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[bookmark: _Toc132743446]1.0 Executive Summery 
Following the Covid-19 pandemic outbreak in March 2020, the UK entered a total of three lock downs. The first being between March to June 2020, which forced all non-essential businesses to close, and the general public were instructed to stay home and only to leave for essential purposes (World Health Orginization , 2020). 
This forced businesses to (where possible) adopt a work from home culture. As the government restrictions eased and businesses started to open as pre-pandemic normality. We have seen many businesses continue to operate in a remote working or even hybrid nature. Hogan writes that the coronavirus changed the way we work forever and that we can no longer measure productivity by hours works and that productivity results should be evaluated by quality and quantity of results (Hogan, 2022) 
[bookmark: _Hlk132222975]This Research Proposal will provide details on why this subject was selected and its relevance, the research methodology and literature review conducted to study the impact the Covid-19 pandemic has had on the office environment within the public sector. 
This study will be carried out using a mixed method approach, using both a qualitative and quantitative approaches to data collection. Quantitative Data will be collected in the way of surveys and questionnaires while a qualitative approach will be used to interview key workers and management with a focus around the building maintenance teams. Data will be collected and compared from Carmarthenshire County Council Property Services Department and The City of Cardiff Council Property Services Department. 
The study will look at how the Covid-19 pandemic has changed working conditions, have new working conditions been adopted and is this now the new normal. What are the changes office spaces have encountered and are they the same as pre-pandemic. It has been proposed that consideration of the design of workstations needs to be different for the employees that come in top the office two or three days a week to those returning full-time. Consideration should also be made with regard to a booking timetable of availability of such workstations. In a recent survey, participants planning to implement a hybrid working environment expected more than 10% reduction in working space (OLEAR, 2021).
How have these changes affected the workforce, what are the effects on wellbeing, mental health, is there now a conflict between work and lifestyle balances. Is technology an issue and how have employers adapted, grown to meet these changes. A survey conducted within the real estate sector in America suggested more than 50% of companies interviewed have plans for an increase in budgets by more thank 10% to be used on improving infrastructure in security systems, technology, and wellness amenities. 7 in 10 office managers have plans to provide additional software and office equipment to support working from home (EHRENBERG, 2021)
[bookmark: _Toc132743447]2.0 Introduction
Following the outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic on the 23rd of March 2020 the Prime Minister Boris Johnson imposed a nationwide lockdown within the UK and a stay-at-home order. 
All shops selling non-essential products, gyms, Libraries, places of worship, pubs and playgrounds were closed. Gatherings of more than two people was prohibited unless they lived in the same household and social distancing rules were set in place but with conflicting guidance between home nations of the United Kingdom due to health matters being devolved. Each country, England, Wales, Scotland and Ireland are responsible for their country’s individual public health matters.
People were only allowed to leave their homes for necessities, to carry out one form of exercise a day, to provide care to the vulnerable or medical reasons and to travel to and from work if it could not be done at home. Only essential services remained open, and the term “key workers” was used to describe all staff involved and the work from home culture was adopted. 
As well as following individual government guidelines employers have an obligation to follow relevant legislation and have a duty of care to ensure the health and safety of the employees are met and offer a safe working environment, such legislation includes – 
· The Health and Safety at Work act 1974
· The Management of Health and Safety at Work regulations 1999
· The Control of Substances Hazardous to Health Regulations 2002 (COSH)
· The Personal Protective Equipment at Work Regulations 1992 
· The Workplace Health, Safety and Welfare Regulations 1992
[bookmark: _Hlk132226877]The purpose of this Research Proposal is to provide a review of the research methodology to be used  to examine the impact the Covid-19 Coronavirus has had on the office environment within the public sector. The report will explain the research objectives employed and questions to be asked, the research design and data collection methods, data analysis methods, findings, and recommendations.










[bookmark: _Toc132743448]3. 0 Research Objectives 

The objective of this report is to identify the impact the Covid-19 Coronavirus has had on the office environment within the public sector, evaluate the change in attitudes of staff and to develop a set of procedures for incorporating a practical and seamless transition to remote, hybrid working for public sector workers which is also transferable to the private sector.  The report will be carried out using the SMART objective check list. Dorian believed that the SMART method could assist organisations in forming objectives in an effective and timely manner (Dorian, 1981).
S-M-A-R-T – 
Specific – Outline precisely what is required.

Measure – Include a measure to monitor progress and the desired outcome.

Achievable – The research objectives need to be challenging and agreed to ensure commitment. 

Relevant – Are the objectives and topic relevant, is there data available to achieve the research objectives. 

Timely – Realistic goals and deadlines agreed to accomplish the agreed objectives. 



























[bookmark: _Toc132743449]3.1 Questionnaire and Interview Questions 
Questionnaire 
Age Range – 18-25	26-35	36-45	45+
Job Description …………………………………………………………………………….
Gender ………………………………………………………………………………………..
Overall, how would you rate your mental health since Covid?
V.Good 		Good		Average	Poor		V.Poor 

Which best describes you pre-Covid working environment? 
Office based  		Hybrid		Home based

Distance for Commute pre-Covid (Please Circle)  
1-25 Milles 	26-50 Miles 	51-100 Miles 

1. What is your current working environment? 
2. Office based  		Hybrid		Home based
3. Do you feel you have a good work-life balance? 
4. Do you take regular breaks when working from home? 
5. Do you feel as productive at home as you are in the office? 
6. Do you look forward to returning to the office? Why/Why not
7. Do you enjoy working from home?
8. Do you have a separate area in your home for work? 
9. What is your feeling on returning to the office? 
10. How do you feel about hot desk areas?
11. Do you have all the equipment needed to work from home?
12. How has your working hours changed since work from home? 
13. Are you in regular contact with your team?
14. Do you feel the office is equipped for Hybrid working? 
15. Are you using all your allocated holidays whilst working from home?
16. Please answer the following – I prefer to visit the office -
Daily 		Weekly		Monthly 
17.  Do you feel staff members under your supervision are as productive as pre-covid?
18. Do you carry out of receive regular appraisals? 
19. Would you find a model to hybrid working helpful for future developments? 
20. Would you benefit from the implementation of a booking system for workstations in a hybrid working environment?










Interview Questions 
1. Do you have a permanent workstation within the office still ?
2. What technical challenges have you encountered as a team?
3. How do you feel working from home?
4. Do you feel trusted working from home?
5. Have you a good work routine?
6. Do you hold regular online team meetings?
7. Does working from home affect your family life? 
8. On a scale of 1-5 how would you say the employer has supported you
9. Do you find it easy to switch off from work at the end of the working day? 
10. What challenges do you face whilst working from home compared to the office
11. Are you satisfied with the communication you have with your employer whilst working from home?
12. As a manager do you prefer to have your team within the office? 
13. As a manager do you see a difference in productivity whilst employees work away from the office? 
14. Asa manager how do you feel you have supported your staff? 
15. How often do you communicate with your team? 
16. As a manager what do you find are the advantages of remote working? 
17. How do you see the office footprint in 5 years’ time? 
18. How do you keep your team focused whilst the are working away from the office? 
19. Do you set goals each day from your team?
20. How has your policies changed since adopting a hybrid working culture? 
21. Do you feel you are part of a team since working from home? 
22. Is there anything you wish we’d asked in this interview?

[bookmark: _Toc132743450]4.0 Research Design
[bookmark: _Toc132743451]4.1 Qualitative Method 
It was decided that a mixed method approach was the best research design approach, which will involve both quantitative and a qualitative enabling the study to draw strengths from both techniques and provide a wider understanding of the topic. Bartram suggests that using a combination of questionnaires and interviews often works well when a high return of participants is expected (Bartram, 2019).
The qualitative data will be collected by the means of interviews with managers, supervisors and employees from both Carmarthenshire County Council and The City of Cardiff Council Property Maintenance departments. The in-depth interviews will be conducted in a semi- structured style to ensure the focus is centred on the research topic. The interviews are planned to be conducted via Microsoft Teams and recorded with prior consent for data analysis.   

[bookmark: _Toc132743452]4.2 Quantitative Method 
[bookmark: _Hlk132295367]The quantitative data will be collected by means of surveys posted online through the chosen authorities Intranet, email, and social media networks for the attention of the Property Maintenance department. The online survey will be divided into areas to gather data on employer support, mental health, and wellbeing, working habits, technical support, and work-life balance. The objective is to gather an understanding of the impact the Covid-19 pandemic has had on the office environment within the public sector and the survey will be aimed at office environment characteristics that pre-Covid-19 pandemic were a fully attended functioning organisation.
[bookmark: _Toc132743453]5.0 Data Collection
[bookmark: _Toc132743454]5.1 Qualitative Data 
[bookmark: _Hlk132297298]To collect the qualitative data the following process will be followed.
I. Participants will be selected based on their job role and department within the selected authorities to ensure a broad capture of data from both a rural environment and a city culture. Senior managers will be contacted firstly via email along with a brief description of the nature of the study, detailing what we hope to achieve, and timescales involved. A list of the questions will be offered for approval and details of how the captured data will be used as part of the study. 
II. Participants are to be asked to complete informed consent form prior to interviews being conducted.  As stated in the journal Improvement of informed consent and the quality of consent documents, Informed consent has two main aims: first, to respect and promote participants' autonomy; and second, to protect them from potential harm (Jefford & Moore, 2008).
The benefits of participating, the purpose of the research and the risks will be identified. Confidentiality will be guaranteed along with the option to withdraw from the study at any time while echoing the theory that the principle of informed consent arises from the subject right to freedom and self-determination (Cohen, 2003)

III. The in-depth interviews will be conducted in a semi-structured style to ensure the focus is centred on the research topic. As mentioned in the journal The process and the pitfalls of semi-structured interview, semi-structured interviews are used in qualitative research to understand the reasons why people act in particular ways, by exploring participants' perceptions, experiences, and attitude (Harvey-Jordan, 2001). 
The interviews are planned to be conducted via Microsoft Teams and recorded with prior consent for data analysis, each interview lasting no more than 20 minutes. 

IV. The recorded Microsoft Teams interviews will be analysed in a thematic method, by weeding out bias and identifying common patterns and themes between the results. Spiers states that a thematic analysis is an easily accessible and theoretically flexible interpretative
approach to qualitative data analysis that facilitates the identification and analysis of patterns
or themes in each data set (Spiers, 2019).

[bookmark: _Toc132743455]5.2 Quantitative Data 
To collect the quantitative data the following process will be followed.
I. Participants will be selected based on their job role and department within the selected authorities to ensure a broad capture of data from both a rural environment and a city culture. Senior managers will be contacted firstly via email along with a brief description of the nature of the study, detailing what we hope to achieve, and timescales involved. A list of the questions will be offered for approval and details of how the captured data will be used as part of the study. 

II. The survey will be posted online through the chosen authorities Intranet, email, and social media networks for the attention of the Property Maintenance departments. The online survey will be divided into sections to gather data on employer support, mental health, and wellbeing, working habits, technical support, and work-life balance. The surveys will be a mixture of closed ended questions using the five-point LIKERT Scale method - A Likert scale, or rating system, is a measurement method used in research to evaluate attitudes, opinions and perceptions (Scribbr, 2022) and open ended questions to encourage participants to fully answer the questions. The survey will be designed to be completed with flexibility and  completed in less than 20 minutes.  


  
III. The results of the quantitative data will be analysed with a descriptive analysis method. The number of returned and non-returned surveys will be recorded. We will  be looking at the details of the participants , age range , working discipline, current working environment, work / life balance , hours works pre-covid compared to post covid etc and then summarise the frequency of occurrence and the average tendency by means of graphs and charts.  
                                                                                                         
[bookmark: _Toc132743456]6.0 Literature Review 
Existing scholarly literature relevant to the proposed study will be reviewed adding further evidence to the relevance of the topic and highlighting possible gaps in research as existing literature on the topic being only three – four years old. Comparing the literature to the data received from qualitative and quantitative data collection methods will ensure reliability.    
I will then look in depth at existing research and theories on productivity, working practices, the impact on employees, increased technology and work life balance and provide evidence for my evaluations and conclusions. 
With the use of a literature mapping system, this will build a visual aid of existing articles, papers and studies to help draft conclusions. 
Referencing will by as per the UWTSD standard of Harvard style.  
Literature will be reviewed by a mixture of library access literature, online academic databases  and hard copies of journals / studies. 
[bookmark: _Toc132743457]7.0  Consideration to Ethics  
An application for ethical approval will be completed by the principal researcher and submitted to the university prior to any research commencing. Participants will be supplied with an Informed Consent form (Appendix A) offering information on what the studies objective is and how the information supplied will be used. Some issues arising from recording interviews are common and following informed consent being obtained, the interviewer needs to explain to the interviewer the reason for recording the interview (reactions to questions, responses etc.) and how the recordings will be used and stored in the study. 
All information and data will be stored securely and deleted once not needed. 
Details of how the interviewee will be identified must be clarified, if names are mentioned on recordings reassure anonymity (Paul, 2010)
Consent will be requested to the originations prior to invitations to conduct surveys and interviews being send out. The purpose of the study will be detailed in this request and are under no obligation to complete the survey. 

[bookmark: _Toc132743458]8.0 Hypothesis 
The Covid-19 pandemic has had a severe impact on life and working conditions around the world. The way we work has changed, initiated firstly to limit the spread of the Coronavirus, and comply to social distancing rules non-essential workers were forced to adopt a working from home environment, as much as 40% of EU member states workers (Instrand, et al., 2022). Employers were forced upgrade hardware and software to accommodate this move, initially as a temporary measure. As we are approaching the fourth year of the outbreak many people are still working from home or have adopted a hybrid working system. This report of the impact the Covid-19 pandemic has had on the office environment within the public sector, the following findings are expected to be recorded.
Working conditions – The Covid-19 has seen a change in working conditions  and people’s way of working. Many sectors have adopted a work from home or hybrid working system. I would expect to see the majority of employees enjoy the flexibility and freedom of working from home to engage with family activities and appointments. Employees will benefit from reduced commuting reducing time and costs. But also, potentially struggling to disengage at the end of the working day resulting in increased hours worked and work-related stress. Having a dedicated working area / office space within the home will install the divide needed to disengage at the end of the working day, separating work and the home and have less interruption from the family/household to conduct meetings etc. 

Mental health –  The Covid-19 pandemic has had a considerable impact on mental health, it is found that poor home ergonomics , lack of training or understanding of technologies needed to work from home and a conflict of work life balances all contribute to poor mental health, wellbeing and physical health (Brooks, 2022). I would expect to see indications in the study to evidence this. The result of working from home and a strained work-life can also cause conflict within the family (van der Lippe, 2020). A greater self-control is needed to balance the home working conditions, keeping regular office working hours and routine are essential, not skipping lunch breaks and keeping well hydrated throughout the day etc. 

Employer support – following this report, I would expect to see the need for employers and managers to regularly make records of the existing home workstations and update as needs change. Ensure staff are regularly performing software updates and security packages are current.
Individual workstation risk assessments should be performed and monitored by supervisors.  
If not already in place introduce a flexible working arrangement of hours worked to build up flexible works for days off additional to annual leave. With build in parameters for plus and minus hours works and capped hours permitted to work each work which will assist in monitoring working times. 
When introducing staff back to the office to follow a hybrid model, office layouts will need to be adapted to suit a hybrid working way. Lockers installed for personal items, increased data connections and agile workstations along with quiet areas for virtual meetings. 
Introduce mandatory e-learning courses / workshops covering cyber security, online safety, workstation ergonomics, lone working, mental health etc.
Nominate a wellbeing champion, encourage healthy wellbeing. Offer advice on exercise and healthy eating. 
Employers should show support to employees by conducting regular appraisals and offering one-to-one meetings with staff to discuss concerns or issues and encourage regular communication and integration of sections and teams to build working relationships. 









[bookmark: _Toc132743459]9.0 Recommendations 
I would recommend that a model for a hybrid working structure is developed to assist in the  transition from full time office working to hybrid, transferable between the public and private sectors.  Such a structure would need to address the benefits of a hybrid working environment  to both the employee and the business. 
 Suitability for this type of working would need to be clear along with job roles and expectations of both the employer and employees.  
 An assessment of the existing technology available and policies in place should be undertaken to evaluate the areas in need for investment and improvement.
Existing office areas would need assessing to ensure the compatibility to accommodate hybrid staff and a hybrid way of working. 
Training plans put in place to ensure employees are working to the same productivity levels as full-time office staff and to offer on going support to all staff members individual needs regarding wellbeing, work life balances and time management guidance.
 






[bookmark: _Toc132743460]9.0 Conclusion  
The Coronavirus Covid -19 pandemic has made businesses re-think their working environments, adopting a work from home policy or hybrid working originally for the short term, but as we enter the fourth year of the outbreak and many are still carrying out their duties in this manor, are we seeing a change in perceptions. With the freedom and flexibility this way of working offers along with time saved from commuting, time that can be better spent with family. 
Will employers see an increase in productivity? Will this way of working have a detrimental effect to mental health? Using a mixed method approach of both qualitative and quantitative data gathering will provide a comprehensive study of the impacts of covid-19 on the office environment in the public sector.
Findings will highlight, working conditions and patterns of employees working hours, employee wellbeing and employer support. The study will provide evidence to support hypothesis and statements. Clear outlines for the decisions employers need to make and need to address employees as individuals and adapt current working policies to enhance the working environment to suit both the business and support employees with a priority to wellbeing and personal preference. To help with this a model for a hybrid working structure can be developed transferable between public and private sectors. 
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[bookmark: _Hlk132728892][bookmark: _Toc132743462]Appendices A

PARTICIPANT CONSENT FORM

TITLE OF RESEARCH STUDY:


Please answer the following questions by ticking the response that applies
	
	YES
	NO

	1. I have read the Information Sheet for this study and have had details of the study explained to me.

	[bookmark: Check1]|_|
	|_|

	2. My questions about the study have been answered to my satisfaction and I understand that I may ask further questions at any point.

	|_|
	|_|



	3. I understand that I am free to withdraw from the study within the time limits outlined in the Information Sheet, without giving a reason for my withdrawal or to decline to answer any particular questions in the study without any consequences to my future treatment by the researcher.   
               
	|_|
	|_|

	4. I agree to provide information to the researchers under the conditions of confidentiality set out in the Information Sheet.

	|_|
	|_|

	5. I wish to participate in the study under the conditions set out in the Information Sheet.

	|_|
	|_|

	6. I consent to the information collected for the purposes of this research study, once anonymised (so that I cannot be identified), to be used for any other research purposes.

	|_|
	|_|




Participant’s Signature: _________________________________________ Date: ___________

Participant’s Name (Printed): ____________________________________

Contact details: ________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________


Researcher’s Name (Printed): ___________________________________

Researcher’s Signature: _______________________________________

Researcher's contact details:
(Name, address, contact number of investigator)
[bookmark: _Toc132743463]Appendices B




Start Date	Conduct Questionaire	Conduct Interview	Analyse Questionaire Data	Analyse Interview Data	Literture Review	Review all Results	Compare To Hypothwesis	Develop Model For Hid working	45047	45061	45075	45075	45089	45124	45173	45148	Duration	Conduct Questionaire	Conduct Interview	Analyse Questionaire Data	Analyse Interview Data	Literture Review	Review all Results	Compare To Hypothwesis	Develop Model For Hid working	11	4	11	11	26	11	18	52	End Date 	Conduct Questionaire	Conduct Interview	Analyse Questionaire Data	Analyse Interview Data	Literture Review	Review all Results	Compare To Hypothwesis	Develop Model For Hid working	45058	45065	45086	45086	45115	45135	45191	45200	
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