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Abstract: This study explored narratives derived from in-depth interviews to demonstrate how
an increase in leisure time could positively affect both our subjective well-being, through a better
balance of work and “self”, and the environment, through a change in consumption practices. Firstly,
the analysis of the interviews provided insight into the social function of work. Work creates feelings
of connection and belonging; however, it can also create the opposite, negatively affecting our
experience of leisure time, our productivity, and our well-being. Participants described how paid
work provided structure and routine, which resulted in an increased feeling of subjective well-
being. However, a lack of structure and routine during the COVID-19 pandemic negatively affected
feelings of “usefulness” and “productivity”. Secondly, an increase in leisure time created more
opportunities for autonomy, leading to more unforced leisure activities and a better balance between
work and self. Moreover, an increase in autonomy could be achieved through both increased work
flexibility and a shorter working week. Lastly, this study aimed to demonstrate that more leisure
time during lockdown periods can change how we spend our free time, therefore resulting in more
pro-environmental consumer behaviour. This study intended to contribute to a gap in the literature:
effects of leisure time on the balance between work and the “self”. The research setting offered
limited opportunities for researching intentional, sustainable consumer behaviour, which provides
an opportunity for further research.

Keywords: sustainable consumption; future of work; COVID-19; leisure time; narrative inquiry

1. Introduction

The COVID-19 lockdown created a unique research environment: most people’s work-
life routines drastically changed as offices had to close and social events and opportunities
for consumption or interaction became limited or were even prohibited. Moreover, na-
tional lockdowns forced people to give up some of their most deeply ingrained habits. In a
”business as usual” scenario, hours gained through a restructuring or disappearance of
work are absorbed by either social or consumer activities [1]. However, this “new-normal”
meant that this sudden increase in leisure time had to be spent differently.

Even though the COVID-19 pandemic provided this study with a unique research
environment, the study did not aim to capture people’s feelings and worries about the
virus or the lockdown itself. The intention of this research project was to move beyond
these fears and, instead, capture the participants’ experience of leisure time and work
during this global phenomenon.

Research has shown how lockdown measures can have various negative effects,
e.g., increased feelings of stress and isolation, struggles related to working from home,
financial insecurity, and etc. [2]. This study, however, aimed to demonstrate how an increase
in leisure time can positively affect both our subjective well-being, through a better balance
of work and “self”, and the environment, through a change in consumption.

The first Human Development Report of 1990 began with a simple [statement]: “devel-
opment is about enlarging people’s choices and focusing broadly on the richness of human
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lives rather than narrowly on the richness of economies” [3] (p. 3). Under the influence of
the COVID-19 pandemic, the human development statement demands the question: are we
still focusing on what matters? Regarding sustainable development, the focus should
lie on changing how we consume in the developed world, emphasising “needs” rather
than “wants” and encouraging consumers to make more informed, sustainable purchases
instead of those influenced by (social) media or dictated by the fashion.

This study aimed to propose further development of policies for “downshifting”,
i.e., a voluntary decrease in working hours to increase leisure time, improve well-being,
and simultaneously benefit the environment. “Downshifting” could offer individuals a
possible solution to work-related stress, both physical and mental, which could, in return,
improve one’s quality of life [4]. However, downshifting can also be criticised insofar as it
is a discursive strategy with little emancipatory potential [5]. This study aimed to highlight
the benefits of increased leisure time, using the COVID-19 lockdown as the research setting.
What did this global phenomenon teach us about the value of time, and what could this
mean for the future of work and consumption post-COVID-19?

This study intended to contribute to a gap in the literature: the effects of leisure time on
the balance between work and the “self”. The analysis of the in-depth interviews conducted
for this study was guided by the following questions. Firstly, how did participants spend
their time during the COVID-19 lockdown, and how has this changed their perspectives
about time spent working and time spent living? Secondly, this paper aimed to gain more
insight into how the COVID-19 lockdown has changed the balance between work and the
“self”, and how this could change the future of work. Lastly, this paper was concerned
with how a shorter or more flexible work week could simultaneously benefit the balance
between work and self, and the environment.

2. Theoretical Framework

A vast body of literature addresses the connection between working hours, hu-
man well-being, and consumer behaviour. The topic of working hours and its various
associations has been prominent in academic research for several decades. Moreover,
the literature on consumption is well-stocked with ”different approaches to consumption
and different models of how consumers behave” [6] (p. 21).

2.1. Research into Consumption

Research into consumer culture dates back to the late 19th century with Veblen’s
theory of “Conspicuous Consumption”, which offers a critique of the neoclassical theory
of consumption and describes social classes’ desire to gain the status of those just above
them. This status comes with specific patterns of consumption [7]. One critique of Veblen’s
theory is that ”conspicuous consumption lacks generality as a theory of consumption
since it applies only to luxury goods” [7] (p. 99). However, Veblen identified two main
ways people choose to display their wealth: through consumption, a waste of goods,
and through leisure activities, a waste of time and effort [7]. Today, social bonds on a
community level are not as strong as those in the 19th century. Therefore, the presentation
of wealth through consumption has become more effective and more critical than the
display of leisure [7]. Time off used to be a status symbol, whereas today, being busy
and overworked is the reality for many. Moreover, this reality comes with competitive
busyness [8]. How individuals relate to ideas of time, both valuing and wasting time,
and how they experience the pursuit of busyness and productivity is discussed later on in
this paper.

Conspicuous consumption emphasises the individual and the rationale of individ-
ual consumer choices. Similarly, “Nudge Theory” is aimed at the individual consumer.
Thaler and Sunstein [9] stated that, by knowing how they think, people can be “nudged”
towards choices that will better themselves, society, and the environment. Mary Dou-
glas [10] further stated that ”an individual’s main objective in consumption is to help create
the social world and find a credible place in it” (quoted in [6] (p. 5)). Therefore, in this
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approach, consumption is primarily a social process and a symbolic action rather than the
”drive to meet basic needs such as food, shelter, or clothing” [11] (pp. 3–4).

2.2. High-Growth Economies and Environmental Degradation

Schor [11] stated that fast-growing economies have high productivity growth, which of-
ten leads to higher salaries rather than extra leisure time. “Being busy” has become the
primary symbolic source of ”a full and valued life” [1] (p. 6). On the other hand, psycholog-
ical literature shows how this upsurge in materialist values due to higher salaries and a lack
of leisure time are negatively correlated with well-being [11]. High-growth economies and
time-deprived lifestyles fail to provide us with the foundation for a fulfilling life, but how
does it affect our planet?

The Environmental Kuznets Curve (EKC) theory posits a link between economic devel-
opment and environmental degradation and demonstrates that environmental degradation
increases up to a point as economies grow and ”decreases as income exceeds a threshold
level”. [12] (p. 85). Therefore, it suggests that economic development can be achieved
without further environmental degradation or even in combination with ecological sustain-
ability [12]. However, there is disagreement among critics about the potential of economic
growth to benefit environmental degradation. Unrestrained growth is, in fact, the source,
not the solution, of environmental degradation. Moreover, research demonstrates its
contribution to social inequality and decreased quality of life [13].

Neo-Marxists have concentrated their research on environmental sociology regarding
the “treadmill of production” [14]. The focus here lies on the ”continuity of the capi-
talist character of modern production and consumption systems”, which are damaging
the natural capital that supports these systems [15] (p. 540). Studies in this tradition
indicate how production and consumption structures need transforming, as they con-
tain inherently capitalist patterns of “accumulation and exploitation”. As long as this
“industrial-capitalist character of production-consumption systems” remains, the envi-
ronment will suffer the consequences [15] (p. 540). Therefore, the question is: can we
change the dominant consumption culture inherent in our industrial-capitalist society by
adopting radically different lifestyles that focus more on the value of time rather than the
accumulation of things?

2.3. Pro-Environmental Consumer Behaviour

While ecological degradation seems primarily driven by “production”, this approach
ignores that all production is carried out with the purpose of consumption. Until the early
nineties, much of the research done regarding sustainable consumption focused on the
side of the producer, with relatively few studies considering or focusing primarily on
the consumer [16]. Since then, attention towards the consumer perspective has increased
considerably within the fields of consumer research, marketing, and (environmental)
psychology [17–20]. For example, Dietz et al. [21] highlighted two lines of reasoning
within the field of environmental values. On the one hand, according to the Values-
Beliefs-Norms (VBN) theory, certain values (such as altruism), beliefs (such as ecological
worldview), and personal norms influence pro-environmental behaviour. On the other
hand, the focus has been set on postmaterialist theory, assuming that when basic needs are
met, one has more attention towards environmental concerns and is inclined to engage in
pro-environmental behaviours [21].

Continued increases in consumption are not compatible with sustainable development,
considering that ”current rates of resource use are already exceeding sustainable levels” [22]
(p. 8). Only when some or all of the increased labour productivity results in increased
leisure time will environmental benefits rise [23]. One way to increase leisure time is by
voluntarily reducing working hours and thereby income, which has been referred to in the
literature as “downshifting” or “a Voluntary Simplicity Lifestyle” [4,24,25]. These terms
refer to a decrease in working hours and an increase in leisure time, which could offer
individuals a possible solution to work-related stress, both physical and mental, and,
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in return, improve quality of life [26]. Furthermore, a voluntary shift to shorter working
hours could also provide environmental payoffs: on the one hand, a lower income reduces
total consumption; on the other hand, more leisure time weakens materialist values,
thereby creating greater mindfulness about how we consume [4].

Without a decrease in absolute working hours, and thereby income, most consumers
will not change how much they consume. Instead, the focus of the environmentally-
conscious consumer may shift towards “green” consumption in an attempt to engage
in more altruistic behaviour [27]. In reference to Veblen’s theory of ”conspicuous con-
sumption”, products have both a utilitarian and symbolic function [7]. Consumers may
therefore also choose to adopt “green” purchasing behaviour in an attempt to display
their social status. Consumer research has demonstrated this link between peer opinions
and green purchasing behaviour [28–30]. “Sustainable” consumption requires that people
consume less, which requires intervention at a preventative level, whereas the aim of
“green” consumerism is not to change the system but simply to change the products that
are being made and consumed, which directs the pressure to drive “the system towards
sustainability” toward the consumer [27] (p. 16).

The question of what shapes pro-environmental behaviour is a complex one that “cannot
be visualised through one single framework or diagram” [31] (p. 239). Steg and Vlek [32]
indicated four key issues for encouraging pro-environmental behaviour: (1) the behaviours
that need to be changed; (2) factors influencing relevant behaviour; (3) interventions needed
to encourage pro-environmental behaviour; and (4) the effects of such interventions. Re-
garding values underlying pro-environmental behaviour, it is generally believed that
people adhering to altruistic or biospheric values are more engaged in pro-environmental
behaviour, while extrinsically motivated people with a strong competitive orientation
are less likely to make pro-environmental choices [21,31,32]. In line with postmateri-
alist theory, Kollmuss and Agyeman [31] claimed that once people have “satisfied their
personal needs”, they are more likely to act ecologically. This way, they will have “more re-
sources (time, money, [and] energy) to care about bigger, less personal social and pro-
environmental issues” [31] (p. 244). It is precisely these resources, time, money, and energy,
which are relevant to the question of whether shorter working weeks can result in more
pro-environmental behaviour. Furthermore, considering that our society needs people
to consume more sustainably, the strong competitive objectives of society, which inhibit
pro-environmental action, need to be addressed first.

Much research has focused on the “value-action gap” or “knowledge-action gap” in
sustainable consumption, which refers to the gap between individual consumers’ values
and attitudes towards pro-environmental behaviour [33]. Warde [34], however, stated that
“values do not instigate behaviour” (p. 197). Instead, habits and habituation structure
everyday practices that are supported by routines. Whereas policy approaches, such as
Thaler and Sunstein’s [9] “nudge theory”, see the individual as the root of the problem,
and the solution, a practice-theoretical approach frames the concept of “practice” as the
object of analysis: practices produce “individuals and their values, knowledge, and capa-
bilities, and not the other way around” [35] (p. 815). In this view, individuals are carriers
of practice, who routinely perform actions “in accordance with shared understandings of
normality” [36] (pp. 116–117). Through the performance, or the “doing”, of the practices,
the practices themselves are reproduced, modified, and changed. Consumption is, there-
fore, a moment in almost every practice, and consumer wants and desires thus emerge from
these practices [37]. In this view, if our daily habits and routines structure our consumer
habits, a sudden and drastic change in these routines could potentially change how we
consume [6].

2.4. The Potential for Work Time Reduction Policies

Bocken and Short [38] argued that sustainable consumption’s long-term goal must
be: “societal aspirations that are fair for everyone; business models that add human value
without taking away environmental value; and an economy which is stable and yet sus-
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tainable” [38] (p. 42). The literature demonstrates the potential of work time reduction
policies to benefit all three pillars of sustainability simultaneously: society, the environment,
and the economy. This study mainly focused on the social and environmental benefits
of work time reduction; the economic benefits were beyond the scope of this paper. Con-
cerning the social pillar of sustainability, both Hill et al. [39] and Zuzanek [40] addressed
the problem of time pressure on well-being; research shows that flexibility in the timing
and location of work can positively affect the balance between work and family [39,40].
Southerton’s [1] research on “harriedness” explored how people relate to the problem of
the “time squeeze”, and explained it as one of the “allocating practices” to create more
time for social interaction with family, friends, or work colleagues [1] (p. 22). An overspill
within one sectioned-off time frame, e.g., work, can therefore result in less time for others,
family, or the “self” [1]. Thus, perceived flexibility in the working week, rather than an
absolute reduction in working hours, could balance work and non-work-related activities.
Moreover, Speth et al. [41] indicated how working time reductions could benefit our well-
being even if this corresponds to a lower income. Shorter work times or increased work
flexibility could create more time for unstructured activities, such as exercise, volunteer-
ing, creative activities, and community engagement, which positively benefit subjective
well-being and the environment [23].

The literature demonstrates how a combination of shorter working hours and ‘per-
ceived’ flexibility in how and when we work can significantly benefit our well-being,
the balance between work and family, and the environment. However, an area that requires
more research is in its effect on the balance between work and the individual. From here
on, this balance is referred to as the balance between work and “self”. The impact of work
on interests outside of the work and family domains requires further research; therefore,
this paper aimed to address this gap in the literature. Furthermore, this study aimed to
demonstrate the potential benefits of increased leisure time on pro-environmental con-
sumption behaviour.

3. Methodology
3.1. Research Design

For narrative inquiry, face-to-face interviews were preferred, considering that this
interviewing method allows for more in-depth data collection and a more comprehensive
understanding [42]. Participants are more willing to engage in a more extended interview if
they are conducted face-to-face since they will have a greater commitment to participate [42].
However, due to the contingencies of the COVID-19 restrictions, interviews were conducted
via the digital platform Zoom. Zoom was expected to allow for a more comfortable and
relaxed interaction than a phone interview would, especially when questions touched upon
sensitive topics. Interviews varied in length between 40 to 60 min and, with consent from all
participants, were recorded and then transcribed verbatim. Before the start of the interview,
all participants were informed of the research topic and objectives, after which participants
were asked for verbal consent to record and use the interview for research purposes.

Most interviews were in English since this was the first language of most, but not
all, participants. Those whose first language was not English but had sufficient spoken
command also did their interview in English; native Dutch participants were interviewed
in Dutch. Where possible, participants were interviewed in their first language to aid the
fluidity of the narration.

For this study, an ask-and-answer format of a conventional semi-structured interview
would not have created the required depth of inquiry. On the other hand, a completely
unstructured format lacked the direction the interviews needed and raised the vital issue
of reliability: to what extent “do [the] respondents’ answers to [the] prepared questions
actually reflect their own experiences?” [43]. Therefore, a more fluid form of interviewing
would enhance this research’s reliability since the interviews aimed to capture the subjective
experience of work and time during the lockdown.
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Anderson and Kirkpatrick [44] stated that “[n]arratives may come closer to represent-
ing the context and integrity of people’s lives than more quantitative means of research”
(p. 631). However, most participants needed some degree of structure to keep the inter-
views going in the right direction. Interviews were therefore structured around the themes
of work and time, and questions were asked sparingly to avoid influencing participants’
narratives, but appropriately, to steer the attention away from fears surrounding the virus
and towards the topics being researched. Thus, a narrative, semi-structured interviewing
approach provided participants with a structure, while still providing the freedom to
elaborate. Questions were prepared before the interview, but were only used when needed;
some participants required more steering, whereas others were comfortable narrating their
individual experiences without much guidance. This method encouraged storytelling,
without leading it to avoid an interviewer’s bias, to gain “authentic, participant-driven
narratives of personal experience” [45] (p. 2).

Another reason why the framework of a structured interview was not preferred is
because interview questions “are meant to be used consistently during each interview
to ensure neutrality and validity” [45] (p. 3). Since storytelling was greatly encouraged,
a structured interview would only interrupt participants and also imply that questions had
to be answered clearly and concisely. As a consequence, participants would not feel invited
to respond to questions in a more narrative and reflective manner. Therefore, participants
were stimulated to expand on their answers by giving verbal or non-verbal feedback.
This approach also worked best with the digital platform used for the interviews.

Lastly, this style of interviewing, blending elements from the more standard semi-
structured interview and narrative inquiry, gives participants “time to reflect and examine
the transformative aspects of their narratives, while still focusing on their experiences
within a single phenomenon of interest” [45] (p. 5). This “funnelled approach” gives the
interviewees a structure around which to build their own experiences, and therefore the
interaction between researcher and participants is not usually required [45].

3.2. Data Collection and Analysis

This study recruited a total of 10 participants. The decision to conduct 10 narrative
interviews for the research was informed by the handbook of Creswell [46], which sug-
gested a minimum of two to three participants for narrative inquiry. Narrative inquiry
does not have strict rules concerning the number of participants, as interviews aim to
capture the individual experience which might give valuable, unexpected information [47].
Narrative inquiry does not aim to “capture truth”, and it, therefore, does not aim to be gen-
eralisable. Rather, the “narratives discussed provide an avenue for further exploration” [48]
(p. 127).

Chertkovskaya et al. [49] argued that “the present [COVID-19 crisis] constitutes a
crucial moment for critical reflection and raises a series of urgent questions: what is our
relationship with the family, community, environment and the state?” (p. 2). This research,
therefore, aimed to capture the individual experience of leisure time and work during
this global phenomenon in an attempt to critically reflect on what this might mean for
a future, post-pandemic society. The research was conducted between June and August
2020, during, and right after, the height of the COVID-19 pandemic. Participants were
either based in the United Kingdom (UK) or the Netherlands. Participants were recruited
in these two countries for a specific reason: in these two countries, participants enjoyed a
certain amount of freedom, in comparison to other EU countries, to go out for shopping,
fresh air, or exercise. Moreover, participants located in the Netherlands continued to enjoy
the freedom to meet with others while, in contrast, those in the UK followed much stricter
rules during the official period of lockdown. Recruitment was solely performed through
digital means and word of mouth.

The selection took place by “convenience sampling”, and all participants were re-
cruited based on specific criteria. Firstly, participants were either “furloughed” or working
from home during the COVID-19 lockdown. “Furlough” is a term exclusively used in
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the UK; however, the Dutch government adopted a similar scheme in the Netherlands.
In the UK, the furlough scheme guaranteed furloughed employees up to 80% of their
usual income, whereas the Dutch government scheme covered 90% of people’s pre-COVID
salary [50,51]. All participants, therefore, continued to receive an income during the
COVID-19 lockdown.

This study purposely recruited participants on these financial grounds; without a
furlough scheme or continuous income from working from home, results would likely have
been vastly different due to the added element of financial stress. Stress influences how we
experience our leisure time [52]. Secondly, the study participants were either child-less or
no longer financially or emotionally responsible for children. Previous research has focused
on how long working hours affect the balance between paid work and family, but little
research has focused on its effect on the balance between work and the “self” [39,53,54].
Here, the balance between work and “self” concerns any activities that do not exist within
the domain of either family or work. Shove et al. [55] stated that “changing patterns of
[paid] work and leisure imply a restructuring of a person’s daily routines, from leisure and
childcare through to cooking and time spent with friends and relatives, as time is necessarily
reallocated between activities” (as cited in [23] (p. 12)). In connection to Shove et al. [55],
this study aimed to research how participants spent their leisure time during the COVID-
19 lockdown without such childcare duties or many opportunities to spend “time with
friends and relatives”. Moreover, by omitting family and “childcare duties”, fewer gender
differences were expected to arise in how participants spent non-working hours during the
lockdown; research still showed a disproportional gender division for unpaid household
labour [56].

After transcription, pseudonyms were given to each participant to maintain anonymity.
All transcripts, adding up to almost 40,000 words, were then organised and coded within
the qualitative research software NVivo12. This research adopted a theoretical thematic
analysis approach as a method “for identifying, analysing and reporting patterns [of mean-
ing] within data” [57] (p. 79). The analysis was driven by the theoretical interest in the area
rather than the data itself; this provided a detailed analysis of specific aspects of the data
which is of interest to the research question [57]. The analysis procedure involved listening,
close reading, reflecting upon the transcripts, and identifying themes within each interview.
Initial labels were grouped, categorised, and/or merged using axial coding. These groups
of data were then organised under bigger, over-arching themes that arose from the analyses
of the interviews and represented meaning across the data. Important to note is that a
theme, or code, is not dependent on prevalence, which is a quantifiable measure, but rather
“whether it captures something important in relation to the overall research question” [57]
(p. 82). A “good code” captures “the qualitative richness of the phenomenon” which is
being studied; in this case, the COVID-19 lockdown ([58] (p. 1) quoted in [59] (p. 83)).

Even though the systematic process described above is presented as linear, the thematic
research analysis is, in fact, iterative and reflective [59]. After the initial coding stage,
further reflection on the transcripts led to a richer and more intricate web of themes and
codes, and an overview of the richness of the data. There is too little space to explore all
the ways the gathered data demonstrates overlap in themes between all ten interviews;
therefore, this paper focused on the most prominent themes and sub-themes that arose out
of the analysis.

Interviews were structured around two overarching themes: work and time. Within these
two themes, various sub-themes arose. The sub-themes discussed in this section of the
paper were the most prominent codes that emerged from the data. For ease of discussion,
the analysis that follows separates codes into sub-themes within the two overarching
themes mentioned above, work and time, while recognising the significant overlap and
interconnection within and between these themes.
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3.3. Rigour of the Research

Firstly, while we can expect there to be differences in class or race and differences in
sexual or gender identities among participants, this paper made no comparisons on these
grounds at this stage. Instead, this study focused on the broader themes that have come
out of the data and across all participants.

Secondly, this study recognised the possible implications of conducting the interviews
via the digital platform of Zoom, which may have been less comfortable for some par-
ticipants than others. The individual level of discomfort could have affected the flow
of the conversation and influenced the responses to the interview questions. For exam-
ple, one participant reflected on how their job pre-COVID-19 was making them quite
unhappy. They remained somewhat reluctant to expand on this topic, which could have
been due to the sensitivity of the issue or the interview style. Furthermore, Zoom did not
facilitate eye contact, which can help to establish a more trustworthy environment [39].
Most participants, however, relaxed as the interview went on, which is reflected in the
length of the answers given to later questions. Whereas the initial questions may have
been answered quickly, participants were more relaxed and comfortable narrating their
experiences later on.

Thirdly, interviews were audio-recorded but not video-recorded. Possible non-verbal
communication was interpreted at the interview stage, but not part of the analysis. Follow-
ing Paddock [48], the focus within this research was on capturing the subjective experience
of time and work during the COVID-19 pandemic, which was most often reflected through
unstructured and uninterrupted narration. The interviews were conducted with both
native and non-native speakers, and analysis, therefore, did not focus on language use.
The focus was on what was being narrated rather than how the stories were told. The anal-
ysis focused on the ”semantics of narrated ‘experience’, and not the syntax of ‘storied
events’” [48] (p. 126).

As Anderson and Kirkpatrick [44] stated, “narrative research like all qualitative
research does not set out to be generalizable and may only involve a small set of inter-
views” [44] (p. 633). The findings in this study can, therefore, not be generalised, but they
merely provide a direction for further exploration.

To promote internal validity in the research, interviews were recorded and transcribed
before connections between the different concepts were made. The themes and codes which
arose from the data can be connected to the literature, which contributes to the validity of
the research.

4. Results and Discussion

Out of all participants, six participants were furloughed, and four were working
from home during the COVID-19 lockdown. Participants were located in either the UK
or the Netherlands, which slightly altered what each situation looked like financially;
furloughed participants continued to receive a minimum of 80% of their monthly income,
or a minimum of 80% of their average income over the last three months. Participants who
continued to work from home were receiving their usual salary; the impact of sudden
financial stress could have negatively influenced the experience of leisure time during the
COVID-19 lockdown. This paper recognised that participants would have experienced
varying degrees of stress for different reasons during the lockdown, as this was not a
controlled environment. A detailed overview of the study participants is provided in
Appendix A.

Some participants of the study had part-time work while others worked full-time.
This research aimed to capture the subjective experience of the balance between work and
“self”, regardless of how many hours participants were involved in paid employment.
Moreover, an absolute number of paid working hours does not tell us anything about how
many hours of unpaid work people do, for example, in the form of housework or care
for others [56]. Therefore, this study aimed to explore how flexibility and autonomy in
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structuring paid work could increase subjective well-being, improve the balance between
work and the “self”, and, lastly, lower material consumer aspirations.

As stated earlier, while we can expect there to be differences between the participants
based on age, gender, class, which may affect how people spend their time, this paper did
not consider these differences at this stage.

4.1. Work

Within the theme of work, the discussion focuses on two aspects of work: why people
work, and what participants gained with relevance to the balance between work and
life during the COVID-19 lockdown. This research aimed to explore what participants
value about their job and work in general, and which physical, psychological, and social
benefits they may have experienced during the COVID-19 lockdown. Furthermore, how do
these physical, psychological, and social benefits change the balance between work and
the “self”?

4.1.1. Why We Work
Connection and Belonging

Throughout the interviews, most participants reflected on the social connections they
gain through work, and some participants shared how work can confirm what we are good
at. Furthermore, a job has the potential to create feelings of belonging, which make us feel
needed and our work significant [60]. On the other hand, if work has this critical social
function, it can also create the opposite; feelings of not fitting in can hurt both our work
productivity, and our experience of both work and leisure time [60].

David (25) was one of the participants who had been furloughed since the start of the
first lockdown in the UK and usually worked a 9-to-5 job as a mechanical workshop tech-
nician. David’s situation demonstrated how an unpleasant work environment, which he
referred to as both “mentally draining” and “challenging”, can harm how we use our free
time, and our relationships:

Being at home has sort of made me realise that you know, there is more to life than going
to and from work, and then coming home from work you are tired, and you’re not doing
much on weekends. It’s mentally draining. It is quite sad when I get a day off, when me
and my partner are both off and, I do not really want to do anything because I’m very
tired, and it causes a lot of strain on our relationship. - David, 25.

Nina (29) had been working from home since March when the marketing company
had to close its office in Bristol. She shares how she enjoyed her job even though it was
“quite stressful”. Her job gave her autonomy over her work projects, and she enjoyed the
responsibility in completing a project and the creativity that was part of the process:

I like to see an idea, a creative idea, develop. To start a project from the beginning and
see it become reality. I like to have control over the project. And I’m good at what I do.
- Nina, 29.

This quote demonstrates that Nina enjoyed being good at what she does. Still, she also
enjoyed having control and a certain level of autonomy over the process, which is also an
element of intrinsic motivation. Intrinsic motivation is directly linked to “positively valued
experiences”, more so than extrinsic motivation is [60] (p. 77). The importance of autonomy
is further discussed in Section 4.1.2.

Similarly to Nina, India (26), who was furloughed from her part-time bar job, en-
joyed the responsibility she gained through her work. She took pride in not only managing
the bar by herself but also in giving people a good time:

It’s nice to make people feel comfortable, [ . . . ] being able to give them a nice experience,
even though it is only a tiny part of their day. So I like that. Then [ . . . ] we work on our
own usually, which is a big responsibility. It’s a nice challenge and achievement because
the work itself is [ . . . ] not necessarily challenging. - India, 26.
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India’s narrative shows how “being able to give [people] a nice experience” gave her a
feeling of achievement. This approach demonstrates intrinsic motivation, as she enjoyed
providing customers with a friendly environment without the promise of extra rewards.
This aspect of her job gave her satisfaction, especially since the job itself was “not necessarily
challenging”. Both India and Nina explained how responsibility and autonomy in their jobs
provided a challenging environment, which ultimately fed into intrinsic motivation and led
to job satisfaction [61]. Furthermore, most participants of the study frequently discussed
various aspects of work demonstrating elements of intrinsic motivation. Examples of
external motivation were frequent in the narrations.

Fundamental to work satisfaction is the social aspect; most participants talked about
colleagues and social interactions in response to what they missed most about work pre-
lockdown. Especially participants who continued to work from home missed the social
aspect of work. Like Nina, Martha (59) had been working from home since the start of
the first lockdown in the Netherlands. For Martha, the change to working from home
had no practical disadvantages. However, it did have social implications; there was less
connection within the team, and less pleasure working together when all communication
happened through digital means.

Furthermore, when working from the office is optional, navigating schedules can be
tricky and time-consuming. For Martha, working from home full-time, therefore, negatively
affected her level of work satisfaction. Worth noting, however, is that Martha usually had a
busy and rewarding social life. Without the social-distancing restrictions of the COVID-19
pandemic, there would be more opportunities for socialisation and a healthier work and
life balance.

Structure and Routine

Work provides structure and routine to our daily lives. Most people spend a certain
amount of time on paid work, which creates a structure around which we organise our
leisure time and social events. The COVID-19 crisis changed people’s patterns of work
and leisure, which implied “a restructuring of a person’s daily routine” [23] (p. 12).
Some participants struggled more with these changes than others.

Ella (28) shared how she experienced pressure during the lockdown to spend her
increased leisure time “wisely”. Ella is a full-time assistant manager for a furniture shop in
central Bristol, and she shares an apartment with her partner, David. To the question of
what she missed most about work, she responded:

I think I miss the most a routine. Because obviously when I am at home it is very easy to
fall back into a [ . . . ] very lazy, waking up quite late, going to bed quite late again, so I
did miss a routine sometimes of a way to fill my days. I would enjoy having a routine a bit
more and waking up and having a purpose of my day, but I did enjoy having autonomy
over that routine, and over the structure of my day. - Ella, 28.

Here, Ella shared how a routine led to the feeling of “purpose” in her day, but she
also stated that while she missed having a routine, she enjoyed increased time autonomy.
Furthermore, she described how routine links to the feeling of “purpose”; a routine di-
vides the day into blocks of time and made her feel more “productive” and “purposeful”.
Eleonora (31) was furloughed from her job as a commis in a restaurant in central Bristol.
On the one hand, she appreciated having a slower, more mindful, and less hasty routine,
and a more predictable structure to her week during the lockdown. On the other hand,
all her life, she has felt that “when [she works], [she is] productive”.

For many participants, a routine seemed a requirement for a “productive” and “mean-
ingful” day since time was considered as something that should not be “wasted but
utilised” [1] (p. 12). India shared how going back to work straight after the first lockdown
in the Netherlands ended made her realise how “healthy it is to keep busy with something,
and have a routine, [to be] productive in that sense”. Repetitive thoughts of needing to be “pro-
ductive”, seen in most participants’ interviews, could cause distress throughout their days.
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Moreover, judging from the interviews, productivity is perceived in connection to work
rather than leisure time. The topic of “productivity” is discussed in-depth in Section 4.2.1.

4.1.2. Work and the Lockdown
Autonomy

This section explores what participants gained during the first lockdown with rele-
vance to work and the balance between work and self. A topic that recurred throughout
all interviews was “autonomy”, i.e., autonomy of time spent working and time spent not
working and of the balance between the two. Both furloughed participants and those work-
ing from home shared how the balance between work and life increased. Participants who
were working from home shared how increased flexibility in working times gave them
more leisure time without working fewer hours. Most had not just gained time after work,
but also during the day. Nina shared that, since working from home, she started to take
off an hour or two every afternoon to get outside, go on a hike, or do some yoga. She also
shared how she appreciated being able to decide to work more on busy days, and less on
days when she was “waiting around” for other colleagues. Regarding what she will miss
most about working from home, she said:

I will miss my daily freedom. Because I am the owner of my time now. I can now decide
when I work a long day, 7 or 8 h, technically, or when I only work a half-day for example.
So it’s my own responsibility. Working from home, I am able to do those things and
benefit from them. Because it’s good for me to take a break from the screen, get fresh air,
or do exercise and then get back to work. [ . . . ] it helps me focus. - Nina, 29.

Nina touched upon the critical connection of work and health, both physical and
mental; the ability to structure our own time, and precisely the time we work, allows us
to take breaks more often. Research demonstrates the benefit of frequent short breaks on
employee well-being, productivity, and health, which in turn leads to lower health care
costs [62,63].

As discussed earlier, Ella was looking forward to going back to a more structured
work routine; however, she did “enjoy having authority over this new routine, and over the
structure of [her] day”.

I appreciated the possibility to take time to do things, as opposed to rushing. When I
come back from work it is 7 o’clock, I make dinner or we watch a movie and that’s about
it because I don’t really want to do anything else. I realised I can do so much more with
my time when I have a full day [rather than just evenings] off. - Ella, 28.

For the past year, Martha was working four days from the office, and one day from
home, which made her the only participant who had previously experienced the benefits of
flexibility and autonomy over her work routine. Regarding her pre-COVID-19 lockdown
working routine, she shared the following:

One day a week I don’t have to rush, I do not have to commute [which is usually 40 min
one way], I can also start later and work until later. So it is much more flexible. Also,
I can easily do something in the home that needs doing, which before had to wait until the
weekend. - Martha, 59.

Working from home one day a week gave Martha flexibility in the organisation of her
schedule. This flexibility decreased stress and gave her the feeling of “having a lot more time”
compared to working a usual nine-to-five from the office, which demonstrates the potential
benefit of “perceived” extra leisure time due to increased flexibility, rather than an absolute
increase in leisure hours. Martha did not feel strongly about wanting to further change
her working pattern, unlike participants who did not have any flexibility in their location
of work or working schedule. A study by Ryan et al. [64] stated that people experience
an increased feeling of well-being at weekends; this is not because of disliking their job,
but due to an increased sense of autonomy of the unforced activities they engage in during
non-working hours. The next section further discusses the need for such “unforced leisure
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activities” for both personal well-being and increased productivity. Furthermore, a change
in how we spend our leisure time could benefit environmental sustainability.

4.2. Time

Southerton [1] stated that both work and consumption are practices for which we
allocate a certain amount of time; if either of these practices takes more time than allocated
for, less will be available for others. Most often, our leisure time and time spent connecting
with others have to make way for increased working hours [1]. The first COVID-19 lock-
down created an increase in leisure time for the participants of this study. The interviews
reflected the subjective experience of time during the lockdown, and this section, therefore,
explores how participants spent this time, given the fact that opportunities for consumer
activities and social interaction were limited.

4.2.1. “Wasting Time”: On Productivity

Throughout the interviews, the topics of “usefulness” and “productivity” recurred.
Surprisingly, these topics were predominantly discussed by furloughed participants and
not those working from home. Without work, most furloughed participants struggled with
feelings of stress over how to spend this leisure time in a “productive” way. According to
a study by Sonnentag et al. [65], workers must have the ability to “switch off” mentally,
to detach psychologically during non-work hours, as it allows them to be “more productive,
engaged on the job, and convivial with colleagues” (p. 273). Therefore, a more flexible
or shorter working week, which allows us to create more “unproductive, non-work mo-
ments”, can instead make us more productive. Furthermore, it can make us more sociable
colleagues [56]. This section discusses the participants’ experience of “productivity” dur-
ing the lockdown, and how the pressure of “productivity” can negatively influence the
experience of leisure time.

Ella experienced the pressure of having to “make something out of the day” for it not to
be a “waste”. A good day during the lockdown was a productive day, and on bad days,
negative thoughts about “unproductivity” would dominate. For Ella, a lack of structure and
routine, usually provided by her job around which she structured her social and personal
activities, felt overwhelming [23]. Some days she felt optimistic, active, and motivated.
On these days, she engaged in activities such as baking and reading, and savoured quality
time with her partner. Other days presented a vicious cycle; the pressure of having to use
time “wisely” was overwhelming, which then resulted in an “unproductive” day with

“so much nothingness”. Eleonora shared a similar feeling of pressure to fill time as “too much
free time is something [she did not] know how to handle”. She explained how work keeps
‘her mind busy” and distracted. This discussion suggests that we are so used to structure
our lives around work that it forms part of our identity; we may not know what to do or
who we are without it.

The interviews reflected how most participants experienced pressures of “productiv-
ity” during the lockdown. Moreover, pressures of “productivity” arose when participants
compared themselves to those around them. For example, some participants believed
they were “wasting” time because friends or family started an online course or decided to
learn a new language, and they did not. Pressures of “productivity” can be linked back to
Veblen’s idea of conspicuous consumption: a capitalist society puts so much value on leisure
time, since it is so limited, that only those with an abundance of it can justify “wasting”
it [7]. Before the COVID-19 pandemic, India had started a master’s program in art history
hoping it would “feed into her creativity”, but decided to drop out when the program did
not live up to its expectations:

I think it was really enlightening to question what productivity means and how all of us,
engaging in society, Western society, have just been programmed to see life as this, from A
to B, from doing to doing, and from learning to learning, and we measure ourselves
by what we achieve [ . . . ] but we are also something without doing all those things,
without a job or without another degree, or without a promotion. - India, 26.
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According to India, productivity is part of today’s society; it tells us to measure our
self-worth based on our achievements and our productivity. Moreover, India implied that
productivity leads to more, i.e., wanting more, learning more, and doing more. Moreover,
if the emphasis is on more, we can never be content with where we are at a certain point in
time. This idea suggests that if we do not aim for more, and extrinsic rather than intrinsic
goals, we are not productive members of society [66]. Giacomo (30), a part-time employee
at a Bristol-based restaurant, shared India’s opinion: he stated that “we are used to filling
our time with work and being busy and useful”. With too much time on our hands, we worry
about how to spend it. However, Giacomo believed that the lockdown has given people
the realisation that “we don’t need to work so much, and we don’t need so much money”:

Because we couldn’t spend so much [money] over the past few months, not on restaurants,
going out to bars, but I have found out from talking to friends, that that’s not what
we missed the most. So we can do with less money, and we can do with less work.
- Giacomo, 30.

Jack (27), a part-time student and part-time research intern, was also of the opinion
that productivity and busyness are societal issues:

I think it could teach people something, lockdown, that we always feel we have to be
productive. Work more, work harder, and it’s never enough. Because someone else
always works harder than us and always has more than us. And that’s what we aspire to.
- Jack, 27.

Productivity often feeds into the need to be busy, which has become the “main source
of a full and valued life” [1] (p. 6). However, research shows no link between higher
working hours and productivity; in fact, Nyland [67] argued that a reduction in working
hours has “a strong positive association with higher [labour] productivity” ([67] quoted
in [68] (p. 76)). India also believed that people “cannot help but compare [themselves] to others”;
the comparison is inherent to vertical aspiration [11] (pp. 5–6).

Both India’s and Jack’s observations can be linked to research by Kasser [66] and
Kasser and Sheldon [61]. They stated that the idea that material affluence brings happiness
is “fundamental to the ideology of capitalistic, consumer-based economies” (p. 243).
As discussed earlier in this study, in a capitalist society, increased productivity leads to
higher wages rather than more leisure time which creates a “cycle of work and spend” [11]
(p. 9). However, research also shows a link between consumer aspirations and lower
personal well-being. If these materialistic aspirations lead to lower levels of well-being,
should we be celebrating competition, productivity, and wealth in society [62]? Moreover,
given the fact that current and predicted patterns of consumption are not sustainable,
this materialistic “cycle of work and spend” should be reformed if we are serious about
creating sustainable development [62] (p. 243).

4.2.2. Time for Social Connection

All participants agreed on one main thing: they struggled most with restrictions on
social interaction and engagements. Those living with partners and/or friends were able to
spend more time with each other, whereas those residing alone shared that they struggled
with social isolation from time to time. Participants located in the Netherlands continued
to enjoy the freedom to meet with others, as long as social distancing rules were strictly
adhered to. In contrast, those in the UK followed much stricter rules during the official
period of lockdown. The level of enjoyment during the lockdown and struggle with social
restrictions could, therefore, have been influenced by these geographical differences.

Overall, most participants agreed that without the stress from work and everyday life,
there was more time and “space” for connection that did not revolve around going out and
spending time and money in bars, restaurants, or clubs. Instead, several participants stated
that the level of connection increased:

Actually, being in lockdown, a lot of people have sort of acknowledged the distance we
have from each other, so I’ve been able to talk to my parents, my brother, and some other
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friends a lot more, albeit not face to face but I have much more meaningful conversations
with people. And I feel that my friendships have done a lot better from it. - David, 25.

According to David, the lockdown has provided time for reflection on “what you do to
enjoy yourself, and whether you actually find that enjoyable”. Social appointments often revolve
around “going out”, i.e., spending time and money with people outside of the domestic
realm. Instead, David found it beneficial “to have meaningful time with people, rather than
having to go out of our way to do something”. For him, and most participants, social interaction
was more meaningful, intimate, and enjoyable without the pressure to “do something”, i.e.,
going out and spending money.

India shared how she was not only more connected to friends and family, but that she
also observed more connection between strangers on the street in Amsterdam:

Firstly, people were more open to one another. So I kind of felt this ”togetherness”. It was
easier to make a connection with someone. There was more eye contact when you walked
past someone in the street. It felt like we really valued this connection with each other.
- India, 26.

India found it easier to have social interaction with people, even with those she
did not know well. Moreover, her word choice is noteworthy; during this period of
lockdown, a meaningful connection was considered something incredibly “valuable”.
Other participants witnessed this connection between strangers and neighbours as well,
which inspired altruistic actions:

I have friends that are a bit closer to the neighbours, they have got to know their neigh-
bours, and helped each other out sometimes. Practically but also, maybe some people
around have been living by themselves and they may really benefit from a simple daily chat.
- Sofia, 28.

According to Sofia, an increase in non-working hours made people more observant of
what is going on around them and what other people may be experiencing on a personal
level. She implied that when we are busy and focused on our personal struggles, we become
less perceptive of these signs. Giacomo shared this opinion, as he stated that one of the
things he enjoyed most during the quarantine was the ability to support others as they
were struggling:

Maybe at the beginning, I was a bit lost as well, for sure, but as soon as I felt better I
wanted to help others because I benefitted from staying in touch with friends, and talking
to friends so I wanted to offer the same. ‘We’re in this together, it’s not so bad, and we
can do this!’ - Giacomo, 30.

Most participants also shared how they found the lockdown significantly less challeng-
ing knowing that everyone was going through it together. As India said, there was a sense
of “togetherness” in going through a global pandemic together and, without connections
found through work, participants aimed to find these connections elsewhere.

Earlier on in this study, participants shared how work provides a vital opportunity for
social interaction and connection. Surprisingly, furloughed participants shared how social
limitations during the lockdown had, in fact, increased the level of connection between peo-
ple. Social interactions became more “meaningful” when participants were not stressed out
by work or meeting to spend time and money outside of the house. Moreover, the respon-
sibility of work made space for the commitment and pleasure of taking care of each other.
It can, therefore, be suggested that, among study participants, material aspirations made
space for more altruistic behaviour. A global lockdown with fewer to no opportunities for
consumer activities forced people to re-assess what is important, which brought people
and communities closer together [7,23].

4.2.3. Time-Consuming Activities

According to Schor [11], “television watching is positively correlated with consumer
expenditures and negatively correlated with savings” [11] (p. 7). As working hours in-
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creased, watching television became the default activity, which led to a rise in materialistic,
consumer aspirations and, as discussed earlier in this paper, a decline in well-being [11].
Participants shared how they were usually not able to save much money and that sav-
ing money was not a priority, but most were able to save more during the lockdown.
Furthermore, even though most participants gained (significantly) more leisure time,
their interviews also showed a wider variety of activities on which to spend leisure time.

During the lockdown, both Ella and her partner were furloughed, but pre-lockdown
they did not get to spend much time together and, instead, they would usually spend
most evenings after work in front of the TV. Ella suggested that she watched a lot less TV
during the lockdown. Earlier, David shared how more leisure time and less work-related
stress greatly benefited the relationship with his partner, and many of his other personal
relationships. More leisure time made both Ella and David excited about the different ways
to spend it, and it benefited their well-being and their relationship. Both shared how they
would appreciate the opportunity for more leisure time to spend together, rather than just
evenings watching TV.

Participants who lived with friends, family, or a partner spent more quality time
together during lockdown compared with pre-COVID-19. Moreover, as discussed earlier,
the pressure to spend time “wisely” and “productively” could negatively affect the day,
but it could also stimulate participants to focus on what they found important. Furthermore,
the interviews demonstrated how a limitation in choices for consumption and spending
time inspired many participants creatively. For example, some participants started baking
bread and cakes and, overall, most found fulfilment in doing more with less. Having less
stimulates our creativity and, as a consequence, it increases our sense of well-being [66].
To illustrate, Giacomo bought a piano right before lockdown to spend his time learning a
new instrument, Sofia started painting, and Eleonora started knitting, which was a creative
hobby she always wanted to try. Other participants spent time reading, writing, painting,
drawing, or looking for new ways to spend time.

During the lockdown, Elena (28), who lives with housemates, gained some extra
leisure time due to working from home, which was time she could not spend with friends
or family. She, therefore, decided to look for alternate ways to spend her time because,
as she said, “there is only so much Netflix you can watch”. For Elena, who loves to cook,
a perceived lack of time had always restricted her creatively:

I’ve always thought ‘one day I’ll try those things’, but I never thought, or believed, I had
time. But I discovered it really takes little effort sometimes to make homemade bread,
or your own tomato sauce or all those little things. So before I would buy a lot of things
out of convenience, and now I realise that it’s really not that difficult. - Elena, 28.

Elena learned that making some of these things from scratch was not as difficult and
time-consuming as she had thought; moreover, they saved her money. Longer working
hours leave us “pressed for time”, but a higher income allows us to outsource time-
consuming activities. We can pay someone to clean our house, pay restaurants to cook for
us, and buy bread and sauces ready-made [1,66]. A voluntary downshift in exchange and a
lower salary could therefore increase participation in DIY activities. For many participants,
however, the acts of cooking and baking during lockdown were less about food or spending
time, and more about the social action of sharing food with good company. Sofia (28),
who was been furloughed from her job as a shop assistant, enjoyed similar activities during
the lockdown:

I always wanted to bake more pizza and focaccia. I like making those things but they are
time-consuming so I don’t do it much, and I usually bake with quick yeast. And I love
bread so I always buy it, but it is expensive. Now I have been experimenting with using a
sourdough starter so that’s been really fun. - Sofia, 28.

Like Elena, Sofia thought that baking bread the traditional way was a time-consuming
and challenging process. However, during the lockdown, she enjoyed experimenting
with sourdough to make a variety of bread products. Even though baking sourdough
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bread demands a more extended time commitment, and more effort, time is not all that
matters; the creativity found in making something from scratch ourselves increases our
well-being [66]. Moreover, Sofia shared how cooking from scratch made her more aware of
how her choices impact the environment. With an increase in free time, while maintaining
a similar income, she had been trying to shop more consciously. How more leisure time
can lead to more conscious consumer behaviour is further discussed in the next section.

Moreover, there is value in the feeling of competence gained through self-reliance, e.g.,
growing our food, baking our bread, repairing our own bike, or repurposing something
we no longer need. Self-reliance, being able to make things ourselves, thus also increases
our well-being [66]. These activities discussed are also considered pro-environmental.
How these types of activities could benefit environmental sustainability is addressed in the
next section as well.

Many participants narrated what their days consisted of while highlighting “small plea-
sures”, such as reading in the garden, cycling on a sunny day, or sharing a meal with others.
India shared how an increase in free time made her enjoy moments in her routine she
previously deemed “tedious” or “mundane”:

During the quarantine, things like making a coffee in the morning were suddenly a big
deal. And very warming. Very wholesome. And that kind of changes when you go
back to [ . . . ] life. Everything feels like a task, a chore, rather than something to enjoy.
- India, 26.

India demonstrated her desire to maintain this appreciation for “small pleasures”
when she goes back to work, and the hurriedness of everyday life picks up again [1].
Furthermore, she shared how appreciating small moments in her routine was “an exercise
in stillness”. Without the stress and distraction of everyday life, India found inspiration in
the mundane and time to finish her book of poetry. Without the time offered by lockdown,
she believed she would have never created time to achieve this goal: “I would have never
taken myself so seriously”.

A focus on small pleasures and “do-it-yourself” also meant that most participants
changed their usual spending patterns during the lockdown. Lockdown gave India time to
reflect on how she lives paycheck to paycheck. India learned the importance of financial
independence and self-reliance for her subjective well-being. The next quote expresses
how India considered the COVID-19 lockdown “a good lesson” and a confrontation with
her patterns of spending and financial dependence:

I am broke, really, really broke, and I’ve had to depend on my father and partner to support
me financially, and I really don’t want that anymore. I realise what it means to be an
adult and that I should be accountable for my spending patterns. So it has really changed
my perception of money. And financial independence. - India, 26.

This section of the study demonstrated how the COVID-19 lockdown increased leisure
time, which participants used to work towards personal goals and creative endeavours.
Moreover, the lockdown created opportunities for time-consuming activities. These ways
of spending time benefit subjective well-being, which in turn helps social relationships.
Furthermore, how the participants spent and appreciated leisure time during the lockdown
could change the future of work and inform sustainable consumption policies. A change
in how we spend time can inspire a shift towards more sustainable consumption [23].
The next section further discusses how shorter or more flexible working week policies
could change the “future of work” and, simultaneously, how it can stimulate more sustain-
able consumption.

4.3. Future of Work

This analysis focused on the most prominent themes and sub-themes to have emerged
from all ten interviews. Multiple participants described the COVID-19 lockdown as a
“lesson” for themselves and for society as a whole. Life is more than work, and a better
balance between the two can have both personal and environmental benefits.
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This study demonstrated that most participants gained multiple benefits from in-
creased leisure time: this was true for both those furloughed and those working from
home. The lockdown led to an increase in leisure time to spend with family and partners,
where possible, given the COVID-19 social distancing restrictions. Moreover, less work
and work-related stress created more unstructured leisure time for (creative) hobbies and
activities for self-development. Furthermore, and surprisingly, more leisure time and a
restriction on how to spend it led to an appreciation for the “small pleasures” in everyday
life. The appreciation of these small pleasures is reflective of a shift in the subjective value
of leisure time.

Moreover, several furloughed participants shared they would choose more leisure
time over a higher income, if given the option. Ella shared how the lockdown made her
realise “how much she can really do with a whole day off”, rather than just an evening. Simi-
larly, both Giacomo and Sofia would also choose more leisure time over a higher income.
These participants also shared how this sudden gain in leisure time was overwhelming
at first, but, after the initial shock, a gift. Several participants used the increased leisure
time to reflect on their personal goals, which may have not been a priority beforehand;
India was able to work full-time on her book of poems, which was a personal goal for years.
On the other hand, both Giacomo and David shared how the lockdown reaffirmed their
need for a change of career. For these participants, an increase in leisure time highlighted
the importance of joy, satisfaction, belonging, and autonomy in work for overall well-being
and social relationships.

The findings of this study demonstrated how the lockdown made participants willing
to “downshift”, work less, and possibly earn a lower salary in exchange for more free
time, since experiencing the personal benefits of more leisure time. As discussed earlier
in this paper, the literature demonstrates how a voluntary reduction in working hours,
which may or may not lower one’s income, can change our consumption patterns [11,22,68].
The connection between leisure time and sustainable consumption is discussed next.

4.4. Can an Increase in Leisure Time Foster more Sustainable Consumption?

As discussed earlier in this paper, Kollmuss and Agyeman [31] stated that the question
of what shapes pro-environmental behaviour is rather complex. The different ways in
which a flexible working week might stimulate pro-environmental behaviour cannot be
discussed at large in this study. This section, therefore, focuses on one aspect of consumer
behaviour that is of interest to this study: pro-environmental behaviour can be either
intentional or non-intentional. In other words, people can purposely make choices that
are, in their eyes, the most pro-environmental choices, or they can make choices for other
reasons, e.g., for stress-relief, physical health, or simply because they do not have the option
to consume (e.g., because of a travel ban during lockdown). The activities are, therefore,
often inherently but non-intentionally pro-environmental.

Sofia focused time and energy on adopting more sustainable consumer habits during
the lockdown. She always tried to shop more sustainably, e.g., she considered “where prod-
ucts come from” or tried to "avoid plastic”, but this was usually more difficult when she
worked more and had less free time. Without access to a car, the shop where she could
afford to buy her food was a 40-min walk away, but during the lockdown, she had time to
walk there once a week. Moreover, as both Sofia and Kollmuss and Agyeman [31] stated,
consumers need time, energy, and money to adopt more sustainable consumption practices
into their routines. This statement suggests that more sustainable consumer behaviour
can be stimulated by the creation of more time to first “[satisfy our] personal needs”,
after which consumers can focus on “social and pro-environmental issues” [31] (p. 244).

One primary way this paper demonstrated a change in consumption is through how
participants spent their time during the lockdown. Sofia was the only participant to make a
conscious and intentional choice to dedicate more free time to sustainable consumer activi-
ties; however, other participants also engaged in more “green” and “pro-environmental”
consumer activities, albeit non-intentionally. Participants took more pleasure in “simple”
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activities, such as cooking, enjoying a cup of coffee in the morning, or a good conversation
with a friend, therefore appreciating “small pleasures”. Moreover, some activities, such as
cooking and baking, could be engaged in for different reasons: for example, they could
be a creative way of spending time, a way of showing appreciation, or an opportunity for
connection by sharing food with others. This research recognised that participants may
only have engaged in these activities since options on how to spend leisure time were
limited. However, participants of the study experienced increased personal and social
well-being, having spent time differently than usual, and having more leisure time to
balance work and non-work obligations.

This study was limited in researching the effect of increased leisure time on inten-
tional pro-environmental consumer behaviour since most opportunities for consumption
disappeared during the COVID-19 lockdown. We can, therefore, not make any predictions
about how participants will continue to consume in a post-pandemic world. As wit-
nessed in several countries after lockdowns, governments have taken measures to return
to “normal” (e.g., [49]). Unfortunately, such measures have also encouraged a return to
business-as-usual to encourage economic revival, hence consumers initially demonstrate
less sustainable behaviour due to a re-introduction of work and unsustainable activities
such as international travel. Still, the interviews also showed how so-called “lessons” on
the value of leisure time and the future of work may not be so easily unlearned. Future re-
search should, therefore, focus more on how an increase in leisure time in a post-pandemic
world changes intentional, sustainable behaviour.

5. Conclusions

This study researched the potential of a restructured working week, i.e., a shorter or a
more flexible working schedule, to improve human well-being, the balance between work
and the “self”, and the environment simultaneously. This study addressed a gap in the
literature: effects of leisure time on the balance between work and the “self”. However,
previous research has also demonstrated the benefits of work flexibility on the work-life
and work-family balance. As stated earlier, the results did not aim to be generalisable.
The interviews aimed to capture the individual experience, and they, therefore, provided an
“avenue for further exploration” [48] (p. 127).

Firstly, the analysis of the interviews provided insight into the social function of work.
Aside from the financial necessity, participants demonstrated their belief that work creates
feelings of connection and belonging; however, it can also create the opposite, which can
harm the experience of leisure time. Moreover, paid work provides our lives with structure
and routine, which results in an increased feeling of productivity.

Secondly, this study explored how a change in the structure of work during the
COVID-19 lockdown may benefit the balance between work and “self”. What have we
learned from this global pandemic with regards to the “future of work”? This research
demonstrated how a restructuring of the workweek, for example, by working from home or
working fewer hours, has the potential to change the individual experience and subjective
value of leisure time.

Moreover, the COVID-19 lockdown created increased opportunities for autonomy
which led to more unforced activities and hence benefited personal productivity. With more
free time, or more flexibility and autonomy over the working schedule, participants recog-
nised the benefit of more time for social connection, increased physical and psychological
well-being, and improved balance between work and “self”.

Furthermore, this study demonstrated that an increase in autonomy can be achieved
through increased flexibility in the working week or a shorter week. Most participants
of the study would choose shorter working hours and an increase of leisure time over
a higher salary, especially when post-pandemic life allows for more freedom and more
opportunities for how to spend leisure time, both together and alone.

Lastly, this study aimed to demonstrate whether more leisure time can change how
we spend our free time. If we have more of it, are we more likely to spend it in pro-
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environmental ways? Moreover, can an increase in leisure time potentially challenge
materialist objectives and thereby address the global problem of overconsumption? At the
start of the lockdown, participants struggled with a negative pressure to use this increase
in leisure time in a “productive” way, since “productivity” was usually seen with relevance
to work and not leisure time. Among all participants, reduced pressures of “productivity”
inspired an appreciation of “small pleasures” and increased appreciation of time for the
“self”, creativity, and time to spend towards personal goals.

Furthermore, this study suggested that an increase in leisure time can lead to both
intentional and non-intentional pro-environmental behaviour; however, the setting of this
research had limited opportunities for researching intentional, sustainable behaviour.

Further Research

Our study had its limitations, which leads to recommendations for further research.
The study recruited participants based on two main criteria. Firstly, participants continued
to receive an income during the first lockdown, either through the “furlough” scheme or
by continuing to work from home. Secondly, the study participants were either child-less
or no longer financially or emotionally responsible for children. Due to these specific
recruitment criteria and the choice for “convenience sampling”, the majority of participants
were under the age of 30. Considering that generation Y and Z are believed to be “greener”
than previous generations, further research with a broader age range could lead to different
insights into the effect of leisure time on pro-environmental behaviour [69,70].

Moreover, while this research was limited on studying intentional sustainable con-
sumption, it could be used to inform further research on how a shorter working week or
more flexible working patterns might change unsustainable behaviour and foster inten-
tional, sustainable consumer behaviour.

While the benefits of work cannot be denied, e.g., financial independence and oppor-
tunities for social interaction, an increase in leisure time was a positive experience for all
participants. Here, we discussed both an increase of total hours of leisure and perceived
increase due to flexible working patterns, which give more opportunity for breaks and,
in turn, benefit subjective well-being, physical and mental health, and the balance between
work and “self”. Additionally, the literature suggests how a shorter working week, or a
more flexible working week, and frequent short breaks dispersed throughout the working
day increase productivity.

Moreover, this study argued for the necessity to implement opportunities to create
more flexibility in the working week. Not everyone will be interested in a shorter working
week with fewer hours and a lower salary. However, increased flexibility can benefit both
employee and employer through increased employee health and well-being, both physical
and psychological, and through a better balance between work and non-work, which would
lower health care costs.

Further research should focus on the connection between leisure time and inten-
tional, sustainable behaviour in a post-lockdown and post-pandemic setting. Options for
consumption, both sustainable and unsustainable, were limited or non-existent during
the lockdown, and this was therefore not something that could be thoroughly studied.
This paper could, therefore, be used as a starting point for further research into the topic of
pro-environmental consumption in a post-pandemic future.
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Appendix A

Table A1. Overview of Participants.

Pseudonym Age Contract Job Furloughed Working from Home

David 25 Full-time Mechanical
Workshop Technician X

Elena 28 Full-time
Administrator/customer
service employee at a
pension company

X

Eleonora 31 Full-time Commis waiter X

Ella 28 Full-time Assistant- manager in a
furniture shop X

Giacomo 30 Part-time Chef/waiter in a restaurant X

India 26 Part-time Bartender X

Jack 27 Part-time Student/research intern X

Martha 59 Full-time Employee at a medical
non-profit organisation X

Nina 28 Full-time Employee at a
marketing compnay X

Sofia 28 Part-time Shop assistant X
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