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Out of the Office:
Workshifting and Remote Work in Canada
BY NATHAN BATTAMS
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Workplaces are undergoing a major transformation,
with smartphones, tablet computers and Wifi network
access reducing an employer’s need for fixed office
locations and physical presence of their employees. This
has fuelled the trend of “workshifting” in Canada, as a
growing number of organizations are now allowing their
employees to work remotely with customized
schedules. For many people, being a mobile worker
provides greater flexibility and an opportunity to
effectively manage multiple life roles. But for some, the
technologies that make remote work possible have also
blurred the line between their work and personal lives,
and “unplugging” from the office is more challenging
than beneficial.
For those who feel there simply aren’t enough hours
in the day, the constraints of traditional workplaces can
be a source of frustration. Commuting to the office, for

example, can contribute to time stress: in 2010, the
average Canadian worker spent 26 minutes per day
travelling one way to work, and those who commuted
45 minutes or longer (representing 1 in 5 commuters1)
were significantly more likely to report difficulty fulfilling
family responsibilities and feelings of “not having
enough time for family and friends” than other workers
with short or no commute.2
New parents or those providing caregiving to their
parents are likely to feel restrained by traditional
working patterns. In a 2013 international study, 44% of
surveyed women cited “juggling family and life” as a
career challenge, and 8 in 10 identified a “flexible work
environment” as the most important factor in
determining the success of the next generation of
professional women.3
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The desire for greater workplace flexibility has been
around for several decades, but the evolution and growth
of portable communication technologies create an
opportunity to support a truly mobile labour force,
capable of working from just about any time, any place.
Portable computing devices have spread at a rapid pace,
particularly when one considers that BlackBerries are
only a decade old, and iPhones only half as old as that.
In 2013, smartphones and tablet computers were
owned by 47% and 21% of Canadians, respectively –
up from 34% and 10% one year earlier.4 Many of these
devices are being used for work, with surveyed
employees reporting in 2012 that they use smartphones
(56%), other cell phones (36%) and/or tablet
computers (25%) for their work.5
One 2012 study on mobile work identified 69% of
employed Canadians as mobile workers – a number
projected to grow to 73% of the work force by 2016.6
Surveys suggest that flexible work programs are quite
popular among Canadian employees, with 9 in 10
saying that “offering a flexible work program makes a
company more attractive.”7 Many recognize the role
technology is playing in current workshifting trends: in
2013, 78% of survey respondents agreed that
technology enables them to be more flexible with
their schedules.8
While remote working may be more popular and
prevalent than ever, many employees are finding that
the “de-standardization” of their working hours –
coupled with the increased accessibility made possible
by smartphones and tablet computers – has blurred
their home and working lives. In a 2012 international

survey, 7 in 10 respondents said that “technology brings
work into [their] personal lives.”9 This seems to hold
true in Canada, where nearly half (44%) of surveyed
employees said in the same year that they “receive
work-related phone calls or emails when [they are]
off/on holiday” and 29% feel that their employer
expects them to be available “24/7”. For some,
workshifting is redefining workplace flexibility from
working any time and any place to working all the time
and everywhere.

Family Lens
As communication technologies become more
prevalent and affordable, workshifting is set to
become the new norm for many Canadians. For those
who experience high time stress or are held back
from full participation in the labour market due to
mobility restrictions, remote work can help provide
much-needed flexibility. New parents, older
Canadians and people living with disabilities can
benefit from these flexible working arrangements, no
longer bound to fixed daily schedules and particular
workspaces. However, while workshifting may
eliminate certain barriers, it has also eroded the clear
separation of “work time” from “personal time” for
those who prefer a clear distinction. But workshifting
is here to stay, and Canadian workers – with the
support of their families – will adapt to this everchanging landscape.
Nathan Battams is a researcher and writer at the
Vanier Institute of the Family.
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