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Key findings

1 More and more people are homeworking. Working mainly from home has increased by
80% in 20 years to reach 5.3% of workers. However, the majority of homeworkers do so
only occasionally.
2 29.6% of people worked from home in the past 12 months, though a further 8.5% of
people had the option to do so but did not exercise it.
3 Age is a key determinant of working from home. Older workers are more likely to be
in the ‘mainly work from home’ category. The ageing workforce is a reason for the
increase in the number of people working from home. Occasional homeworking peaks
in middle age.
4 Homeworking is most prevalent in high-skilled professional and managerial
occupations. For example, managers, directors and other senior officials and people
in professional occupations most commonly work from home, with process, plant and
machine operatives and those in elementary occupations least likely to.
5 Homeworking differs by industry. In the information and communication industry, more
than half of workers work from home. In accommodation and food services, fewer than
one in ten people work from home.
6 Technology is a huge driver, with the transition to digital having a profound effect on
the way we work. Surveys show that not only do most jobs involve a computer, but for
most jobs the use of a computer is essential. This has combined with a huge increase in
household internet access over the last two decades to mean that many more people
are able to work from home if their jobs allow.
7 Increased commuting time is another driver. People who occasionally work from home
have a nine-minute longer journey time than those who do not. It is not clear whether
longer commutes are leading people to work from home, or the ability to work from
home is facilitating longer commutes.
8 Some jobs are less amendable to homeworking, but the same factors that make
homeworking difficult make these jobs hard to offshore.
9 Technology alone won’t ensure homeworking. Employers should establish new norms,
particularly around communication and collaboration. Technology can help, but culture
change needs to embed it.
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Introduction

The last 20 years have seen a significant increase in the number of people who work either
exclusively or occasionally from home, reflecting changes in technology, working practices
and workforce composition. Homeworking is a major component among arrangements for
flexible working – something that can help organisations attract talent, increase diversity
and respond agilely to situations like the coronavirus outbreak, where business continuity
could hinge on the ability of workers to work from home.
This report sets out some of the key trends and data and considers the key drivers that
have led to the rise in homeworking. The report’s findings can help inform policy-makers
and employers to better facilitate and support workers in this context.
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Figure 1: Home as the main place of work is on the rise (%) (proportion of jobs worked mainly from home,
1999–2019)
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The rise of homeworking

The proportion of jobs in which people mainly work from home has risen by 80% in the
past two decades (see Figure 1). Approximately one in twenty (5.3%) jobs are worked
mainly from home. This represents 1.8 million people.1

Proportion of jobs mainly worked from home

1
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Source: Labour Force Survey, April–June 1999–2019 2

Figure 1 captures only those who work mainly from home. Yet most people who work from
home do so only occasionally. Figure 2 captures those who mainly work away from home
(for example, in an office) but work from home occasionally. Data from this source is not
available after 2014, so we have extrapolated a trend. Like working from home exclusively,
occasionally working from home is trending up.3 The CIPD’s UK Working Lives 2019 survey
puts the proportion of people working from home (exclusively or occasionally) at 29.6%.
And a further 8.5% of people had the option but did not use it. This figure aligns well with
our extrapolation in Figure 2. We can confidently assert that around three in ten people
work from home, exclusively or occasionally.

Proportion of workers who occasionally
work from home

Figure 2: Working from home occasionally is also on the rise (%) (proportion of workers who do some work
from home in their main job)
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Who works from home?
Exclusively working from home is usually a formalised agreement. Working from home
occasionally is an important informal flexible working policy. To understand who works from
home, we use the latest data from the ONS and split those who work from home between
mainly and occasionally.
By age
The relationship between working from home and age is striking. Working mainly from
home rises with age (see Figure 3). Occasionally working from home peaks in middle
age. For workers past state pension age, rates of working from home are highest. We can
hypothesise that younger workers need to be present to learn and build networks.5 Older
workers have accrued skills, networks, and trust from which to facilitate homeworking.
Research shows that younger workers also enjoy the social aspects of being in the office.6
Figure 3: Older workers are more likely to work exclusively from home, whereas occasional homeworking
peaks in middle age (%) (proportion of all workers who mainly or occasionally worked from home in their
main job, by age group, April–June 2014)
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Older households are much more likely to be under-occupying.8 This means they are more
likely to have a spare bedroom to use as an office than younger households. Lower rates of
homeworking among younger workers may be a matter of space.
Occupation
The pattern of homeworking by occupational group is clear. Higher-skilled occupations are
most likely to work from home (see Figure 4).

Low-skilled

Medium-skilled

High-skilled

Figure 4: Homeworking is most prevalent in high-skilled professional and managerial occupations (%)
(proportion of all workers who mainly or occasionally worked from home in their main job, by occupational
group, April–June 2014)
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Industry
The information and communication industry contains the highest rates of homeworking.
Yet, even within this broad industry, rates of homeworking differ. For computer facilities
management activities, which include IT support services, around 76.1% of workers work
from home (mainly or occasionally). In this industry, technology facilitates working in another
location to the client, indeed many clients. At the other end of the spectrum are industries
that deal in the tangible aspects of the economy. These include transport, food and drink,
and retail. It is much more difficult to provide these services remotely (see Figure 5).
Figure 5: Rates of homeworking differ markedly by industry division (%) (proportion of workers working
from home, mainly or occasionally in their main job, April–June 2014)
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Drivers of homeworking

Technology
Without doubt, technology is a big facilitator of homeworking. Two trends are converging
here. The importance of computers in work, and the ubiquity of computers at home. As
Figures 6 and 7 show, in a short space of time computers have ingratiated themselves into
our working lives. Now not only do most jobs involve a computer, but for most jobs the
use of a computer is essential.
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Figures 6 and 7: In a generation the use of computers at work exploded and computers are now essential to
more than half of workers
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Computers were large and expensive. This was okay for organisations with larger budgets and
more space than households. Then Moore’s Law brought down the cost of computer hardware
for households. Internet penetration, combined with the transition from dial-up to broadband,
connected these devices to the rest of the world, including the workplace (see Figure 8).
Figure 8: Most households have internet access (%) (household internet access, UK and GB, 1998–2019)
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Besides enhancing productivity, technology has shrunk time and space. In the case of call
centre customer support, businesses can deliver this from anywhere in the world. This
means that not only is it done from home, but it can be offshored completely. But, in most
cases, homeworking is a complement. Physical proximity enables face-to-face interaction,
enabling direct client contact to build networks and trust. But work can be modular, and
the back-office functions can take place at home.
Change in the workforce makeup – including an ageing population
It is likely that a change in the makeup of the workforce has increased rates of homeworking.
We know that homeworking is more common among managerial and professional
occupations (see Figure 4) and older workers (see Figure 3). Both these features have
increased as a proportion of the workforce. One of the big success stories of the post-crash
jobs boom has been the increasing employment rate of older workers.13 Although it is often
assumed that young people are trendsetters, most of the homeworking options, as with
flexible working policies more generally, are being utilised by older workers.
Increasing commuting times
In the last decade, commuting time has increased by about five and a half minutes for a round
trip to work.14 This is not a trivial amount and can add up over the course of a week. Yet, total
weekly commuting time may not be up if people are choosing to work from home occasionally.
Research by the Department for Transport found that commute times are getting longer, but
the number of commuting journeys has been decreasing since the late 1980s.15
When considering workers that mainly work away from home (for example in an office),
those who occasionally work from home have a nine-minute longer journey time than
those who do not work at home at all.16 Over the course of a week, this could add up to an
extra hour and a half if there was no option to work from home.
Figure 9: Occasional homeworkers have longer commutes (or vice versa) (homeworking status and
one-way commute time, April–June 2012)

33:46

24:51

Occasionally work
from home

Don’t work
from home

This is a difference of 8 minutes and 56 seconds
Source: Labour Force Survey 2012 17

The ability to work from home at least some days a week expands the geographic reach of
an individual’s job search. From the employer’s point of view, it expands their talent pool.
We do not know if longer commutes are prompting homeworking, or the ability to work
from home is prompting longer commutes.
Cost pressures
In their book The Future of the Professions, Susskind and Susskind note that one driver
of change is cost pressure. From major corporations to individual consumers, everyone is
short of money.18 At the same time, a more complex world demands more expertise. Such
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cost pressures may be a driver of homeworking. Combined with strategies like hot-desking,
this can reduce floor space as well as other costs of employment.
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By the same token, costs that the employer previously incurred are now borne by the
worker. These might be offset by formal allowances or other savings (for example, lower
commuting costs). Employees may also ascribe value to flexibility.
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 hat might be holding
W
homeworking back?

The trend towards homeworking has many factors working in its favour. It is likely to
continue its ascent. Above we considered technology, changing workforce composition,
increasing commute times and cost pressures. In this section we ask, what could be
holding homeworking back?
Norms
New ways of working need new norms, for example, in how people communicate. Channels
like Slack – an instant messaging service – allow homeworkers an informal online space.
Gifs and emojis can help replace some of the nuance lost by in-person interaction. This
creates a sense of team across space, aiding collaboration and problem-solving, the online
equivalent of water-cooler chat. Norms like these need a change in the working practices
of those still in the office. Introducing Skype for Business will be limited if office-based
team members aren’t signed in.
Increasing the proportion of workers who can benefit from working from home will also
require more leaders and managers to develop working cultures based on trust, which
move away from the traditional 9–5 five-day working week. Managers will have to become
more comfortable with judging people’s performance based on their outputs and not how
much time they spend in the formal workplace.
The constraints of time and space
It’s clear that some jobs are more amenable to homeworking than others. The key
dimensions along which work can be done from home are the need to maintain timeliness
and proximity. A good example is IT technical support. When an IT professional takes
control of your computer remotely, time and space collapses. Previously, the service would
have had to be done in person. Yet, if the job can be performed remotely, it can be done
just as easily five miles away as 5,000. In this instance, it could be offshored.
Acemoglu and Autor developed an index of offshorability in which tasks requiring face-toface interaction, demanding on-site presence, or involving in-person care to others, scored
low.19 These same factors make it difficult to work from home. Work for which it is not
easy to separate the production and consumption in time and space (for example, cutting
hair) may be less amenable to homeworking. Yet by the same measure, these jobs may be
less amenable to offshoring. It is unfortunate that some of the industries and occupations
least amenable to homeworking are those with the lowest skills and pay. Flexible working
is largely the preserve of the most privileged. While the knowledge economy is ever more
digital and intangible, we still live in a material world that imposes limits on how much
work we can carry out at a distance.
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Policy implications

For government
1 Although our Megatrends reports focus on work and the workplace, the housing crisis is
increasingly a labour market issue. We should seek creative solutions. Commuting time
has been rising. Homeworking may be taking the edge off a long commute and can
expand the geographical reach of an employee’s job search and an employer’s talent
pool. In this sense it should be encouraged, but are we building enough houses near to
where the jobs are?
2 On transport, there is one easy win in the form of pro rata train ticketing for workers
who work from home occasionally. This would also benefit part-time workers who
are proportionately more likely to be women. To date, such a policy has eluded train
companies’ imagination.
3 Policy-makers seeking to increase the uptake of flexible working should recognise the
important role of informal flexible working in enabling homeworking, as well as more
formal flexible working practices.
4 The finding that homeworking is associated with higher-skilled work, and by extension
that some occupations benefit little from this policy, is not completely discouraging. The
implication is that the higher the volume of high-skill, high-pay work in the economy,
the higher the uptake of homeworking. Homeworking is not a means to an end but a
welcome by-product of a high volume of good work. A continued focus on productivity
is the best way to deliver this.
For employers
1 Employers should be mindful of the formal and informal aspects of working from
home and seek to encourage norms that can enhance the effectiveness of this mode
of working. This means not just technology, but management practices that encourage
collaborative working, trust and autonomy.
2 Most roles consist of modular tasks. When this is the case, the back-office functions
can be done from home. Evidence suggests it may even be done more efficiently.20
Employers should evaluate whether the work done in their organisation fits this pattern
and be open to trialling increased homeworking.
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