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There has been considerable chatter about the notion of working from home (WFH) over the
last few years courtesy of the COVID-19. Essentially a health consideration from the outset —
it has now become more of a lifestyle question — impacting on everything from negotiating a
contract, changes in house prices (a shift in demographic), design of new houses (with home
office space included) and the reality of whether to finally make a sea or tree change. The
burning question is whether the associated freedom can ever be reeled back in.

Some historical context

Small office home office (SoHo) was all the rage some twenty years ago. The authors
remember even teaching postgraduate music subjects such as SoHs (small office home
studio). Interestingly, the statistics suggest that in the 20+ years leading up to the COVID-19
pandemic, the proportion of the population working from home remained steady at circa five
percent — one percentage point of which was ‘farmers’. The concept then, though feasible,
was nhot exactly embraced.

In recent times, the notion of small, flexible-use spaces has become not only critical but also
more palatable. Beyond the original notion of SoHo, there are now SoFo (small office/flexible
office) and SoVo (small office/virtual office). Peterson (2020) notes that whereas a SoHo
usually has a dedicated space for the office, such as a converted spare bedroom or study,
the SoFo utilizes more of the property’s space by converting dining, bedroom and lounge
spaces during office hours and returning them to standard residential domestic functions
after office hours. SoVo spaces are generally small commercial stand-alone or shared
places that are within the local district, such as suburban commercial hubs or shopping
complexes. They often have greater access to high-speed, large bandwidth technologies but
do not allow for overnight accommaodation.

SoHo, SoFo, and SoVo are usually suitable for start-ups or independent companies that
require only a small amount of infrastructure. For many workers, this is a convenience that
allows them to work comfortably either at home or in a nearby location and is especially
suitable for those who are engaged in design, IT, tertiary education (such as Business
Studies), and other similar activities.

Working from Home

In 2016, the Australian Government’s Productivity Commission reported that over 35 percent
of jobs had aspects that allow staff to work remotely. Working from home (WHF) is
particularly well-suited to office-based work, where the use of computers and
telecommunications is dominant and the need for direct interaction with the public is minimal.
However, in 2019, only 8 per cent of employers had a formal WFH arrangement and the
median number of days worked at home per week was only one (AGPC 2021). The concept
was tolerated but not embraced.



According to Salt (2021), industry surveys have shown that, in the age of coronavirus, WFH
arrangements have risen to 45-50 percent. This is a quite remarkable increase and was
certainly not expected. It is safe to say that COVID-19 coughed up a range of unexpected
phenomena. Once WFH commenced in earnest, it was embraced by many including
employers (at least at the outset).

As a result, it is projected that more than one million cars are likely to disappear from
Australian city motorways - forever - because both the number of people who work from
home permanently is set to treble and there will be a sizeable shift to urban living. If this
happens, levels of relief and comfort will immediately be raised. The challenges relate to the
ability of the individuals and organizations to achieve a level of connection.

The shift to WFH is having other consequences as employers evaluate the need to keep
paying for partially empty city real estate. In the tertiary sector, university timetables were
previously created to maximise the use of campus infrastructure and students had to fit their
lives around that requirement. The balance has now shifted in favour of student travel times
for compulsory on-campus classes and hybrid models of study. There is a degree of tension
in this space. National surveys indicate 77-94 percent student satisfaction with studying
online. This is accompanied by remaining concerns regarding health and well-being
associated with returning to campus.

The personal reflections of the authors (who work from home three days a week and in an
office setting two days a week) is that the model encourages a 12—15-hour day — starting
with emails at 5am and finishing with writing articles at 8pm. For self-confessed workaholics,
this is highly acceptable. But, for most people, it is not sustainable.

Salt (2021) believes once life returns to something like normal (whenever or whatever that
is) the rate for WFH will drop back to 10-15 percent. At 15 percent, 1.8 million Australians
would/could be working from home.

Working from Anywhere

In 2004, the authors created the first ever Virtual Conservatorium (Bofinger & Whateley,
2004), in which the notion of providing tertiary students access to study Anywhere, Anytime,
Anyhow was a cornerstone of the program. Although this concept did not gain much external
traction at the time, almost 20 years later nearly every tertiary provider is incorporating
some, or all, of these elements into their course delivery.

Working from anywhere (WFA) may provide a valuable option moving forward. With WFA,
workers get geographic and/or time-zone flexibility, eliminate lengthy commutes, and
achieve a better work/life balance. This option is also ideal when the need for synchronous
communication is not essential. It fills the middle ground between working in the office and
working from home.

There has been a rise in the number of cafes with collaborative meeting spaces, power
outlets, and semi-private booths. Prior to the pandemic, shared office and co-working spaces
were gaining popularity, and it is anticipated that there will soon be a return to this workplace
choice.

Choudhury (2020) reported that in order to return to a relatively ‘normal’ existence, the
notion of being able to work from any location (cognisant of time differences) using some
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relatively high-end technology would appear to be a worthwhile option. The key ingredients
would be a strong WIFI access and the appropriate teleconferencing gear.

The other benefit of this WFA model is the implementation of “Time Zone Stacking”, which
creates strategic flexibility by sequencing work hours across the world (Pupius, 2021). The
desire for employees to maintain a work-life balance and good mental health is also an
increasingly important consideration. It has been well-reported that burnout is a leading
cause of attrition, and implementing time-zone stacking has the potential to reduce the load
of “on-call” roles and excessive overtime expectations.

Businesses should be open to the pros and cons of these multi-time zone teams and
recognise the benefits that time-zone stacking can offer. Most staff members report positive
satisfaction in being able to maintain dedicated focus time while still being able to keep in
touch with co-workers when their workdays overlap.

Take workers in Melbourne and London as an example. The time difference during the
Australian autumn is nine (9) hours. For a Melbourne-based staff member commencing work
at 9am and working through to 5pm, followed by a London-based colleague starting their day
at 9am (6pm Melbourne time) through to 5pm (2am Melbourne time) the working day is
effectively 17 hours. The benefit to online students of this level of staff access would be
immeasurable. For example, a TEAMS meeting scheduled for 5.30pm Melbourne time and
8.30am London time would be very doable.

The advantage this creates for current Business Studies tertiary students is also significant.
With many units now available 24/7 via online delivery platforms, the flexibility for students to
work and study at hours that suit their personal lifestyle is paramount. With tutor access
effectively extended by time-zone-sharing models, the delay in response time for student
guestions could be reduced from days to hours and minutes.

So where to now?

Salt, though expert in his estimates, may have missed the issue of mixed mode — where
people work from home on certain days and return to the office on other days. It is likely that
the WFA model will be taken up with considerable enthusiasm. Whatever happens, the
authors will become digital nomads — wandering the earth — checking WIFI strength and time
zones on a regular basis. And wondering why they had not thought of this some 20 years
ago.

Postscript — living the life of a digital nomad

The challenge was laid down. A digital convict (that is someone who reluctantly joined the
digital revolution) wanted to experience the notion of being a digital nomad working from
anywhere (WFA) and decided to choose a remote location (London) as part of the
experiment — it happened to be one of the authors.

The adventure began with the careful inclusion of the essential technologies for the
experiment — a laptop (with the appropriate accesses) in this case a Lenovo Think Book 15
Gen 4; a Logitech wireless mouse and keyboard combination; a Logitech BCC950
Conference Cam; large Sasco event calendar (old school); and iPhone; a notebook (also old
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school); a tri-screen (Xebec); and a London underground mousepad (not essential, but
provides great comfort when you are looking to find your way around the city).

In some ways so simple — despite having to jettison a few bits of clothing to ensure falling
below the maximum baggage allowance — the preparation was very straight forward.

The pack down volume and weight of the peripheral technologies also become a critical
consideration. As an example, the overall volume and weight of a standard 5m HDMI cable
is almost 3 times that of a light-weight cable. The higher price initially paid for the thinner,
faster cables quickly justify the expense when travelling out of a briefcase.

On arrival it was essential to quickly establish a space to work from with good light and
access. A quality WIFI setup is essential — and most rental apartments/hotels have this
facility available — in fact it was the number one pre-requisite for actually selecting a venue to
stay.

For an emergency scenario — the closest ‘WeWork’ option was identified — just in case.
These facilities are dotted throughout the CBD of London and provide a most useful fall back
in case the planned resources cause any trouble. A virtual office will set you back about
AUD$500 a month — not a bad option to be honest.

In many ways this was the hardest issue of all. There is a 9-hour difference (behind)
between London and Sydney/Melbourne creating the need for an early start each morning
(4am London time) and working through to mid-morning (9am London time). This provided a
1pm to 6pm window with colleagues on the other side of the world.

Real time interaction was important, and this was achieved through email, SMS, WhatsApp,
TEAMS and Zoom. The immediacy of response was always impressive — and this made a
major contribution to avoiding any sense of isolation.

This challenge was not particularly difficult — the constant reference to time calculation, on
the other hand, was a minor challenge — but quite doable nevertheless. The laptop was set
for Sydney/Melbourne time — and the mobile phone setting was London time. This assisted
enormously.

In all, the establishment of a workspace was very straight forward. Natural lighting is
important, though this can be augmented with artificial lighting (lamps and the like) to quite a
good level for video conferencing.

Download and upload WIFI speed of greater than 10Mbps is essential — and was in fact not
an issue. Adjusting to the different time zone was also straight forward. Ideally landing in
London on the weekend was a solid step. This gave time to adjust the body clock ready for
operations on the Monday morning. This is highly recommended.
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