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Abstract

:

The continuing crisis caused by the novel coronavirus (COVID-19) outbreak has raised significant challenges for the higher education community globally. In South Africa, the government-forced lockdown measures and social distancing containment policy changed working arrangements across sectors and organisations. As a result, academics were forced to work from home (WFH), a task for which they were hardly prepared. Several researchers have engaged the WFH situation of academics to understand the relationship between WFH and productivity. As far as we know, very few studies have tried to describe academics’ WFH experiences in relation to the challenges, including determining possible ways of improving their satisfaction with working from home. We examine in this article the experiences of academics working from home across selected universities in South Africa. Using a qualitative approach and applying Atlas.ti for data analysis, our findings show that working from home in academia is a daunting task requiring extensive organisational, personal, and social adjustments. The population comprised all academics irrespective of any demographic or personality characteristic within the management faculty of the participating universities to secure the anonymity of the respondents. Five themes—inability to adapt, lack of a home office, loneliness and isolation, inability to balance family and work, and improving satisfaction with work from home—were identified as significant variables from the participants’ responses. Our analysis suggests that organisations need to customise approaches to engage with the experiences of academics who work from home during COVID-19 and to develop fit-for-purpose support for these academics. The study contributes to the growing research exploring the relationship between COVID-19 lockdown and work in higher education.
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1. Introduction


COVID-19 and its various strains continue to affect organisational work arrangements. Governments worldwide introduced various confinement measures to curb the virus resulting in many organisations resorting to alternative work arrangements [1]. The COVID-19 pandemic forced millions of people to work outside the traditional office space, a working configuration described by Kniffin et al. [2], as a de facto global experiment of remote working, thus a ‘new normal’. In essence, the pandemic drove a mass social experiment of ‘remote working’, or ‘teleworking’ or ‘work from home’ (WFH), concepts driving many organisational policies in recent times [3,4]. The situation challenged the education system’s imposed modifications for Higher Education Institutions, which have seen an unplanned and rapid shift to adopting virtual and digital strategies [5]. Like any other critical sector, the education system has been hit hard, and South Africa is not an exception. Due to the abrupt nature of the pandemic, academic staff were forced to work from home, a transition the universities and the academics were generally unprepared for [6]. This has raised significant challenges to the communities of practice, forcing unending remote teaching and learning. The shift which has reshaped the education system from the traditional face-to-face to online teaching and learning exacerbated the challenges facing academics. The capabilities of academics to wholly work remotely has never been tested before, and thus, this current age remains a testing time for academic staff. Increasingly, in South Africa and across the globe, studies are emerging on the experiences of academics working from home since the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic. While some studies have highlighted the (potential) positive influences [6,7], others have also provided weaknesses emerging from such working arrangements on the part of the academics [5,8].



The work from home concept has been explored from various perspectives and academic disciplines. With the availability of COVID-19 vaccines and the gradual relaxing of restrictions, variants of the virus continue to emerge, making the pandemic far from ending. Although several studies have cited various work-related trends concerning the economy, society, health, organisational productivity, etc. [9], during this pandemic, these studies may lack contextual relevance on how the pandemic has shaped academic staff experiences in the context of South Africa. Additionally, several researchers have engaged the WFH situation of academics to understand the relationship between WFH and productivity [10,11,12]. Hedding et al. wondered how academics were able to meet their academic targets especially considering that WFH requires numerous infrastructure—namely technology—and advised that the time was right for South African academics “to forge strong supportive collaborations enabling South African researchers to stand together and support one another, particularly in light of possible future austerity measures” [10]. Adopting the convenience sampling technique, ref. [12] wanted to know whether WFH made teaching and learning activities more productive and found that despite the low quality of content delivery, student’s academic performance was not negatively affected.



As far as we know, very few studies have tried to describe the academics’ WFH experiences in relation to the challenges, including determining possible ways of improving their satisfaction with working from home [13,14]. Using the structuration theory, Matli examined how academics who worked remotely fared regarding their job demands and found that South African academics suffered from work overload and pressures to be productive. Okeke-Uzodike and Gamede (2021) adopted a quantitative research approach to examine how the female academic in South Africa could manage WFH. They found the need for “institutional review and policy development on the academic workload management system to ensure work-life balance for the female academics and output maximisation for the university, especially during a pandemic” [14].



This study thus contributes to the growing research interest in the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on the productivity of academics. More importantly, a crucial contribution of the paper is linked to the uncovering of the challenges with remote working in South Africa. For instance, cost-cutting measures were introduced in universities in reaction to reduced government funding of HEIs. WFH is effective using information communication technology [15], which adds to the operating cost of an HEI. Additionally, academics in South Africa’s HEIs struggle with ill-prepared students joining HEIs [16], adding to the emerging vulnerabilities in education systems around the world [17]. Many of these students experience difficulties in coping with the demands of HE, adding to the stressful conditions for the academic [18]. During the pandemic, academic activities are conducted online, thus requiring the academic to ‘double up’ efforts to serve the student. The current study provides unique insight in valuing academics’ experiences as they continue working from home and facing an unforeseen future. We, therefore, believe that this study reinforces the need for the government to reconsider its cost-cutting measures in universities. Thus, the overarching intentions of this research are: (1) to describe the ‘working from home’ experiences of academics from selected universities in South Africa, (2) to explore the challenges experienced by academics working from home in response to the COVID-19 pandemic and (3) determine how to improve satisfaction with working from home arrangements among academics.



This article proceeds as follows beyond the introduction: the next section provides comprehensive literature on the concept of work from home in academia and the theoretical underpinnings of the study. Following this, the authors present a step-by-step research methodology adopted for the study. Henceforth, a discussion on the findings proceeded and then a concluding thought, some recommendations for policy implications, and the limitations for the study.



Theoretical Underpinnings of the Study


The COVID-19 pandemic has forced changes including the abrupt migration from physical to virtual academic activities. This shift exposed the long-term weaknesses and issues in HEIs and required academics to adapt to new ways of working while dealing with uncertainty about the return to normal. Considering the changing work arrangements, the authors developed the analytical framework from an in-depth literature review on the WFH model. In the context of the COVID-19 pandemic WFH arrangement, the authors considered essential factors such as ‘organisational’, ‘technological’, ‘social’, and ‘personal’ factors as depicted in Figure 1.



Figure 1 presents a quadrant factorial framework to engage with WFH for academics. These factors—organisational, technical, personal, and social—are explored to understand their influence on WFH and the outcome on academics’ lived experiences, especially in the context of COVID-19. Valaitis et al. [19] define organisational factors as operational attributes, processes, or conditions within an organisation. Organisational factors also consider all elements within the internal and external environment that influence the way organisations and human resources behave. In the context of WFH, organisational factors become vital in managing processes. Therefore, Grant et al. [20] emphasised the importance of organisational factors in a WFH setup. Recent studies in COVID-19 pandemic-induced WFH have shown variations in what constitutes organisational factors. Vyas and Butakhieo [21], in their research on the impact of WFH during COVID-19, opined elements of organisational factors to include the cost of facilities, technology, organisational communication, and trust.



Similarly, other studies have listed access to and provision of information technology (IT), training, management support, and digital infrastructure as elements of organisational factors in WFH arrangements. Though synthesis and theoretical works in understanding the organisational factors that enable WFH arrangements increase, these contributions may differ in scope and object. Therefore, it is relevant to gain a deeper understanding of the WFH experiences of South African university academics. Hence, within the limit of this paper, the authors attributed organisational factors (in the WFH model of COVID-19) to elements such as resource preparedness/availability, training and development, and management support.



From a crisis management perspective, preparedness is the “aggregate of all measures and policies adopted before an event occurs that promotes mitigation of the damage caused by an event and minimises the dysfunction that could result from the damage” [22]. It consists of measures taken by all stakeholders (individuals, families, institutions, etc.) to combat the potential during and aftermath effects. Staupe-Delgado and Kruke [23] noted that the preparedness concept is vital in all crisis-related paradigms. From a human resource management perspective, training and development are critical in improving employees’ skills, knowledge, and competencies. van Zoonen et al. [24], in their study on factors influencing adjustment to COVID-19 remote work, stressed the importance of training and development. Cabero-Almenara et al. [25] asserted the importance of technological skills and readiness amongst academics to succeed in the COVID-19 times. Other researchers emphasised the need for institutional management support, which entails the excellent use of regulations, services, and infrastructure [26], as vital in WFH arrangement [15,27].



The COVID-19 pandemic also accelerated digitisation and increased the adoption of technologies for effective operations in the new conditions. We refer to technological factors in this article as digital knowledge and digital acceptance. According to Pangrazio, Godhe, and Ledesma [28], digital learning addresses the skills and the disposition needed to use technology within the discipline context. Digital acceptance, on the other hand, addresses an individual’s willingness [29] or a subject’s attitude and adoptive behaviour towards the use of technological resources [30]. In the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, academics are using various digital platforms to carry out their activities; thus, their experiences in using and accepting technologically enabled systems become crucial elements for consideration in the WFH arrangement.



When the COVID-19 pandemic struck South Africa, the government containment measures included lockdowns and social isolation/distancing, which enforced mandated work from home for academics. According to Marshall, Michaels, and Mulki [31], isolation refers to the perception of a lack of availability of support, recognition, and missed opportunities for informal interactions with co-workers. Drawing from this definition, van Zoonen et al. [24] relate social isolation to co-workers’ physical and psychological distance. Recent studies since the pandemic outbreak alluded to COVID-19-related lockdown and social distancing posing challenges of psychological well-being for employees working from home [24,32,33,34]. Hence, lockdowns and social isolation became pressing issues that required psychosocial support for academics.



The pandemic led to an unexpected and rapid shift from the traditional office workplace to work from home arrangements—a changed scenario with levels of uncertainty. Furthermore, the WFH arrangement has been one of the visible changes in the world of work since the pandemic, which has raised some personal concerns for academics. In relation, we examine three personal factors: work adaptation, work-family balance, and work boundaries. Scholars have argued that change is a constant phenomenon, and one’s openness to respond to change depends on adaptability, ability to manage related stress, uncertainty, flexibility, and resilience to make the necessary changes towards one’s personal and social lives [35,36]. Hence, the extent to which academics successfully navigate and adjust to change/pandemic disruptions become vital for survival. Nonetheless, adaptability is the capacity to regulate one’s behaviours, thoughts, and feelings in response to novel, unstable, uncertain, and unexpected situations, and circumstances [37,38]. In a crisis, such as COVID-19 restrictions, WFH, and lockdowns, adaptation become a relevant personal attribute [39], needed by employees to adjust to the new demands of work [24]. For academics, it entails new work practices (communication and collaboration via digital technologies), new routines, spatial adaptation, lifestyle adaptation, new skill development, and self-management [40]. Adapting to the WFH model also requires attention to one’s work–family balance and work boundaries. Studies on the work from the home model during COVID-19 have shown mixed experiences in managing work–family balance and work boundaries [3,41,42,43].



Given the above discussions, the authors’ view that organisational, technical, social, and personal factors, as depicted in Figure 1, are necessary to provide knowledge of academic staff experiences of COVID-19 pandemic work from home arrangements. Exploring these factors helps to ascertain the extent of possible positive and negative outcomes experienced by academics.





2. Work from Home: Understanding the Concept in Academia


The COVID-19 pandemic has forced many organisations to find alternative work arrangements. Responding to this emergency, information communication and technology-enabled work arrangements surfaced with varying terminologies, including work from home (WFH), teleworking, telecommuting, remote working, etc. This concept was first introduced by Nilles [44] during the oil crisis in the 1970s. The ideology gained popularity in the early 2000s, with technological development to create more flexible work arrangements and reduce commuting to a central workplace [3,4]. While research has pointed to slight differences in the understanding of ‘WFH’, ‘teleworking’, ‘telecommuting’, and ‘remote working’, scholars often used them interchangeably, especially in the context of COVID-19. Adopting WFH in this article, a working from home arrangement is considered one of the fastest measures in containing the ongoing virus, thus leading to the concept becoming increasingly trending. From a general perspective, WFH refers to a “working arrangement in which a worker fulfils the essential responsibilities of their job while remaining at home, using information and communications technology (ICT)” [1]. Within the context of COVID-19, WFH refers to a unique home-based teleworking as a temporary, alternative working arrangement. Although not widely practised [45], WFH supports various work types [46]. Dayaram and Burgess [47] argue that the WFH arrangement has brought notable changes across organisations and different occupations since the virus outbreak.



According to Vyas and Butakhieo [21], the concept of working from home is not new. With the new waves of the virus emerging and the advent of technology, organisations, including academic institutions, are increasingly adopting WFH, making it the ‘new normal. It is worth noting that WFH has not been a prevailing culture in the South African higher education sector. The pandemic has significantly altered the work order, work processes, and organisational culture, resulting in WFH impacting higher education institutions’ (HEIs’) environment and academic staff’s occupational ideology of work [3]. Educational activities (lectures, practical, research, etc.) have been disrupted to a sizeable magnitude in South African HEIs. The pandemic crisis has reshaped traditional face-to-face teaching and learning by accelerating the adoption of remote and online pedagogies [7], making it pertinent for academics. Before the pandemic, South African universities seldom used online platforms for teaching, instead to facilitate communications (through announcements), consultations, post assignments for students, etc. In acknowledgement, Mpungose [48] and Amory [27] opined that South African universities mostly adopted learning management systems to cope with the demands of accessibility and flexible online content dissemination. Today, the COVID-19 crisis has challenged academics on the collective use of technological equipment and resources separated from the central office work to home. Hence, academics have resorted to working from home, delivering courses and offering other academic activities and services using technologically enabled platforms. Despite these technological tools’ availability, academics face the consequences as the struggle to normalcy remains uncertain.



In terms of the changing work paradigm due to COVID-19, the shared experiences of academics working from home have had, arguably, varied outcomes. Using latent class analysis, Kotini-Shah et al. [49] examined the work-life balance and productivity amongst academic faculty staff working from home during COVID-19 and found a variation on the impact. While early- and mid-career academics were negatively impacted by an increased workload, stress, and decreased self-care, advanced career level academics were moderately affected with low-level stress and workload [49]. Parham and Rauf’s [34] study on obligatory remote working in HEIs shows positive and negative impacts on academic staff. For Parham and Rauf [34], academics enjoy flexibility in the WFH model, which entails avoiding commuting, reducing chances of infection, and carrying out tasks in one’s comfort zone. However, they also noted that such work arrangements interfere with academic staff’s work–life boundaries and poses health-related issues. Further, due to time pressure, academics struggle to learn and adapt to customised online pedagogies, resulting in an increased workload [14] and can be less productive [34], especially in research and publications.



Ugwuanyi, Okeke and Shawe [50] studied academic staff perception of the impact of WFH on effective teaching and learning. They sampled twenty-eight academic staff across universities in three provinces in South Africa. The result of the study indicated a negative development, and that it mentally drained academic staff, affected teaching and learning negatively, and stalled academic productivity levels. In another study, Van Niekerk and Van Gent [51] found an increased risk of mental and well-being among academic staff in a South African university during the stages of COVID-19 lockdown. Similarly, in their study, Walker, Fontinha, Haak-Saheem, and Brewster [52] found that the WFH model during COVID-19 negatively affected teaching and learning and posed an increased workload for academics in a UK Business School. In another study, Ghali-Zinoubi, Amari, and Jaoua [53] showed a strong positive link between flexible work arrangements, work pressure, work–life conflict, and academic satisfaction. They assert that online teaching and learning is a source of work pressure that affects academics’ mental and physical health—consequently an occupational risk [41]. Accordingly, the COVID-19 pandemic-enforced WFH has impacted academic staff’s work–life integration, boundaries, and balance, making it less tenable [14].




3. Methodology


We adopted a qualitative approach to collect the data for this study because it is an approach that allows a participant to be freely expressive. Despite the existence of crisis-oriented research reports in extant literature [37,50,54] and the absence of a standardised data collection instrument, we derived items for the qualitative inquiry from our individual experiences and drew from similar research (such as [14,50]). Convenience sampling was used to smoothly recruit participants whose experiences form a basis for identifying themes for further research and new practices. Considering the pandemic, data collection benefited from using technology (email). Interviews do not necessarily conceal participants identities [55] and because the data needed for this study required ‘personal experiences’, it was instructive to identify a strategy to maintain confidentiality and anonymity [56]. The lead researcher approached one of the deans of one of the management science faculties of the earmarked universities to use the Commerce Deans Association’s platform to solicit participation from his colleagues. The refined letter of invitation, including the questions (see Appendix A) to participate in the study, was circulated for sharing in the respective faculties. The questions covered participants’ experiences and challenges with working from home during the COVID-19 pandemic and suggestions to alleviate the WFH experience. Overall, we received 36 responses, but only 18 participants answered all the questions, as depicted in Table 1. The population comprised all academics irrespective of any demographic or personality characteristics within the management faculty of the participating universities to secure anonymity. Five themes—inability to adapt, lack of a home office, loneliness and isolation, inability to balance family and work, and improving satisfaction with work from home—were identified as significant variables from the participants’ responses. As a commonly used tool in qualitative studies, thematic analysis permitted the identification, analysis, description, organisation, and reporting of dominant and significant themes in the data [57,58,59] following the six-step thematic analysis process of Braun and Clarke (2006) [60].




4. Findings and Discussion


We formulated this study to attend to three objectives, namely to: (1) describe the ‘working from home’ experiences of academics from a few South African higher education institutions, (2) explore the challenges experienced by academics working from home in response to the COVID-19 pandemic and (3) determine how to improve satisfaction with working from home arrangements among academics. These objectives were founded from the disruptions experienced in the higher education system as induced by the COVID-19 pandemic. Data analysis and presentation of analysis in this section followed the constant comparison technique. Specifically, the participants’ experiences, challenges, and suggestions for improvement as manifested in the data were constantly compared across respondents. As provided in Hancock, Ockleford, and Windridge [61], constant comparison allows the identification of essential themes from data. This method was deemed appropriate for the study as it allowed the identification of patterns in responses and their further abstraction to themes. Atlas.ti (a software for qualitative data analysis) was used to perform the constant comparison analysis effectively.



4.1. Experiences of Virtualisation and Home Working among Academics


The first step to obtaining the experiences of virtualisation and home working among academics was the sampling of relevant sentences that explained the respondents’ experiences and feelings. As indicated earlier, constant comparison emerged from grounded theory and is implemented with other grounded theory techniques. The comparison involves identifying concepts and cases for further analysis as they are likely to contribute to emerging theory. Kolb [62] explains that relevant codes are initially extracted from a data set using purposive and systematic coding following the comparative analysis technique. Table 2 provides the main results of the initial selection and open coding techniques.



The above codes were then considered to establish categories and themes based on observable data patterns. The codes were considered to fall into groups of positive and negative experiences in ‘Families’ in Atlas.ti. Therefore, the initial codes were put into two categories of positive and negative experiences. Atlas ti. codes within each category were coloured by their density and groundedness on a network diagram provided in Figure 2.




4.2. Negative Experiences and Attitudes


Principal codes clustered around this theme included depression, anxiety, and feeling overwhelmed by the situation. One respondent, from which depression, anxiety, and burnout emerged, explained that “…virtual meetings unlike contact meetings are extremely draining and can lead to burnout.” Another respondent provided that:




“One of my first challenges was how to complete the semester with a transition to online learning whilst students and myself and my family were all dealing with massive change, anxiety, unknown and constantly shifting expectations and circumstances as my institutions tried to figure their way through which did not always match with my own ideas about how to make things work.”





There was a clear pattern of response indicating the anxiety associated with the novelty of virtual academic work. Evidence collected from the respondents also highlighted the emotional challenges academics faced as the death toll increased and uncertainty engulfed communities. As such, evidence from the study suggests that academics were faced with new working arrangements under emotional ill health and stress conditions. Associated with anxiety, depression, and burnout were further feelings of physical and psychological isolation, loneliness, fear, scepticism, uncertainty, and operational challenges. Therefore, to some extent, evidence from this study suggests that academics had unfavourable experiences characterised by uncertainty, emotional drain, depression, and isolation.



In contrast, there was also evidence indicating positivity and favourable experiences of the virtualisation process. On the positive experiences, some academics felt happy and refreshed to work from home. It appeared that respondents held mixed feelings that mainly were iteratively witnessed: either they started with negative perspectives that later became positive or with positives that later changed to negatives. One respondent stated that:




“There are positive and negative aspects I would like to point out from working from home. The positive aspects are work flexibility, closeness to the family, comfort, maximising the use of technology and better productivity. The negatives are overworking without breaks, background noise of TVs and vacuum cleaners, less interaction with colleagues and students as well as monotony of work.”





In many cases, what was considered favourable by one respondent was unfavourable to the other. The differences in experiences demonstrate general perspectives and impacts and personalised views, showing the uniqueness of academic circumstances. Whereas the workplace is a neutral space and context for work, homes are different. The perspectives of the academics present a complicated view because what is observed in one home tend to differ from the next home.




4.3. Positive Experiences and Attitudes


This theme described the theme of satisfaction with working from home, and several codes were clustered around it. As expressed by one respondent, when working from home, work “…becomes easier, faster, more effective, and efficient.” These sentiments demonstrate good feelings associated with working from home. The excitement and happiness in some respondents can also be captured in the sentiments that working from home is “an opportunity to explore a new way of working without necessarily tied to office routine.” This demonstrates that some academics found working from home as an adventure that allowed them to explore new ways and methods of work. In some instances, respondents felt that work from home resulted in the emergence of new energy levels as it was convenient. The convenience was mainly associated with the realisation that working from home allowed work to be completed in “the comfort of the home.” One respondent explained that working from home was:




“…refreshing, no longer commuting—great savings in petrol usage—being able to start work a little later (no early to wake time), better eating and sleeping schedule and of course shorter hours.”





It should be mentioned that the positive and the negative views about working from home as expressed in this study did not appear as completely distinct constructs as one person could be associated with them. Some of the respondents felt that working from home made it enjoyable as one performs work duties under the comfort of the home. In other words, many respondents highlighted that they possessed both positive and negative feelings.




4.4. Challenges Faced by Academics Working from Home


To explain the feelings and perspectives of the academics working from home, we explored the challenges they faced and the efficacy of any coping strategies adopted. Figure 3 provides a coding chart with comments from ATLAS.ti, which was used to explore the challenges academics face and the coping strategies they adopted.



The breaking of traditional modes of work, disruption of established systems, and removal of bureaucracies in organisations have affected employees in institutions in many ways. Four main challenges, namely: (1) inability to adapt, (2) lack of a home office, (3) loneliness and isolation as well as (4) inability to balance family and work, dominated the challenges faced by the academics. These four were dominant across the respondents. In particular, the change to virtual work arrangements was described by some respondents as ‘novel and characterised by constant change.’ This view is widely supported in the literature [60,61]. There is a need for strengthening organisational learning [62,63].



4.4.1. Inability to Adapt


This theme was related to inertia and the general tendency to maintain traditional working arrangements. One respondent explained that:




“I will not say I have fully adjusted, but I am gradually beginning to realise that it is a new normal that may remain with us for a long time.”





It appears that many academics remained stuck in the old ways of work that existed prior to the pandemic. This view shows the dilemma of adjustment and the inability to respond to the change on time. It was also indicated by some respondents that:




“the need to change during times of psychological stress and anxiety associated with the pandemic was a challenge.”






4.4.2. Lack of a Home Office


This challenge is related to the infrastructure required for the performance of the academic job. The office and its supporting infrastructure were concerned for many academics. One respondent expressed that:




“I am not blessed with a home office and initially for several months worked from my dining room table (the chairs were not made for such usage). Recently I had since shifted things to my second bedroom (having had to first get rid of some of the clutter there) I am currently on the hunt for a comfortable office chair!”





The quote above shows the dilemma that many respondents expressed regarding office space. The challenge for an office arose because working from home emerged from a crisis and was not planned for. Many academics were not prepared for it.




4.4.3. Loneliness and Isolation


Respondents expressed the feeling that working from home resulted in the breaking up of personalised interactions associated with the physical workplace. As reflected by one respondent,




“I missed interacting with my students face-to-face on campus. I also missed the use of the vast amount of research resources physically present on campus.”





Feelings of loneliness arose concerning virtual meetings and virtual interaction with students. Respondents felt that working from home did not cultivate cordial relations with colleagues and increased the social distance among academics and students.




4.4.4. Inability to Balance Family and Work


A considerable number of respondents felt that “it was sometimes a challenge with managing home life with children and online schooling.” One respondent explained that:




“...an initial challenge was balancing attention for home, children, and work. I’ve had to find patterns that mean that sometimes work slacks, and sometimes my family is negatively impacted. With my kids, we relied heavily on screentime to be able to get space to work.”





Balancing work and home distractions psychologically drained the academics and resulted in significant inconveniences in many situations. Some respondents indicated that it was a challenge to balance home activities and work activities, and they faced distractions relating to the need to work and perform home chores. In addition, there were indications that the family members were also a significant source of distractions as they also required attention.





4.5. Improving Satisfaction with Work from Home


Regarding work from home arrangements, the respondents provided basic strategies that can be employed to ensure satisfactory and successful work from home arrangements. Figure 4 is a network diagram that shows the various work from home strategies that emerged from the study.



Figure 4 highlights issues such as improving interactional capabilities, accepting the new normal, ICT training, providing resources, offering psychosocial support, coaching, enhancing community learning, empowering students, and adopting hybrid/blended teaching modes. The issues emerging from Figure 4 are somewhat related to Respondent 3’s sentiments that “if academics are expected to maintain a virtual office, then the institutions should provide the tools for trade”. There was an impression that HEIs should provide widespread support for virtual arrangements, including providing ICT tools and training required. It was also observed that both academics and students needed some form of support, requiring digital literacy enhancement and digital skills empowerment. On the other hand, academics needed support and resources to strengthen their psychological willingness to change online systems. These findings support those of other researchers, including [64,65], who have observed the need to strengthen mechanisms for effective virtual HEIs. Mukute, Francis, Burt, and de Souza [66] conducted a higher education study during the COVID-19 period and recommended the importance of context-based virtual strategies and the strengthening of online and community-based learning strategies.





5. Implications


5.1. Practical Implications


Despite the benefits of working from home (as in offering flexibility to employees) [14,34] the arrangement has equally been identified as detrimental to work–family balancing [36]. The findings of our study suggest that some of the participants have indicated both negative and positive experiences of working from home. What this suggests is that remote working conditions has the potential to reduce academics’ productivity. We advance this notion bearing in mind that “juggling personal and job responsibilities while at home and working alongside family members or other cohabitants who also must collocate and manage their own obligations” [11] may lead to more work-related stress and poor personal and domestic relations.




5.2. Theoretical Implications


There is a growing research interest in how academics cope during a pandemic such as COVID-19. For the most part, this study adds to the growing literature on how to be productive during a pandemic. In the drive to understand how to be productive, we promote Figure 1 as a theoretical instrument for analysing WFH conditions that have been drawn from several sources. In this connection, our findings show that the degree of effect of WFH is diverse, thus allowing for an interrogation of future studies from the perspectives of the analytical framework of WFH.





6. Conclusions, Recommendations, and Limitations


As HEIs worldwide continue to grapple with the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on their established ways of operation, many institutions increasingly turn to research recommendations and guidelines from commissioned reports to find best operational practices during these uncertain times. However, as Mukute et al. [66] stressed in their recommendation, it is crucial to contextualise strategies prescribed for HEIs during the COVID-19 pandemic. The analysis of our findings suggests a similarity of experiences between staff at different HEIs in South Africa. For example, the staff experienced discomfort with the switch to remote working and how it impacts their personal lives and health.



Though the participants came from different HEIs, the similarities of lived experiences were welcomed because they enabled us to streamline our interpretation of the challenges faced with WFH for staff from HEIs. Even though the challenges are different in terms of individual experiences, they still fall into broader categories, such as the different layers of challenges in adapting to working from home. For some, these challenges could lead to serious mental health setbacks. The same could be said regarding the recommendations that emerged from the participants organically. They were mainly similar in terms of the suggestions on the types of support that HEIs need to provide to improve their experiences of WFH.



It can be argued that many academics have found ‘peace’ with working from home. For this group of academics, it may be prudent for the employer to consider a formal WFH guideline. As Roddy and Miglani [67] observed, it may be worthwhile to introduce a hybrid model that permits millennials’ work–life balance and enjoyment of work. There are views (such as [53,54]) that such an initiative may bring about financial, reputational, and legal implications. Firstly, those who choose to work from home need to be technologically ready. In this case, the question is: should the HEI provide the necessary technology or would the academic who chooses to work from home bear the cost of WFH infrastructure? The current labour legislation may need to be reviewed to cater for extended home working regarding employee relations. There is also the likelihood that the employer suffers reputational risk if an academic cannot attend to students timeously.



A major limitation of this study is related to the population and methodological approach. Considering the size of the sample, we suspect that the sensitive and personal nature of the questions may have discouraged many academics from participating, especially because the invitation to participate was from the dean of their faculty. In South Africa, the Protection of Personal Information Act (POPIA) disallows the use of personal information without authorisation. During the planning stages of this study, we considered the Commerce Deans Association as a legitimate avenue for data collection. We failed to recognise that using the deans to invite participants, while facilitating the researchers’ access to the institutions, may not evoke large participation owing to the sensitive and personal nature of the questions. Although a convenience sample, in this case collected among colleagues may produce biased results, the results of this study reflect both positive and critical approaches towards the WFH arrangements. A future study may seek other avenues for data collection. Regarding the methodological approach, we believe that a larger sample using quantitative and qualitative approaches, including a robust analytical method, would enrich the understanding of staff experiences with WFH during COVID-19, thus providing a more nuanced recommendation for HEIs.



Before COVID-19, most South African universities operated on ‘contact’ basis. The transition to online/hybrid teaching and learning upset the traditional mode of work. The early days of lockdown and social distancing regulations necessitated a rethink of the nature and conditions of work including WFH. Moving forward and in adjusting to the ‘new normal’, higher education institutions must not only redesign their curriculum but also reconsider its cost-cutting measures, because WFH is effective with items such as laptop computers, wifi, data, etc. In addition to providing adequate working equipment suitable for WFH, we also recommend that HEIs develop a customised survey dependent on factors relevant to individual institutions’ context to ascertain their staff experiences of WFH.
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Appendix A


Good day Dr.



I hope you are doing well.



I’m approaching you with a request because I know you. We have always interacted.



Since last year, academic activities have experienced a new ‘normal’ owing to COVID-19. We have had to adjust the way we did the noble job of teaching. Working virtually is something most of us are not used to especially those of us who are in contact universities and colleges. Because of this, I believe a paper that chronicles all our experiences as academics and what we suggest as likely ways of dealing with it for now and in the future is instructive. As you can imagine, working remotely is likely going to be the way to conduct academic projects moving forward. Mainstream media including academic periodicals is replete with how to manage students—teaching, etc.—and the impact of COVID-19 on our daily lives—work, etc. For now higher education institutions are grappling with how to manage this new normal. In delivering the academic project attention should be equally be paid to the academics. And so this brings me to the reason I’m reaching out to you.



I’m surveying what I call managing in times of uncertainty (with a specific interest in academics i.e., lecturers) and I believe that given your enormous experience as an academic you’d be able to offer sincere responses to the questions below. Could I ask that you return this to me by the 27th of May 2021?



Thank you so much.



Chux



	
How did you feel about working from home?



a. Was there a home office?



	
What challenges did you foresee and how have you tried to surmount them?



	
How are things going right now? Have you fully adjusted?



	
How do you see yourself fitting in moving forward?



	
In every aspect of working virtually as an academic, what do you propose is necessary to ensure that you can run with the idea of a virtual office?



	
Any other thoughts you may have on this mammoth and seemingly difficulty way of working.
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Figure 1. A quadrant factorial analytical framework of WFH. (Configured by the authors). 
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Figure 2. Academics’ lived experiences of virtual work arrangements. 
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Figure 3. Challenges to virtualisation that were faced by academics. 






Figure 3. Challenges to virtualisation that were faced by academics.



[image: Challenges 13 00016 g003]







[image: Challenges 13 00016 g004 550] 





Figure 4. Strategies for successful work from home arrangements. 
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Table 1. Participants.
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	Participants’ HEI
	Male
	Female





	Private
	7
	3



	Public
	6
	2
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Table 2. Initial coding of data extractions.
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	How Did You Feel About Working from Home?
	Coding





	Well, it was mixed feeling. One part of me saying, wow, this is an opportunity to explore a new way of working without necessarily tied to office routine while the other part was the challenge of adopting to a method that was completely unprepared for.
	
	-

	
Mixed feelings




	-

	
Excited with the new ways of working




	-

	
Uncertain of the new challenge




	-

	
Not prepared









	The first hard lockdown was challenging. I found myself spending more time focused on work and being available for students and family at the same time. As burnout was about to hit, I realised that I needed to slow down and stick to ‘office’ hours.
	
	-

	
Uncertain of the new challenge




	-

	
Balancing family and work




	-

	
Burnout




	-

	
Feeling comfortable with time









	It was sometimes a challenge with managing home life with children and online schooling. It was a challenge dealing with constant change and unknowns.
	
	-

	
Challenged with the new ways




	-

	
Balancing family and students









	Initially it was refreshing, no long commute (great savings in petrol usage), being able to start work a little later (no early to wake time), better eating and sleep schedule and off course shorter hours. the longer we ‘stayed’ things became problematic. Having to learn software programs was daunting! (annoying).
	
	-

	
Feeling refreshed with the new way at first




	-

	
Feeling uncomfortable




	-

	
Annoyed with new ways




	-

	
Feeling lonely









	Working from home was not pleasant. Most domestic chores I would have ignored if I am working from office had to be done by me.
	
	-

	
Feeling challenged by new ways









	Working from home allowed more flexibility; creativity and early morning focused. In one hand, family members enjoyed my presence. In the other hand, I was overwhelmed by their excessive demands
	
	-

	
Feeling refreshed




	-

	
Feeling uncertain




	-

	
Challenged by the new ways









	Working from home is very productive, there are no distraction.
	
	-

	
Feeling refreshed, comfortable









	experienced social isolation during the lockdown period in 2020. working from home has led to a decline in productivity and some health challenges.
	
	-

	
Feeling lonely




	-

	
Feeling depressed









	I was very happy at the opportunity to work from home. This is because the location of my place of work is very far from where my family resides. working from home afforded me the opportunity to stay with my family.
	
	-

	
Happy for the opportunity




	-

	
Refreshed




	-

	
Family closeness









	Takes away the hustle of waking up too early and to drive to work, and when I get there, I need a few more minutes to relax before I start working. Additionally, there are other employees disturbing productivity.
	
	-

	
Feeling refreshed




	-

	
Feeling secure




	-

	
Feeling at ease









	Working at home comes with mixed feelings.
	
	-

	
Feeling unsure









	I felt safe working from home.
	
	-

	
Feeling secure, safe









	There are positive and negative aspects I would like to point out from working from home. The positive aspects are work flexibility, closeness to the family, comfort, maximising the use of technology and better productivity. The negatives are overworking without breaks, background noise of TVs and vacuum cleaners, less interaction with colleagues and students as well as monotony of work.
	
	-

	
toeFeeling refreshed




	-

	
Feeling lonely




	-

	
Burnout




	-

	
Depression




	-

	
Uncomfortability of home









	Challenge for us to adapt completely to this new way of working.
	
	-

	
Feeling challenged









	I have been stuck at home since 15 March 2020 due to the pandemic. it was a little difficult because of technological issues. But those issues were quickly resolved by the college IT department and the classes went forward with minimal problems. I am conflicted about the experience. I missed interacting with my students face-to-face on campus. I also missed the use of the vast amount of research resources physically present on campus.
	
	-

	
Feeling lonely and trapped initially




	-

	
Feeling relieved with technology later




	-

	
Feeling lonely




	-

	
Feeling disadvantaged









	Wonderful. Do not have to drive to the office.
	
	-

	
Feeling refreshed









	Initially, I had a little trouble condition reduces the opportunity to understand the characteristics and personality of each student. Work becomes easier, faster, more effective, and efficient.
	
	-

	
Initially feeling uncertain




	-

	
Feeling abstracted




	-

	
Feeling comfortable with time









	At the beginning, it was very extraordinary and fun, but starting at week 6, the student response decreased.
	
	-

	
Feeling fun at first




	-

	
Feeling challenged with time




	-

	
Depression, burnout
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