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The pandemic sweeping the world, COVID-19, has rendered a Received 29 August 2020
large proportion of the workforce unable to commute to work, as Accepted 9 December 2020
to mitigate the spread of the virus. This has resulted in both
employers and employees seeking alternative work arrangements,
especially in a fast-paced metropolitan like Hong Kong. Due to
the pandemic, most if not all workers experienced work from
home (WFH). Hence WFH has become a policy priority for most
governments. In doing so, the policies must be made keeping in
mind the practicality for both employers and employees.
However, this current situation provides unique insight into how
well working from home works, and may play a vital role in
future policies that reshape the current structure of working
hours, possibly allowing for more flexibility. Using an exploratory
framework and a SWOT analysis, this study investigates the con-
tinuing experience of the employer and employees face in Hong
Kong. A critical insight and related recommendations have been
developed for future policy decisions. It will also critically investi-
gate if this work arrangement will remain as a transitory element
responding to the exceptional circumstances, or whether it could
be a permanent arrangement.
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Introduction

The novel coronavirus (COVID-19), a pandemic sweeping across the globe, has chal-
lenged society in ways once considered unimaginable, forcing people to reconsider a
wide variety of practices, from work, to leisure, to basic travel and daily tasks. Not only
has this had individual impacts, but it has also impacted countries as a whole from an
economic standpoint, bringing an array of economic sectors to a complete standstill.
While there was a lot anticipated and there were countless warnings, especially from
those working in public health, the challenge remained as a substantial change which
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requires planning, training, and facilitating. While the society did mentally prepare, the
extent and solution still remained unthinkable and remains to be a big challenge.
COVID-19 is a new disease that has begun circulating in the human population since
December 2019. It is part of the coronavirus family, the same group of viruses that
caused the Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome outbreak in South East Asia in 2002
and the Middle East Respiratory Syndrome outbreak in 2012. Currently, the known
main mode of transmission is through respiratory droplets, and hence is considered to
spread through close contact with other people. At present, the only tools to combat
the viral spread are using masks properly, introduction of social distancing measures,
and practice of good hand hygiene (Centre for Health Protection [CHP] 2020a). The
World Health Organization (WHO) declared the outbreak of COVID-19 as a global
health emergency on 31 January 2020 (World Health Organisation 2020). Since then,
the virus has spread rapidly.

The virus has vastly spread worldwide, with over 60 million confirmed cases and
over 1.4 million confirmed deaths as of 26 November 2020, and the number has been
increasing consistently (World Health Organisation 2020). As the coronavirus contin-
ues to spread across the world, some governments worldwide have imposed and re-
imposed strict lockdowns with the closure of non-essential businesses and banned
non-essential gatherings from keeping hospitals from the threats of being overwhelmed
due to COVID-19. Many of their counterparts have urged their citizens to stay at
home as much as possible and practice social distancing to limit face-to-face interac-
tions with others. At this time, authorities and organizers of mass gathering events are
encouraged to carry out a risk assessment in the context of the pandemic for their
events to protect people from harm. For instance, the WHO has released a risk assess-
ment tool for stakeholders to use to assess the safety of any mass gatherings that are to
take place. This tool involves three pillars of assessment, namely: Risk Evaluation; Risk
Mitigation; and Risk Communication. Once data is filled into these categories, data is
automatically filled into a Decision Matrix which assesses the total risk score (from 0
to 5) against the total mitigation score (%) and categorizes the overall risk of transmis-
sion and spread from very low to very high. Besides, employers are also advised to
carry out a coronavirus-specific risk assessment of the workplace, taking each individ-
ual into account, to determine the safety of their employees working on-site.
Businesses in the UK are required to openly share the risk assessment results with the
workforce (HM Government 2020). This might be because offices are among the top
three places to get infected with COVID-19, according to Dr Zhong Nanshan, a
renowned respiratory disease expert (Hong Kong Economic Times Limited 2020). If
the risk is too significant, employers are forced to accept alternative working methods,
by practicing social distancing at work or implementing WFH.

Before the pandemic, discussions on the future of work-life were unclear and often
questioned. COVID-19 forced a decision upon people, and with the world having to
adapt quickly, many businesses opted to try WFH. The WFH practices have been
employed widely, as can be seen in the U.S., where studies show in May 2020, 35.2% of
the workforce worked from home, an increase from 8.2% in February. Furthermore,
71.7% of workers that WFH found that they could work effectively (Bick, Blandin, and
Mertens 2020). In some places, WFH guidelines were given by governments, where
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government employees WFH while advisory notices were sent to employers of private
organizations, as a precaution to prevent further spread by reducing social
contact (Hong Kong Special Administrative Region Government [HKSAR
Government] 2020a).

Before the pandemic, the idea of WFH was a fantasy to many people, but such prac-
tice was considered not practicable for heavily populated cities like Hong Kong. This is
principally because home working requires a quiet and dedicated space to perform
work duties, which can be a real challenge for those living in tiny homes. Hong Kong
is undoubtedly famous for having tiny homes, in which the average living space per
person was only 161 sq ft. in 2018 (Task Force on Land Supply 2018), which is about
25% lower than Tokyo and 60% lower than Singapore (Ng 2018). Over the years, there
has been a belief throughout the city that workers need to be physically present in the
office to carry out the job. Now that the pandemic has forced a trial run for WFH in
the city, for many, it is their first time to work remotely and to a large extent it is prov-
ing to be successful. Therefore, a unique opportunity to assess the possibility of having
WEFH as one of the future working models for such a densely populated city has high
impact. Being one of the first studies in this area, we aim to analyze three different
dimensions. Firstly, this study attempts to enhance the understanding of WFH, includ-
ing the factors that influence WFH and the practicality and effectiveness of this work
arrangement. Secondly, the scrutiny of the WFH’s potential outcomes on workers’
work and life domains, such as flexibility and work motivation. Finally, our investiga-
tion in the context of Hong Kong adds distinctions to the record of Hong Kong’s
response to the COVID-19 crisis, which is substantially believed to be victorious due to
strong “community capacity” or social mobilization (Hartley and Jarvis 2020; Wan
et al. 2020). The rest of this paper has the following structure. The next section dis-
cusses the COVID-19 pandemic and WFH in Hong Kong, with attention to WFH
arrangements during the epidemic in Hong Kong. Next, in order to enhance the
understanding of the WFH concept, this paper presents an overview of WFH.
Subsequently, the framework of the study and a SWOT analysis for the investigation of
WFH is presented, followed by a discussion of Hong Kong’s WFH experience. The
final section includes the conclusion, policy implications and recommendations.

COVID-19 pandemic and work from home in Hong Kong

Many places have been adopting different means to deal and defend themselves against
the COVID-19 pandemic, and Hong Kong is no exception. Hong Kong was among
one of the first places in the world hit by the disease, where the city announced its first
confirmed case of COVID-19 as early as 23 January 2020 (HKSAR Government
2020b). Since the beginning of the outbreak, the city has experienced four waves of
infections, and the third wave is by far the most severe while the fourth wave is being
experienced at the time of writing. In response to the epidemic, Hong Kong has taken
quite a different approach compared to its counterparts. The city has not enforced a
complete lockdown; instead, a series of measures have been implemented, which
include public-gathering limits, suspended schools, special work arrangements includ-
ing WFH and remote working for civil servants and appeal to private sector
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organizations to make similar arrangements as far as practicable, etc. (HKSAR
Government 2020c). At first, the city seemed to be able to contain the spread of the
disease and keep its infection numbers relatively low. Prior to the third wave of infec-
tions, there was a relatively small number of infected cases and few deaths in the city
(Cheng, Cheung, and Magramo 2020). Things gradually returned to normal, where
schools reopened and restrictions on social distancing were eased. The city was hailed
as a success when it came to managing the spread of COVID-19 (Marlow 2020; Saiidi
2020). Some gave credit to the quick action on the COVID-19 crisis of the city’s gov-
ernment. At the same time, others tended to give credit to the community, with the
public having no confidence in the city’s government and taking matters into their
own hands (Cheung and Wong 2020; Hong Kong Public Opinion Research Institute
[HKPORI] 2020a). However, in early July, the COVID-19 cases in Hong Kong started
soaring. The situation exponentially deteriorated, stricter measures were rolled out to
control the spread of the virus, such as the new rules on mandatory mask-wearing in
all public places, etc. (Ting, Cheung, & Cheng, Cheung, and Magramo 2020). However,
some government regulations like the suspension of dine-in services sparked intense
controversy, especially from those that could not WFH due to the nature of their work,
citing inconvenience and lack of places to eat (Choy 2020). The government then back-
tracked and decided to resume daytime dine-in services merely a day after the new
regulation came into force (RTHK 2020a). The infection finally began to go down in
late August, some anti-epidemic measures were gradually eased. Unfortunately, the
number of confirmed cases surged again since mid-November, with 6,040 confirmed
cases recorded as of 27 November 2020, while the death toll climbed to 108 (CHP
2020c). The city has been struggling to cope with the fourth wave of infection at the
time of writing.

Hong Kong, like most places, has long been following a standard practice to work in
a formal office environment, where 85% of surveyed Hong Kong employees reported
that they are required to work at the office during regular office hours with no flexible
working options being offered, in a cross-regional survey on the global employment
trend back in 2018 (Randstad Hong Kong, n.d.). It can be seen that only a small pro-
portion of people had the experience and opportunities of WFH before the pandemic.
The survey findings are consistent with a document prepared by the city’s government
back in the early 2000s, suggesting that teleworking would not become the mainstream
in Hong Kong in the short to medium term (Planning Department 2002). However,
the spread of the coronavirus has, in fact, brought about unexpected changes to peo-
ple’s lives in many ways, one of which is driving people worldwide to WFH, Hong
Kong being no exception. At the start of the pandemic—the first wave of infection in
Hong Kong—civil servants (excluding those providing emergency and essential public
services) and publicly funded university staft were the first batch of employees allowed
to WFH, as a measure to mitigate the spread of the virus. Some private companies,
such as HSBC and Standard Chartered among many others, also allowed their back-
office employees to WFH (RTHK 2020b). The decision to adopt special work arrange-
ments is adjusted for each wave of the infection, depending on the severity, see
Table 1.
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Table 1. Timeline of Work from Home during COVID-19 in Hong Kong.

The Government implemented special work arrangements for

28/01/2020 (civil servants and appealed to private sector organizations to
make similar arrangements as far as practicable Eight publicly funded
universities and some private
Some twenty labor unions, such as HK Social Workers' General \ sector organizations such as
E 01/03/2020 Union and HK Hotel Employees Union, urged the Government HSBC, Hang Seng Bank,
< to put in place WFH arrangements until COVID-19 is under Standard Chartered, 3M
= control. Hong Kong Limited,
= Goldman Sachs, KPMG,
E 02/03/2020 | Civil servants returned to offices. Deloitte, PwC, EY, AXA,
and AIA had all taken similar
A survey conducted by the Social Welfare Organizations arrangements, following the
Employees Union revealed that majority of the interviewed advice from the Government.

05/03/2020 |social welfare employees (over 90%) disagreed or strongly
disagreed with the cancellation of the WFH arrangements in the
organizations they work with.

21/03/2020 The Government once again implemented special work The HK Journalists
arrangements for government departments. o
Association also urged
The HK Confederation of Trade Unions questioned the special media organizations to

29/03/2020 |work arrangements for government departments were not implement similar
strictly enforced measures to reduce the

risk of the spread of
04/05/2020 | Civil servants returned to offices. COVID-19.

SECOND WAVE

9GAG, a HK based global digital & social media publisher,

09/06/2020 announced a permanent transition to WFH.

The Government had no plan to allow civil servants to WFH and
13/07/2020 |the Chief Executive called on private organizations to adopt\
WFH

It had caused
heated public

Dr David Hui, an infectious disease expert, urged the controversy.

Government to take lead in WFH

16/07/2020

The Government implemented special work arrangement for

20/07/2020
government departments

THIRD WAVE

The Government strongly appealed private organizations to

06/08/2020 adopt WFH

24/08/2020 | Civil servants gradually returned to offices.

HSBC has said that it would let its employees to work up to four

18/10/2020 days a week from home

The Government reminded bureaux and departments to consider
20/11/2020 |adopting flexible work arrangements on the premise that the \
provision of public services would be maintained

Eight publicly
funded universities
Professor Sophia Chan, the Secretary for Food and Health, adopted flexible

el called on private organizations to adopt WFH work arrangements.

FOUTH WAVE

The Government implemented special work arrangement for
government departments

02/12/2020

Source: Bray (2020), HKSAR Government (2020d, 2020e, 2020f, 2020g, 2020h, 2020i, 2020j, 2020k, 2020l, 2020m,
2020n), Ming Pao (2020) and Now News (2020a, 2020b)

Working after the post-outbreak era may be the time to pay attention to the working
alternative that organizations are going to take. For example, 9GAG, a Hong Kong
based leading online platform, appears to be the first company in the city to shift
toward WFH permanently (Chan 2020). Even more astonishing is that a survey con-
ducted during the second wave of the infection in Hong Kong shows that most
employees surveyed had experienced WFH for at least one day a week (Hong Kong
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Public Opinion Research Institute 2020b), and expected to continue WFH for at least
one or two days per week after the pandemic (Wong and Cheung 2020). The city has
had the opportunity to experience a large proportion of the working population WFH,
and this has triggered a new round of debate on the practicality of such work practice.
Some have raised concerns on the productivity of employees (Gorlick 2020), while
others have advocated that WFH not only enhances productivity of employees (Baker,
Avery, and Crawford 2007), but also offers greater flexibility in work arrangements and
fosters better work-life balance (WLB) (Dizaho, Salleh, and Abdullah 2017). WFH in
Hong Kong, which was initiated in response to the pandemic, is in fact, being absorbed
smoothly owing to the international standards of technology the people enjoy.

Work from home: an overview

WFH, is currently known as an alternative working to minimize the risk of COVID-19
infection. However, WFH is not new and has been brought to the attention of several
schools of thought for many years. The WFH concept was initially mentioned by Nilles
(1988) dating back to 1973, known as “telecommuting” or “telework” (Messenger and
Gschwind 2016). WFH has been defined in various terms over the four decades,
namely remote work, flexible workplace, telework, telecommuting, e-working. These
terms refer to the ability of employees to work in flexible workplaces, especially at
home, by using technology execute work duties (Gajendran and Harrison 2007; Grant
et al. 2019). Gajendran and Harrison (2007) described telecommuting as “an alternative
work arrangement in which employees perform tasks elsewhere that are normally done
in primary or central workplaces, for at least some portion of their work schedule,
using electronic media to interact with others inside and outside the organization,”
notably, they indicated that “elsewhere” refers to “home” (1525).

A recent study by Dingel and Neiman (2020) uncovered that 37% of the job could
be completed at home during the COVID-19 pandemic in the U.S., such as financial
work, business management, professional and scientific services. Some jobs, especially
those related to healthcare, farming and hospitality cannot be performed at home.
Although the acceptance of WFH has increased worldwide, academics argue regarding
its pros and cons.

WFH has beneficial effects for both employers and employees. The advantages,
include and are not limited to reduced commuting time, avoiding office politics, using
less office space, increased motivation, improved gender diversity (e.g. women and
careers), healthier workforces with less absenteeism and turnover, higher talent reten-
tion, job satisfaction, and better productivity (Mello 2007; Robertson, Maynard, and
McDevitt 2003). Studies indicated evidence for these benefits; for example, the research
in the Greater Dublin Area by Caulfield (2015) found employees saving travel time and
value of travel time. Some studies point out that telework can reduce turnover rate
and increase employees’ productivity, job engagement, and job performance (Collins
and Moschler 2009; Delanoeije and Verbruggen 2020). Similarly, e-working can
increase productivity, flexibility, job satisfaction, WLB, including reducing work-life
conflict and commuting (Grant et al. 2019). Additionally, Purwanto et al. (2020) argued
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that WFH could support employees in terms of flexible time to complete the work and
save money for commuting to work.

Conversely, the drawbacks of WFH, include the blurred line between work and fam-
ily, distractions, social isolation, employees bearing the costs related to WFH.
According to Purwanto et al. (2020), there are certain drawbacks of WFH, such as
employees working at home have to pay for electricity and the internet costs them-
selves. Collins and Moschler (2009) found that workers were isolated from their cow-
orkers, and managers concerned about reductions in productivity while working from
home. Moreover, the relationship between coworkers could also be harmed (Gajendran
and Harrison 2007). Employees might be distracted by the presence of young children
or family members while working at home (Baruch 2000; Kazekami 2020) along with
blurred boundaries between work and family life lead to overwork (Grant et al. 2019).
In a similar vein, the management of boundaries between work and family of remote
workers studied by Eddleston and Mulki (2017) revealed that WFH relates to the
inability of remote workers to disengage from work.

Studies have shown that WLB can be enhanced by working from home. Similarly,
Grant et al. (2013) stated that e-working would improve WLB, and e-workers found it
possible to combine work-life and non-work life. E-workers found that their product-
ivity was improved by e-working (Grant et al. 2019). Bloom et al. (2015) found job sat-
isfaction to increase by working from home. WFH is also positively associated with
family-life satisfaction (Arntz, Sarra, and Berlingieri 2019; Virick, DaSilva, and
Arrington 2010). Kazekami (2020) studied the productivity of workers in Japan and
discovered that telework increases life satisfaction.

WFH has become a policy priority for most governments to cope with the pan-
demic. In doing so, the policies must be made keeping in mind the practicality for both
employers and employees as there will be some consequences for the two groups in
one way or another.

Work from home: a framework of investigation

The framework for this present study was developed based on the review on WFH, tel-
eworking, telecommuting, e-working, flexible workplace, and remote work. The frame-
work is thus drawn to guide the investigation of WFH during the COVID-19
pandemic in Hong Kong, in order to examine if this work arrangement will remain as
a transitory element responding to the exceptional circumstances, or whether it could
be a permanent arrangement. Firstly, in the proposed framework, two factors—organ-
izational and individual-family—are linked to WFH. The authors aim to scrutinize
how these factors influenced WFH. Secondly, in order to explore the impacts of WFH
on work and life domains, it is connected to the respective outcomes on work and life
domains that are embodied in specific aspects. More descriptions of the elements in
the framework as shown in Figure 1, are described in the following section.

There are two main factors that will be taken into consideration by the workers
when working from home. “Organizational factors” would initially be involved in the
work of the employees. Studies discussed that organizational factors are crucial for
WFH arrangements (e.g. Baker, Avery, and Crawford 2007; Grant et al. 2019).
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Productivity
Organizational Outcome on Job satisfaction
factors work domain Flexibility
Work engagement

Work from Home
during COVID-19

WLB
Individual & Outcome on ) . .
family factors family Life satisfaction

Family satisfaction

Figure 1. Analytical Framework.

Examples include but are not limited to employers supporting employees demands
while working from home, cost of facilities related to WFH, training in the use of tech-
nology, as well as organizational communication. Other support for the WFH arrange-
ments, include employee well-being and IT support from the organization etc. (Baker,
Avery, and Crawford 2007). Organizational trust and trust by managers are some other
organizational factors. As found in previous research, organizational trust and trust by
managers are correlated with the WFH outcome. The studies by Baruch (2000), Grant
et al. (2019) and Baker, Avery, and Crawford (2007) found that a culture of trust in an
organization—trust by colleagues and managers—is needed for teleworking and e-
working. Based on previous studies, these factors were found to be closely correlated
with WFH.

As indicated in previous studies, WFH is influenced not only by organizational fac-
tors but also by “individual and family factors” (Baker, Avery, and Crawford 2007;
Solis 2016). Baruch (2000) suggested some factors that need to be addressed for tele-
working, such as “self-discipline, self-motivation, ability to work independently, ten-
acity, self-organization, self-confidence, time management skills, computer literacy
knowledge” (43-44). A study revealed that the number of working days and the time a
person spent in teleworking also has an impact on work-family conflict (Solis 2016). In
addition to individual factors, family factors also have an influence on WFH. For
example, household characteristics such as size of the living area, number of family
members sharing the same accommodation and the number and age of children in the
household are considered as family factors influencing WFH (Baker, Avery, and
Crawford 2007). Moreover, WFH can also be influenced by the individual working
space available in the house and the number of people present when working at home
(Baruch 2000; Shaw, Andrey, and Johnson 2003).

The outcome of WFH can be considered in two domains which are the outcomes
on “work domain” and “life domain.” Research studies reveal that WFH has positive
outcomes on work domain, i.e. productivity, job satisfaction, flexibility, and work
engagement. Productivity was improved by adopting telework, e-working and
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telecommuting, particularly of creative tasks (Dutcher 2012; Grant, Wallace, and
Spurgeon 2013). WFH is also believed to increase job satisfaction and studies have
shown that the relationship between teleworking and job satisfaction is interrelated
(Troup and Rose 2012; Bae and Kim 2016; Smith, Patmos, and Pitts 2018). WFH also
impacts the flexibility and work engagement as it allows workers to enjoy more flexible
time to complete their work and does not require them to follow office hours (Grant
et al. 2019; Purwanto et al. 2020). WFH and teleworking also positively affect employ-
ees’ work engagement (Gerards, de Grip, and Baudewijns 2018; Sardeshmukh, Sharma,
and Golden 2012). However, WFH has also been argued to have an adverse outcome
on the work domain, which is negatively associated with work motivation, e.g. WFH
can lose employees’ work motivation because they have to bear the cost related to
WFH (Purwanto et al. 2020).

Studies indicated that WFH has both negative and positive outcomes on life domain.
Life domain could include WLB, life satisfaction, and family satisfaction. WLB may
refer to work-family interference, work-family balance, family satisfaction, and life sat-
isfaction (Gregory and Milner 2009; Kalliath and Brough 2008). Some studies uncov-
ered that WFH had negative effects on the domain of life. For example, Grant et al.
(2019) uncovered that e-workers find it difficult to manage boundaries between work-
ing and non-working time resulting in a tendency to overwork. Others uncovered that
there were blurred boundaries between work and family life (Grant et al. 2013) and
may lead to overwork and in turn reduce WLB. Nevertheless, several studies found
that WFH is positively associated with family and life satisfaction (Eddleston and
Mulki 2017; Virick, DaSilva, and Arrington 2010). Arntz et al. (2019) discovered that
WFH tends to increase childless male workers’ life satisfaction. Moreover, it has been
found that WLB is also positively associated with life and family satisfaction (Chan
et al. 2016; Noda 2020).

The exploitation of the exploratory framework combined with a SWOT analysis will
help investigate the ongoing experience of employers and employees and further a
good understanding of the real situation of WFH in Hong Kong.

SWOT analysis

Based on the initial evidence of WFH adopted by the workforce coming from different
sectors, Hong Kong does have the potential to make WFH far more commonplace, tak-
ing the availability of technology into account. The city is considered as one of the
most technologically advanced places in the world, with approximately 92% of its
population being internet users (The World Bank Group 2020). It is very likely that
most people in Hong Kong already have the necessary technology, i.e. reliable internet
connection, to WFH. However, it seems hard for majority of the population to carve
out a dedicated workspace at tiny homes. Since WFH is relatively new for Hong Kong,
it is essential to identify the potential and pitfalls of WFH by using a SWOT analysis
that might help to scrutinize the WFH situation in Hong Kong. The analysis of the
strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats of WFH with particular focus on
Hong Kong, were carried out, as are presented in a self-explanatory Figure 2.
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SWOT analysis of the situation of Hong Kong
‘Work-from-Office Work-from-Home
Networking opportunities/face-to-face interaction Flexible arrangement
Opportunities for collaboration No office distractions (e.g. no office noise)
E Prevent miscommunication/effective supervision Autonomy/freedom
=] Separation of work and personal life Cozy/Familiar environment (reduced stressed)
% Greater sense of belonging Time saving / No commuting
: Better onboarding for new employees Money saving (e.g. spend less on renting office spaces)
= A focused environment Work-life balance
Greater access to technology Reduce absenteeism
No risk of information leaks
Lack of flexibility Distractions (e.g. family members, household duties)
Sedentary lifestyle Uncomfortable environment (e.g. living in a small space)
& Workplace conflict (e.g. office politics) Lack of supervision
E Noisy workplace (e.g. loud conversations) Communication barriers
4] Time wasted in unnecessary meetings Missing social interactions/loneliness
E Irrelevant side conversations Lack of hardware support
5 Commuting expenses Blurred lines between work and personal life
3 Higher operating costs (e.g. utility bills) Unhealthy lifestyle (e.g. lying on the sofa all day)
Not favored by all employees
Injustice
Maintain a professional appearance Hybrid models
o (e.g. build lasting relationships with clients) New talents from around the world
E
z
E
¢
8
Less workforce diversity (e.g. married women, & elderly) Cybersecurity (e.g. data theft)
Traffic-related air pollution Privacy (e.g. loss of corporate/employee/customer data)
No WFH policies and regulations
E Extra expenses associated with home work
ﬁ High competition (e.g. job may be outsourced to cheap overseas
E labour)
=

Figure 2. SWOT analysis.

Discussion

COVID-19 gave the world an option to experience WFH, which had long been a
desired work option for many especially in a place like Hong Kong where increasingly
dual family workforce exists. The responsibility of aged parents and/or young children
coupled with demanding work environment has been a challenge questioning the WLB
of Hong Kong workforce. Based on preliminary studies on the employers’ and employ-
ees’ reactions to WFH in Hong Kong, it appears that the initial reactions to the
changed working format has been favorable. However, looking past this superficial sat-
isfaction, there are many gaps in the current WFH structure, and consequently, there is
more dissatisfaction with the lack of policies to conduct effective home working.

Hand in hand with the effectiveness of the WFH practices, the opinion of the
people WFH is essential to consider. Looking at the opinions received in the early
days of the practice, an overwhelming majority of opinions were positive. A study
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conducted in April 2020 showed that over 80% of workers preferred at least par-
tial WFH measures in place, with numbers varying in how many days a week
that should be, suggesting a preference for a mixed mode of working. The most
common reasons for this, shown, were more time to rest (72.2% strongly agree),
decreased work related stress (63.8% strongly agree), and improvement in WLB
(60.7% strongly agree). Opinions also showed employers in a favorable light, with
45% of respondents agreed that employers provide adequate support to execute an
effective WFH strategy (Wong and Cheung 2020). However, while this was the
most popular opinion, it does not express the majority view, suggesting that even
in the early days there was room to improve. This can be seen in the same study,
with majority of respondents agreeing to all the challenges addressed, including
lack of hardware, disturbance from family, and poor communication with col-
leagues. Another study highlighted the health benefits of WFH, with over 80% of
workers feeling mentally relaxed while working at home. This study also high-
lighted workers favoring and supporting WFH measures (73%), flextime (83%),
and compressed working hours (77%) (Sun Life 2020).

Despite the early overall favorability seen from Hong Kong workers for WFH practi-
ces, it is clear that there are glaring issues that need to be addressed. A study highlights
unhappiness with the internal infrastructure, such as either no or limited access to
resources such as office documents (FastLane 2020). This could suggest a level of ill
preparedness for this situation, however considering this is a new work practice the
degree of preparedness is limited, both for employers and employees. This has resulted
in inconsistent or delayed output from the employees and lack of flexibility, and toler-
ance by employers. It can be argued that employers might have been making efforts,
but there has been a lack of uniformity, with only 32% of employers investing in new
forms of communication technology, and even less in other areas (FastLane 2020).
Another study suggests that the unique working situation of Hong Kong makes WFH
less favorable for workers, with workers missing the distinction of personal and profes-
sional spaces. The survey finds, “employees 35 years and older had to juggle between
home and work commitments simultaneously”, citing a possible reason for this added
difficulty being that people in this region tend to live in multi-generational households,
which also leads to less space when compared to their western counterparts, hence cre-
ating many distractions and imbalance between work and home life. Furthermore, the
same study finds that 68% of the workers missed going to the office and missed human
interaction, the professional environment, and face to face interaction for better collab-
oration (JLL 2020).

Another evidence is that civil servants in Hong Kong were allowed to WFH during
the city outbreak, various government departments provided information technology
support such as newly installed computers, mobile devices or other equipment, soft-
ware along with enhanced capacities of communications, networks, or databases for
their staff to WFH efficiently. Similar to the studies by Baker, Avery, and Crawford
(2007), and Grant et al. (2019) it is revealed that organizational factors such as support
from organizations, influence WFH. However, there are many confidential documents
which might not be convenient for the civil servants to access via the government
intranets and servers through virtual private networks (VPNs) for delivering emails
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along with storage and retrieval of information when WFH (HKSAR Government
2020j). Further, as Baker, Avery, and Crawford (2007) pointed out, WFH can be
affected by individual and family factors. Some civil servants in Hong Kong have young
children and as they WFH they had to look after their children (Tsang 2020). While
WFH-related assistance from organizations exists, but workers may experience difficul-
ties in accessing information from the organization and this might be challenging.

While the special work arrangement allowed people to WFH to mitigate the outbreak
in Hong Kong, the current WFH procedure lacks clear guidelines. For instance, there was
a controversy and confusion whether adverse weather conditions would require workers
to work at home or would they be eligible for time off like it was in the traditional work
arrangement (Ng 2020a). Thus clear guidelines or explicit direction is essential.

In addition to Hong Kong, there are other Asian countries which have experienced
the new normal workplace, WFH. This has affected workers, both in work as well as
personal spheres. In Singapore, WFH is seen to increase the workers’ stress even more,
as is revealed by a study which revealed that WFH workers were more stressed than
the COVID-19 front-line workers (Teo 2020). Similarly, in India, WFH made 67% of
the people suffer from sleep deprivation especially during the period of lockdown and
in the absence of maids to help with housework which resulted in their dealing with all
the domestic tasks concurrently with their work (Times of India 2020). WFH employ-
ees in Hong Kong, as in Singapore and India, were found to experience more stress,
fear regarding job security, felt anxious, lonely, burnt out. As evident from a survey
conducted between May and July 2020 by the Mental Health Association of Hong
Kong, 87% of respondents were found to have symptoms of stress (Ng 2020b; Tam
2020). WFH in the COVID-19 era seems to have many negative consequences on
workers’ life domain. Nonetheless, through the time of the pandemic, WFH has
reshaped the traditional way of working into a potential future of work.

Conclusion

Research make it evident that the once desired, highly favorable, WFH has not proved to
be one of the best options for majority of Hong Kong workforce. Interest in WFH
remains, but not in its current form. Better guidelines and policies from the government
should be in place to properly regulate and make WFH feasible. One area of policy where
planning and implementation is an absolute necessity is guidance into adapting to
remote online work. The decision to suspend in-person meetings and working was
implemented swiftly, but without any guidance, of how to do so. Workers are unaware
about what WFH entails and lack resources required for this change, like software, access
to official documents and proper working space. Proper training is required if this prac-
tice is to be a feasible option or the new normal. Possibly the working balance will be vis-
ible post-pandemic when WFH is not a forced mandate, rather a flexible option.

Recommendations

The below recommendations include a series of possible actions that could be taken by
the Government to make WFH more feasible in a local context.
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1. In the short run, the Government should consider:
e Introducing a formal WFH guideline for employees and employers;
Taking COVID-19 risk assessment into account when developing
the guidelines;
Providing different guidelines to different sectors;
Allowing employees’ expectations in the guidelines;
Specifying minimal requirements for technology training for virtual office; and
for technical facilities for WFH.
2. In the long run, the Government should consider:
Reexamining the possibility of remote working to become the new normal;
Reviewing the current labor legislation and to ensure the labor insurance poli-
cies are extended to home working;
e To encourage small and medium enterprises to adopt WFH measures by pro-
viding subsidy and other incentives;
Strengthening the ongoing Distance Business Program; and
To further promote family-friendly employment practices.
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