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The arrival of flu season can decimate the ranks 
of already thinly staffed small companies. But 
some advance planning and taking advantage 
of technology can help lessen the impact when 
several employees are out at once. 

High-tech innovations such as virtual private 
networks make it possible for employees to do 
at least some of their work at home when 
they're not feeling well. And knowing in advance 
how your company will run when it's short-
staffed will also make a hard situation easier. 

To Michael McCann, president of McCann 
Protective Services in New York, preparing for 
flu season is no different from preparing for any 
other problem that might disrupt business. 
Technology has enabled his core staff of five to 
work from home, and he maintains a network of 
people willing to fill in for his employees on a 
per-diem basis. 

"If there's one particular crisis you're planning 
for, and reviewing your plan and updating it ... 
when another issue comes up, you just pull it off 
the shelf," McCann said. 

Along that line, McCann said, it's also important that no one in the company be 
indispensable - the rest of the staff should be able to step in and do absent workers' 
tasks. 

Of course, there's a human side to the flu season, one that presents a dilemma to 
business owners. They want to get the work done, but they also need to be 
concerned about everyone else on the premises catching the same bug if an 
employee shows up sneezing and coughing. 

Pressuring them to come to work is a mistake. 

"If a person is really sick, you don't want them in the office because you don't want 
the whole staff to go down," said Reed Baker, owner of Sophist Productions, a New 
York-based music label and production company. 

ADVERTISEMENT 

http://www.forbes.com/feeds/ap/2006/01/11/ap2443774.html (1 of 3)2/3/2006 7:29:38 AM

http://ads.forbes.com/RealMedia/ads/click_lx.ads/forbes.com/ap/story/id2443774/516545678/x5/default/empty.gif/34356431663832623433373361323830?adTerms=AP+Business
http://ads.forbes.com/RealMedia/ads/click_lx.ads/forbes.com/ap/story/id2443774/1691571732/BigBanner/House_bb_Newsl-Yellow_060203/House_bb_Opinions_NoGEO.html/34356431663832623433373361323830?http://www.forbes.com/membership/signup.jhtml?pos=memberad
http://www.forbes.com/
https://w1.buysub.com/servlet/OrdersGateway?cds_mag_code=FRB&cds_response_key=IMJFT013
http://www.forbes.com/search/
http://ads.forbes.com/RealMedia/ads/click_lx.ads/forbes.com/ap/story/id2443774/2055257482/CenterBanner/house_stab_ROS-Circ_060126/frb_textbtn_F-6-29-2005.gif-offimages.html/34356431663832623433373361323830?https://w1.buysub.com/servlet/OrdersGateway?cds_page_id=2497&cds_response_key=INFFB025&cds_mag_code=FRB
http://www.forbes.com/home_usa/
http://www.forbes.com/home_europe/
http://www.forbes.com/home_asia/
http://www.forbes.com/membership/signup.jhtml?gotoURL=http://www.forbes.com/feeds/ap/2006/01/11/ap2443774.html
http://www.forbes.com/
http://www.forbes.com/business/
http://www.forbes.com/technology/
http://www.forbes.com/markets/
http://www.forbes.com/entrepreneurs/
http://www.forbes.com/work/
http://www.forbes.com/finance/
http://www.forbes.com/lifestyle/
http://www.forbes.com/lists/
http://www.forbes.com/opinions/
http://www.forbes.com/
http://www.forbes.com/news/
http://www.forbes.com/membership/email_article.jhtml?uri=/feeds/ap/2006/01/11/ap2443774.html&title=Column%3A+Telecommuting+Can+Be+Flu+Antidote
javascript:sendComments('Column: Telecommuting Can Be Flu Antidote');
http://www.forbes.com/membership/editprofile.jhtml
http://www.forbes.com/fdc/rss.shtml
http://www.forbes.com/fdc/rss.shtml
http://ads.forbes.com/RealMedia/ads/click_lx.ads/forbes.com/ap/story/id2443774/485131497/StoryLogo/default/empty.gif/34356431663832623433373361323830?adTerms=AP+Business
http://www.forbes.com/lifestyle/2006/01/17/expensive-london-homes-cx_ne_0118home_ls.html?boxes=popstories&boxes=custom
http://www.forbes.com/lifestyle/2006/01/17/expensive-london-homes-cx_ne_0118home_ls.html?boxes=popstories&boxes=custom
http://www.forbes.com/lifestyle/2006/01/25/palaces-luxury-travel-cx_sb_0126feat_ls.html?boxes=popstories&boxes=custom
http://www.forbes.com/2006/01/12/topless-beaches-resorts-cx_sb_0113feat_ls.html?boxes=popstories&boxes=custom
http://www.forbes.com/2006/01/26/google-apple-0126markets08.html?boxes=popstories&boxes=custom
http://www.forbes.com/2006/01/26/google-apple-0126markets08.html?boxes=popstories&boxes=custom
http://www.forbes.com/2006/01/26/google-apple-0126markets08.html?boxes=popstories&boxes=custom
http://www.forbes.com/business/2006/01/05/mcdonalds-starbucks-breakfast-cz_mg_0106breakfast.html?boxes=popstories&boxes=custom
http://www.forbes.com/video/?video_url=http://www.forbes.com/video/fvn/lifestyle/sb_trav011006_sy&id=sb_trav011006_sy&title=video%3a+top+topless+beaches&boxes=popvideos&boxes=custom
http://www.forbes.com/video/?video_url=http://www.forbes.com/video/fvn/business/pm_notn012406&id=pm_notn012406&title=video%3a+debating+with+davos&boxes=popvideos&boxes=custom
http://www.forbes.com/video/?video_url=http://www.forbes.com/video/wednesday/01256c&id=w3&title=video%3a+mcdonald%27s+to+spin+off+franchises&boxes=popvideos&boxes=custom
http://www.forbes.com/video/?video_url=http://www.forbes.com/video/wednesday/01256c&id=w3&title=video%3a+mcdonald%27s+to+spin+off+franchises&boxes=popvideos&boxes=custom
http://www.forbes.com/video/?video_url=http://www.forbes.com/video/fvn/business/df_msft012506_ab&id=df_msft012506_ab&title=video%3a+banking+on+the+xbox+360&boxes=popvideos&boxes=custom
http://www.forbes.com/video/?video_url=http://www.forbes.com/video/fvn/lifestyle/sc_re010506_sy&id=sc_re010506_sy&title=video%3a+where+we+want+to+live&boxes=popvideos&boxes=custom&boxes=custom
http://www.forbes.com/video/?video_url=http://www.forbes.com/video/fvn/lifestyle/sc_re010506_sy&id=sc_re010506_sy&title=video%3a+where+we+want+to+live&boxes=popvideos&boxes=custom&boxes=custom
http://ads.forbes.com/RealMedia/ads/click_lx.ads/forbes.com/ap/story/id2443774/640457169/Block/Fisher_hp_MarketROC_US_060201/Fisher_win_MarketROC_US_060101.html/34356431663832623433373361323830?640457169
http://ads.forbes.com/RealMedia/ads/click_lx.ads/forbes.com/ap/story/id2443774/640457169/Block/Fisher_hp_MarketROC_US_060201/Fisher_win_MarketROC_US_060101.html/34356431663832623433373361323830?640457169


Column: Telecommuting Can Be Flu Antidote - Forbes.com

  

Moreover, someone with a fever probably can't concentrate on what he or she is 
doing. And leaning on staffers to come to work when they really don't feel may well 
generate a morale problem - not only will sick workers be resentful, but so will all the 
other employees they complain to. 

One reason why workers in some companies might want to come in sick is because 
they're afraid of using up their sick days. That's a particular concern this early in the 
year. Small businesses with restrictive sick time policies may see more people 
showing up when they don't feel well. 

Some business owners worry that a too-liberal sick time policy will encourage some 
workers to abuse the system. To Baker, the solution is to be sure from the get-go that 
you have a solid team of workers behind you. 

Baker said he looks for workers who have the same entrepreneurial spirit that he 
does, who aren't going to take advantage of sick time. Also, he said, with a highly 
qualified and motivated staff, employees are more willing to step in and do a co-
worker's job. 

Other workers might come in because they're so dedicated to their work, or find it 
hard to give themselves permission to take their sick time. That's another reason why 
equipping employees to work at home is a good idea. 

At Circle of Friends, a Santa Monica, Calif.-based maker of children's bath products, 
owner Eleanor Keare encourages employees to stay home even if they just have a 
cold and are taking over-the-counter medication. Mindful that many of her 11 
employees have long commutes by car, she'd rather they stayed home and logged 
into work using the company's Web-based system. 

"Every aspect of our company's operations is in that system," Keare said. She said of 
the flu season, "it is certainly a challenge," but said the ability for workers to stay in 
touch from home has made staff illnesses less of a disruption. 

Some companies try to cut down on sick time by encouraging workers to lead a more 
healthy lifestyle. 

At Arment Dietrich, a Chicago-based public relations firm, "exercise counts toward 
part of the billable hours each of us works," account executive Amanda Peterson 
said. 

Arment Dietrich has five employees, all of whom are able to work from home using 
the Internet. So they're able to check e-mail and do work for clients when they're out 
with an illness. 

Next week: Sick time policies and the employees who abuse them. 

Copyright 2005 Associated Press. All rights reserved. This material may not be 
published broadcast, rewritten, or redistributed 
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