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Abstract

The Covid-19 global pandemic crisis has had a deep and profound impact on fundamental elements of
society, the economy, and the environment as a whole. Key organisations, businesses, sectors and
industries vital for delivering crucial projects have been affected by the relatively fast onset of Covid-
19 on a global scale. As a result, organisational routines and project management processes that would
have focused on established methods and practices have incurred dramatic changes leading to a greater
emphasis on agility as part of a more exhaustive strategic Covid-19 world, where new routines and
processes become embedded as the new normal. This research focuses on the increased demand in
Homeworking Project Management (HPM) and more significant agility requirements across dispersed
virtual project management teams. Initial insights from semi-structured interviews with a cross-
section of 12 high-level project professionals suggest that; (i) Transitional homeworking project
management processes have a direct impact on collaborative and operational routines; (ii) There is a
greater level of demand on agility with HPM teams which do not necessarily have the organisational
infrastructure to support these, (iii) Technological resources are becoming a primary concern with
inequality of information across HPM teams, and (iv) Increasing critical bottlenecks across dispersed

HPM teams is adversely affecting tenable project outcomes.
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Introduction expected in their workplace following social-

In late 2019 and early 2020, the outbreak of the
Covid-19 virus exposed organisations and project
managers to a dramatic rise in the use of teleworking
technologies. To help prevent the spread of infectious
disease, teleworking technologies (i.e., e-mail, video
conference software, telephone etc.) became practical
tools that allow project team members to work at
home to follow the self-isolation measure.

20% of the employees have shifted to work from
home since they have been unable to operate as

distancing standards (Ollo-Lopez et al., 2020).
Therefore, many businesses and organisations have
been primarily affected because of employees'
absence due to lockdown restrictions. Most project
teams have had to adopt homeworking strategies,
with parent organisations inevitably transitioning to
new patterns to decrease general social health
concerns. We refer to this phenomenon in this
research as Homeworking Project Management
(HPM).
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HPM is increasingly being recognised as a business
solution that enables project professionals to work
safely and maintain business continuity throughout
the pandemic with the least harmful consequences
towards the economy (Belzunegui-Eraso & Erro-
Garcés, 2020; Papagiannidis et al., 2020).

Since the 1980s, the concept of homeworking has
been increasingly embraced by many organisations
in the UK according to the growing number of
homeworkers which has nearly doubled from
345,920 to 680,6122 (Crosbie & Moore, 2004)
offering resilience in work schedule, work autonomy
for employees, and influencing innovation
capabilities (Baxter & Taylor, 2019). However,
previous iterations of this, such as teleworking
practices, have been used dynamically across
organisations with project teams working remotely.
In contrast, the current instantiation arguably
departs from prior approaches from a flexible to an
enforced doctrine (Khahro et al., 2020).

HPM teams with little to no prior experience of
homeworking practices are likely to receive high
impact Covid-19 remote working challenges.
Moreover, organisations tend to focus more on
organisational processes to mitigate conflicts
between remote working and organisational
structures, such as inert decision-making resulting
from bureaucratic systems (Dirani et al., 2020).

As such, there is increasing widespread disruption
across established on-site project team management
practices, which are experiencing disruptive changes
due to the Covid-19 social distancing rules. To
continually operate projects, organisations have to
execute a disruptive transition in their processes and
routines (Dacre et al, 2014) by running homeworking
practices to prevent the spread of coronavirus and
comply with the Covid-19 lockdown policy (Ollo-
Loépez et al., 2020).

HPM is increasingly establishing itself as the primary
approach in mitigating the risk of infection in the
workplace, as such project teams are required to
adapt to change resulting from traditional
managerial attitudes concerned with loss of direct
control over homeworkers, developed before
implementing telework (Belzunegui-Eraso & Erro-
Garcés, 2020; Papagiannidis et al., 2020). Thus,
leadership transformation is considered to be crucial
for the project managers in the era of the Covid-19
crisis as it is an essential skill to effectively manage
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the project teams to continue to work effectively
during the pandemic (Khahro et al., 2020).

To fully transform traditional project management
teams to HPM within a short period requires vast
amounts of effort both from the organisations and
the project teams, such as developing work
experience in primitive stages of homeworking
(Tietze & Nadin, 2011). Moreover, such
transformation can negatively impact employee
productivity and well-being if their jobs contain some
tasks that need to be done physically, such as
manufacturing and construction projects
(Papagiannidis et al., 2020).

Project teams are inevitably faced with responding to
the Covid-19 crisis. Therefore this research identifies
this matter as a research gap aiming to explore
further HPM challenges currently faced by virtual
project teams and future aspects across various
industries. In achieving this aim, this study adopts
qualitative research (Reynolds & Dacre, 2019) to
explore the HPM challenges through a series of
individual semi-structured interviews with a cross-
section of high-level project professionals to extract
in-depth information belonging to participants'
experiences and perspective of a specific topic
(Turner, 2010).

Homeworking Project
Management Challenges

Prior research undertaken by Waizenegger et al.,
(2020) suggests that even though the homeworkers
can manage their tasks and schedules flexibly, many
of them who have been forced to implement the
homeworking scheme will pose different challenges
as they often share their workspace with other
members of their family, leading to multiple
distractions and less productivity when collaborating
in teams.

The conflict between work and family is likely to
cause employees' exhaustion which could drain their
physical energy and harm their mental health while
working from home (Golden, 2012). Moreover, it is
difficult to manipulate and control, especially for
employees living with children at home. Taking care
of children is considered a burden for many families
because they have to raise and educate children
during work hours (Power, 2020).
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Yordanova (2015) revealed that women teleworkers
in Bulgaria who have children are likely to work for
36 hours on average, which is higher than the average
work hours of women without children for nearly 4
hours. Her study ascertained that women with
children are expected to manage housework, raise
children, and take care of family members' health as
reasons for increasing work hours. Thus, household
chores and child care are likely to encroach on the
employee's time, leading to working overtime
(Power, 2020).

Additionally, employees tend to feel more stress and
uncertainty when overwhelmed (Dacre et al., 2019)
by the expectation of remote working during
lockdown when coupled with family responsibilities
(Bartsch et al., 2020). To minimise conflicting work
and family demands, increasing job autonomy could
be a promising way to alleviate family-related
challenges by offering the employees opportunity to
manage their work hours for childcare support and
other family responsibilities (Donthu & Gustafsson,
2020; Wattoo et al., 2020).

Moreover, in times of Covid-19 there is evidence that
suggests it is challenging for employees to manage
their work-life balance while performing full-time
home-based telework. Employees are likely to work
longer hours compared to the pre-Covidi9 period to
address challenges induced by the Covid-19 crisis,
and they had to spend extra hours operating to
overcome specific organisational challenges, such as
a surge in production demand and the absence of
other employees due to illness (Nawrot, 2020).

During the pre-Covid-19 crisis, the demands on
household responsibilities and working parents are
already intense and overwhelming. The majority of
these responsibilities generally fall on female
professionals rather than males, highlighting an
essential degree of gender inequality in homeworking
(Power, 2020).

Moreover, working from home could result in the
blurring of work-life boundaries and role conflict,
which subsequently cause problems in family
relationships (Crosbie & Moore, 2004; Sull et al.,
2020). For some homeworkers, personal time
became scattered, but this issue rarely happens to the
young professions who have no responsibility to take
care of children (Crosbie & Moore, 2004).
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In a crisis, the level of tension in project teams is
relatively high because the team members have to
face several challenges under the virtual settings,
such as role ambiguity, work conflicts, task overload,
the lack of team motivation and uncooperative team
members (Bartsch et al., 2020). In order to reduce
the stress levels, the project team leaders are required
to have the willingness to accelerate the necessary
adaptive work, which will control the stress they
experience themselves, and that everyone else feels
as well (Fernandez & Shaw, 2020).

Thus, project managers have to transform their
management approach differs from that of co-located
teams to cope with communication issues, limited
visibility issues, coordination issues, and cooperation
issues in the virtual team setting (Casey, 2010).
Moreover, the organisation's capacity, such as the
structure of operations, teleworking technologies,
communication channel and the suitable
organisational culture, is also necessary to be
developed to underpin the transition from office-
based to virtual-based work (Zuofa & Ochieng, 2017).

Methodology

This research has, to date, conducted 12 interviews
with a cross-section of high-level project
professionals as part of a broader campaign to engage
with 18 more to acquire enough data to sufficiently
explain the phenomenon. Our participants are from
diverse industries, such as aviation and aerospace,
construction, IT, R&D, Transportation, and
Healthcare Consultation. The size of project teams
ranges from 5 to 30 team members.

All interview sessions were conducted via online
communication technology tools, such as Skype and
Microsoft Teams to avoid physical contact and travel,
with each session lasting between 40 and 60 minutes.
The interviews were recorded using voice capture
applications.

Discussion & Further
Research

At the human, systemic, societal, and global levels,
the current COVID-19 crisis has, and will continue to
have, a significant effect on us. Remote work and
homeworking practice will likely remain in society
and gradually bring new problems and challenges to
project teams (Eggleton et al., 2020). Furthermore,
the aftermath of the Covid-19 crisis will impact
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employment in the future as it will result in
significant changes in the trends in labour markets
and the required skills for the future workers will also
shift due to the changing work patterns (Dacre et al.,
2019; PwC, 2020). The demand for project managers
who have digital skills (Brookes et al., 2020; Dacre et
al., 2019, 2020; Hsu et al., 2021), agility skills (Dong
et al., 2021), data skills (Kockum & Dacre, 2021),
communication skills, and leadership skills (Tite et
al., 2021), will be more likely to be required since
there is a possibility that organisations will require a
more significant number of employees to implement
remote working as the new normal.

More specifically, our initial findings suggest that; (i)
Transitional HPM - Transitional homeworking
project management processes have a direct impact
on collaborative and operational routines; (ii)
Increasing agility requirements - There is a greater
level of demand on agility with HPM teams which do
not necessarily have the organisational infrastructure
to support these; (iii) Information inequality across
IT platforms - Technological resources are becoming
a primary concern with inequality of information
across HPM teams; and (iv) Tenable project
outcomes - Increasing acute bottlenecks across
dispersed HPM teams is adversely affecting tenable
project outcomes.

As part of a more comprehensive research
investigation, we will further examine and explore
these emergent topics to attribute these to developing
a research framework to help guide current research
exploration and contribute to project management
practice. As these represent early findings, we also
acknowledge that other themes may also emerge by
revisiting and addressing these initial insights.
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