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Abstract

Work-from-Home (WFH) is not a new concept; however, its adoption in the
public sector is rather slow. COVID-19 has forced us to find a new way of
doing business, especially during the lockdown in many countries. WFH, or
teleworking, as it is commonly known, has increased significantly with the
advent of technology and improved communication. Its popularity is strong-
er in the private sector and less adopted in the public sector, mainly due to
the traditional nature of the service that government delivers. This new pan-
demic has called for many governments to transform their way of conducting
their operations using emerging technologies. This paper looks at the benefits
and consequences of working from home. The study also looks at the condi-
tions that would make working from home effective from the point of view of
employees in the public sector. An online survey was conducted among pub-
lic officers during the lockdown period to investigate their perceptions of
working from home. The study found that public officers perceive the risk to
catch the virus is the highest when travelling by bus and at their workplace. It
is also found that the support from leaders does have an impact on employee
productivity. Some pre-conditions to make work from home effective are
highlighted in this study to guide managers.

Keywords

Work-from-Home, Transformation, Emerging Technologies, Leading WFH
Employees

1. Introduction

On 12" January 2020, the World Health Organisation (WHO) confirmed that a
novel coronavirus (named COVID-19) was the cause of a respiratory illness in a

cluster of people in Wuhan City in Hubei Province, China. This was reported to
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the WHO on 31 December 2019. The world’s attention was drawn to observe the
severity of the virus and measures were being taken, first to contain its spread
and to start working on finding remedies. On 11 March 2020, the WHO de-
clared the COVID-19 as a pandemic (a global sanitary crisis). As in many coun-
tries, the Government of the Republic of Mauritius reacted by setting up a High
Level Committee chaired by the Prime Minister to take stock of the situation
and of the impact of the virus on the various sectors of the economy.

On 18™ March 2020, Mauritius recorded three cases of COVID-19 and the
Prime Minister took a firm decision that the country would be under sanitary
lockdown for a period of two weeks. However, a total lockdown was subse-
quently imposed and further extended to the 1* of June 2020. Only essentials
services of the public sector, such as the health, police force and fire rescue ser-
vices, were operating in the first instance. After the peaking of the pandemic in
Mauritius, plans were put in place to prepare for resumption of some public ser-
vices starting the 15™ of May until all public services are operational from the 2™
of June 2020.

Resumption of activities in the public service had been planned in a staggered
manner and social distancing for the safety of employees has been highly rec-
ommended. Decisions were also made to restrict the number of employees in
any office set-up and to establish alternate days or extra shifts that reduce the
total number of employees and customers in a facility at a given time.

Following the serious threat that the pandemic of COVID-19 is posing to hu-
man health, the Government of Mauritius agreed to the introduction of a
Work-from-Home Scheme for public officers. Government sees it as an oppor-
tunity for Ministries and Departments to develop and implement the scheme for
their staff on a pilot basis in the first instance. The benefits of the Work-from-Home
Scheme were strongly underlined to encourage employees to adopt this new mode
of working, such as: 1) continuity in the delivery of services, 2) spending lesser
hours in traffic jams and reducing commuting costs, 3) improving work-life bal-
ance, 4) containing the spread of infectious disease (particularly COVID-19), 5)
saving on fixed office costs, 6) a motivation for staff to work in an innovative
environment with less stress and more job satisfaction, 7) improving their effi-
ciency and effectiveness; and 8) giving more flexibility to organise tasks.

Although with these numerous many benefits, WFH mode of work also comes
with some challenges and difficulties. A few pertinent questions remain with
COVID-19 still around, such as, how safe do employees feel to get back to work?
Where are the risks highest to be contaminated? How to work from home? What
support are required from leaders, especially the type of leadership? How WFH
is implemented in the public sector?

The paper is organised as follows. In the next section, a review of the litera-
ture on the definition of work-from-home, the benefits and challenges of
working from home as well the impact WFH has on productivity are looked at.
In Section 3, we discuss how the Government of Mauritius efficiently ad-

dressed the lockdown situation to ensure the safety of its citizens. Section 4
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reports the findings of a survey carried out on public officers on their percep-
tion of working from home during the lockdown period and section 5 provides
some recommendations of how to make WFH work efficiently and Section 6

concludes.

2. Literature Review
2.1. Definition of Work-from-Home

There were calls for many years to introduce flexible working hours in the civil
service since the 2008 Pay Research Bureau Report. The benefits for flexible
hours were highlighted in the 2016 Pay Research bureau report for both the or-
ganisations and the employees. For the organisations, the advantages are: “im-
provement in productivity; reduction in absenteeism; less requirement for over-
time as employees can manage busy and slack periods; completion of lengthy
work assignments without resorting to overtime; potential for longer opening
hours and public desk cover in the flexible periods including lunch time; and
balance in family life and professional activities” (Pay Research Bureau, 2016). In
the same report, the terms “Flexiplace” and “Homeworking” were further in-
troduced. Flexiplace has been defined as “an arrangement whereby staff perform
work in places other than the office” and Homeworking as “an arrangement in-
volving people undertaking work primarily in their homes or who travel exten-
sively but are primarily based at home” (paragraph 18.5.36).

The homeworking incentive was primarily targeting officers particularly at the
professional level and above “for assignments that are project-based with verifi-
able performance indicators” (paragraph 18.5.37) upon approval from the Chief
Executives of Ministries/Departments/Organisations.

The “home working” as stated in the PRB seems to be restricted to a certain
grade level and its application has been limited. The Government has recognised
the importance of working from home to increase productivity and has made
provisions in the Workers’ Rights Act whereby there is a legal provision for re-
gulating the “work from home” framework through the Workers’ Rights (Atyp-
ical Work) Regulations 2019. However, the said provision was restricted to pri-
marily the private sector.

A commonly used term in the literature is teleworking. Teleworking can have
different definition such as “telecommuting, networking, flexible working, working
from home, remote working, home-based working, or mobile working” (Pearl-
son and Saunders, 2001). Telework, as explained by Fairweather (1999), enables
employees to perform their work with the use of telecommunication technolo-
gies at their residence, which is the typical place. However, telework can also be
practiced at alternate worksites (Meyers and Hearn, 2000), in which case, the
worksite must be in proximity of their home to reduce the time spent in travel-
ling (Dixon, 2003) and the employee must work at least one day per week
(Scholefield and Peel, 2009).

Teleworking, as opposed to work-at-office, is the transition between being
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supervised and having face-to-face communication to being self-managed and
communicating virtually (Kurland and Bailey, 1999). Telework can, therefore, be
defined as “any form of substitution of information technologies for work-related
travel” (Ellison, 1999).

Public organisations are currently facing a major challenge in how they can
respond to the rapid changes in technology (Osborne and Brown, 2005). With
advanced research and development in new technologies and the prevalence of
COVID-19, there could be a new definition in work configuration. We are see-
ing emerging companies such as “Slack” and “Zoom” and well known multina-
tionals like “Google” and “Microsoft”, which are providing their e-tools for free
with the hope that people will adopt their software as a new work tool even post
the pandemic (Hern, 2020). On the downside, there is increasing pressure on
internet service providers to familiarise themselves with new innovative tech-
nologies and for teleworking employees not to experience any issues concerning
broadband connection and speed of connection.

In this period of COVID-19 pandemic, telework is being used as a measure to
“flatten the curve” of the pandemic (BBC, 2020). In this case, telework can be
considered as the “magic concept” as suggested by Pollitt and Hupe (2011). Such
a measure is helping not only the organisation to continue its operation but to
the economy at a large.

Another merit, as put by Barack Obama is that “attracting and retaining em-
ployees who are more productive and engaged through flexible workplace poli-
cies is not just good for business or for our economy—it’s good for our families
and our future” (The White House, 2010). In addition to improving work-life
balance, working from home may reduce companies’ rent costs and employee
turnover and also benefit communities by lowering commuter congestion and
emissions (Bloom, Liang, Roberts and Ying, 2014).

Other research studies have shown that teleworking can have a mixed effect
on employees’ quality of life, their productivity and stress level, their job com-
mitment and job satisfaction, and the balance between the personal life and
work (Handy and Mokhtarian, 1996). Since teleworkers have the ability to work
at their own pace, they can spend more time with their families, hence improv-
ing their quality of life (Pearlson and Saunders, 2001). Ironically, Salomon and
Salomon (1984) argue that teleworkers, who are not able to effectively manage

their time between work and home, can suffer from unnecessary stress.

2.2. Benefits and Consequences of Working-from-Home

There has been a disruption from former traditional working practices. Compa-
nies are more willing to adopt new techniques such as working from home to
remain competitive in the fierce and rapid changing business world. Many fac-
tors influence the increased in demand of teleworking and these include the ad-
vancement and ease of access to new technologies, changes in social trends,
more women working which has given rise to dual income families, single-parent

families, and the need to maintain work-family balance (Ellison, 1999). Kanel-
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lopoulos (2011) also brought into light that employees enjoyed a much better
work-life balance while working from home.

Work-from-home is being encouraged as employees have the flexibility to
choose where and when they can engage with their work, which helps to alleviate
their travelling expenses (Kanellopoulos, 2011) and money spent on formal
clothing (Riswadkar and Riswadkar, 2009). There are studies that have been
conducted on the effect of time spent on travelling on work performance. Apgar
(1998) and Dixon (2003) demonstrated that employees who worked from home
dedicated more time in additional work as compared to those working from office.
Baard and Thomas (2010) found that working from home could cause a reduction
in the boundary between work and personal life. Mann and Holdsworth (2003) had
noted that employees tend to work overtime, which can lead to severe health and
mental issues.

However, Kanellopoulos (2011) found that employers benefited from WFH
arrangement as it contributes towards less absenteeism of staff and lower turno-
ver in terms of rents and utilities (Riswadkar and Riswadkar, 2009).

Pearlson and Saunders (2001) noted that employees working from home are
autonomous compared to traditional employees. This is due to the fact that te-
leworkers can manage their time according to their working capacity. Self-
management and autonomy help employees to be more motivated and this leads
to an increase in their level of job satisfaction (Kanellopoulos, 2011). However,
Kurlan and Cooper (2002) brought up the issues and challenges faced by man-
agers who were unable to efficiently supervise their employees.

Vega and Brennan (2000) found that autonomy has a negative impact on ca-
reer prospects. Similarly, Bloom et al. (2014) found that workers working from
home were less likely to be promoted than similar-performing peers working in
the office, however, it significantly increased employees’ productivity and job sa-
tisfaction.

Work from home has for some time grown over the years with the emergence
of technologies and better connectivity. This has significantly increased during
the COVID-19 pandemic, for example, in Germany the proportion of the work-
force working from home has increased from 12% to 25%, exceeding eight mil-
lion people, stated the German labour minister, Hubertus Heil (cited in Dans,
2020). In the 1990s, however, despite the rapid growth in communication tech-
nology, the overall potential impacts of telework at a national level were not fully
explored (Duarte and Snyder, 1999). This shift to work more from home could
indicate the importance workers are placing on health concerns.

Briefly, the benefits to employees working from home are:

* In the present context, it reduces the risk to be contaminated;

e It provides a flexible work environment;

¢ It provides better work-life balance, hence improves the health state;

* It provides more time with family members;

* Itreduces commuting time, hence, increases the time for other activities;

* Itincreases productivity and creativity;
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* It reduces stress;
* It increases job satisfaction.
Some of the drawbacks are:
* No clear demarcation between work and personal life;
¢ Work time can become endless;
* Difficulty to socialise with co-workers;
* Requires good connectivity and equipment provisions;
* Rising electricity and connectivity costs, unless financed by the organisation;
* Micromanagement and constantly being monitored could lead to stress;

* Career prospect can be impacted negatively.

2.3. The Debate on Productivity

The immediate reaction from line managers to allow employees to work from
home would be their concerns regarding productivity levels, especially in the
public sector. The main issue is the measurement of productivity of employees
in the delivery of public services. We cannot adopt the input-output measure-
ment in the public service. It is more appropriate to measure productivity of a
Ministry or Department rather than of an individual for the public sector. To the
citizens, what matters most is the value that public service generates by using
taxpayers money. Another measure is to use outcome as an indicator of produc-
tivity, however, as cited in Linna et al. (2010), Putnam (1993) rejects the idea of
including outcomes in productivity measurement. He argues that to focus on
outcomes includes changes which government has no control, for example,
changes in health rather than patients treated or changes in the educational sta-
tus.

According to Holzer and Seok-Hwan (2004), the concept of performance may
represent a more attractive conceptual path toward improvement. Productivity
and performance are functions of many factors—ranging from top management
support, committed personnel at all levels, a performance measurement system,
employee training, reward structures, community involvement and feedback to
correction of budget-management decisions. It is thus important to build up ca-
pacities for productivity improvement (cited in Linna et al., 2010).

Although the Performance Management System (PMS) is in place in the
Mauritian public sector, its effectiveness is yet to be measured. It becomes even
more critical now to make the PMS functional and operative where key perfor-
mance indicators (KPIs) are carefully thought of for each employee. Once em-
ployees understand their KPIs, along with their key results areas, measurement
of work-from-home productivity will become clearer. However, performance
will be judged on the effectiveness and efficiency as well as the quality of services
delivered to the public.

According to a survey by Airtasker (2020), they found that working from
home not only benefits employees by eliminating their daily commutes, it also
increases productivity and leads to healthier lifestyles. On average, remote em-
ployees worked 1.4 more days every month, or 16.8 more days every year, than
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those who worked in an office. Moreover, on those workdays, they spent more
time getting things done.

In a recent survey of professionals from age 18 - 74, 54% of them found that
working from home during the COVID-19 pandemic has had a positive effect
on workers’ productivity. The reasons for this, they said, were time saved from
commuting (71%), fewer distractions from co-workers (61%) and fewer meet-
ings (39%) (Schrotenboer, 2020).

Conversely, another survey conducted by YouGov in partnership with USA
TODAY and LinkedIn, researchers have found that problem solving and crea-
tivity suffer when workers are isolated from one another. Additionally, isolated
work can lead to loneliness and boredom. Remote employees have also reported
they worked more hours. For instance, in an online survey of 2001 adults from
April 6-9, 25% of respondents said working from home has had a negative im-
pact on their productivity. The main reason cited was that it takes longer to get
answers and information from co-workers. 43% of those working from home
said they are communicating with their colleagues less than they did before. 31%
said their workload has decreased since they began working from home, while
another 43% say their workload is unchanged. The rest (26%) said that their
workload has actually increased, with a lack of separation between home and
work being cited by 31% of that group (The New York Times, 2020).

In Singapore, it was reported that those who had to travel long distances and
who could perform most of the work at home opted to telework for only 1 - 3
days a week (Yap and Tng, 1990). In another study of how organisations per-
ceived teleworking in Singapore, found about 12% of the respondents allowed
their employees to telework while providing both formal and informal arrange-
ments (Lam, Lim, and Loh, 1995). The main reason being that there was an in-
crease in productivity along with reduced office space (cited in Bernardino,
1996). However, they found problems such as data security and inability to su-
pervise employees.

3. The COVID-19 Response by the Government of Mauritius

The Government of the Republic of Mauritius has closely followed the evolution
of the coronavirus (COVID-19) since the outbreak in Wuhan, China in January
2020. A series of actions and measures have been taken to prevent the spread of
the virus in the Republic. For instance, since end of January 2020, all passengers
travelling from China were screened at the airport through the thermal scanner.
Similarly, passengers arriving by cruise ships were also screened. Passengers
from China were closely monitored by the Public Health Inspectors, for a period
of 14 days’ post-arrival. A High Level Committee chaired by the Prime Minister
was setup to take stock of the situation and of the impact of the novel coronavi-
rus on the various sectors of the economy. By mid-February, all incoming pas-
sengers were screened manually and by means of thermal cameras. A sensitisa-
tion campaign was intensified on the virus by the Ministry of Health and Well-

ness. A soon as three cases of COVID-19 were detected, on 18 March the coun-
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try went into lockdown. The Government decided that the country would be
under complete lock-down until 31 March 2020 with only essential services such
as police, hospitals, dispensaries, private clinics, firefighters and banks being
open. All other activities were banned during the curfew period. It was also de-
cided that all supermarkets, shops and bakeries would also be closed until 31
March 2020. However, food distribution was organised for 35,000 households
registered on the social register. Government decided that supermarkets, ex-
cluding bakeries, would restart operations as from 2 April 2020. Customers were
allowed to enter supermarkets as per the alphabetical order of their names dur-
ing specific days twice a week.

Since the economic sector was badly affected, Government provided a Wage
Assistance Scheme to employees as well as Self-Employed Assistance Scheme to
provide a basic level of income. Work Access Permits (WAPs) were allocated to
allow movement of employees in specific sectors. An application was designed
for employers to apply WAPs for their employees and was also accessible on the
website besafemoris.mu. The App provides latest news along with measures to
prevent the proliferation of coronavirus. Government has repeatedly requested
citizens to consult the latest news on the application or the website for official
updates instead of using social media platforms due to proliferation of fake news
or inaccurate information. Heavy penalties were introduced for the dissemina-
tion of fake news on social media. The first lockdown ended on 31 May 2020 af-
ter no cases were reported. All activities resumed, with the exception of tourism.
However, Government has allowed travellers, including tourists to enter the
country provided they accept to be quarantined until the results for COVID-19
are negative. The travellers need to book their ticket together with the listed qu-
arantine hotels at the time of travel through a dedicated website on the Mauri-
tius Tourism Promotion Authority platform. A Premium Visa Travel Scheme

was launched to attract long stay visit tourists.

3.1. Activities in the Public Sector

Although the country was in lockdown, many civil servants of the top manage-
ment level were called on duty to ensure that certain essential services continue.
However, even during the lockdown period, a staggered resumption for civil
servants was implemented. For instance, as from 11 May 2020, all officers of the
administrative cadre resumed duty to plan and implement the resumption of
services of their respective Ministries/Departments. All Heads of Department/
Divisions/Technical unit also resumed work. All office auxiliary cadre, handy
worker and similar grades resumed work to allow for thorough cleaning and sa-
nitizing of office premises.

As from 15 May 2020 up 30% capacity of remaining staff resumed work until
21 May 2020. As from 22 May 2020, a second batch of 30% staff of Minis-
tries/Departments resumed work to replace the first batch of employees who

were working, and as from 2 June 2020, all staff of Ministries/Departments re-
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sumed duty.

During the lockdown, to enable public officers to commute from their resi-
dence to their workplace during the lockdown period, a Work Access Permit
was issued. An App was designed to provide QR Code for the commuter. The
Government has laid a lot of emphasis on the health and safety of its employees.
Through a circular, practical actions were outlined regarding the cleanliness of
premises, protective equipment, administrative arrangements, management of
social distancing and personal hygiene.

To coordinate the resumption and to ensure the safety of employees, Minis-
tries and Departments had set up a COVID-19 Dedicated Response Team. This
response team had the task to take actions regarding the organisation of the
workplace, ensuring that appropriate measures are taken for staff safety (such as
social distancing), put in place facilities for interaction with the public, devise
strategies to deliver public service, among others. The Ministry of Public Service,
Administrative and Institutional Reforms had set up a Communication and

Coordination Cell to attend to issues pertaining to the resumption of duty.

3.2. Introduction of Work-from-Home Scheme in the Public
Sector

To restrict the number of officers in an office set up (to ensure social distancing)
and also to have less commuters, Government has approved the Work-from-
Home Scheme to be introduced in the public sector. The Scheme was introduced
for an initial period of three months on a pilot basis. Under such a Scheme, the
Supervising Officer and the employee mutually agree on certain deliverables.
Indeed, with this change in the work environment due to the COVID-19 pan-
demic, the Workers’ Right Act, 2019 (WRA) has been amended, more precisely,
Section 17A where the employees are notified with a prior notice of at least 48
hours by the employer for working from home. Government is supporting the
Scheme by providing some allowances to cover for internet access and phone
costs. However, a fundamental question rest on the readiness of public sector
employees to embark on the Work-from-Home mode.

It is in this context, a survey was conducted to assess the perception of public
officers as well as state-owned enterprises on the new mode of teleworking,
which the Government is encouraging to put in place.

Since the research was undertaken during the first lockdown period, an online
survey was carried out and was deemed to be the most appropriate methodology
to obtain responses. The online survey was carried out during the period 29
April 2020 to 7 May 2020 to employees of the public sector. Using the Cochran’s
formula to determine the minimum sample size resulted to 255 with 5% margin
of error. Given the database of public officers held, the questionnaire was sent to
15,197 public officers from the civil service, parastatal organisations, local gov-
ernment and state-owned enterprises. A total of 3029 responses were received,

representing a response rate of around 20%.
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4. Survey Results

4.1. Profile of Respondents

Figure 1 depicts the responses received from the different organisation. The
Civil Service represents 78% of responses received, followed by around 15%
from parastatal organisations, 5% from local government and the rest from
State-Owned Enterprises.

In total, 63% of the respondents were female and 37% male. The distribution
by age groups is illustrated in Figure 2 below with the majority between the age
of 31 to 50.

In terms of the grade of the employees, they were mostly from Supervisory
grade (35%) followed by Middle Management (31%), Frontline Staff (26%), Top
Management (5%) and the rest from Workmen/Manual grade.

Response by Organisation

Local
Government State-Owned
5% Enterprises
2%

Parastatal
15%

Civil Service
78%

Figure 1. Response by organisation.

Age Distribution

61-65
51-60 4%

18-30
20%

Figure 2. Age distribution.
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4.2. Safeness to Go Back to Work

During the lockdown period, there has been an ongoing awareness campaign on
COVID-19 and precautions that must be taken by the public. The Government
has, through the Ministry of Public Service, Administrative and Institutional
Reforms, issued circulars to all Ministries and Departments on measures to be
taken for the resumption to contain the virus, as explained earlier. Respondents
were asked about their risk perception in resuming work after the lockdown pe-
riod. Figure 3 illustrates that around 75% of respondents believed that it was not
safe to get back to work after the lockdown. In fact, 49% of respondents per-
ceived that the possibility of contamination still exists and is very high. About

27% of the respondents believed that people are not taking enough precautions.

4.3. Where Does the Risk Lie?

Respondents were asked where they think that the risk to catch the virus is the
highest. As Figure 4 illustrates, more than one third of the respondents (37.4%),

Safety for Resumption
Safe, as
Extremely everybody is
safe, no risk at taking

all
1%

precautions and
safety measures
16%

Not safe at
all, the
possibility of
contamination
still exists
49%

Figure 3. Safety for resumption.
Highest Risk Place to Catch the Virus

Fast food outlets (dholl puri, marchand gateau, etc) M 23%
In toilets/washrooms D 5%
Supermarkets M 25%
Marketplace (bazaar) I s.7%
Delivering the service to the public I 9.2%
At my workplace R 31.4%
Using cash 0 2.4%
Travelling by taxi 0o7%

Travelling by metro J03%

Travellingby bus (I 37.4%

0.0% 5.0% 10.0% 15.0% 20.0% 25.0% 30.0% 35.0% 40.0%

Figure 4. Highest risk place to catch the virus.
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believed that the risk to catch the virus is highest when travelling by bus. While a
little less than one third of the respondents believed that the highest risk was at
their workplace.

4.4. Work-from-Home

With the introduction of the Work-from-Home Scheme, as many as 68% of
respondents are favourable to adopt the work-from-home mode of work, with
47% considering this option very favourably (see Figure 5 below). Of those who
have responded highly favourable to work from home, the majority were female,
65% (representing 31% of the sample) and the 35% of male represented 16% of
the sample. It was also observed that employees in the Supervisory grade consti-
tuted around 38% of those who are highly favourable to work from home. This

was followed by 38% in the Middle Management grade.

4.5, Barriers to Work from Home

Working from home does come with some challenges as discussed in previous
research studies in Section 2. Respondents were asked to name the three biggest
challenges they perceive when working from home. Given the nature of work,
especially in the civil service (since the majority of the respondents are from this
category), many of the respondents, about 68%, stated that accessing informa-
tion to get their work done from home will be challenging (Figure 6). Around
47%, indicated that lack of equipment such as a PC or laptop and internet con-
nectivity would limit working from home and about 40% reported that collabo-
rating with colleagues would be difficult. Around 26% of the respondents stated

that they would struggle managing time to keep a regular schedule.

4.6. Line Manager Communication with Employees

Respondents were also asked as to how they would wish their line manager to

contact them. It was found that more than 50% of them are open for their line

Willingness to Work-From-Home
50%
45%
40%
35%
30%
25%

20%
15%
10%
5%
5% %

Highly Not Favourable Neutral Favourable Highly
Unfavourable Favourable

Percentages

Figure 5. Willingness to work-from-home.
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Barriers to Work from Home

Accessing tools or information | need to do my job at
home

Laptop or PC and Internet connectivity

Collaborating with colleagues

Keeping a regular schedule

Too many distractions at home

Not going to office for work

My physical workspace at home

Staying motivated

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80%

Figure 6. Barriers to work-from-home.

manager to contact them by phone anytime during the day. Around 21% of
them are open for their line manager to contact them by phone at any time.
However, 21% equally wished to be contacted by email only. Only 11% of them

would like to be contacted via video conferencing as illustrated in Figure 7.

4.7.Leadership Traits: Support from Line Managers

Leading employees remotely may be challenging as found in the literature from
previous studies. In this context, respondents were asked what would be their
two biggest support that they would require from their line manager. Figure 8
illustrates those types of support requested from employees. Fifty four percent
(54%) of respondents requested that they must be explained clearly what are the
expectations from the tasks that would be allocated. Fifty percent (50%) of the
total respondents would like to receive well-defined tasks. This is not surprising
in the public sector, given that the Work-from-Home Scheme clearly mentions
that Supervising Officers should agree in advance on tasks to be performed by
members of their team together with delivery outcomes as agreed upon. Records
should be kept of all tasks performed/hours put in by officers concerned and
endorsed by the Head of Section. Around 30% of the respondents would like
their line manager to be available for discussions and around 25 percent would

like to receive feedback on their completed tasks.

5. Recommendations to Increase Productivity by
Working-from-Home

Based on the findings of the study, and also from the literature review, working
from home can have many challenges in terms of productivity and managing
self. There are certain measures and actions that can be taken that might relieve
these difficulties. Below are step-by-step suggestions to improve the effectiveness

of working from home, whether in the civil service or private sector:
1) Clarify Tasks
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Mode of Contact by Line Manager
35%

31%
30%
25%
21% 21%
20%
15%
’ 11%

10% 8% 8%

- . .

0%

By By phone By phone, once By phone, twice By email only By video
phone, anytime anytime during adayata adayata conferencing

the day only scheduled hour scheduled hour

Figure 7. Mode of contact by line manager.

Support from Line Manager

To explain clearly the expectations from allocated
A saw
tasks
To give well defined tasks [ so%
To be available for discussion _ 31%
To receive feedback on completed tasks _ 27%
| want my line manager to trust me _ 14%
To provide motivation to work from home _ 14%

To provide emotional and steady support - 4%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60%

Figure 8. Support from line manager.

From the survey, many respondents have voiced out that they would like to
have clarifications of tasks that their line manager allocates. When engaging on a
Work-from-Home mode, especially in the civil service where duties are strictly
adhered to the scheme of duties, difficulties arise when allocating tasks. This is
perhaps why a performance appraisal with defined goals and key performance
indicators would help to conduct work within set boundaries. An employee,
therefore, needs to get clarifications which tasks will be performed at home.
Once the tasks are mutually agreed between the employee and the line manager,
the former will be better prepared to achieve the deliverables within an agreed
time frame. This will provide certain flexibility in planning and time manage-
ment.

2) Create a Working Space

Once an agreement has been reached to work from home, there needs to be
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some changes for a smooth transition from a supervised-office environment to a
self-managed working space. Our normal habit to work is to operate in a defined
office set up. Apart from a basic office desk and a chair, the workstation is nor-
mally structured in such a way that we can easily identify our papers, equipment,
stationeries, files etc. A routine is developed everyday as soon as one reaches the
office from switching on the PC or laptop and picking up from the previous day.

Working from home will require a certain physical adaptation. First of all, try
to create a dedicated space at home. This will have the benefit of keeping oneself
focused in an organised area. Organise the dedicated area to make it effective for
working. Try to get basic supplies (phone, pen, notepad, etc.) within reach, oth-
erwise time be wasted looking for these when needed. Keep the area clean and
tidy. Make it an “official” workspace.

3) Request for Support

To work from home requires necessary software and hardware equipment as
well as internet access. You will need to discuss these facilities prior to accepting
of working from home. The Government of Mauritius, for instance, under the
Work-from-Home Scheme, provides cell phone and internet allowances to pub-
lic officers.

4) Understanding from Family and Disturbances

Expect to be disturbed by sound of ringing phone, kids and family members
calling you anytime while you are at work. Pets around the house and tempta-
tions to play games on phone or laptop can make you lose focus. It is recom-
mended that you make your family members understand that you are working
and not to be disturbed or make noises. In this way, the rules are well set for all
parties.

5) Groom Properly

When working at home, there is a tendency to dress up very informally, such
as, staying in pyjama outfit the whole day, having scruffy hair, and so on.
Working from home should not be dress-code free. Proper attire and grooming
will, first, facilitate the transition from a “sleepy mood” to a “working mood”.
Second, it gives a moral boost and builds self-confidence. Third, one can attend
video conference calls at any time.

6) Schedule Working Time

Working at home can be an endless activity. Often employees are caught up
into their work assignments that they are unable to demarcate the boundaries
between work and personal time. This consequently disturbs the whole work-life
balance. It is advisable to spend, at the most, the same amount of time that one
would spend at the office. In this sense, one would stick to a daily routine with-
out comprising family or time for self. In our survey, it was found that 1 in 4
respondents would find it difficult to keep a regular schedule when working at
home. This may seem challenging, however, use alarms to let know when you
should start working and when to stop. Use unused commuting time to carry
household chores and other activities.

7) Take Breaks
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There is a time to work and a time to look after oneself as well as the whole
family, otherwise it can lead to stress and work-family conflicts (Greenhaus and
Powell, 2003). Teleworkers should avoid making the laptop a bed partner as this
may disturb the sleeping and waking up time patterns. With work from home,
more time is available to spare in comparison to the time that one spends from
getting dressed up to the amount of time one would spend in commuting to-
and-back from the office. Use those time “savings” judiciously. Start by drafting
a schedule to include the time that will be spent on work, having tea and lunch
breaks and a time to get some fresh air. The most challenging part is to stick to
the schedule. Use calendar apps with notifications or email to schedule those
slots in.

8) Communicating with the Line Manager

Keep a communication line on the progress of the allocated tasks with the line
manager. Depending on the line manager’s way of assessing an employee’s
work-from-home productivity, the employee is recommended to send regular
updates on the tasks s/he is carrying out. It is best to arrange for a specific time
during the day to communicate with the line manager to do so. Staying in touch
with the line manager develops a better professional relationship. One can use
phone, video conferencing or emails. When using emails, use proper grammar
to avoid any misunderstandings to ensure that the message is well understood.
Re-read the email content before sending, if necessary.

9) Communication with Colleagues

As many as 40% of the respondents in the survey believed that keeping in
touch with colleagues will be a struggle while working from home. Isolation may
start creeping in when working from home all the time. During break time,
staying in touch with colleagues, who may be are either working from home
themselves or are at the office, will keep one abreast of developments in the or-
ganisation. It is then unlikely to miss out on important decisions that have been
taken. Staying in touch with friends and colleagues will avoid the feeling of lone-
liness from being suddenly cut off from people one is used to see every day. Take
some time to socialise with friends and colleagues. Arrange for a chat time if
possible with colleagues and friends. This will increase productivity and to get
away from boredom.

10) Avoid Distractions

Being free at home, where no one is “observing”, might tempt the teleworker
to engage in non-productive activities such as watching TV, playing games,
browsing the social media and so on. To stay focus on the tasks, try to remove all
games and apps from the laptop and phone. Family members or pets might dis-
turb the flow of work. In such a case, try to organise and explain family members
of the importance to complete certain tasks and specify a time of availability.
Sticking with the time schedule will keep certain focus and increase productivity.

11) Looking after own health

Around 10% of respondents revealed that working from home might indulge

them in “eating too much”. As mentioned earlier, getting enough sleep and
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waking up as on a normal day of work will keep one healthy and active. Doing
some exercises and going outside to get some fresh air at times will boost up

productivity.

6. Conclusion

COVID-19 has disturbed the way we are working. A new normal has emerged
and has reconfigured, and is transforming, the operations in organisations. With
Governments putting a high emphasis on the health of their citizens, by taking
strict measures such as lockdown, full resumption of traditional public services
is challenging. New ways to deliver public service are being sought of and tech-
nology is playing a much bigger role. This implies a change in the way em-
ployees perform their tasks. Teleworking has started to emerge as a serious op-
tion in the public sector, which was once mostly adopted by the private sector.
Since the conditions of work in the public sector are highly regulated, a work-
from-home scheme will necessarily be designed to obtain the desired outcome. It
has to be pointed out that without access to technology working from home will
be ineffective. Its success will depend on hardware and software provided, but
equally the quality of output from working from home will largely depend on
the type of tasks that can be performed, self-management, time management,
communication with colleague and line managers, and the adaptation pace to a
new culture of work.

Another pre-condition for the success of increasing the productivity of work-
ing from home is the leadership style of our leaders. The skills and qualities of
leaders will define the accomplishment of an organisation—an effective com-
municator, a good listener, being honest, inspiring, compassionate, empathetic
and sympathetic are some of the traits of great leaders.

A new era in this digital age has begun for the public sector to embrace
emerging technologies such as Artificial Intelligence (AI) and Internet of Things
(IoT) to better improve public service delivery and the lives of citizens. However,
the major obstacle will be the availability and sharing of data to enable efficient
use of technologies. Concurrently, there is a high need to build capacities and
institutions, such as the Civil Service College, Mauritius has a major role to
play. Innovation will reconfigure the way services will be delivered and how
work will be performed. Employees should no more be confined to an office
setting only.

Whether work from home will be successfully embedded in the public sector
remains to be seen. Once the initial three months pilot project of working
from home is over, the College will conduct another survey to assess its effec-
tiveness.

If work-from-home becomes an effective and efficient mode of work and if
we explore the full potentials of available technology, then the next step for
public officers will be to move from “Work-from-Home” to “Work-from-

Anywhere”.
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