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Many people work from home today, or from hotel rooms, motorway services stations, Starbucks, or even the back of their car. There is now a lot of evidence that people are different. Some people happily work every day from home, others feel they can only do that a couple of days a week. Some feel concerned that when they work from home, they are overlooked at promotion time, or that the boss may suspect they are slacking. Many home workers feel a bit lonely without the social contact that comes with going to an office to work. They might get sick of looking at the same walls all day, or see too much of the family. They may feel there isn’t sufficient psychological distance between work and home life. So there are many potential problems. But there are obvious benefits too with the lack of time wasted commuting, no travel costs, no need to dress up, and ease of fitting in with other aspects of home life such as kids being off ill.
Technology is making it easier to work remotely. Wireless LANs and broadband links are probably the two main developments of late. In the next few years, even faster links, bigger displays and better webcams will greatly improve visual communications with remote colleagues. Large plasma screens are already becoming common, with LCD screen catching up fast. In a few years, most homes will have large flat displays in the home, which will allow almost life-size images. This will enable a quite natural communication between people, quite unlike trying to use a videophone today with a tiny poor quality display. This will not cost much either, since broadband access will offer high speed access at a relatively low price. Meanwhile, high quality cameras that track the subject when they move around a  room are also becoming cheap and common. Furthermore, the rollout of BT’s 21st Century network will put all communications onto a single platform, with voice, data, video and everything else all being transferred by TCP-IP, essentially completely integrating the telephone network with the internet.
Automatic voice response has already automated a large number of teleworking jobs in call centres. In the USA, over 45% of calls to call centres are already dealt with by machine. Depending on the employer, this creates an opportunity to sack staff and save costs, or to keep those staff and make use of them to give a better service to the customer, letting them spend more time concentrating on dealing with an enquiry properly.

While daily commuting time is eliminated for home workers, the fact that they can easily work with companies that are based far away means that they make more long distance trips, so the overall impact on travel and the environment is small. People are naturally gregarious and value human contact, so will always want to meet physically from time to time, even if it’s just for a start of project team building meeting, checkpoints or an end of project celebration. In fact, the better communications becomes, the more people will work remotely, the easier it becomes to work over long distances, so the more often we will see long distance travel too. It seems obvious now with hindsight, but it shows clearly that early expectations of travel reduction were wildly optimistic.
A mid-term trend in teleworking that we are just seeing the start of today is the use of telework centres. Already in London, people are routinely hiring offices for a few days. In future, many people will telework from local office buildings set up for local teleworkers. These people will get the social benefits of meeting other people at work, having someone to chat to, and have lunch with, even though they work for different companies. Getting out of the house every day means a neat psychological break between home and work life. A short walk to work will help keep them fit, while still avoiding a long commute time. And they won’t get fed up of seeing the house and family too much.
Telework centres will help rebuild a community. Whereas people today often live hours away from their colleagues, who commute in from a large catchment, people they meet in telework centres come from the same local area. So they can socialise out of the office too. As people get to know more people locally, and spend more time locally, we expect social integration benefits, as well as a reduction in stress and loneliness. Furthermore, since these centres are likely to be equipped with excellent meeting and communication facilities, they may be used for many other social functions too. 

In the longer term, future technology will also allow people to touch and feel things across a network. Haptics is the technology of remote touch and is progressing quickly. Today it takes the form of force feedback actuators, data gloves and data suits. In a decade from now, we will be able to print electronics onto the skin surface that connects to peripheral nerve endings, allowing computers to record the nerve signals associated with feeling something. So we could record a handshake, or a hug or a kiss, and replay it at will as part of computer games, reliving a holiday experience, or a communications session. Teleworkers could shake hands on a deal just as if they were there physically.
But as we go that far into the future we see major impacts also from artificial intelligence. Already, we are used to computers doing searches, playing chess and analysing databases or processing accounts. These tasks used to need human intelligence. In just the same way as they are now automated, many other information creation, processing, management and distribution tasks will follow into the computer domain. Between 2015 and 2020, I expect that computers will overtake humans in terms of overall intelligence level. They will be fully conscious, have emotions, and be able to do almost any intellectual task. Almost for free. 24/7. So we will see a rapid replacement of the information economy. If information tasks can be done for free or at least at very low cost, they will no longer be the basis of the economy.
So people will no longer be employed in these sorts of jobs and will have to move into roles that cannot so easily be done by machines. With robotics virtually eliminating high-priced physical jobs, and computers doing intellectual jobs, people will move into what we call the Care Economy. This will be dominated by jobs that require the worker to be a human being. That means jobs such as child care, elderly care, nursing, policing, teaching, and a whole range of interpersonal services such as personal trainers, Feng Shui practitioners and the like. Some of these attract big salaries today, but most are relatively low paid. One thing they all have in common is that they demand close physical proximity between the worker and their client. Nurses can’t telework, or at least not for those bits of their jobs that matter to patients. These jobs can’t easily be automated either. It is hared to imagine a nurse being replaced by R2D2. The robot could empty bed pans or dispense drugs, and in fact there will almost certainly be lots of robot assistant is hospitals in the future. But a robot can’t comfort a patient, only another human can do that.
So we would expect that teleworking will greatly reduce in the care economy. By a similar argument, globalisation will also slow down and start reversing, with a major trend of relocalization. But since the whole nature of work will have changed dramatically by then, we will have much bigger problems to worry about.
