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Summary of proposed study 

Topic Area

In March 2020, the world changed forever.  As the Covid-19 pandemic spread across the globe, it brought with it consequences on all aspects of life – socialisation, education, health (UK Research and Innovation).  Ultimately, the pandemic uprooted our daily routines.  For most people, days are centred around their day at work – setting an early alarm, getting ready, the commute to work, completing the work day, then commuting back home at the end of it.  The majority of people in paid employment in February 2020 worked outside of their home, with only 5.7% of workers working from home (Wales Institute of Social and Economic Research and Data (WISERD)).  This number increased drastically by April 2020, when 43.1% reported that they were home working due to imposed lockdowns (WISERD).  Post lockdowns, 85% of workers would prefer a hybrid approach, with part home working and part office working each week (ONS, 2021).

The change to work environment has been a contentious issue over the past 2 years.  A number of advantages and disadvantages to home/hybrid working have been identified.  In terms of disadvantages, workers have reported a decrease in job opportunities, and challenges around internal and external collaboration.  The largest advantage reported has been an improved sense of work-life balance (ONS, 2021).  It is well documented that one of the leading causes of stress is work, as demonstrated in a 2013 research piece by Mind, which found that 1 in 3 people report that work is the cause of their stress, even more so than financial issues and health (Mind, 2013).  A reason for this is a lack of work-life balance, as a result of working long hours or bringing work stress home after the day has finished.

Some research has been done over the last 2 years on the effect of work environment on employees’ mental health.  A 2021 study explored the effects of working from home on European workers, looking specifically at feelings of depression, anxiety, and isolation, as well as sleeping trouble (Perelman et al, 2021).  The study found that working from home was associated with an increase all of these symptoms.  However, this study is extremely limited by a number of factors.  Firstly, the participants of the study were all aged over 50 – the average age of the global workforce is around 39, with only around a third of workers aged 50+ (Statista).  This means that the research excludes the majority of workers, which arguably suggests that overall it is not useful in assessing the effect of working from home on the mental health of the general public.  It is also limited in that people over 50 would generally have more experience of working on-site than working from home, so will be more affected by a sudden change of work environment than someone who has only been in the workforce for a short period.  Finally, the study admits that other stress factors were at play when the participants were assessed, and working from home was just one of the reasons that mental health deteriorated at this time.  The study calls for more research when the workforce is operating under more ‘normal’ post pandemic circumstances (Perelman et al, 2021).  Ultimately, the inconclusive nature of this research as well as the limited age range of participants demonstrates that wider studies are necessary.

A more recent German study also suggests that working from home has had a negative impact on employee mental health (Niebuhr et al, 2022).  This study is more recent, so it explores the topic area under more post-pandemic circumstances, and the average age of participants was 45 with ages of participants ranging from 20-69 which is a clear improvement in age inclusivity compared to Perelman et al, 2021.  The study found that working from home had a negative influence on stress related symptoms and job satisfaction, due to less social interaction and work from home stressors such as technology functionality which does not occur on-site.  The study does state that the majority of participants wanted to continue working from home post-pandemic, which is surprising given the other findings.  Despite a larger age range and its recency, there are still limitations to this study that affect its usefulness. Firstly, it only studied German participants.  This is problematic as different countries are likely to have different working practices and cultures, which could affect how workers in different countries view their working environments and how they affect their mental health.  Moreover, similarly to the Perelman et al study, the study admits that it took place at a time where the virus was still prevalent, therefore many participants were experiencing wider virus-related stressors which could have impacted their responses.

The National Bureau of Economic Research suggests that the answer to employee stress and burnout is a hybrid approach, in other words, a mix of home and site based working (NBER, 2022).  One of their recent studies used a group of 1612 employees of a large technology firm to explore the hybrid working model.  The company allowed these staff members to work from home two days of the week and in the office the other three days.  Upon completion of the study, participants self-reported higher work satisfaction scores and a better sense of work-life balance, with both of these contributing to a higher staff retention rate (NBER, 2022).  This certainly suggests that this approach can help with feelings of burnout and work-related stress, however there is no specific mention of mental health in the paper which limits its usefulness in determining the effect on emotional wellbeing.  This study could certainly be deemed useful however, in terms of the number of participants it had, which was largely more than any other study exploring hybrid working.  These employees were however, limited to engineers, finance, and marketing personnel, so it would be useful to explore the effects of a hybrid model on a bigger scope of job roles and industries.


Rationale

Although some research has been carried out on the impact of working from home on employee mental health, the research is still relatively scant.  There is currently very little empirical literature on the subject from the United Kingdom, with the majority of research being from other European countries and the United States.  Moreover, almost no empirical research exists on the impact of hybrid working (part remote work, part onsite work) on employee mental health.  Research on this topic is vital, as it is an approach that many organisations across the world are adopting and many believe it to be the future of working (Forbes).  Therefore, it is essential that proper research is carried out on its effects on wellbeing and work-life balance.  

There is also a tendency for research on this subject to focus on older workers, which is unhelpful in exploring the views of the majority of workers.  It does not seem useful to only explore the views of people who are close to retirement age – there is a need to include younger workers as it is them who will ultimately reap the long term consequences of these new ways of working.  Finally, this research will be carried out at a time where the cases of Covid-19 are low and the UK has almost returned back to ‘normal’ circumstances as seen pre-pandemic.  This is an optimal time to conduct research of this nature, as the virus itself is no longer at the forefront of the minds of the British public and therefore no virus-related stressors will affect the findings of the research.

The proposed study will aim to be more inclusive than similar research pieces, aiming to involve a more diverse range of employees.  Many studies that currently exist focus only on technology companies, and specific roles in these departments.  By making the study accessible to a range of industries and job roles, it can produce a more accurate exploration that better reflects the general employed population.  


Aim of Study

The aim of this study is to explore the effect of home working on mental health and wellbeing, compared to hybrid working, and solely site based working in the UK.

Hypothesis

People who work onsite or work in a hybrid way will report less stress and better work life balance than those who work solely at home.


Proposed Methodology 

Design

The design of this study will be unrelated, as it will compare the results of different groups of workers.  The dependent variable will be the wellbeing scores of participants and the independent variable will be the different groups of workers.  The study will be a one way ANOVA.



Participants 

The study aims to recruit around 40 participants.  This number has been selected in mind with recommendations from Budiu and Moran (Budiu and Moran, 2021), who state that 40 participants is generally enough participants for most quantitative research studies.  This number allows an in-depth analysis of the data collected, without making the study too complex.

Participants will be people over the age of 18 who are currently employed in the UK.  Participants will span a range of industries, job roles, and will be inclusive of full time, part time, and freelance workers.  The study will be advertised through a number of pathways, such as various forms of social media including LinkedIn, the world’s largest professional network site, as well as others such as Twitter and Instagram to attract a younger demographic of workers.  The study will also recruit participants using the lead researchers own network, which includes workers from a range of industries such as charity, government, and retail.


Materials

Participants will be asked to complete a short online questionnaire that will use a scale measure scoring system, which will be based on the workplace wellbeing scale designed by Zheng et al (Zheng et al, 2015).  The questions will be largely the same as the questions in this measure, however some will be slightly reworded to make it more easily readable to English speaking participants as the original study was not written in the English language.


Proposed Procedure

The study will follow a standardised procedure.

All of the questionnaire will be online.  Participants will be directed to an information page prior to beginning the questionnaire.  This page will outline  the purpose, aim and hypothesis of the study, and what their commitment will involve, before taking part.  Participants, should they be happy to continue, will then progress to the questionnaire.   The questionnaire will be outlined in two parts:

Part 1:

Part 1 of the questionnaire will ask participants to state certain personal data such as their gender, age, working environment, and industry they work in.  These metrics are necessary in comparing results from each group and comparing differences between genders, ages, and industries.

Part 2:

The second part of the questionnaire will follow a set of questions relating to their wellbeing at work, and what impact their work environment has on their general wellbeing.

The results that are extracted from the questionnaire will be scored by the research lead once all forms have been submitted.

This questionnaire will use the same format and questions as the scale of workplace wellbeing set out by Zheng et al (Zheng et al, 2015).  There will be a set of 18 questions, structured into three sub subscales (life wellbeing, workplace wellbeing, psychological wellbeing).  This measure has been chosen as 

Proposed Results/Data analysis 

The study will gather quantitative data.  The questionnaire questions will use a scoring system of 1-7 (1 = strongly agree, 7 = strongly disagree).  Results will then be gathered after scores have been calculated.

Ethical Considerations

Robust ethical guidelines will be upheld during the study, in line with the British Psychological Society’s Code of Human Research Ethics guidelines (BPS Code of Human Research Ethics, 2021).

According to the code’s guidelines around valid and informed consent (pg. 12) the study will be advertised, inviting employed people to take part.  There will be no persuasion or cajoling during this process, as the participants who will take part will do so under their own will to contribute to research within this area.  There will be a comprehensive information page about the study at the start of the process, before the questionnaire begins, so participants will have been briefed fully of the purpose, aim and hypothesis of the study, and what their commitment will involve, before taking part. The lead researcher will provide their contact details should participants want to know more before completing the study or during the study, should they feel that the information page is not sufficient or if they prefer receiving information through oral confirmation.

Per the code (pg. 12), they will also be informed of their rights as participants, including their right to withdraw at any time from the study, as well as modify their consent throughout the process.  Only after being briefed and giving their individual consent to be a participant will they be able to take part in the study.  Given the nature of the study, it is not necessary to deceive any participants during any part of the process and as such, there will be no instances of deception during the course of the study, and all aspects of the study will be shared with those involved.  As there will not be any deception involved, thorough debriefing is not needed, as advised by the code (pg. 26).  Instead, there will be a short debrief page once the study is completed, which advises ways that participants can debrief after the study should they feel they need it.  As per the code, if they have become upset or traumatised as a result of any part of the questionnaire, there will be information on what to do if this happens and how to move back into a happy mood state.  Should this not be sufficient, participants will be advised to contact the lead researcher for further information.

 
Confidentiality will be upheld throughout the course of the study.  When completing their questionnaires, participants will not be required to use their full name anywhere on the document, instead being asked individual characteristics such as gender and age.  Their wellbeing scores will not be shared with any other participant or person outside of the study and will only be accessible to researchers.  This will be clearly explained in the information page which will be agreed before they complete the study.  Their information will be processed in line with up to date GDPR guidelines.  Should any participants want their data to be destroyed during any part of the process, this will be facilitated in line with the code (pg.13).

 
The study aims to include a diverse range of participants. This may include people with support needs e.g. people with learning or physical disabilities.  The study will not discriminate against any participant, and support will be put in place for those who need it.  The language used in the questionnaire will be simple and clear.  The study aims to include people from a range of different backgrounds and ethnicities.  
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Appendix 1 – Questionnaire


Part 1:

Age:

Gender:

Job role:

Industry:

Home worker/Hybrid worker/Office/Site based worker (Please circle)

Part 2:

Key: 1 = strongly agree, 7 = strongly disagree


Q1. I feel satisfied with my life.

1	2	3	4	5	6	7

Q2. I am reaching my goals in most aspects of my life.

1	2	3	4	5	6	7


Q3. Most of the time, I feel genuine happiness.

1	2	3	4	5	6	7

Q4. I am happy in my life.

1	2	3	4	5	6	7

Q5. My life is very fun.

1	2	3	4	5	6	7


Q6. I would hardly change my current way of life, even in an ideal world.

1	2	3	4	5	6	7


Q7. I am satisfied with my work responsibilities.

1	2	3	4	5	6	7


Q8. In general, I feel fairly satisfied with my current job.

1	2	3	4	5	6	7


Q9. I find real enjoyment in my work.

1	2	3	4	5	6	7

Q10. I can always find ways to enrich my work.

1	2	3	4	5	6	7

Q11. Work is a meaningful experience for me.

1	2	3	4	5	6	7

Q12. I feel satisfied with my work achievements in my current job.   

1	2	3	4	5	6	7

Q13. I feel I have the ability to grow as a person through work.

1	2	3	4	5	6	7

Q14. I handle daily life well.

1	2	3	4	5	6	7

Q15. I generally feel good about myself, and I’m confident.

1	2	3	4	5	6	7

Q16. I am willing to share my time with others.

1	2	3	4	5	6	7

Q17. I am good at making flexible timescales for my work.

1	2	3	4	5	6	7

Q18. I am able to have deep conversations with family and friends.

1	2	3	4	5	6	7
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