
Working from home gives you flexibility and family time, 
but does it make good business sense? It depends on what 
you’re selling, and how. By Jackie Cameron

sweet work
Home

ust when the world was getting accustomed to more  

of us working from home, Marissa Mayer, CEO of internet 

giant Yahoo, ordered all of its employees back into the 

office. The Yahoo ban on flexible working arrangements 

last year caused many employers around the world to consider 

doing the same. Defending her position, Mayer said that, although 

staff can be productive in their own private spaces, you cannot 

beat teamwork for innovation and creativity – and that requires 

face-to-face contact in a formal work environment. 

In South Africa, there’s been a big push to allow more people 

to put in their hours at home instead of in the office, particularly 

in traffic-logged cities. Accounting firm KPMG is a prime example, 

encouraging staff to work away from its Parktown headquarters. 

There is the obvious environmental benefit of cutting down on 

the air pollution potentially caused by all those commuters. More 

importantly from a business perspective, allowing people to work 

at home has created extra space in diaries. KPMG’s tax experts 

and business consultants can give their undivided attention to 

their projects instead of spending time getting to and from the 

office and, once there, engaging in the inevitable coffee breaks 

and never-ending meetings. 

As accountant Dan Foster notes, ‘Most of us have more work 

than we can possibly finish in the office, which is also open-plan. 

There are some tasks that require peace and quiet, and these are 

done more easily at home.’

Despite Yahoo’s move, the work-from-home trend looks likely 

to gather pace in South Africa. The Women Empowerment and 

Gender Equality Bill (passed in Parliament earlier this year and 

expected to be signed into law) compels businesses to find ways 

to improve women’s access to the economy. Allowing female 

employees to work from home is an obvious choice. It means a 

company won’t be discriminating against women who’re trying 

to have careers and raise children at the same time.

But – given the opportunity – is it a good idea to move your 

office home? 

THE PROS AND CONS
You can check emails while you are still in bed and stay in your 

pyjamas all day if you want to. You no longer have to shrug off 

the annoying habits of co-workers. You’ll be there to see more  

of your kids’ important moments and you can keep an eye on 

home-improvement projects too. 

The flip side is that, because you are out of sight, you may also 

end up out of mind when there is a promotion available and the 

boss is looking around to make the appointment. And, if you think 

that office politics can get stressful when you are close to your 

opponents, be warned: it can be deadly for your career when you 

aren’t there to defend yourself. 

Although we don’t officially go to work to make friends, if you 

opt for a home office you could soon find yourself feeling rather 

lonely. As Gillian Findlay, head of Cambial Communications, says, 

‘We humans are such a gregarious race. We need interaction.’ 

Findlay, who has premises in Johannesburg’s trendy Greenside, 

specialises in public-relations work for financial-services companies. 

She warns that choosing a home base is only suitable for certain 

types of work. ‘An advertising creative can definitely work from 

home – from a tree house if they want to. It’s arty and clients are 

tapping into their brainpower.’
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Other roles require the  

right address. For example, 

investment professionals who 

must persuade people to hand 

over large sums of money need 

to build trust with their clients. 

This involves making the right 

impression, and a smart office 

in a commercial district can help 

do that. ‘You have to project an 

image that says you know what 

you are doing,’ Findlay says.

Starting your entrepreneurial 

activities at home can provide 

a cost-effective springboard  

to bigger business ventures, 

but you may eventually need 

separate premises in order to 

expand your operations. This  

is the case for former school 

teachers Dieter and Laverne 

van Roon-Gifford, who run 

three different enterprises 

from their house in George.

Their kitchen, vetted by 

health authorities, is used  

to produce Kiddie Gourmet,  

Creating the right environment
Your workspace

If you’re selling your time and don’t need to meet 
clients at an office, using your study at home as a 

base instead of renting premises makes practical and 
financial sense, says Mel Brooks. This financial-literacy-

training and social-media-management consultant 
regularly hops from one Southern African country to 
the next to visit clients and has run his business from 

his Johannesburg house for a decade. He occasionally 
rents a meeting room at a hotel for client-coaching 

sessions and has an office at Henley Business School, 
where he sometimes lectures.

There aren’t any major material benefits to working 
from home, although some expenses can be used to 
offset your tax bill, Brooks says. A single father of five 
boys, he switches on his computer before dawn when 

he takes his first sip of tea, so it suits him to have a 
spare room in the house rather than using a cottage 
in the garden. But ‘don’t pick a corner in a room,’ he 

advises. It’s important to separate work and home life.
Have a separate phone line for picking up work calls, 
so your children don’t end up speaking to clients,  

is another of his tips.

 Your cyberspace
A website is the modern alternative to a business 

card. Get your own domain name so you can also 
have a customised email address, suggests Brooks, 

who manages online marketing for his clients. Even if 
you aren’t selling anything directly, treat your website 
like a brochure. ‘It is one aspect of personal branding,’ 

he says. The same applies to LinkedIn, which gives 
your CV and highlights how well connected you are.

The jury is out on whether social-media activity is 
essential. Twitter is time-consuming and, if handled 
incorrectly, can actually work against you. ‘You need 

to treat your Twitter account like a radio station.  
No one will listen to you if you are just broadcasting 

adverts,’ says Brooks. 
Social media has helped the Van Roon-Giffords 

raise awareness and create a positive image of their 
brands but hasn’t translated into revenue. Laverne  

van Roon-Gifford says, ‘We have paid for Facebook 
advertisements and people “like” our page, but we 

don’t see sales coming from it.’ 

STARTING YOUR ENTREPRENEURIAL 

ACTIVITIES AT HOME CAN PROVIDE  

A COST-EFFECTIVE SPRINGBOARD  

TO BIGGER BUSINESS VENTURES 

It’s easy to get distracted when you  
work from home. From the fridge with its 
tasty temptations to friends who drop by 
because they think your time is your own 
– there’s lots to keep you busy other than 

making money. 
You can also expend a lot of energy on 
activities that make you think you are 
working, but don’t contribute to the 

overall business picture. You are your own 
boss, so remember to act like it when you 

feel your motivation flagging. Strategic 
planning (such as writing down your goals) 
will help keep you on track, as will joining a 
group of like-minded professionals, giving 

you the opportunity to talk shop and 
reflect on your work. 

Staying motivated 

P
H

O
T
O

G
R

A
P

H
Y

: G
A

L
L
O

/G
E

T
T

Y
IM

A
G

E
S

an organic, ready-made brand  

of baby meals with a growing 

customer base. The couple  

are also developing an import- 

export website and an online 

venture selling outdoor and 

safety clothing. 

Dieter van Roon-Gifford  

says about the flourishing 

baby-food range, which can 

only be ordered online: ‘If we 

had a shop, we would be in  

a more profitable position. 

Having a storefront would  

give us the opportunity to 

encourage customers to  

come to us.’ 

However, making the big 

move to commercial premises 

comes with extra financial and 

operational considerations. So, 

for now, the Van Roon-Giffords 

have opted to keep on working 

from home for lifestyle reasons, 

including flexible working hours 

that allow them to homeschool 

their four children. 
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