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This report will look at the impact of the current pandemic and its effect on working from home. It looks at data collected from primary and secondary research and what advantages and disadvantages there are working from home.
Finally, it will look at managing remotely to assess what steps need to be taken to ensure that moving forward homeworking has the best possibility of success.
[bookmark: _Toc67457360]The Rise of Remote Working
 
In March 2020 companies had to abruptly shut their doors and instructed employees to work from home indefinitely because of the pandemic. At the beginning we believed this would be short lived, however a year on millions of people are still working remotely. The pandemic has forced a global workforce to go through a remote experiment on a scale never seen before. Working remotely is due to double in the next few years (Ozmiek, A., 2020, pg. 1). This suggests how impactful it has been throughout the coronavirus pandemic. It has been very effective for managers. Employees now have the equipment to work remotely, whilst managers have had to adapt to this new way of working.
This has dramatically blurred the lines from our personal life and our working life making it difficult to differentiate between the two. Employees are now juggling working from the kitchen table, meeting work deadlines whilst being parents and having the task of helping with virtual schooling. Worklife balance influences quality of working life and employees have rights in relation to the balancing of work and family responsibilities to help with this (Sullivan, C 2012).
A recent study found that 61.3% of managers have now told their employees that they will be working remotely from home for the foreseeable future (Ozmiek, A., 2020, pg. 1). One third of managers in this study stated that productivity had increased when employees worked remotely (Ozmiek, A., 2020 pg. 1). This shows how effective working remotely can be. 
In the next section this report will look at the advantages and disadvantages of working from home and will assess this by researching and evaluating the findings. 
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The primary research will be an interview with a manager from a large financial services company to find out what it is like remotely managing a team from home. 
The manager was asked 6 questions in relation to the homeworking experience and how it compares to working in the office.
Shown below is a table showing the questions and answers from my primary research.


Remote Working Questionnaire

	                                Question
	                                Answer

	What are the benefits of working from home?
	No travel time, no distractions, more structured, more meaningful conversations, more flexible, helps with childcare, Improves your technical skills.

	What are the disadvantages of working from home?
	Staff isolation, Costs, Desk space, Distractions, Internet issues, worrying about safety, Overworked.

	How as a manager do you monitor Staff Productivity?

	I have many reports that i can track this real time to monitor my staff.

	How do you keep staff morale high?
	Being an engaging manager, making sure I treat all my staff as individuals' staff surveys.

	What effects of mental health does working from home have? I have had to learn to adapt to new challenges. 
	I have had to adapt at first and juggle work home life balance and support my staff.

	Would you change anything to make remote working easier?

	Systems and internet need to be more stable.







The interview shows there are advantages from working from home these include not having to travel to your place of business every day. There is no commute which can save a great deal of money and time. As you are working from home employees have less interruptions allowing for a quieter environment that can facilitate more focused work. Staff are unable to approach you at home as they can within the office meaning less distractions.
Home working also improves work life balance for staff allowing more flexibility by not being tied down to an office and being able to work earlier or later in the day or even at weekends. The manager stated remote working helped with childcare commitments as eliminating commuting saves time enabling staff to spend more time with family exercising and preparing heathier meals.
The manager found that technology has also made things easier making it possible for staff to be connected via online tools such as Microsoft teams, Skye and has made communication between managers and staff much easier and more efficient improving her technology skills.  
The questionnaire also highlighted disadvantages of working from home, as a lot of staff are feeling isolated individuals working from home are often feeling disconnected from their organisation due to not seeing their colleagues and not having a day-to-day structure of an office environment although team meetings are in place allowing staff to be connected it is a very formal way of communicating and employees can be missed out and not involved as much leaving them to feel as they are not part of a team. More informal team communication is needed to combat these issues or meeting up to socially outside of work could also help.
The manager also felt that working from home can cause potential burnout problems with staff forgetting to differentiate the differences between home life and work life and working long hours without adequate breaks. Therefore, it is crucial for the manager to support their staff making sure regular breaks are adhered to and the importance of taking annual leave.  





Another disadvantage of working from home is ensuring you have enough room and a quiet private place to work with no interruptions from family members and children. Although working from home removes the distractions an office would bring you can get easily distracted by noises and household members especially younger children.
Costs from working from home is also a downside with electricity and internet bills getting higher for employees. Aswell as laptops mobile phone and any equipment that the employer would have to provide, they would need to consider any additional adaption need from a health and safety view. 
Another drawback to remote working is poor internet speeds and connection problems depending on whether you live in a rural area or how many people in your family are working from home depend on the internet to do their job this can result in slow systems and staff unable to do their job as efficiently as in the office. 
The answers also highlighted an improvement to staff productivity by using company software to track reports in real time allowing managers to monitor employees remotely and set rules and expectations and manage any performance issues or action plans that may need to be addressed. In addition to this there is also a staff recognition scheme where staff are rewarded with vouchers and prizes if working exceptionally well these benefits the company and boosts staff morale. 
Overall employee's mental health was not affected with remote working as there is a lot of emotional support and communication in place to help anyone struggling by asking about their difficulties in getting tasks done after mentally adapting to remote working. 
Findings from the interview where overall employees were adapting well to remote working, a lot depends on management strategies with successful managers of remote workers putting in place good practises to ensure a healthy work life balance.
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For the secondary research a selection of remote working reports was reviewed both before and after the pandemic. 
In contrast to the primary research the secondary research provided slightly different findings.
There was agreement on some of the advantages sited in the primary research such as less distractions, better productivity, and no commuting, however other issues where raised that indicate that the remote working experiment may not be as straightforward as the interview suggested.
In a survey called “There is no place like a home office” the research suggested that employees were happier working from home.
As this research is associated to Staples Office Supplies, it was wise gain further independent research as a positive review in home working would benefit Staples home office equipment sales, and therefore there was potential for bias. A favourable report highlighting the positives of home working could potentially boost home office equipment sales for the retailer.
Numerous studies have been done since the pandemic began on the effects of working from home. For example, a report done by The Center For Workplace Health and one by the International Labour Organisation both placed the emphasis on taking care of employee's mental health whilst working from home.
This brings into question the report linked to Staples's office supplies that suggested homeworkers were happier than office workers. 
Another report also states that it can be difficult to safeguard employee's wellbeing because of the geographical distance. (Fisher, K.; Fisher, M. 2001)
The potential issues with the wellbeing of homeworkers continue with the observation (Kaduk et al., 2019) that remote working generally works better for those that do it voluntarily as opposed to those who have no choice, like most employees in the current pandemic. This situation is unusual in the fact that it is not discretionary but compulsory. This means that employees that are not cut out for remote working have ended up doing it anyway.



The next problem encountered from the research was work home interference. This simply put is when family members or visitors interfere with employees working at home. This led employees to feel exhausted. Always being “online” meant that employees also check work outside working hours which blurs the work-life balance.
Loneliness and feeling disconnected was also reported as a problem for many employees. Those individuals who required a lot of help in the office seemed to fair better homeworking as the help they required meant regular contact with other employees which served as a means of connection with others.
However, those who did not have this communication were more likely to suffer from loneliness and a sense of not belonging. (Bavik et al., 2020).
Procrastination can also be a problem working from home. It is easier to do this in the home as appose to in the office, especially with social media and other entertainment technology easily available. (Kuhnel et al., 2016)
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Both the primary and secondary research demonstrated some potential barriers to home working as a long-term way of operating a business.
There are 6 main disadvantages to working from home.
· Technology Issues
· Mental Health
· Home Interference
· Burnout
· Procrastination
· Loneliness

Technical Issues are to be expected with a mass role out of a new way of working at such short notice. Managers would need to play a key role in resolving these issues.
Individual needs will need to be collected and reviewed by management in order to determine what fixes need to be implemented. Of the all the disadvantages this would arguably be the most straight forward to rectify. Issues like poor broadband would be simple to resolve by replacing a broadband package with a better one or by setting up tethering through a mobile device.
Mental health on the other hand would be more of an ongoing resolution. Firstly, it is important for managers to make sure all employees feel included and not let anyone become isolated.
This can be difficult when employees are separated geographically making communication vital. Technology failures can contribute to this if an employee does not have working systems and are therefore unable to connect with the rest of the team. In this situation resolving technical issues would help.
As highlighted earlier (Kaduk et al., 2019) some employees who would never volunteer to work from home have ended up doing so because of the pandemic and are therefore more likely to be at risk of mental health issues. 



It would therefore be wise as a manger to have an idea of which employees are looking to return to the office when re-opened, as these individuals would more than likely have not volunteered for homeworking if given the choice and therefore may not be cut out for homeworking.
The causes of mental health issues are diverse and as such require management to know their employees well to be able to identify potential problems and potential triggers.
To minimise the risk of mental health issues that arise in homeworking it is important that managers are providing online social interactions that can help to reduce the risk of mental health and the feelings of isolation and loneliness (Bavik et al., 2020). 
Having online meetings and regular individual 121’s are some ways of doing this. Having video contact using cameras can also be beneficial as some signs of mental health issues can be picked up visually rather than verbally on a call.
Home interference is also hard to resolve as homeworking by definition takes place in a home, and as such there will potentially always be things going on around the home that are potential distractions.
It is noted that employees often need to switch from work to home tasks and back to work again fairly often. This usually to deal with young children. (Delanoeije et al., 2019)
If the interference is due to young children, there may be potential to find solutions with flexible working. If an employee can work at a time when the children are not around by changing shift patterns, this should be explored.
Burnout has been recorded in some reports due to the blurred lines in the work-life balance working from home. This is reported to happen by the constant tug of war between home and work. Also, another contributing factor to burnout is the inability for some employees to switch off from working after a shift has ended. 



Minimising interference will help with this and managers must monitor employees working when they are not meant to be. Open lines of communication when this does happen is important. Managers need to Identify why employees are working at these times.
Procrastination, which is described as the biggest killer of productivity, is common in the workplace and becomes even worse working from home. (Kühnel et al., 2016) It can be a result of a lack of self-discipline and motivation or be caused by distraction. 
This is not easily resolved as research shows that heavy monitoring becomes demotivational for employees and can cause additional anxiety. Guidance on different engagement techniques can be researched for example. (Mitchell, D 2017) 
Managers should have open conversations about productivity and identify if individuals would work harder back in the office once its re-opened. 
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Moving forward, do these issues reduce the desire for employers and employees to use remote working on a permanent basis?
This idea was put forward in a questionnaire to gage the appetite for remote working moving forward.

	Significantly more remote than it was before.
	26.3%

	Somewhat more remote than it was before.
	35.6%

	About the same as it was before.
	32.0%

	Somewhat less than it was before.
	4.5%

	Significantly less than it was before.
	1.6%


 




The results can be summarised as 61.9% doing more remote working 32% staying the same and 6.1% doing less remote working as illustrated in the chart below.
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So, with a such a substantial proportion of companies looking to increase in homeworking, we will summarise what steps a manager can take to make the home working process as successful as possible.









[bookmark: _Toc67457365]Conclusions

There is a desire from both employer and employee to continue large scale remote working after the pandemic due to the advantages this new way of working brings.
There are certainly advantages to working from home such as increased productivity and less sick days. (Choudhury et al., 2019)
The disadvantages cannot be ignored however, so the table below shows some steps that can be utilised to help negate these disadvantages.

	Technology Issues

	Collect and review system issues to diagnose fixes.
Offer alternative broadband arrangement for por connection issues, e.g., mobile tethering.

	Mental Health

	Supply online social interaction.
Identify individuals who would prefer to work in the office.
Offer flexible working for staff with childcare issues.
Have regular 121’s by video if possible.

	Home Interference

	Offer flexible working for staff with childcare issues.
Make a quiet and private workspace a requirement of homeworking.

	Burnout

	Have open conversations about working outside contracted hours.
Seek solutions with employee around juggling work-life balance.

	Procrastination

	Keep employees engaged with regular meetings.
Identify employees with low productivity and discuss returning to the office as a resolution.

	Loneliness

	Supply regular online social interaction.
Identify individuals who would prefer to work in the office.
Have video meetings if employee is willing.







Implementing these actions would help to negate the disadvantages of remote working. Managers have a key role in the continued success of homeworking, which is the new way of working for the foreseeable future.
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