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Organisational support for the work-life balance of home-based workers
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The shift to working from home following the lockdown necessitated by COVID19 has been
sudden and significant. Many of the tasks and activities that have traditionally been positioned as
‘impossible’ to conduct online were rapidly and effectively enabled via zoom calls, cloud
computing or facilitated by other forms of technology. What has been referred to by some
commentators as a ‘mass experiment’ in working from home (Gratton & Stern, 2020) has
resuscitated, with renewed intensity, debates about working from home and work-life balance,
including ‘family-friendly’ flexibility, greater productivity and well-being (including extensive media
coverage of studies such as Bloom et al., 2015). At the time of writing, UK employees have been
advised to continue to work from home wherever possible for the foreseeable future and debates
about home-based working continue apace. What has often been absent from such debates are
the practical steps employers can do to support their employees, including in terms of the

provision of equipment and IT support.

The working from home ‘experiment’ was rapidly hailed as a success by popular media (e.g. Hern,
2020). High profile businesses such as Twitter and Facebook have enthusiastically embraced
home-based working for their staff and initial research has indicated that many employees want
to remain working from home at least some of the time (Bartik et al, 2020; Chung et al., 2020).
What we might now think of as ‘traditional’ (pre-COVID) working from home has been widely
considered to offer a potential for greater flexibility (Felstead et al., 2002; Sullivan & Smithson,
2007) for many who may have found themselves more constrained by long commutes, extended
office hours and imposed routines. Writers have long argued that properly implemented home-
based working can enable employees to achieve improved work-life balance by facilitating the

optimisation of both work and family responsibilities, also providing more time for family and



leisure (Crosbie & Moore, 2004; Powell & Craig, 2015). Work-life balance and home-based
working therefore remain at the heart of debates around the potential for improvements in

employee wellbeing and productivity.

However, in hailing the working from home ‘experiment’ a success, there has been a lack of
thought about the highly varied and variable circumstances and experiences of home-based
workers. Not everyone has the luxury of a spare room, or even a desk, that can be dedicated to
home-based working, or are engaged in work tasks that can be conducted expediently via
technology (or indeed have unproblematic access to this technology). There have been significant
gender differences in the experience of home-based working, particularly with additional
pressures on childcare throughout the school closures (ONS, 2020). In the homework and
telework literature pre-dating COVID, such heterogeneity in experiences has led to contradictory
findings (Bailey & Kurland, 2002, Sullivan, 2012). While working from home can have a positive
outcome for both employees and organisations by enhancing work-life balance, well-being and
productivity, it is important to recognise that home-based working can also present vulnerabilities,
including overwork and social isolation (Cooper & Kurland, 2002; O’Neil et al., 2009). In the
heightened context of COVID19 lockdowns, this has also manifested in increased rates of divorce
and domestic violence (Ford, 2020; Grierson, 2020). Clearly, the relationship between home-

based working and work-life balance is not a simple one (Moore, 2006; Sullivan, 2012).

Organisational support for home-based working is likely to be a significant factor in its success
(Lewis et al., 2007). Galvez et al. (2011) identified three key factors in organisational support for
work-life balance for teleworkers: a widely available telework programme; technological
infrastructure; and line managers who support those teleworking. Support is also important in
limiting any negative organisational factors such as poor career opportunities, fragmented teams
and professional isolation (Sullivan, 2012). However, a remote relationship with the organisation

can also create challenges. The sense of control implicit in notions of flexibility may itself be



illusory: policies and practices can obscure persistent rules, prohibitions and other means of
control derived from organisational norms and expectations and home-based working has been

identified as having the potential for work intensification (Bathini & Kandathil, 2019).

When troops of workers are suddenly, and with little warning, working from home in the midst of
a global pandemic we are in a unique position to try to further understand the relationship between
home-based working and work-life balance as well as the impact of organisational support on the
success of homeworking. What can the recent national lockdown, which forced over 40% of the

UK workforce into home-based working, teach us?

Surveying locked down home-based workers

This article draws upon data collected during the lockdown period in the UK as part of an ongoing,
longitudinal study of home-based working under COVID19 measures, funded by the UKRI/ESRC.
Seventy-nine semi-structured interviews and a survey of 1338 respondents were collected to
understand home-based working experiences in depth. Both research instruments focused on
work life balance, well-being, performance, financial security and organisational support. The aim
of the project is to better understand the expectations that organisations have placed on workers,
as well as the robustness of support systems that have been put in place in order to help plan for

the future.

The survey and invitation to interview were promoted via UK-wide advertisements utilising local
newspapers, social media and social networks. The majority of survey respondents were women
(83.2%), median age group 46-55, with median household income £41-60K. Interview participants

represent a more balanced gender profile with 66% female and 34% male participants.

The current article focuses on work-life balance. The survey adopted questions from Wepfer et

al. (2015), as the focus is on work and 'non-work’ life (as opposed to a more specific focus on



‘family’ or ‘private life’). It is, therefore, more inclusive in terms of lifestyles, as the distinction
between work and ‘non-work’ is broad enough to include time spent among work, responsibilities
(caring, domestic work, etc.) and leisure (either with family/friends or on one’s own, i.e. ‘me time’).
The survey also explored whether organisational support (questions adopted from Day et al.
2012), homeworking space (shared or not; dedicated room to work or not), gender or parenthood
(considering the group age of children and those without children) account for potential

differences in the experience of work-life balance.

The impact of the home environment on the experience of work

The survey data shows that the home-based workers’ work-life balance under the COVID19
pandemic measures has been under strain. Four out of 10 survey respondents reported concerns

with the boundary between work and life. Some key findings are:

e parents of young children (up to 10 years old) report the poorest levels of work-life balance;

e surprisingly no significant differences are found between males and females in terms of
work-life balance;

¢ home crowdedness (estimated as the number of people per room) is not associated with
reported work-life balance;

e responsibility for a greater proportion of domestic work between adults in the household

is associated with lower work-life balance.

In terms of the last of these findings, the gendered nature of domestic work appears to be a
factor. 52% of women and only 16% of men suggest that they undertake a greater proportion
of domestic work. The women who contribute a greater proportion of domestic work have
lower work-life balance than both men and women who contribute equally and women who

contribute a lower proportion of domestic work.



The interviews support the survey findings. For example, participants frequently discussed

the problems associated with having young children at home.

... it has been ok and then | have found this week he [10 year old son] has been a little bit,
he has been a little bit disruptive. [...] And you know there have been things where there
has been a bit of a challenge and you have to take time out and deal with that and you
feel frustrated with the child for taking you away from work. But you think well you know
they are used to having someone supervising them for six hours a day aren’t they.

[Female, employed in adult social care].

Moreover, the interviews also supported the finding that having a dedicated space to work is more

important than the extent of crowding within the home, as the quote below suggests.

I mean in terms of where we work, | am set up downstairs in the living room, we’ve got a
little study that my wife tends to use with the computer, in there, my daughter has her
bedroom that she works in, she’s got an iPad, my son has his iPad, he’s also got a laptop,
and he either works, he can work in his bedroom, or he sometimes prefers to work in the
kitchen, it just depends really, but you know, it's not easy [laughter] they’re very much- I'm
sure like every family, it's peaks and troughs in terms of people’s moods, in terms of
people, and their levels of concentration, but you know, we've been okay. [Male,

secondary school teacher].

The homeworking environment clearly plays a significant role in work-life balance with survey
respondents who were afforded a dedicated room for work (53% of respondents), reporting

statistically significant better work-life balance.



Similarly, those who share their homeworking space with family members or co-residents (33%
of respondents) report statistically significant poorer work-life balance than those who do not

share their space.

The survey findings, however, suggest that organisations can support the work life balance of

their employees by:

e supporting the homeworking environment (e.g. providing essential devices, an
ergonomically appropriate chair, proper desk, second monitor);
e providing IT support (file sharing, video conferencing, remote collaboration tools,

professional software, etc.).

Organisational support to adjust home office
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Figure 1: Organisational support to adjust home office



Organisational IT support
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Figure 2: Organisational IT support

Repeatedly in the interviews, respondents confirmed this need for organisational support and how

effective IT support is specifically key to effective homeworking success.

I’'ve no concerns with the IT. So, there is a connection up and running so all happens very
smoothly. IT support is all there. Offline or remote IT support have been brilliant. [...] One
specific example, when | have an IT issue | can continue to be able to log on to our system
and talk to a person or chat to a person that, I've no idea where the person works but this
person provides remote or online support and the minute the person engages with you,
interacts with you can | have access to your computer and to make the necessary
adjustments that you have [...] And changes so, so I'm glad that they keep, the company

kept these vital IT support functions. [Male, works for a hotel chain].

Interviewees also shared positive experiences of organisational support in terms of the provision

of material goods to support homeworking:

Your headset may have broken, the microphone may have stopped working or whatever.

So, rather than go out and order one from Amazon as it were, there’s been a system of



being able to log that via an HR form online, and then if you needed any additional kit to
support any basic day to day activity or specific physical needs that you’d have, via the IT
and HR system, you're able to log that. It's assessed and then the relevant kind of
supporting equipment, whether that’s an office chair, whether it's a new laptop, a new
headset, whatever it might be, has then been made available for a collection at a certain
time or delivery at a certain time to the specific individual need. Yeah, it's been very

supportive all through. [Male, project manager for a city council].

So | think getting people comfortable required investment from the business to invest
effectively in dispensing tables, chairs and creating home tech which again the business
did really well. It took a couple of weeks to get ready but they didn’t really put up any
barriers in terms of cost or, you know, risk of security. [Female, analytics for an online

grocery business].

Conclusions

While home-based working, and teleworking specifically, have in recent years become prominent
in many industries, the measures taken in response to COVID19 have created unprecedented,
sudden changes in the way many of us work. This has generated new pressures on employers
and employees but also new opportunities to find approaches to balancing work and home-life.
Some pressures involve factors that are difficult for organisations to manage. Whilst workers do
not typically have their children at home, for women in particular, the balance for those with young
school age children was clearly a significant challenge. Moreover, having a dedicated workspace
substantially supports effective homeworking and again, it is women who are most likely to suffer
from an absence of such spaces. In other areas, however, organisations can make a positive

impact on the work-life balance of their employees.



The initial results of this study suggest that, in terms of work-life balance, home-based work is
most effective when there are budgetary allowances and resources in place to enable employees
to quickly and simply adjust their homeworking environment and best utilise IT tools. The salience
of appropriate IT tools is often mentioned in the press, governmental guidance and business
practice (e.g. the Scottish government COVID-19 guidance for homeworking checklist explicitly
refers to IT equipment and infrastructure). However, the significance of tangible goods such as
desks, monitors, chairs or of an ergonomic workstation set up when working from home has
attracted much less attention. There was perhaps, initially, an assumption that working from home
would involve only temporary arrangements. For many workers this has proven not to be the case
and home-based working has become a long-term, ongoing reality for the majority of those able

to conduct their employment in this way (BBC, 2020).

Material support for home-based working is essential and has the potential to positively contribute
to the experience of working at home. Bringing the work laptop home is not in itself as effective
in promoting work-life balance as is sometimes implicitly assumed. Staff have an improved
experience of home-based working when their employer demonstrates their support by providing
employees, quickly and without difficulty with the necessary resources to enable them to adjust

their working environment.

This research project was funded by UK Research and Innovation. Project: ‘Where does work
belong anymore? The impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on working in the UK

https://www.workingathome.org.uk/

Authors

Lila Skountridaki is a Lecturer in Work and Organisation Studies at the University of Edinburgh.
Her research focuses on the sociology of work and the professions, and professional ethics. Lila


https://www.workingathome.org.uk/

has published in journals including Sociology, Work, Employment and Society, Tourism
Management and Sociology of Health and lliness.

Lila Skountridaki is the corresponding author: lila.skountridaki@ed.ac.uk

Danny Zschomler joined the Management School at the University of Stirling in August 2020 as
a Research Associate for the ESRC funded Working@Home project. His research interests
include the sociology of work, organisational studies of professional development.

Abigail Marks is a Professor of Work and Employment at Stirling Management School. Her
research interests focus on identity, the technology sector and the relationship between work and
social class. Abigail has published work in a wide range of journals including Sociology, Work,
Employment and Society, Human Relations, British Journal of Industrial Relations and Gender,
Work and Organisation.

Oliver Mallett is an Associate Professor in Work and Employment at the University of Stirling. His
research focuses on the sociology of entrepreneurship. Oliver has published in journals including
Work, Employment and Society, British Journal of Management and International Small Business
Journal.

References

Bailey, D.E. and Kurland, N.B. (2002). A review of telework research: Findings, new directions,
and lessons for the study of modern work. Journal of Organizational Behavior, 23(4), 383-400.
doi:10.1002/job.144

Bartik, A.W., Cullen, Z.B., Glaeser, E.L., Luca, M. and Stanton, C.T. (2020). What jobs are being
done at home during the Covid-19 crisis? Evidence from firm-level surveys. NBER Working Paper
No. 27422. National Bureau of Economic Research. doi:10.3386/w27422

Bathini, D.R. and Kandathil, G.M. (2019). An orchestrated negotiated exchange: Trading home-
based telework for intensified work. Journal of Business Ethics, 154(2), 411-423.
doi:10.1007/s10551-017-3449-y

BBC (2020). Coronavirus: Work from home 'if you can', Michael Gove says. Retrieved 30
September 2020 from https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-54247372.

Bentley, T.A., Teo, S.T.T., McLeod, L., Tan, F., Bosua, R. and Gloet, M. (2016). The role of
organisational support in teleworker wellbeing: A socio-technical systems approach. Applied
Ergonomics, 52, 207-215. doi:10.1016/j.apergo.2015.07.019

Bloom, N., Liang, J., Roberts, J. and Ying, Z. J. (2015). Does working from home work? Evidence
from a Chinese experiment. The Quarterly Journal of Economics, 130(1), 165-218. doi:
10.3386/w18871


mailto:lila.skountridaki@ed.ac.uk

Chung, H., Seo, H., Forbes, S. and Birkett, H. (2020). Working from home during the COVID-19
lockdown: Changing preferences and the future of work. Retrieved 21 August 2020 from
http://wafproject.org/covidwfh/

Cooper, C.D. and Kurland, N.B. (2002). Telecommuting, professional isolation, and employee
development in public and private organizations. Journal of Organizational Behavior, 23(4), 511-
532. doi: 10.1002/job.145

Crosbie, T. and Moore, J. (2004). Work-life balance and working from home. Social Policy and
Society, 3(3), 223. doi: 10.1017/S1474746404001733

Day, A., Parquet, S., Scott, N. and Hambley, L. (2012). Perceived information and communication
technology (ICT) demands on employee outcomes: the moderating effect of organizational ICT
support. Journal of Occupational Health Psychology, 17, 473-491. doi: 10.1037/a0029837

Dale, K. (2014). Family and household reproduction. In M. Parker, G. Cheney, V. Fournier and C.
Land (Eds.) The Routledge Companion to Alternative Organization (pp.144-158). Routledge,
Abingdon.

Felstead, A., Jewson, N., Phizacklea, A. and Walters, S. (2002). Opportunities to work at home
in the context of work-life balance. Human Resource Management Journal, 12(1), 54-76. doi:
10.1111/j.1748-8583.2002.tb00057.x

Ford, L. (2020). ‘Calamitous’: domestic violence set to soar by 20% during global lockdown. The
Guardian.  Retrieved 12 June 2020 from  https://www.theguardian.com/global-
development/2020/apr/28/calamitous-domestic-violence-set-to-soar-by-20-during-global-
lockdown-coronavirus.

Galvez, A., Martinez, M.J. and Pérez, C. (2011). Telework and work-life balance: Some
dimensions for organisational change. Journal of Workplace Rights, 16(3-4), 273-297. doi:
10.1007/978-94-007-4059-4_15

Gratton, L. and Stern, S. (2020). Working virtually? You're not alone. Retrieved 23 September
2020 from https://www.london.edu/think/working-virtually-youre-not-alone.

Grierson, J. (2020). Domestic abuse surge in coronavirus lockdown could have lasting impact
MPs say. The Guardian. Retrieved 12 June 2020 from
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2020/apr/27/domestic-abuse-surge-coronavirus-lockdown-
lasting-impact-mps.

Hern, A. (2020). Covid-19 could cause permanent shift towards home working. The Guardian.
Retrieved 12 June 2020 from https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2020/mar/13/covid-19-
could-cause-permanent-shift-towards-home-working.

Lautsch, B.A., Kossek, E.E. and Eaton, S.C. (2009). Supervisory approaches and paradoxes in
managing telecommuting implementation. Human Relations, 62(6), 795-827. doi:
10.1177/0018726709104543

Lewis, S., Gambles, R. and Rapoport, R. (2007). The Constraints of a ‘Work-Life Balance’
Approach: An International Perspective. International Journal of Human Resource Management,
18(3), 360—73. doi: 10.1080/09585190601165577



Mescher, S., Benschop, Y. and Doorewaard, H. (2010). Representations of work—life balance
support. Human Relations, 63(1), 21—-39. doi: 10.1177/0018726709349197

Moore, J. (2006). Homeworking and work-life balance: does it add to quality of life? European
Review of Applied Psychology, 56(1), 5-13. doi: 10.1016/j.erap.2005.02.013

O'Neill, T.A., Hambley, L.A., Greidanus, N.S., MacDonnell, R. and Kline, T.J. (2009). Predicting
teleworker success: an exploration of personality, motivational, situational, and job
characteristics. New Technology, Work and Employment, 24, 144-162. doi: 10.1111/j.1468-
005X.2009.00225.x

Powell, A. and Craig, L. (2015). Gender differences in working at home and time use patterns:
Evidence from Australia. Work, Employment and Society, 29(4), 571-589. doi:
10.1177/0950017014568140

Sullivan, C. (2012). Remote Working and Work-Life Balance. In N.P. Reilly, M.J. Sirgy and C.A.
Gorman (Eds.) Work and Quiality of Life (pp.275-290). Berlin: Springer.

Sullivan, C. and Smithson, J. (2007). Perspectives of homeworkers and their partners on working
flexibility and gender equity. The International Journal of Human Resource Management, 18(3),
448-461. doi: 10.1080/09585190601167797

Wepfer, A.G., Brauchli, R., Jenny, G.J. et al. (2015). The experience of work-life balance across
family-life stages in Switzerland: a cross-sectional questionnaire-based study. BMC Public Health
15, 1290. doi: 10.1186/s12889-015-2584-6



