abuse the possibility for working time flexibility offered by telework. Teleworkers’ working time should remain within specific limits, and rules and pay for work done on Saturday, Sunday, etc. which apply to other workers should also apply to teleworkers. Otherwise telework will bring about a deterioration of family life instead of harmonising it with work.


The danger of “marginalised telework” is not of concern only to workers, whose basic labour rights would be violated, but to society as a whole, because it would contribute to the further development of the hidden economy.


� Horace Mitchell, “New Methods of Work in Europe: A Snapshot”, European IST Conference, Vienna, November 1998.


� Data for 1997 from the Status Report on European Telework: Telework 98.


� Data for 1998/99 from the Status Report on European Telework: New Methods of Work 1999.
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