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[bookmark: _Toc67457245]Managing Remote Working

The Covid19 global pandemic has forced companies to drastically revise how they function. This necessity to transform the way companies work has been worldwide and has affected nearly every company in one way or another.
Practices like social distancing and the wearing of PPE was foreign to most people before the pandemic but are now commonplace.
In a matter of weeks, the social distancing and banning of large numbers of people congregating indoors meant the shutdown of many business buildings.
Even though remote working has been slowly increasing over the past few decades, this change is sudden and drastic and has resulted in a massive and unexpected trial run for many workers in remote working. 
This report will provide insight into some of the impact of this mass migration to home working and will assess if managing remotely is the way forward.
[bookmark: _Toc67457246]The need for change

To reduce the risk of spreading the Covid19 infection, governments across the world took the decision to keep workers at home in national lockdowns as covered in the BBCs article: Coronavirus: The World in Lockdown in Maps and Charts.
This action forced employers to produce new strategies to keep their business affluent. The most popular strategy by far was for employees to work from home. This “new normal” was rapidly introduced by many companies, but comes with many advantages as well as disadvantages, some of which are highlighted in this report.
Gaining insights to how employee’s experience working from home is more important now than it has ever been. Identifying these advantages and disadvantages will be important if, as it seems, that homeworking is here for the long-haul. Verburg, R.M, et al 2013

[bookmark: _Toc67457247]What these changes mean?

Due to the pandemic, home working has increased. Dramatically. According to Erik Brynjolfsson, et al, April 2020, a report titled “COVID-19 and Remote Work: An Early Look at US Data”, claims that managers working with remote workers were about 50% prior to the pandemic, however since the pandemic 94% of managers work with remote workers.
Another report the Upwork Future Workforce report, (Ozimek, et al., 2020) which was pooled from 1500 managers across America, indicated that only 2.3% of managers oversaw fully remote teams prior to the pandemic which made up 12.3% of the workforce. 
Contrast that with post pandemic figures which show that 20% of managers now oversee fully remote teams making up between 56% and 74% of the workforce.
	
	Pre-COVID
	Post-COVID

	No remote workers

	46%
	6%

	Fully remote team

	2.3%
	20%

	Percentage of remote workers
	13.2%
	56%-74%



The changes brought about by the pandemic has meant a significant shift to remote working as the figures clearly demonstrate. According to the report over half of Americans now work from home which would be unthinkable only 18 months ago.
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The changes mean a “new normal” has been established since the pandemic struck at the end of 2019. A new way of carrying out job roles has been established for much of the working population.
With any change though, be it enforced or pre-planned, there are always advantages and disadvantages. 
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The Upwork Future Workforce report was compiled of findings from two waves of surveys, the first in November 2019, and the other April 2020.
The November 2019 capture is important as there was no sign of a worldwide pandemic at that point which gives a solid contrast to a post pandemic perspective.
The greatest perceived benefits of remote work according to the survey included a reduction in the need to commute, fewer meetings, and less office distractions, all of which were shared by 40% of respondents or more.
It is easy to understand why not having to commute to work would be popular with any workforce. Not only because it saves time and money, but also because commuting is often stressful, and with a pandemic naturally causing an elevated level of stress of its own, reducing unnecessary stress becomes particularly important.
Having fewer meetings should lead to a more productive workforce and therefore a more efficient business. Although this may not necessarily follow it is theoretically should as more time is available for performing a role.
In a comparative way, having less office distractions should improve the productivity of a workforce; however, it can be argued that this could lead to another problem which is isolation.
A manager plays a significant role in any transition in the workplace especially a change as big as remote working. The manager must buy into the new way of working to make it a success and what these advantages show is that there is a lot to gain from remote working.
The data collected from these surveys show that despite the challenges of homeworking, managers have responded positively to this enforced change in working.




In fact, when asked what went well about remote working in the survey, only 1.9% of managers had said nothing had worked well.
	No commute
	49.0%

	Reduction of non-essential meetings
	46.3%

	Less distractions than the office
	41.2%

	Increased productivity
	32.2%

	Greater autonomy
	28.4%

	Nothing has worked well.
	1.9%



The report also highlighted that 56% of managers thought the change to homeworking had gone better than expected.
For an unplanned change of such a significant nature, this would suggest the transition was implemented very well by a lot of companies, or alternatively it could demonstrate an elevated level of scepticism on the part of these managers for a momentous change like this to be successfully completed.
Either way this demonstrates the flexibility that is required in modern businesses to evolve in these rapidly changing times. 
However, the report did highlight a few drawbacks and disadvantages to remote working too. The main problem that was sited was system issues.
Of course, not being in a purpose-built building does mean that technology is limited, and connectivity has always been more of an issue working remotely.
Managers and staff are not working with the support of mainframe servers and don’t have face to face technical support.
36.2% of managers reported that technology was poor working remotely, over 1 in 3. Depending on the severity of these issues, this is potentially a significant barrier working remotely.
If for example this percentage was extrapolated to all the workforce then 1 in 3 workers could be unable to provide the productivity, they would normally produce working in the office.



When asked if anything about remote working worked poorly, managers responded with the data below: 
	Technological issues
	36.2%

	Increased distractions at home
	32.0%

	Reduced team cohesion
	30.5%

	Difficulties in communication
	30.3%

	Teams are less organized.
	23.3%

	Less productivity
	22.5%

	Nothing has worked poorly.
	14.8%



An observation to point out right away is the potential knock-on effect of technical issues. It could be argued that the main issue of technical difficulties is contributing to other issues namely, reduced team cohesion, difficulties in communication, teams are less organized and less productivity.
Although it may not be the sole reason for any of the other issues, it could be a significant contributor to all of them. Technical issues could contribute to connectivity difficulties which could reduce team cohesion and effect communication.
As mentioned before technical difficulties would also affect productivity especially if 1 in 3 are having difficulty accessing working systems.
Productivity dropping is recorded by 22.5% of managers, however this should be viewed in the balanced perspective of 32.3% siting increased productivity.
Clearly some managers get more distraction in an office whilst others are more distracted at home, however it can be argued that productivity is better working from home overall, at least the data suggest this anyway.
Nearly a third of managers recorded that there were increased distractions at home. As the home is not a dedicated workspace it does carry distractions you would not come across in a workplace. The obvious one is children who often struggle to recognise that a home office is temporarily not a living room. 




Social media and home entertainment can also be distracting not to mention visitors and deliveries. As a home does not stop being home just because it is used as an office, it is quite common for distractions to arise. In short, a home office is a business area occupying residential home and is in that respect is essentially out of place.
In summary, the main barrier to working from home, which is the technical issues, is a significant one and would appear to be the main threat to companies efficiently running their business remotely.
However, another consideration that cannot be ignored is the effect of remote working on mental health. Guest, D, et al, 2021.
In one sense the impact of working alone at home is still largely unknown as the on mass remote working “experiment” is still in its infancy. However, there are obvious signs that people are struggling with mental health issues causally linked to working remotely, although being in lockdown would be a significant factor as well. OCHA, 2020.
It would be difficult to say what kind of impact working from home would have to mental health if employees were able to lead “normal lives” outside of home working hours. 
One major problem with making predictions on this is that workers respond to the same situation in diverse ways, so to predict responses without sufficient data is difficult. Ipsen, C.; Jensen, P.L. 2012.
That being said, managers can motivate and affect the performance of employees by being mindful of what each staff requires to maintain their wellbeing and sense of belonging. Poulsen, S.; Ipsen, C, 2017.
However, these emerging concerns over mental health in the long term need to be addressed if employers are looking to roll out remote working as a new way of working moving forward, which many companies have already started to do. 





As reported in an article entitled “Modelling the Shape of the Mental Health Crisis after COVID”, the mental health issue is not restricted to employees with pre-existing mental health issues but is also affecting employees with no previous conditions. 
Therefore, it is vital for a business to address this issue if they plan to use remote working as the new normal.
[bookmark: _Toc67457249]Conclusions
In conclusion, there are five factors a business must address for a successful remote working programme. These are:
1. Technology issues
2. Home office constraints/distractions
3. Productivity
4. Mental wellbeing
5. Communication
Organisational support in these area’s is critical for remote working to be efficient and sustainable. There is no long-term data on large scale remote working so businesses must be flexible and respond to any potential problems swiftly.
Organisational support in these areas will also minimise the risk of mental health to its staff. The manager has a key role to play in this as people react differently to the same situation.
This means the manager must know their staff and be aware of what each individual requires to perform their role working remotely. Failure to identify these specific requirements for each employee runs the risk of increasing the possibility of mental health issues.
However, this secondary research does suggest the remote working is at the very least viable. Nearly 15% of managers had no negative impacts from working remotely at all, nearly 50% saw not commuting and avoiding non-essential meetings as an advantage, and over 40% had less distractions.

[bookmark: _Toc67457250]Managing Remotely: Is it the Way Forward?

To be able to manage remotely moving forward, there firstly must be a need to work remotely on the part of the organisation and secondly a willingness to work remotely on behalf of the employee.
Covid19 has been the driving force or need behind organisations rolling out massive remote working programmes but this necessity has quickly transformed into a need. Investment from companies in remote working has meant they are now invested in the venture although a reduction in office space has led to companies saving on rent. 
So, what started out as an enforced restructure has quickly become a new normal for a lot of companies. It is also evident that employees see a lot of advantages to working from home and many would prefer to keep working in this way.
According to an article entitled “Work-at-Home after Covid-19—Our Forecast.”, employers are keen to build on the positive experiences of home working by offering employees the opportunity to continue to work remotely in the future.
This is a clear indication that at least some companies see this enforced way of working as the way forward.
The Economist, in their article “The Future of Work: Is the Office Finished? Economics” claim that international companies have already taken steps in this direction, so this will happen for at least some companies.
So, the answer to the question for some companies at least is Yes, managing remotely is the way forward.
To manage remote working well however, a manager would need to be aware of the issues highlighted earlier in this report, and ensure they have access to the necessary tools to support their team members in these areas.
The willingness of employees is also a requirement to the success of homeworking. As employers need their staff to volunteer their homes as office space, it is important that the employee is willing to do this.


A primary study was done by UNISON with their members in a large energy company. The members were contacted directly with questions relating to working from home.
A summary of the results is shown below:

The UNISON survey showed that since March 2020. 
• 95% of members had been fully working from home 
• 56% were positive about this experience and only 23% negative 
• The main reasons for being negative was the social isolation caused and having to juggle being a primary carer when the schools were closed. 
• Poor broadband and lack of a decent place to work in home were also negatives, but these could be improved upon. 
• 95% of members said they did not want to go back to the old status quo 
• 52% wanted to remain fully working from home while a further 38% wanted flexibility in mixing working from an office and working from home. 


This survey was sent out to 524 members with 68% participation.










On reflection of these findings the majority (56%) had a positive experience, but the isolation (mental health) issue is present also.
[image: ]
What is also shown is that the new way of working is highly preferred by staff with 90% wanting full or part-time homeworking moving forward and 95% did not want to return to the old way of working.
Some reasons for a negative experience matched the COVID-19 and Remote Work: An Early Look at US Data report with technology issues being one of the key issues once again.
Work life balance was also a factor with employees finding it difficult to juggle childcare commitments especially during school closures.
However, the main issue in this primary report was the isolation.
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The need for remote working has been established, and the reports demonstrate that employees are keen to continue working from home.
The next step is to resolve the barriers that would hamper the efficiency of remote working and potentially make it less viable than it could be.

From both the primary and secondary research combined we can narrow down the main barriers to remote working to technology and mental health.
A manager would play a role in both barriers. Firstly, technology use needs to be streamlined to become more reliable and efficient. The primary report demonstrated that broadband connection is a key issue.
One resolution to this would be to assess the network requirements of each employee and support those who have not currently got a stable fast connection. This could be done by phone tethering or financial support for a better Broadband package.
Another area of improvement could be to swap software or hardware that does not meet the requirements of home working. The pandemic brought about swift decisions to get remote working up and running rapidly. Some of these technology decisions may need to be reviewed now the dust has settled.
Secondly, the mental health needs to be addressed, not just now but continuously. This will be a much more complicated fix than technology as there is a lot of nuances and moving parts. People are a lot more complicated than machines.
For example, Perry et al., 2018 highlights that less disciplined employees may struggle to work from home and experience more challenges. This would then lead to a drop in performance and well-being. It is suggested that these individuals are offered flexible working as opposed to full time remote working.


[bookmark: _Toc67457252]Conclusions
The impact of COVID19 has forced the world economy to move to a massive remote working experiment, but although this has been chaotic it has forced a rethink of working norms that could have significant long-term benefits.
Workers have embraced the benefits of not commuting, increased productivity, and fewer meetings.
One key disadvantage with remote working which is technology issues is something that can be improved on over time. The speed in which mass remote working needed to be rolled out did not allow for any fine tuning in this area.
The second key disadvantage was isolation which can lead to mental health issues needs to be monitored. Managers play a key role in tackling this area and need to know their employees' individual requirements. This is not as straightforward to tackle though, and more data needs to be collected as time goes on,
As such this seems to be the number one barrier to the future of mass remote working, which by the response of employers and employees alike is here to stay.
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