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Beyond Lockdown - Does working from home work for you?’ 

 

About the survey 
A national survey was carried out in spring 2021 by the Oxford branch of the National Union of 

Journalists; the Oxford Publishing Society; and the Oxford branch of the Society of Young Publishers. 

 

Almost 1,000 publishing professionals took part in ‘Beyond Lockdown - Does working from home 

work for you?’, representing academic books and journals and schools/educational publishing, 

through to trade publishing, children’s books and magazines and newsletters.  

 

The majority (87%) of respondents who took part in the survey work full-time but also included were 

part-time, freelance and short-term contract workers. 

There was plenty of scope for respondents to add comments throughout the questionnaire.  

This outpouring of comments illustrates a wide range of issues from the blurring of home and work 

life and lack of suitable equipment and/or space, through to physical and mental health issues. 

 

Headline findings: 
 The survey highlighted a gulf between the experiences and prospects of publishing 

professionals whose homes have also had to become their office during the past 15 

months.  

 Upsides to working from home cited included savings in time and money through not 

having to commute and the opportunity to live further away from the workplace.  

 Further analysis showed that people with a dedicated home working space were 

less/not stressed. Conversely, those with little/no home workspace were more/most 

stressed. 

 Younger and early/mid-level career employees, who are less likely to have a dedicated 

home working space, were hit hardest. 

 Home working requires space which means those sharing flats or houses were often 

struggling with difficult conditions such as poor internet access, lack of quiet work space 

and suitable equipment.  

 Many young and early or mid-career level workers are frustrated that those making the 

decisions (senior management/directors) have little or no understanding of their 

situation. 
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Working environment and equipment 
 

More than half prefer the control over their environment (eg temperature, natural light and fewer 

interruptions) 

 

[missing figure: “a lot worse” 6.1%] 

 Just over half (52%) of all respondents rated their work from home environment in terms of 

space, lighting, heat, noise and fewer interruptions, as ‘slightly better’ or ‘a lot better’ than 

their usual office.  

 A quarter of all those surveyed prefer working from home. The main reasons given were that 

it’s easier to regulate the room temperature, an ability to work in daylight rather than under 

strip lighting and a quieter environment with fewer interruptions. 

 Workers with disabilities, such as anxiety and ADHD, particularly value being away from the 

workplace environment but it’s important to note that the new arrangements have had a 

varied effect on people with disabilities. This is likely to be linked to what the disability is and 

how well the individual can manage it. 
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More than half struggled to do their jobs with ‘worse’ equipment 

 

 

[missing figures: 8.1% said “slightly better”, 4.2% said “a lot better”] 

 More than half (57%) of all respondents were managing with ‘slightly worse’ or ‘a lot worse’ 

equipment, while working from home. 

 Many don’t have sufficient space for equipment that complies with health and safety 

regulations, such as a properly adjusted screen, separate keyboard and mouse, supportive 

chair and suitable desk. ‘Not enough space and employer not willing to buy furniture that 

fits,’ one respondent wrote.  

 Another commented: ‘I couldn't adapt my work environment due to being a lodger and not 

having the space to bring in a larger desk or a suitable chair.’  

 ‘When private calls are required, one of us works in the bedroom on the bed (which is not a 

suitable working space),’ wrote another respondent. 

 This had serious health implications with a significant number suffering from back pain, eye 

strain, bad posture, shoulder and arm tension, wrist pain and even sciatica, due to a lack of 

suitable workstations. One respondent wrote: ‘They said people could collect an office chair 

from the office initially, but I don't have a car to pick it up in. I can't afford to buy an office 

chair so have been making do - my back/shoulders/neck can definitely tell the difference!’ 

 Lack of access to broadband is an issue for many, particularly when dealing with large files 

and when many people in the house are using it at the same time.  
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Employer support 

 Companies often tried to help out with practical and emotional support, as one respondent 

reported: ‘My employer has been hugely supportive, they pay me an additional fee to cover 

electricity costs, have offered additional monitors and my line manager has been incredible 

with checking in on my mental health’.  

 However, many employers provided too little. Many people had no offers of help with 

equipment and had to buy their own or do without.  

 In many cases, employer assistance came too late –not until one year into the pandemic in 

some cases. “It has taken my employer 11 months of complete home working to offer more 

than £30 assistance for setting up a home work space,” one respondent wrote. 

 Another commented: ‘I had to buy a new laptop to work from out of my own money. So, the 

company were quite slow to act on providing financial support for working from home. 

However, they have improved somewhat after a year of everyone being at home. They 

bought me a printer to use, and everyone in the company was given £300 in their last pay to 

cover any WFH costs or equipment needed.’ 

 Some respondents were forced to buy or borrow equipment and many couldn’t take up 

offers of workstations due to cramped living conditions. ‘It’s a small flat, it’s not designed to 

be lived and work in at this level. There are four of us squashed in, all needing tech and 

broadband access,’ one respondent wrote. 

 Another commented: ‘Don’t have space for a desk, so work area is a combination of side 

table, small chest of drawers and thin knitting machine table.’ 

 Employees allowed to collect office equipment were often left to arrange transport but 

without a car, this wasn’t feasible. 
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Significant amount of ‘accidental overworking’  

 

 

 Just over half (52%) of all respondents said their number of average hours worked has not 
changed. 

 But more than a third (39%) said they work on average, more hours than before. 

 Just one in 12 (8%) said they’re working on average, fewer hours than before. 

 The extent of 'accidental overworking' through lengthening of the working day is significant. 

 Even when respondents were not working more actual hours, in many cases the working day 
spanned a wider timespan eg 7am to 7pm or 8am to 8pm, albeit with time out during that 
period to care for children or other commitments.  

 A significant number of respondents are doing unpaid extra work during the hours they 
would have normally spent commuting. 

 The overriding sentiment was: 'I'm saving that commuting time, so I might as well work' or 
'it's my fault I'm working so much longer'. 

 The erosion or blurring of boundaries between home and work life is a major issue (including 
fewer set breaks such as at lunch, and less time away from the screen). 

 This is fed by and in turn feeds, the unpaid overworking issue (ie there's no natural cut-off 
point now such as a bus or train to catch, or an activity in the evening to get off to).  

 Many were picking up the slack for furloughed colleagues, or unfilled roles resulting from a 
freeze on hiring. 

 More time was taken up with video meetings and many felt there was an expectation of 
being available all the time (eg being expected to join a Teams or Zoom call at 9pm to 
accommodate colleagues in other time zones). 
 

Inability to switch off 

 The erosion of boundaries between work and home life and an inability to switch off, was a 

major source of stress.  

 This blurring between work and downtime often led to ‘accidental overworking’. A third of 

respondents said they were working more hours than before, with a significant number 

doing unpaid extra work during the time they’d normally spend commuting.  

 One wrote: ‘Far easier to work overtime without the prompt of getting a train or seeing 

everyone else put on their coats.’ 

 Another commented: ‘Without having to commute, I start earlier and tend to get carried 

away at the end of the day so finish later as well, without having a deadline to stop such as 

train to catch/office closing.” 
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 Other issues flagged up included the feeling of being expected to be ‘always on’ and there 

were also many mentions of Microsoft Teams and Zoom ‘fatigue’.  

 ‘We’re always at work – meetings are arranged for all hours of the day to fit global 

timetables and now there is no ‘home time’ and no need for commute, there is an unspoken 

expectation that we are available,’ one reported. 
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Communication 
Online meetings and other formal work communications 

 

 
 

 Half (50%) of those questioned said online alternatives to meeting face to face for formal, 

scheduled work-related meetings worked equally well, while more than a quarter (28%) 

thought they worked ‘better’. 

 Positive comments mentioned easier scheduling and greater flexibility. 

 It was also felt that online meetings are more inclusive and ‘level the playing field’ for those 

who already work remotely or are in different locations. As one respondent put it: ‘I’ve 

worked from home for a long time and before Covid was often left out of meeting and social 

chat. Now I get included.’ 

 Just over a fifth (22%) said alternative online formal work communications were ‘worse’. 

 Many were suffering from Zoom and Teams fatigue, describing meetings as being ‘too 

many’, ‘too long’ and often ‘pointless’. 

 One respondent wrote: ‘I almost never have a day without at least one Zoom meeting, 

which I find exhausting.’ 

 Another commented: ‘People seem to think you are available for Zoom at a moment’s notice 

all the time! There are longer any boundaries, just because we are home all the time.’ 

 Technical issues were cited in the comments – mainly around broadband/internet access. 

One wrote: ‘My internet is unreliable as I live in a listed building with poor internet options. 

This means that online meetings can be patchy and a bit stressful.’ 

 There was also some anxiety over not being able to read colleagues’ and manager’s body 

language during video calls. One comment was: ‘My autism means I struggle immeasurably 

more with social interactions, both formal and informal.’ 
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Informal work communication 

 

 
 The overwhelming consensus is that you can’t replicate the social function of the office 

when working remotely.  

 When asked ‘How have more informal work related communications been affected? (eg 

chance for informal chat, ask advice, guidance or opportunity to network?), three quarters 

of respondents (76%) said it had made it ‘worse’.  

 The vast majority of respondents value informal work communications and miss it.  

 Highlighted as being missed were ad hoc chats in communal areas such as corridors and 

kitchens where information is shared and ideas sparked.  

 In their comments, many respondents used the word ‘serendipitous’ and the phrase ‘picking 

things up by osmosis’ when describing how (in normal, non-Covid times) information and 

guidance is often communicated in an unplanned and casual way. 

 Respondents’ comments also illustrated how a lack of good informal work communication 

has impacted on how well people do their job, how they’re able to clarify instructions, seek 

advice and solve problems.  

 Internal networking was also a key issue for many who felt a lack of connection to the wider 

organisation outside their own team/immediate circle. 

 Many expressed the feeling that building relationships in the workplace is harder, especially 

for new starters or people who had recently moved jobs.  
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Using online media for informal chats with colleagues 

 

 Six out of ten respondents said they use online media ‘somewhat’ for informal chats with 

people they would have previously met and chatted to in person at work. A quarter use it a 

lot, while one in six don’t bother with it at all. 

 Despite the significant uptake of online media, such as Teams chat function, What’s App 

groups, Slack, virtual coffee breaks and book groups, Jabber and text-based chat, Twitter 

DMs, Chat hangouts, Instagram and Skype, many respondents miss the opportunity to 

‘bump into’ and have spontaneous chats with colleagues outside their immediate team.  

 Comments included: ‘I catch up with my team often, but the colleagues you would happily 

chat to at lunch or in the kitchen getting a coffee there isn't a chance to have that sort of 

chat any more’. And: ‘It is harder to bridge the gap between colleague and friend at work if 

you're not interacting casually e.g. in the kitchen or at parties.’ 

 There were also worries about approaching colleagues at the ‘wrong’ time, especially if they 

were not in the respondent’s immediate team, or of a senior level. One wrote: ‘I'm more 

nervous about wasting their time, so message less than I might talk in the office. In person, if 

they've got headphones on or are concentrating you know not to bother them, whereas you 

don't know what they're doing when you're apart, so you are more likely to be interrupting 

them.’  

 This thought was echoed by another respondent: ‘I'm more conscious of interrupting people 

by using skype/teams etc for an informal chat so I do it much less than these occasions 

would organically happen at work. I live alone, so the social side of work is very important to 

me, I now can easily go long periods of time without interacting with a person in real life.’ 

 Junior staff and new starters often felt they were missing out on opportunities to network 

and seek guidance from more experienced colleagues. One wrote: ‘As a new starter, it’s 

been really hard to socialise much, especially with people outside of your direct team.’ And 

another said: ‘I speak to the staff on my level, but apart from my line manager, the other 

senior staff won't communicate unless to email about work related topics.’ 

 There was a feeling that online informal chats can feel a bit awkward, forced or formal, 

compared to real-life interactions. Also, the need to schedule this type of chat made it hard 

to be totally spontaneous, as one respondent explained: “I prefer in person chatting and find 

video calls exhausting so I feel like I’m chatting to people less.’  
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 Someone else wrote: ‘This is something that feels like really hard work - trying to keep up on 

online media with people you would have seen in the office. Feels like my world has shrunk 

massively.’ 

 Quite a few respondents pointed out that after finally finishing work, the last thing they 

wanted to do was go online again. As one put it: “The colleagues I used to have coffee with 

and go to the pub with, I now have a virtual coffee break with and once a week a virtual 

drinks meet-up. However, I find these a lot less enjoyable than meeting in person. After a 

day of being on screen, having a beer with colleagues on screen is just not quite the same 

and I often find myself making excuses to leave early.’ Another put it more bluntly: ‘After 

being tie[d] to my computer all day, I don't feel like engaging in further online 

communication with people where this wasn't already the precedent.’ 

 Another typical comment was: ‘I have a twice-weekly Teams lunch with some friends from 

the office, but over time this has dwindled a lot and now we're lucky if we all sign in once a 

week, if not less! I think the issue is we're having so many Teams calls for work anyway, that 

it feels so draining to then log into another Teams call at lunch or after work! I do think it's 

so important to stay connected and support each other, but in practice the Teams fatigue is 

real!’ 

 On the subject of direct messaging and live (non video) chat, one respondent observed:‘I 

have typing chats with people (it's a bit like being a teenager again at the end of the 

'90s/early 00s on MSN etc).’ Another commented: ‘I use online chat when I need to but it’s 

pretty soulless.’ 
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Key stressors 
 It’s clear from responses to the question: ‘What have been the key stressors for you?’ (Q25), 

that for the majority, there were multiple factors causing stress.  

 Isolation, a lack of social connection and collaboration were cited most frequently, with 

around a third of comments mentioning these as key stressors. 

 Isolation, due to having to work from home, impacted significantly on confidence and 

mental health. Many noted a lack of mental health support and felt their wellbeing was not 

a priority over lockdown. One said: ‘Basically being locked in a room alone doing a job I hate 

five days a week with nothing else in my life, too much work, and lack of 

support/understanding/practical help from management.’  

 Another commented: ‘Feelings of isolation, mixed messaging from management about 

mental health (e.g. on the one hand, telling everyone to take care of themselves and, on the 

other, imposing impossible targets, accelerating vacation schemes and providing next to no 

support).’ 

 Highlighting key stressors, one respondent wrote: ‘Confidence - you feel like you're on your 

own so attending/presenting at meetings can be more overwhelming somehow.’  

 Another commented: ‘Isolation - this has led to me second-guessing a lot of my decision 

making and my self-confidence has taken a hit. I feel less self-assured.’  

 Stress around communication (or lack of it) prompted one respondent to write about the 

‘lack of development/opportunities vanishing, Groundhog Day feeling’. 

 Anxiety was also heightened for those who had recently started new roles or had to learn 

new skills or systems suddenly. One respondent wrote: ‘Learning new job roles remotely, 

not having support from employers, feeling isolated from team, feeling like I'm bothering 

people with calls.’ 

 The next most commonly cited key stressor was ‘inability to switch off/no separation of 

work versus home life. Many cited a lack of support for creating an adequate WFH set-up 

and lack of financial compensation for increased costs such as heating, lighting and 

electricity bills. 

 The third most cited issue was ‘no desk/dedicated quiet space to work/IT failures. One 

respondent wrote: ‘I was sharing with three other people without a living room or 

communal area, working and living in the box-room. I really struggled with the lack of 

space…but my mental health suffered greatly as we went into the second lockdown. My role 

is in online sales, so my workload increased but with nowhere to go that wasn't my desk or 

my bed…’ 

 Another wrote: ‘My home is not at all appropriate for working in, but I have still had huge 

amounts of work to do under a lot of pressure. It’s really hard to work properly when you 

don’t even have a desk to do it, and really distressing to see the discrepancies in living 

situations for different colleagues on video calls.’ 

 Other key stressors were fatigue resulting from too many virtual calls or meetings and 

increased workload, followed by childcare (particularly if having to home school) and general 

anxiety. 

 

Struggles with the transition between work and free time 

More than two thirds of all those who took part in the survey said they had struggled ‘somewhat’ or 

‘a lot’ with the transition between work and free time. 

The main themes that emerged, in order of how many times they were cited in comments, were:  

1. Inability to switch off/feeling guilty for not working. 
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2. Less to do in downtime and constant proximity to workspace means it’s easier to work 

longer hours. 

3. Feeling stuck in one room/place. 

4. Easy to get distracted. 

 

On the positive side, some respondents said they felt more in control of working hours and/or had 

successfully created boundaries. Quite a few, especially freelancers and those who were already 

working from home, had developed strategies for switching off such as making time to exercise or go 

for a walk before or after work. 

 

 However, the overwhelming finding is that WFH makes it difficult to switch off. One 

respondent wrote: ‘The boundary between work and free time doesn't really exist anymore.’ 

Another commented: ‘The commute used to provide a threshold between work and home 

life and leisure time that is now reduced to the three steps between the table and the 

couch.” A third said simply: ‘I feel like I live at work.’ 

 Many respondents found they were worrying about work more often and were working 

evenings and weekends because work was always nearby. 

 In some cases, the root of the problem was having too much work to do and/or childcare 

responsibilities. 

 Some felt the weight of expectation from colleagues that because they were at home, they 

should be always available for work calls – even at evenings and weekends. One wrote: 

‘People do not seem to think there are boundaries between working and free time, and 

think you are available for Zoom and FaceTime all the time, even at evenings and weekends.’ 

 

Frustration over lack of understanding 

 Many of those stuck in challenging conditions (ie not enough space, in cramped flat or house 

shares or without suitable work equipment) expressed their frustration.  

 One respondent wrote: ‘While my boss has converted a spare room into a lovely office at 

her house, I am stuck working from home in a studio, so no divide between work and 

personal, on a desk barely wider than my computer and a chair that isn’t very supportive, 

both of which I had to purchase myself specifically for WFH and not even storage for work 

documents, meaning I have piles of work and magazines on my floor.’ 

 Some even felt the need to relocate, with examples including those who moved back in with 

their parents and others who made the decision to rent or buy a bigger house in another 

(cheaper) area. 

‘When my lease ended on my flat in London, I made the decision to move home (to 

Scotland) until the offices reopened. My company did not really offer any support on the 

difficulties of working from home for junior, very low-paid staff who are paying a lot of 

money for a very crowded space,’ one respondent wrote. 

 Another wrote: ‘The cold was a real issue. In the end I went to stay with my parents during 

the winter lockdown because their house is much warmer and I could work without 

shivering! (But I was still paying rent in my usual place).’ 

 

Anything else? 

At the end of our questionnaire, we asked if there was ‘anything else?’. A total of 275 people opted 

to express their thoughts in this section – with responses varying from one line to 500 words.  
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 Looking to the future, most people favour the option to spend one, two or three days a 

week in the office, with the rest working from home.  

 Those with invisible illnesses and/or mental health struggles were among those keen for 

WFH to be offered as an option by all employers in the future. 

 Positives were seen as the savings from not having to commute – one respondent was £20 a 

week (potentially £1,000 a year) better off by not having to travel to and from their 

workplace. Another said they were saving £2,000 a year in this way. 

 Other positives cited were: ‘not having to make packed lunches’, ‘ability to put on washing 

and such house-related things during the day’ and even ‘being away from the office bully’.  

 There were concerns that companies may ditch the lease on some of their buildings in order 

to save money, leaving not enough space for everyone who wants to work from the office. 

 This worry that there might be more demand than provision for desk space in the future was 

a significant anxiety –particularly on Tuesdays, Wednesdays and Thursdays – that it might be 

impossible to sit with colleagues and reap the benefits of team working. There was also 

anxiety around the potential for being forced to switch to hot desking. 

 There was widespread recognition that working from home would be very different (and 

better) in a non-pandemic situation, both for stressed parents whose children would be at 

childcare/nursery/school and for all in terms of the resumption of all previous leisure 

activities to help switch-off from work. 

 

Low wages are exacerbating the problem 

 There was widespread feeling that salaries in the publishing industry need to be increased - 

especially at entry and early career level.  

 One respondent asked: ‘How can the publishing industry pay entry level staff £23,000 and 

expect them to have a comfortable work from home setup?’  

 Another commented: ‘The last year has thrown into sharp relief how awful salaries are in 

publishing and how little sense it makes to expect us to live in one of the most expensive 

cities in the world on such little money. I didn’t mind my rubbish flat when I had an office to 

work in but now I’m trapped in it, unable to afford to rent anything better but also unable to 

take the plunge and leave London, because we might be back in the office at some 

undetermined point.’ 

 Other comments included: ‘Either pay us more money to give us a reason to be able to stay 

in this city or let us move to a more affordable location.’ 

 Some pointed out there was a threat to diversity, since only the wealthy (or those with 

wealthy parents) would be able to afford to rent or buy bigger homes in London or Oxford 

that would be suitable for working from home. 

 ‘If we have to foot the bill for our office space when choosing a living situation, we’re going 

to need a salary bump’ one respondent summed up. 

 

Health and safety 

Many concerns related to health and safety issues. Here are just a few comments: 

 ‘We have been told on one hand to judge our own level of risk in returning to the office, but 

on the other being 'strongly encouraged' to return for x days a week. There have been no 

efforts to promote mask-wearing indoors nor to really effectively socially distance apart 

from in meeting rooms. I wonder about workers' rights and just general safety - I am not 

prepared to risk my health in order to satisfy management's seeming desire to 'be visible', 
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but also don't want to be socially ostracised for example for wearing a mask, or working 

from home more days than others.’ 

 ‘…for renters of shared houses (which many entry level professionals are), a lot of the time is 

spent in bedrooms and this can be physically difficult in terms of correct seating equipment 

and also mentally challenging as you are spending all day and night in the same room.’ 

Good practice 
The survey responses shine a light on what most regard as good practice: 

 Supportive, practical help (ie with costs and equipment). 

 Check on employees’ mental health in a genuine way (not just as lip service). 

 Being clear and giving as much advance notice as possible to enable staff to make decisions 

about where they live, based on the fact they won’t have to be in the office every weekday. 

 Make it easier to plan ahead 

 Continue with weekly one-to-one, team leader or manager to employee sessions as these 

are considered useful and the privacy afforded to doing these via Zoom or Teams is valued. 

Some questions raised by the headline findings 
 How will companies ensure new working arrangements do not discriminate against people 

with unsuitable accommodation? There are important diversity and inclusion issues at stake. 

 How will companies give staff earlier in their careers the support they need to learn, develop 

and progress? 

 How will companies fulfil their responsibilities to monitor and safeguard the health and 

safety of all their staff? 


