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Introduction


In March 2020, the world shut down. The appearance of Covid-19 forced companies across the globe to close their doors and send their employees home. Businesses were given a choice: let your employees work from home or close. Strangely enough, even those that had spent the previous decade protesting that home working simply wasn’t possible in their industry, found a way to adapt. And so those of us who were used to an office-based nine-to-five suddenly found ourselves at our kitchen table, laptop at the ready, desperately hoping our broadband connection could cope with the entire street doing their Monday morning status meeting via Zoom.


Perhaps at the beginning of lockdown it might have been assumed that, as the crisis passed, we would all return to our old working lives, but the longer it went on the less likely it looked. Employees realized that actually not having a commute to an office each day made for a more enjoyable working life. They spent more time with their families and, without the constant water-cooler distractions, they actually managed to get more done. And businesses began to realize that if they could harness the power of home working, not only could they make their staff happier but they could also cut down on the money being spent on expensive offices. There’s nothing like the prospect of cutting costs and increasing profits to make a previously untenable idea seem attractive.


So, we all worked it out as we went along. Everyone learned how to use the technology they’d previously avoided, meetings went virtual and the world kept turning. But in the midst of all of this, the bedrock of office life fundamentally shifted and you probably realized you were going to need different skills and to update the way you thought about your career if you wanted both to get ahead and achieve the holy grail of ‘work-life balance’. Well in this book, I want to help you do just that.


The longer lockdown went on, the more fans home working started to accumulate. Bosses who had previously doubted their team’s commitment realized that productivity was up. Men who had assumed that career success meant sacrificing a family life spent proper time with their kids and decided they liked it. I know one manager who had previously refused to let his team work from home for so much as a morning: two months in lockdown had him swearing they’d never return to the office. Of course, people with caring responsibilities faced more challenges. For those people with children who suddenly found themselves having to balance two full-time jobs, the one they were being paid for and the unpaid teaching role that suddenly came their way, it might have felt as though working from home was an impossibility. And for some of us who thrive off the interaction with others, being isolated and away from our colleagues knocked both our confidence and our enthusiasm. If you found your motivation fell off a cliff during the lockdown period then don’t fear, not only are you not alone in this but working from home during a global crisis is NOT the same as working from home in calmer times.


The reality is that given a choice I suspect most of us would want a mix of office time and working remotely. We know that commuting is painful and expensive but sometimes it’s worth it to spend time with your colleagues, get away from that pile of ironing and remember that you’re part of something bigger than your own living room. Equally, there is nothing like the peace and quiet of a house to yourself when you need to get a project finished, nor the joy of taking a bath at 2pm because you’ve blazed through your to-do list and nobody will know whether you’re still sitting at your desk for the rest of the day or not. And now, with the dubious help of a global pandemic, we have a chance to make that way of life a permanent reality.


The future for work won’t be as simple as either being constantly present in the office or always working from home. The options and variations will be endless. Perhaps you’ll be remote working – working for an organization but not in the town or country where they are headquartered. You might do flexi-hours, part-time or compressed hours. I suspect that more and more of us will find ourselves working several jobs at once, whether that’s as part of the gig economy or with a ‘proper’ job and a side hustle, or simply two or more part-time jobs blended together.


However you dreamed your working life would look when you were young and hopeful, now is the time when you might actually be able to make it happen. So what are you waiting for? Well, if you’re anything like I was back when I was working five days a week in an office, then you’re probably worried about the impact that working from home could have on your career. There’s that nagging fear that if we work from home we’ll either be seen as slacking or it will be a case of ‘out of sight, out of mind’. I firmly believe we can have it all. We can, and in fact we need to design a working life that fits our own preferences and we can climb the career ladder while we do it. And in this book I’m going to show you how.


Planning your career while WFH does pose challenges. For a start there is the simple fact that if you’re at home more than you’re in the office, it can feel like you’re the only one steering your career. You have to go out of your way to find mentors and ask for feedback, because those quick ‘catch-up at the coffee machine’ moments just don’t happen. And if you can’t instantly see what your colleagues and peers are up to, or how they’re progressing their careers, then it becomes difficult to know how to benchmark your own. In reality, this lack of information can actually be to our advantage. Rather than mapping our career in comparison to others, we have the opportunity to focus on what really excites and drives us, and to figure out how we can get more of that in our working lives. Through this book you’ll learn how to plan out your career moves so that not only do you climb the ladder and increase your salary but you also maximize the time you spend doing the stuff you love and are good at.


We’ll also look at the practicalities of working from home. You might have made it work while lockdown was happening but balancing a laptop on the arm of your sofa while your flatmates host video calls around you or your toddler demands attention is hardly the ideal long-term working environment. So in this book I’ll explain how to carve out space for a home office (even if you’re crammed into the smallest room of the house), how to manage your IT/wifi/video call dramas and the simple steps you can take to manage those colleagues who believe out of sight is out of mind. In particular, I’ll look at the challenges facing parents – where home is also the office, nursery and sanctuary.


The first step to building a career you love is engaging the help of other people, something that can be hard to do when your nearest colleague is the cat. But remote working doesn’t have to mean remote relationships. Whether it’s building connections through a Zoom call, using social media to develop your network or finding a mentor without ever meeting them face to face, I want to show you all the ways it’s possible to grow your support team without leaving your house. As someone who previously used to get through networking events on a combination of wine and the promise of a takeaway when I got home if I talked to at least five people, moving my networking online has been eye-opening. For a start it requires much less time and judiciously employing the line, ‘I don’t know about you but I’ve had my fill of Zoom for the week, shall we do an old-fashioned phone call?’ can let you create life-changing connections whilst in your pyjamas.


If you really want to thrive while working from home you need to find your networks and cherish them, not only so you can build your career but also so that you can protect your mental health. This also involves learning how to create boundaries around your work so that you’re actually working from home and not accidentally living at work. I know far too many people who thought working at home was the way to bring some balance into their lives and instead found themselves still answering emails while they were getting ready for bed. If we want to create a WFH revolution then we need to avoid these potential pitfalls and I’m going to bring you the best ways to set up a routine, define your limits and communicate all of this with your boss.


And what about if you are the boss? Well, this book is here for you too. Managing people is the hardest part of any job but it’s made much harder when you can’t look those people directly in the eye. So we’ll discuss how to hold appraisals, allocate work and give feedback – good or bad – to a team who might be based all around the globe. I’ve spoken to managers at some of the biggest companies in the world, as well as those with just a few employees, to find the best ways to build a high-performing team no matter where they are. By the end of this book you’ll know how to build a team culture without the need for after-work drinks and you’ll have addressed some of your own unconscious beliefs around what makes a good employee too.


This book is designed to be a guide for you as you work your way through your career. Some parts of it might be more useful to you now than others but my wish is that you keep coming back to it, using it to adapt and refine your working life until you have created the one that works best for you. As an ambitious extrovert who loves working from home, I want to make sure we can all shape our working lives so that they work best for us, without our choices impacting our career trajectory. As Hillary Clinton said, ‘It is past time for women to take their rightful place, side by side with men, in the rooms where the fates of peoples, where their children’s and grand-children’s fates, are decided.’ Today those rooms are in our own homes, and we deserve to be heard there. So, let’s get started.
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Chapter One


Working From
Home: The Reality


So, you’ve decided to shake up your working life and spend more of it from the comfort of your own home and less of it stuck on a commuter train or in a queue of traffic that literally seems to be going nowhere? Well, congratulations and welcome to the club! Post a global pandemic that saw millions of us having to adapt our working patterns, there’s been a rise in those working from home the world over (during the 2020 pandemic, working from home in the UK rose from 6 per cent of the working population to nearly 50 per cent, in the US the number went from 5.2 per cent to 42 per cent, and in Europe it shot up from around 4 per cent to 88 per cent!) and, as a result, a whole new world of challenges and opportunities awaits. This book is here to guide you through some of the issues you will face – but before we get started, there are a few myths and fears that we need to dispel, as well as some key benefits that you might have missed out on while deciding which Ikea desk to purchase.


When we think about making the choice to work from home, most of us will assume the benefits are largely lifestyleled. We think that it’s about the ability to perhaps spend more time with our family, to save ourselves being stuck in the office waiting for our boss to leave on a sunny evening or to avoid spending huge sums of money just on travel. There are some clear lifestyle benefits to working from home, and we’ll talk more about those in this chapter, but when we look at it overall, we can see that there are some serious career benefits too, which often get overlooked. In fact, I’m going to show you that working from home can actually progress your career faster than a traditional office-based nine-to-five.


First of all we’re going to dispel some of the fears you might have about working from home. Too often, people have a traditional view of the request to stay away from the office. Because working from home has often been associated with mothers needing to balance childcare and work, or to those with an ongoing illness needing to prioritize their health, it can sometimes be viewed – incorrectly – as being about someone choosing to put a pause on their career.


This view stems from an incorrect but pervasive belief that we’re at our most productive when we’re in the office. At some point in our career, nearly all of us will have thought or been told that if our boss can’t see us working then we’re not really working, no matter how productive we’re being. We’ve linked presenteeism to productivity and those mental links have proved hard to break. Even now, when we’ve all faced periods of being forced to work from home, most of us will probably still believe that it’s the person who is in the office the longest who will be getting that promotion the fastest.


There’s a deep irony in our commitment to the nine-to-five in today’s working world. The concept of a 40-hour week based around set hours gained traction over 100 years ago when Henry Ford decided it enabled the highest level of productivity amongst the workers in his car production plants. Fast forward to today and far fewer of us are working on production lines, and yet our working lives still mimic this system. Most of us now are not doing repetitive tasks alongside others, like a cog in a machine. If we want a truly modern way of working, we need to think about whether eight hours a day is really the best way for us to work. And if we are going to do eight hours, do we want to do them between the hours of 9am and 5pm, and from the same place every day?


I know some people who love this system but for most of us – and given that you’ve picked up this book I’m assuming you too – it’s just not a very satisfactory way to live. Working from home allows you the privilege to start to define the daily patterns that suit you best. Perhaps you’ll want to do the same hours in the same place every day, or maybe you’ll want to mix it up. As you go through this book, you’ll learn about your working style and how to flex it. You’ll become part of the working revolution. And once you find a work life that works for you, you’ll quickly see how your career can blossom.


Let’s start by addressing some of the reservations you might have about working from home.




The ‘What if everyone assumes that I’m
working from home because I don’t
care about my career?’ fear





This is the number one fear that people mention when I talk about working from home. Despite huge advances in technology, decades of leadership development trying to convince CEOs to empower their employees and the working-from-home test case that was 2020, most of us still believe that if we put our heads above the parapet and say we want to step back from the office permanently, our boss is going to assume we’re no longer ambitious.


We think they’re just going to hear, ‘I am not that focused on my career. I actually just want to have a better work-life balance.’ The good news is this is starting to change, but if that change is going to stick we need to be purposeful and strategic. That means being crystal clear with your boss: ‘When I say I want to work from home, this doesn’t mean that I’m not ambitious. It doesn’t mean that I am not focused on my career. What it means is I know the way to maximize my productivity is by having the flexibility to choose my working space.’


Prior to Covid-19, senior executives were convinced that allowing their team to work from home was a shortcut to bankruptcy. Yet after being forced to do it themselves during lockdown, they suddenly became reluctant to return to the office when the option was there. Banks that had protested that the technology simply couldn’t be safely deployed outside of their buildings suddenly found a way to make it work when faced with the prospect of losing billions of pounds. Lawyers who had been so wedded to the office that anyone wanting to work flexibly was automatically taken off the partnership track, suddenly found senior partners showing no desire to ever come back to their very expensively outfitted workspace. And even those very well-known tech companies that claim to love flexibility but still offer every incentive they can to keep their staff in the office night and day couldn’t tempt employees back. Suddenly employees at all stages in their career, including those at the very top, were waking up to the benefits of working remotely.


So, clearly a desire to work from home isn’t related to whether or not you’re ambitious; it’s related to the fact that sometimes being at home with a bit of peace and quiet beats commuting, colleagues and too-cold air-conditioning. We now know that working from home is not a sign of a lack of aspiration but actually just a personal preference. And if you have a boss who doesn’t believe that, take yourself off to your boss’ boss immediately and take it up with them (see here for a strategic guide to these conversations).


For those of you who want to work from home because of childcare commitments, you have every right to do so. Having a child might make you less ambitious for your career or it might not. It might mean you want to work harder on certain areas and take your foot off the pedal for others. For the majority of parents I’ve worked with, children have given them a laser-like focus when it comes to figuring out what matters at work and what really doesn’t. If anything, the parents I’ve worked with have been more reliable workers than the rest of us. But if you find your boss making comments about working from home being a sign that parenthood has changed you, then it’s time to change them. A workplace that doesn’t understand that you can be both a parent and a high-performing employee isn’t fit for the future.




The ‘I’ll never get promoted’ fear





Linked to the fear that we’ll appear unambitious is the fear that when it comes to promotion, it will be out of sight, out of mind. Being honest, this does happen. If you’re going to work from home regularly then you’re going to have to make doubly sure that your boss knows what you’re up to and is reminded of your brilliance on a regular basis. You need to get good at not waiting for your boss to think of you but actually telling them to promote you (in lots of devious ways). We’ll look at how to do this in detail later but right now I want you to honestly answer this question: if you asked your boss now what you wanted for your career in the next five years, would they know?


We are all mostly focused on ourselves yet we forget our bosses are exactly the same. They’re just concentrating on their own journeys. If you’re not explicitly telling them and telling them regularly what you want for your career, they’re probably going to make assumptions based on what they know about you. I know a lot of women in their early thirties whose bosses made the assumption that they would be more interested in having kids than promoting their career. Not for unkind reasons; simply because they have seen it before, and they thought that was what was going to happen again.


If you’re really good at your job, your boss might assume that what you want is the next promotion. Whereas you might be thinking, ‘I want to move into a different department.’ Or, ‘I want to be doing something different with my work.’ Whatever your situation, you need to help your boss help you, so start talking about what you want.




The ‘What if I accidentally sit down
on the sofa, never get up and fail to get
any work done ever again?’ fear





A very human trait is to divide ourselves into binary groups. We’re either people who work hard or we’re lazy. Once we’ve decided which one we are, we then tend to assume that this trait will always appear, regardless of anything we do to counteract it. We become a slave to our own definition of ourselves. This leads to a lot of people who are considering working from home instantly stopping themselves because they fear that they’ll never get off their backside unless their boss is keeping an eye on them (or, conversely, that they’ll never stop working – see the next section if that’s you). Neither of these fears is true and yet despite this I constantly hear, ‘If I worked from home, I’d never get anything done. I’d get lost in a Netflix hole and the next thing I’d know I’d be unemployed and wondering where a year had gone.’


Look, that might happen. Maybe. Possibly. If you’re really unlucky and possibly dealing with some other issues that you might want to talk to someone about. The reality, though, is that even the laziest of us gets bored of doing nothing eventually, so I’m here to tell you that if for a couple of days you find yourself getting distracted at about 3pm by the thought of an afternoon nap, that is okay. You are absolutely not alone. In fact I might take a little nap right now.


The point is: it doesn’t matter. One of the benefits of working from home is that we can allow ourselves the time and space to work to our own energy patterns. We can actually learn to listen to our bodies and make the most of the time when we’re feeling productive but also rest when we’re tired. If you work from home regularly and you have never taken a 2pm nap, go do it immediately. Our bodies need to rest. If we don’t rest, we can’t be productive. We’ve been conditioned to fight this need for rest and adapt our energy patterns to an office culture that starts and finishes at a certain time, but working from home gives you the freedom to actually work with your body’s natural rhythms rather than against them. Also, if we’re being frank, we’ve all had days where we have sat in the office, stared at our computer screen and achieved absolutely nothing. We need to be honest about that. We need to be honest about the fact that sometimes we’ve ‘rested our eyes’ in the loo at work. That’s okay too.


One of the reasons that you might find yourself achieving less when you first start working from home is less to do with laziness and more to do with procrastination. ‘I’ll write that report but first of all I just want to put this load of laundry in/ tidy my wardrobe/fully master the art of baking sourdough.’ Procrastination might look a lot like laziness but it’s actually a very distinct problem and generally stems from a fear that our best efforts might not be good enough. When we’re in an office we have the fear of being seen to be doing nothing to force us into productivity but when it’s just us alone with our houseplant, how do we manage it then?


Firstly, when you find yourself procrastinating, rather than berating yourself for it, have some self-compassion. Even the most motivated of us have days when we’re just not feeling it. Then have a look at what you’re actually procrastinating about. Are you putting off getting started on writing that report or are you putting off producing a perfectly polished, deeply researched report? If it’s the latter, make a deal with yourself that you’ll spend 30 minutes on the report and that the aim of that 30 minutes isn’t to get it perfect but just to get something down on the page. If, after the 30 minutes, you want to go back to making the important decision of what colour to paint the bathroom you can, but you have to do 30 minutes of writing first.


I suspect you’ll find that once you’ve given yourself permission to do a slightly less than perfect job, you’ll actually find it much easier to get going. And once you’re going, you’ll find it much easier to get to the end point.




The ‘What if I can’t stop working and spend
my entire life at the mercy of my email?’ fear





As much as I’m an advocate for working from home, I can acknowledge that there is something incredibly comforting about leaving the office. That moment when you switch off your computer, put your coat on and officially close the door on the working part of your day. And so it’s easy to understand why some people worry that bringing work home might mean that they lose that delineating moment, the moment when they can firmly stop working and start living. This is a legitimate problem.


I’ve coached lots of people as they switch from full time in the office to a more flexible working style and one of the things they find hardest to adapt to is learning how to switch off. Particularly those with big ambitions for their career – they’re already worried that they’re not doing enough and so the temptation to keep working long past the time when they should have put their slippers on is hard to resist.


Quite often this ambition is used to justify a level of hardcore perfectionism. If you’re someone who can’t let go of a project until it’s 100 per cent perfect or who looks back at every completed task with a slight sadness that it could still be better, then there’s a strong chance you’re going to find working from home tough to begin with. The good news is that it’s also going to be the most important learning experience for you. Because the only way you can work from home and still maintain a life if you’re one of these people is by becoming excellent – 100 per cent perfect, you might say – at setting boundaries. We’ll look at how to do this in more detail later in the book but if you already know this is an area of development for you then don’t worry, I’ve got you.


Learning to set clear boundaries around work and the rest of your life is crucial for good mental health. In this book we’re going to spend some time investigating where you need to draw these boundaries and how you maintain them. We’ll look at techniques such as setting timers on your laptop and blocking access to your email after a certain time. And we’ll talk about how you can bring flatmates and family into the quest for better balance. Most importantly, we’ll look at why switching off is so hard and what you need to let go of if you’re going to make working from home work. The good news is that this fear, unlike most of them, is a place for serious learning and growth. Master this one and you’ll be set not just for your working life but for your overall wellbeing too.




The ‘What the hell do I do if my
kids are at home?’ fear





The one caveat to the brilliance of boundaries is kids. Kids are not as keen on respecting boundaries as the rest of us, as parents trying to work from home and look after small people can attest. The reality of working from home as a parent is that as much as possible you want to avoid trying to do double duty as a full-time employee and a full-time parent. Just because you’re working from home is no reason to feel guilty about employing all the childcare services at your disposal – you wouldn’t feel guilty doing this if you were in the office and this is no different. You wouldn’t expect to take your child to a meeting and have them sit quietly in the corner so it’s unlikely to work with a Zoom call either.


The main problem with trying to work from home and look after children at the same time is that kids assume that if you’re in the vicinity you’re available for playtime. One of my favourite genre of YouTube videos is ‘professional person being interviewed on the news about their job only to be interrupted by their kids’. Strangely enough, most kids are smart enough to know that the absolute best time to get their parent to agree to that one thing they’ve so far refused is when they sit in front of their carefully orchestrated bookshelf, trying to discuss global economic policy on live TV.


One of the ways you can help kids understand the difference between you being at home and you working from home is by keeping to those clear boundaries you’re going to set around what is and what isn’t working time. Think about ways you can help them understand this. Can you create a zoned-off space in the house that is your work area, so that you can tell your children that when you’re in it you can’t be disturbed? Or can you mark your working hours on the calendar so they can see them, or install a countdown clock in the kitchen so they know when you’ll be finished?


This clarity works both ways. If you know your kids will get home from school at 3.30pm and be famished and demanding food, then block that time out of your diary so your boss isn’t putting meetings in there. There’s a reason the subheading for this book is ‘how to build a career your love’ – it’s because you get the chance to design your working life in a way that enables you to function smoothly in both your work and your life.


Mostly it’s about clear communication, with your kids, your family, your boss and your teammates. When we’re clear with people about our boundaries, they will, as much as possible, respect them. So start thinking about what the boundaries are that you’re going to want to set and enforce them with yourself now, even if you’re still entirely in an office.




The ‘What if my team think
I’m slacking off?’ fear





All my experience suggests that we are capable of working as hard, if not harder, from home than we are in the office. However, other people might not see this as clearly. When we’re in an office together we all know who is there first in the morning and last at night, but when we can’t physically see this we start to wonder if anyone is doing anything at all. To counteract this, all home workers need to be communication gurus. Building those team relationships, making sure everyone is aware of what you’re producing and ensuring collaboration across projects requires first-class comms. It’s hard – but getting good at it will be a boost to your career wherever you’re based.


During the 2020 coronavirus period I actually spent six months working with a new, and entirely virtual, team. I joined the team six weeks into lockdown, my contract lasted for six months and during that entire time I never once met any of them in person. What this taught me was that the biggest problems arise when we don’t know what other people are contributing. And this problem is easily solved: set clear tasks at the beginning of the project, assign each task a co-ordinator and a deadline, and then hold regular check-ins. Sounds simple, right?


In reality it actually is simple, it just requires commitment. Think about how often you communicate with your team and your boss when you’re in the office. You probably have a check-in in the morning when you arrive, you’ll throw questions across the desk or see them leave to meetings during the day, you’ll have ‘official’ one-to-ones with team members or scheduled project catch-ups, and as you leave you’ll probably tell them how much more you have to do or how relieved you are to have finished. All day, each day we’re giving our team little prompts to let them know how we’re doing and when we’re suddenly apart from each other it can be hard to know how to replicate that.


We’ll look at how to be a remote manager to a team later in the book but for now here are the basics to ensure you and your team stay connected:




1.The morning check-in: you might want to run this as a video conference but you could also do it via WhatsApp or email. Simply ask your team to let you know what they’re working on that day and how they’re feeling about it. Encourage them to ask for and offer help to each other, set it at a specific time each day and ensure you take part too. If you’re working across time zones you could do this via Slack or WhatsApp and make it part of the team culture: when you log on for the day you check in with the thread and tell people what you’re up to.


2.Use the three connections rule. Each week you want to achieve the following three points of contact:


i.One ‘official’ connection – so a status report to your boss or from a team member.


ii.One casual connection – a quick chat with a co-worker or team member.


iii.And one random connection – talk to somebody outside of your team, follow up on potential business or reach out to somebody you admire and would like to connect with.


If you do these three things each week you’ll find being out of the office really doesn’t mean being out of the loop. Do each three every day and watch your career soar.


3.Use a project management tool to check progress. Whether you buy in specialist tech for this or simply set up a spreadsheet with key dates and deadlines on it, having a system that allows your team to mark their progress against bigger goals, and for you to do the same, means that everyone is on the same page with what work is being done.





It’s not just your team that you need to think about when it comes to communication – how you make sure your boss is aware of what you’re up to is equally important. I think there’s a real advantage here in working from home. When you’re in the office it can feel unnatural to wander up to your boss’ desk and try to nonchalantly mention how well your recent deal has done or similar. When you’re working from home this simply becomes an email with a ‘just wanted to keep you up to date. . .’ starter line. Easy. And when it comes to pay-rise discussions you have a ready-made paper trail.


I know, I know, you don’t want to send them a bragging email either. But if you don’t tell them, they will not know. They cannot see it. You have to be proactive in telling them. Working from home is a really great opportunity for us to actually practise the art of bragging to our boss. You can go from your boss barely knowing your name when you’re in the office to their being aware of every brilliant thing you do when you’re working from home. It just takes one email.




The ‘What if I miss out on what’s
going on in my industry?’ fear





Annie Nightingale has been a DJ on BBC Radio 1 for 50 years. Each morning she wakes up and downloads a playlist of new music. Occasionally she’ll listen to something she’s heard before but for the most part she wants to know what’s new and she goes out looking for it. When she started her career, people would send her records, then tapes, then CDs and now she creates her own playlists. She is 80 years old and still one of the most popular DJs on a radio station aimed at those in their teens. If she can do it, you can do it.


Start following leaders in your industry on social media, set up Google alerts for key terms so you can keep up to date with the news and spend some time thinking about how it might impact your sector. Then share your learnings with everyone on your Slack or WhatsApp channels.


Or if your real fear is that you’re going to be cut off from the wider world then make an effort to get out there and engage in it. Working from home doesn’t mean you have to stay at home. Go to industry events, find a shared workspace where there are other people to talk to, or even just head for your local coffee shop and make friends with the regulars. Some people might not be cut out for working from home 24/7 and that’s fine but being out of the office is no excuse for being out of the loop. Which leads us to. . .




The ‘What if I get lonely?’ fear





We need to acknowledge that everyone gets lonely working from home sometimes. There are some who are committed introverts who are always happier in their own company, but I suspect that those people have actually already geared their working lives in a way that suits them. For others, working from home can feel as though they never leave the house. Believe it or not, sometimes the office can feel like a rest, particularly if your home life consists of looking after small children.


For the rest of us, we need human interaction. We need to talk to people. We need to smile at people. We need to feel like we have been seen and heard every single day. You can’t get that if you’re working from home by yourself permanently, no matter how many Zoom calls you do. But here are some things to remember if you’re worried that home working equals loneliness.


Working from home does not have to mean that you are stuck purely in your house. Can you work from a place where there are other people, but perhaps not colleagues? These don’t have to be people you have an in-depth chat with but just friendly faces you can say hello to, pass the time with and get to know a little bit. I have become very good friends with the barista in my local coffee shop since I started working from home, as well as about ten other freelancers who all frequent the same coffee shop.


Working from home can still be a social experience. The reality of the world now is that more of us are working from home so if you’re sitting there wishing you had someone to chat to your neighbour probably is too. You might want to think about setting up a local meet-up, whereby you find people in your area and you work together for a period of time. If you can’t do that in a physical space, you can think about creating Zoom working sessions. I know a group of writers who do a co-writing session via Zoom each morning at 8am. They do a five-minute check-in and then put their heads down and write in silence for an hour. At the end of the session they let each other know how they’ve got on and offer support, then they go their separate ways. Another friend of mine runs a weekly Google Hangouts for small business owners – they get together for an hour, one person gives a talk about something and then everyone pitches in questions and ideas. They all work remotely but each week they have a space where they can come together with others.


However, if you are continually feeling lonely when working from home then you need to look at what is going on behind that. Natalie Lue, a coach and relationships expert, says that when we feel lonely it’s actually because we feel we can’t truly express ourselves to anyone. Feeling lonely at work has less to do with how many people are in the office space with us and more to do with whether or not we feel we can open up to them without being judged. Can you be vulnerable with your colleagues? Are you able to tell them when things aren’t going well or to ask for help when you need it? If you can’t, then you’re going to feel lonely inside or outside of the office.


If you are feeling loneliness in your working life, my first suggestion is not to look at how you can surround yourself with lots of people, but to think of the one person to whom you can talk openly. Can you find someone you can open up to about your fears, hopes and worries surrounding work? If it’s not someone in your team, do you have a friend or family member who could listen? Or if not, can you find a therapist to talk to? Allowing ourselves to be seen and heard is the number one cure for loneliness. It’s not going back into the office.




The ‘I can’t afford to work from home’ fear





One of the reasons that working from home has risen in recent years is because the cost of office space in large cities has also risen. It’s become untenable for big businesses to keep all their employees in one office, and they’ve seen the financial advantage in allowing some of us to work remotely.


Working from home can mean incurring costs, so if your company is actively seeking to encourage its employees to work from home then you should talk to them about how they can cover some of these costs for you. Can they pay for a laptop or home computer? What about a desk or supportive chair? Think about the things you’re going to need to successfully work from home (see the list here) and talk it through with your boss.


Also, remember that you might be able to put some of these expenses against tax if you’re working from home – check your local regulations. Talk to a good accountant about this but depending on how your company pays you, and your tax bracket, some office equipment could be offset against your tax payments.


Hopefully that’s alleviated some of your fears about working from home, so now we get to talk about the good bits! Because working from home is, in my opinion, a shortcut to productivity and balance. Here’s how.




Increased productivity





Here are some facts you might be surprised to learn about how we work most efficiently:




1.Productivity peaks at about 40 hours a week. If you’re working more hours than that you might be spending more time at your desk but you’re getting less done. So all those hours you’ve spent working late have in reality just been making you less productive the next day, meaning you spend more hours working late and so on and so on.


2.Productivity is not linked to a particular time or place. There is no magic morning routine that will make you more productive if you’re a night owl. Nor will working from the peace of a library help you get that project finished if you need to feel the buzz of people around you. We’re each unique and work better under different circumstances. The joy of working from home is that you get to set the conditions that work best for you.


3.To maximize your productivity, you need to know what your priorities are and be focused on working towards them. One of the benefits of working from home is that you’re less likely to find yourself distracted by other people’s priorities. Don’t want your colleagues to drag you into another project until this one is finished? Simply turn on your ‘out of office’, put your head down and get on with your work. No one is going to appear at your desk to distract you.





When we talk about productivity, what we’re mainly talking about is the elimination of distractions and that is much easier to do from home. Think about it: on an average working day you’ll turn up to the office, switch on your computer, load up your emails and start trying to catch up on any you missed from the day before. While you’re doing that, your colleague will come in and sit down next to you. You’ll have a bit of a chat with them. Perhaps you’ll go and get a coffee together, leaving a pile of unread emails for later. You’ll get back to your desk meaning to carry on with those emails but someone will drag you into a meeting. You’ll leave that meeting with a piece of work that you decide to get done immediately, putting off whatever it was you wanted to prioritize this morning. Perhaps you’ll have a conversation with somebody who was in the meeting. You’ll go for a walk together. You’ll discuss what was said. And so it goes on, until the day is finished and you leave the office making a mental note to pick up the unfinished work tomorrow.
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