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Family status and changing demands/resources: 
the overlooked experience of solo-living employees 
transitioning to homeworking during the Covid-19 
pandemic

Krystal Wilkinson , Alison M. Collins  and Marilena Antoniadou 

centre for Decent Work and Productivity, Department of People and Performance, manchester 
metropolitan university, manchester, uK

ABSTRACT
Solo-living employees are a growing segment of the work-
force, yet their work-life experiences are under-researched. 
Taking a biographical narrative approach, we interviewed 
35 solo-livers from different countries to explore their tran-
sition to homeworking during the Covid-19 lockdowns. 
Drawing upon the Job Demands-Resources (JD-R) model 
and key concepts from the work-life interface literature, we 
explored both lost/reduced and new/increased job and per-
sonal demands and resources at this time. We found that 
the transition to homeworking during lockdown created 
several challenges for solo-living staff, often exacerbated by 
changes to the demands and resources of others – namely 
those with childcare responsibilities. We argue that ‘sense 
of entitlement to support for work-life balance’ is an import-
ant personal resource, which impacts the work-life interface, 
and which solo-living staff often lack. Our findings offer 
solo-friendly recommendations for organisational practice.

Introduction

The Covid-19 pandemic, and associated changes to employment, work-
loads and ways of working have had significant impacts on the work-life 
interface. Considerable academic, practitioner and media attention was 
paid to extended enforced homeworking during mandatory Government 
‘stay at home’/lockdown orders in 2020 and beyond, often highlighting 
the challenges this posed to working parents, who had to accommodate 
additional childcare and home-schooling demands (i.e. Hjálmsdóttir & 
Bjarnadóttir, 2021; Nieuwenhuis & Yerkes, 2021; Dawes et  al., 2021; 
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Young, 2021). Less attention was given to the specific experiences of 
employees who live alone, despite being the fastest-growing demographic 
group in many developed countries (Jack et  al., 2021; Eurostat, 2020; 
ONS, 2019; US Census, 2021).

The limited prior research suggests this group face unique job demands 
and work-life challenges, as well as experiencing many of the job 
demands and work-life challenges reported more broadly in the litera-
ture. Wilkinson et  al. (2017) reported that solo-living employees in the 
UK often worked long hours and were expected to travel at short notice. 
They felt that their non-work time demands (e.g. friendship building 
and maintenance, dating, domestic requirements) were not seen as legit-
imate reasons for requiring flexibility at work, or for refusing requests 
to work additional hours, unlike the demands of working parents. Similar 
perceptions of time availability were reported in other contexts (Akanji, 
et  al. 2019; Casper & Swanberg, 2009). In the UK context, many 
solo-living employees were seen to share their employers’ ‘needs’ based 
distributive justice stance (that working parents need more support), 
informed by the legislative stance on work-family support, which his-
torically prioritised parents. They therefore often volunteered for extra 
work/staying late and/or failed to perceive differential treatment that 
advantaged working parents as unfair; hence not complaining (to poten-
tially improve their situation) or engaging in backlash behaviours 
(Wilkinson et  al., 2018). Where unfairness or discrimination is perceived 
however, it can affect self-esteem and increase stress (Akanji et  al., 2020; 
Casper & Swansberg, 2009). Wilkinson et  al. (2017) reported other 
work-life issues for solo-living staff, such as heightened vulnerability at 
work. They can be vulnerable financially, as the sole earner in the 
household, and vulnerable in terms of identity. In the absence of partner 
and parenting roles in the home domain, and the social support and 
interaction such roles provide, threats to work identity can be experi-
enced as especially significant and negative.

These demands and challenges are likely exacerbated by the pandemic 
and enforced homeworking context. In many industries, additional work 
requirements (directly due to the pandemic and/or new ways of work-
ing), were combined with increased absence levels, necessitating work 
reallocation. Where additional headcount cannot be secured, solo-living 
employees might pick up a significant proportion of extra work, due to 
widespread awareness of the challenges faced by working parents at this 
time, and the prevalence of special family-friendly provisions (Coe et  al., 
2021; Nieuwenhuis & Yerkes, 2021; Kollewe, 2021). The perceived lack 
of legitimacy around their own work-life issues (Wilkinson et  al., 2017) 
might make solo-livers feel reluctant to report their own struggles. There 
are also significant threats to job security and income, with widespread 
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redundancies, furlough and salary reduction schemes (Nieuwenhuis & 
Yerkes, 2021; Powell & Francis-Devine, 2021; CIPD, 2020), which are 
worrying for solo-livers. With many non-work activities around com-
munity, leisure and friendship compromised by the stay-at-home order, 
it is possible that solo-living staff might attach greater importance to 
their job role, making them more vulnerable to disappointments in the 
work domain (Wilkinson et  al., 2017) and to working longer hours. 
Single individuals may primarily fulfil their need for relatedness in the 
work role, possibly with similar co-workers (Wilson & Bauman, 2015); 
this relatedness is compromised by remote working.

There are also unique non-work challenges for solo-livers. Loneliness 
is commonly reported amongst the single and childless, with negative 
wellbeing consequences (Anchor et  al., 2018; ONS, 2020a), and this has 
been exacerbated by the social isolation imposed by lockdown measures 
(Carnevale & Hatak, 2020; Gao & Sai, 2020). Kamin et  al. (2021) 
explored the cognitive, affective, and behavioural responses of solo-living 
women in lockdown in Slovenia, noting how a lack of embodied inter-
action gave rise to dysphoric feelings. Loneliness is compounded when 
friends are less available, due to their own increased demands at home 
(e.g. childcare) and/or where common vehicles for interaction (e.g. 
activities outside the home) are curtailed. Furthermore, negatively-perceived 
emotions that are felt more broadly at such time, such as anxiety, depres-
sion, vulnerability and fear because plans are put on hold (which for 
single people might include meeting a partner), might be escalated when 
there is no one sharing the home to alleviate. There might also be a 
felt lack of purpose at this time (Carnevale & Hatak, 2020), compounded 
by the unknown duration of lockdown (Kamin et  al., 2021). There are 
additional challenges posed by a small living space, which is common 
when living alone (Preece et  al., 2021), including lack of space for dif-
ferent functions (including homeworking), potentially making it harder 
to ‘unplug’ from work.

Carnevale and Hatak (2020) called for organisations to consider the 
unique challenges and demands that single and childless employees face 
during Covid-19, yet there is little empirical research for organisations 
to draw upon. This paper aimed to qualitatively explore this issue, 
focusing on solo-living employees forced to work from home full-time, 
specifically during the first few months of the first global ‘stay at home 
orders’ in 2020.

We aimed to: (1) Utilise the Job Demands-Resources (JD-R) model 
(Bakker & Demerouti, 2017) and key concepts from the work-life inter-
face literature (Geurts et  al., 2005) as a conceptual lens to qualitatively 
explore experiences and perceptions of solo-living staff transitioning to 
homeworking; (2) Identify job and non-work demands and resources 
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that were lost/reduced and gained/increased during the transition; and 
how individuals responded to these changes; 3) Explore the impact on 
the work-life interface; and 4) Consider implications for organisations.

Our contributions to knowledge are: (1) The identification of changes 
to demands and resources which seem significant to the work-life expe-
rience of solo-living staff forced to work from home at the start of the 
Covid-19 pandemic; (2) Recognition of how changes to the demands/
resources of certain employees (with children) impact upon the demands/
resources of others (solo-living); (3) The identification of ‘sense of enti-
tlement to support for work-life balance’ as an important personal 
resource, which impacts the work-life interface; and (4) Solo-friendly 
recommendations for organisational practice.

Job demands-resources model

The Job Demands-Resources (JD-R) model (originally Demerouti et  al., 
2001) has been applied to a range of occupational settings (see Lesener 
et  al., 2019 for a review) and posits that occupational characteristics 
can be classified into job demands or job resources, having positive 
(motivational) or negative (health impairment) outcomes (Bakker & 
Demerouti, 2007; Schaufeli & Tari, 2014).

Job demands are the organisational factors of the job that are asso-
ciated with physiological and/or psychological outcomes because they 
require sustained physical/mental effort and are associated with certain 
physiological and/or psychological costs (Demerouti et  al., 2001), for 
example, work overload, physical or emotional job demands. LePine 
et  al. (2005) distinguish between challenging job demands which are 
motivational (that cost effort but potentially promote personal growth 
and achievement), and hindering job demands, which are health impair-
ing. Something like increased workload could be classed as either, 
depending on context, the resources of the individual and their 
preferences.

Job resources refer to physical, psychological, social, or organisational 
aspects of the job that are functional in achieving work goals, reduce 
job demands and the associated costs, or stimulate personal growth, 
learning, and development (Baker & Demerouti, 2017). These may be 
at the organisational level (e.g. job security, flexible working policies); 
workgroup level (e.g. supervisor and co‐worker support); job/role level 
(e.g. role clarity, autonomy, skill variety); and task level (e.g. performance 
feedback) (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007). Job resources particularly influ-
ence motivation when job demands are high (they are most needed) 
(Bakker & Demerouti, 2017), but there can be complicated interaction 
effects, with resources turning into demands. For example, information 



ThE INTERNATIONAL JOuRNAL Of huMAN RESOuRCE MANAgEMENT 5

availability is seen as a job resource, but if there is a lack of, or an 
overload of information, it can be viewed as a hindering demand.

Because most psychological approaches assume that human behaviour 
results from an interaction between personal and environmental factors, 
the model was extended to incorporate personal resources, the psycho-
logical characteristics associated with resiliency and which refer to the 
ability to control and impact one’s environment (Schaufeli & Tari, 2014), 
such as optimism and self-efficacy, which play a similar role as job 
resources (Bakker & Demerouti, 2017). Strengths-use (van Woerkom 
et  al., 2016) is another personal resource, which can act as a buffer 
against the health-impairment process of the JD-R model. Strengths are 
personality traits that are manifested in episodes of personal excellence. 
Perceived organisational support for strength-use is recognised as a job 
resource (van Woerkom & Meyers, 2015). Workers also have personal 
demands: ‘the requirements that individuals set for their own perfor-
mance and behaviour… associated with physical and psychological costs’ 
(Barbier et  al., 2013:751), such as perfectionism, emotional instability, 
and workaholism.

JD-Rs can be affected in a bottom-up way via the individual strategies 
of employees. This is somewhat different to psychological characteristics, 
being rather about behaviours. Research identifies a range of strategies 
for improving JD-R outcomes. One is job crafting (Wrzesniewski & 
Dutton, 2001), which can be task crafting, relationship crafting, or 
cognitive crafting (adjusting the meaning ascribed to work) (see Tims 
et  al., 2012). Demerouti (2015) adds boundary management (managing 
the boundaries between work and home, to help detach from work); 
coping (problem-focused, emotion-focused, or avoidance); recovery 
(relaxation, social activities); and goal selection, optimization and com-
pensation—for aiding goal achievement. There is also the possibility of 
self-undermining behaviours. The non-work situation of the employee 
is important when thinking of these strategies. Partners and children 
have a key role in employee psychological detachment from work during 
off-work time (Hahn & Dormann, 2013). During lockdown, cohabiting 
might influence other individual strategies/behaviours, such as coping, 
compensation, and the time for/nature of recovery. Yet, limited studies 
have considered solo-living staff explicitly. More research is needed, to 
potentially inform training interventions (Bakker & Demerouti, 2017).

Most JD-R studies have been quantitative in nature—setting out a 
specific set of demands/resources, and testing their impact on worker 
wellbeing or performance outcomes, with fewer adopting qualitative 
approaches (e.g. Daniels et  al., 2013; Servaty et  al., 2018). Quantitative 
studies make it hard to explore nuances in individual employee expe-
riences, such as whether a specific job demand is challenging or 
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hindering (Bakker & Demerouti, 2017), or whether access to a particular 
organisation-level job resource (e.g. flexible working policy) manifests 
in utilisation, or this being undermined by things like workplace culture/
norms; individual sense of entitlement; and/or unsupportive line man-
agers who block take up or make inadequate adjustment (Kossek et  al., 
2011). Adopting qualitative methods to explore JD-Rs can uncover com-
plex interactions, and their purposes which might otherwise be ignored, 
resulting in possible extensions to the model (Daniels et  al., 2013). 
Likewise, it allows for different emerging resources/demands to be 
identified.

The work-life interface, and relation to JD-R

The work-life interface literature has amassed a considerable number of 
terms for articulating the relationship between the work and non-work 
domains. Most research has adopted a restricted conception of both 
‘work’ and ‘life’, which does not take account of recent developments in 
life worlds, working arrangements and employment relationships (Kelliher, 
et  al. 2018). Furthermore, in general there is a ‘work-family’ focus rather 
than ‘work-life’ exploration (Powell et  al., 2019). This focus could be 
seen early in the Covid-19 pandemic, with considerable emphasis on the 
work-life challenges posed by home-schooling and childcare disruption 
(i.e. Hjálmsdóttir & Bjarnadóttir, 2021). We focus our study on a new 
work and life context (mandatory full-time homeworking during national 
lockdown) and focus on ‘life’ factors beyond parenting. We focus on 
solo-livers, whose family (if any) live elsewhere, and where contact/
activities outside the home are limited and/or technologically mediated.

The literature makes a distinction between negative interactions 
between the two domains, i.e. conflict (especially time- and strain-based) 
(Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985) or negative spillover (Edwards & Rothbard, 
2000); and positive interactions, i.e. facilitation and enrichment (via 
additional skills, status enhancement and status security) (Greenhaus & 
Powell, 2006) or positive spillover (Grzywacz & Marks, 2000). It also 
acknowledges direction of travel. Geurts et  al. (2005) classify the ‘work/
non-work interface’ in terms of ‘interaction’ which can be negative and/
or positive. They integrate the JD-R model into their conceptualising, 
and crucially recognise how home (or non-work) demands and resources 
can positively or negatively influence work. This means that in the 
transition to mandatory homeworking in a national lockdown, we need 
to consider changes to non-work demands and resources as well as 
job ones.

Much of Geurts and Demerouti (2003) discussion around non-work 
demands/resources focuses on spouses/children. Spousal support to 
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discuss work problems at home can help individuals cope better with 
their work pressures, while participation in multiple roles provides more 
opportunities and resources that can be used to promote growth and 
better functioning in other life domains. Moreover, working mothers 
experience greater happiness because of their dual roles than other 
women. These non-work resources are not available for solo-living staff 
and although they may have other life roles (see below), lockdown is 
likely to have made these less immediate/accessible.

Guerts, et  al. (2005) developed a measure of home characteristics 
including home pressure (i.e. quantitative workload at home), home 
control (i.e. possibilities to deal with unexpected problems at home), 
and home support (i.e. support received from people in one’s private 
life). Demerouti et  al. (2018:126) acknowledged that ‘individuals may 
engage in very diverse roles and activities not restricted to home or 
family when participating in their nonwork domain, which yet are not 
well reflected in existing scales’, and that the significance of any role 
will vary from person to person, due to time investment and other 
factors. Indeed, single, childless employees are more likely to identify 
with their personal, non-family roles than employees with other family 
structures (Wilson & Baumann, 2015). Papers cite a range of roles and 
non-work activities alongside family ones, including religious roles, 
community involvement, friendships, leisure, self-development, and stu-
dent roles (i.e. Greenhaus & Kossek, 2014).

As well as limited studies on the complexities of the non-work domain, 
Geurts and Demerouti (2003) note the prevalence of cross-sectional and 
correlational studies as a limitation in work-life interface research. Such 
studies do not enable exploration of how the work/non-work interface 
may change over time, or indeed the impact of ‘critical events’. Our 
qualitative design, exploring the work-life implications of the transition 
to homeworking during the ‘critical event’ of Covid-19 lockdown, adds 
to this literature. The qualitative design also helps explicate how negative 
and positive interaction between both domains may occur simultaneously 
within the same persons (Demerouti & Geurts, 2004).

Conceptual framework

We explore changes to demands and resources in both the job and 
non-work/home domains, and how these affect the work-life interface. 
We also explore how personal demands/resources and individual strat-
egies—directed at managing demands/resources in either domain and/
or the boundary—may have influence. We draw on Geurts et  al. (2005) 
categories of positive and negative interaction to explain the effect of 
changes and strategies on the work-life interface (Figure 1).
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Research context: homeworking in a pandemic

The timing and context of this study are important as data collection 
took place during the Covid-19 pandemic. By the end of March 2020 
over 100 countries had introduced full or localised lockdowns which 
involved the shutdown of parts of the economy, travel and social restric-
tions (BBC, 2020). Workers were encouraged to work from home, 
regardless of whether a country introduced a national lockdown. While 
only a minority of jobs could be carried out at home because of the 
nature of the work, data suggests that homeworking increased in most 
countries. The ONS (2020 b) reported 47% of UK employees doing 
some work from home in April 2020, 86% of which was attributed to 
Covid-19. During the same time-period in the US, working from home 
increased from 17% pre-pandemic to 44%. Participants in this study 
who lived in the UK, Poland and India entered national lockdown 
from mid-March 2020, while those who lived in the US and Brazil 
experienced localised lockdowns (BBC, 2020). While the length of 
lockdowns varied across countries, when data collection for this study 
took place (May to July 2020) all participants were working exclusively 
at home.

As remote working has been an employment feature for some time, 
there is a considerable body of research which can provide insight into 
job demands and resources likely affected by a transition from employer 
premises to homeworking, including some that utilise the JD-R model 
(i.e. Sardeshmukh et  al., 2012; Van Steenbergen et  al., 2018). A paradox 
has been observed in relation to remote worker wellbeing and the 

Figure 1. conceptual framework.
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work-life interface, with increased flexibility, autonomy, engagement, 
productivity, and work-life balance in some (Coenen & Kok, 2014) being 
set against blurring work-life boundaries, work intensification and/or 
longer hours (Golden et  al., 2006; Falstead & Henseke, 2017), exacer-
bated by increased technology use and technostress (Suh & Lee, 2017). 
Other challenges include deterioration of relationships with co-workers/
supervisors (Golden, 2006) leading to reduced support and increased 
loneliness (Mann & Holdsworth, 2003). Remote work is not the same 
as mandatory homeworking however. Remote working often provides a 
degree of location flexibility (including the option of days in the office 
and other locations), and most research has focussed on a requested, 
permanent arrangement, that management/employees have been able to 
plan/prepare for. Furthermore, some of the challenges associated with 
remote working are linked to the employee being ‘other’ to the rest of 
the team/workforce, such as career progression concerns (Golden et  al., 
2008). The mandatory transition to homeworking, at very short notice, 
for often entire departments/workforces provides a unique research 
context. General studies of wellbeing and the work-life interface for 
remote workers during covid have highlighted a number of concerns, 
including work intensification; ‘always on’ expectations; mental health 
implication; professional isolation; challenges in balancing non-work 
commitments; technostress; and issues around finding suitable private 
workspace (See Shirmohammadi et  al., 2022 for review). Most studies 
fail to consider living arrangement beyond parental status, and hence 
provide little evidence of the experience of solo-living staff. Studies have 
also noted the challenges for remote/virtual managers, in terms of mon-
itoring dispersed teams and individualising support for those who are 
struggling—often with little or no training for this role (Gallup, 2022). 
This can increase manager workloads, at a time when capacity is 
stretched in other ways, and when their own non-work demands are 
likely increasing (Pass & Ridgway, 2022).

Method

Consistent with the aims of the study, we adopted an interpretivist 
epistemological position to explore the experiences of solo-living workers 
as they transitioned to homeworking from their normal place of work. 
We used an exploratory, qualitative research design to collect data that 
was context sensitive (Cooke, 2018) given that it was obtained during 
a pandemic under the circumstances of national lockdowns. Following 
Wengraf (2011), we used a biographical narrative approach to facilitate 
our understanding of the participants’ experiences and perceptions of 
working and living alone. This approach was chosen to identify issues 
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the participants found important, rather than imposing our own frame 
of reference.

Recruitment, sampling procedure and participants

Given the context, we adopted a purposive approach to recruit solo-livers, 
utilising social media and existing networks. Following University 
research ethics approval, details of the study were shared across the 
authors’ and institution’s research social media accounts. The first author 
also approached the administrator of a large, global ‘singles network’ 
on Facebook, who authorised promotion of the study amongst group 
members. Individuals who expressed an interest in taking part were sent 
a participant information sheet outlining the study purpose, sampling 
criteria, how their data would be managed and their rights to withdraw. 
Participants were assured of anonymity and interview transcripts were 
duly anonymised. The inclusion criteria were that participants lived 
alone, were employed, and were required to work from home due to 
the pandemic. Participants returned a completed consent form prior to 
interview. We also used snowball sampling as a recruitment strategy - 
upon completion of the interviews, participants were asked if they could 
refer other solo-livers to the research. Table 1 shows the participant 
characteristics. Interviews were conducted virtually, allowing us to recruit 
participants outside the UK gaining a range of perspectives. Some of 
the participants had a degree of location flexibility prior to the pan-
demic, but this equated to hybrid working, with 1–2 days per week spent 
outside of the workplace, either at home or a café. Mandatory full-time 
homeworking was new to all participants.

Data collection and analysis

In-depth interviews were conducted by the first and third authors, typ-
ically lasting an hour. Our narrative interviewing approach involved an 
open-ended question in terms of: ‘what work, and life outside of work, 
was like for you before the pandemic lockdown, and how has this 
changed—what work, and life outside of work, is like now’. Follow-up 
questions elicited more detail of their perceptions of living alone at this 
time, the importance of work, workload, work-life boundaries, impact 
of technology, financial concerns, perceptions of fairness, contacts with 
manager, colleagues, friends and family.

The data were organised and analysed using template analysis (King, 
2004), a type of thematic analysis that involves categorising, and coding 
textual data in relation to identified themes. Firstly, all the authors read 
and re-read the interview transcripts for familiarisation with the data, 
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then discussed and reflected upon the data. Following this reflective 
process, the next phase involved interpretation of the data. Running 
through the participant accounts were factors which they identified as 
facilitating or exacerbating, that provided insight into their transition 
to homeworking. We categorised these as resources and demands. The 
first author carried out preliminary thematic coding of the data based 
on the JD-R conceptual model. Themes were organised into ‘meaningful 
clusters’ (King & Brooks, 2017: 226) in terms of demands and resources 
(job and personal) specifically focusing on existing, new/enhanced, and 
lost/diminished aspects identified by respondents. The template was 
further refined following further discussions around how demand/
resource changes intersected with the work-life interface, and personal 
strategies. The participants’ narratives, and our interpretation, were 
understood as socially constructed, in line with our epistemological 
position. While we draw upon the JD-R and Geurts et al. (2005) work-life 
interaction conceptual models to facilitate our interpretation of the data 
and present an account, this is not intended as definitive.

Table 1. Participant characteristics.

Participant gender age Job/sector country
Previous work 

location

P1 male 30s academic uK laboratory
P2 female 50s academic uK office
P3 male 40s oil uK office
P4 female 30s Technology uK office
P5 male 30s founder/Tech start up uK Blended
P6 male 40s Insurance uK office
P7 female 30s academic uK Blended
P8 female 60s Insurance uK office
P9 female ns academic student services uK office
P10 female 50s freelance wellbeing uK outside the home
P11 female ns graphic Design us office
P12 female ns medical regulator uK Blended
P13 female ns Business consultant us Blended
P14 male 30s compliance analyst uK office
P15 female 30s mental health us office
P16 female ns librarian us office
P17 female ns Insurance us office
P18 female ns education adjudication uK office
P19 female 30s marketing us office
P20 female 30s engineer uK office
P21 female 40s contractor (industry not stated) us office
P22 female 30s IT Poland office
P23 female 30s academic Brazil mainly office
P24 female ns Psychotherapist uK office
P25 male 40s academic us office
P26 female 30s Theatre cyprus studio and sets
P27 female 50s academic us office
P28 female 40s Primary education us school
P29 female ns nuclear uK office
P30 female 50s ceo, nuclear uK office
P31 male 30s Tech consultant uK office
P32 female 30s academic uK mainly office
P33 female 40s academic uK Blended
P34 female 30s corporate communications India office
P35 female 30s academic India office
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We sought credibility of our data by allowing solo-livers space to 
express themselves freely about their experiences of homeworking during 
lockdown, clarifying key issues with participants during the interview. 
In addition, the second author read through all the interview transcripts 
and agreed that the interpretation was useful in making sense of the data.

Findings

This section presents our findings relating to participant perceptions of 
job and personal demand/resource changes during the transition to 
homeworking; how they reacted to these changes; and the impact on 
both work and home (negative or positive). We focus our discussion 
on elements that are specific to/exacerbated by solo-living status. Whilst 
the sample included demographic diversity and several national contexts, 
the similarity of experiences was striking. As such, and due to word 
constraints, the findings focus on themes in the sample as a whole.

Negative influence on the work-life interface

A key demand raised by participants was the additional workload they 
experienced. Participants described how the nature of their work went 
through a fundamental change in a relatively short space of time, as 
face-to-face interactions moved online. Those working in education 
referred to the time it took to learn new technologies, and how teaching 
sessions took longer to prepare and (re)record. Work became more 
‘intensive’ as educators transitioned to online teaching. P2 referenced 
back-to-back ‘emergency meetings’, with P7 referring to the online move 
as ‘absolutely manic’ resulting in ‘a lot of meetings, a lot of decisions 
that were being made and then changed’. As such, most workload 
increase was experienced as a hindering demand (LePine et  al., 2005).

Measures were introduced by some employers to help those with 
parental and caring responsibilities, like flexible and/or reduced hours 
(including ‘special leave’ arrangements). While participants recognised 
this need for those colleagues, they also noted that if uptake was high, 
it impacted their own workload further, as work was reallocated, espe-
cially if they worked in smaller teams:

that does put a lot more pressure on those of us that are still working five days 
a week…I don’t get special leave…because I don’t have kids, and I don’t have a 
reason to take that special leave. So it’s been full on for 12 weeks (P29).

This quote reveals a potential feeling of unfairness around workload 
inequity, as well as that the individual’s own needs for flexibility, or a 
break, due to the pressures of heavy workloads and living through a 
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pandemic, are not considered/seen as legitimate. Where new temporal 
flexibility was ostensibly available to all staff (a new job resource), some 
participants felt unable to fully utilise it. P14 noted that prior to lock-
down, meetings would not be scheduled during lunchtime. During lock-
down this had changed, and he did not feel senior enough or like he 
had a good reason to refuse, even though this was negatively experi-
enced. The temporal flexibility of others could also intrude on their 
non-work time. As P38 explained, while they appreciated support from 
their manager, ‘there were a couple of evenings where she’d call me 
where I’d preferred she didn’t’.

Participants noted examples of workplace policies or communications 
that excluded/ignored their needs which provoked feelings of unfairness. 
These were ostensibly job resources for all employees at this challenging 
time, which backfired in the case of solo-livers. One example came from 
P13 and concerned a pay cut decision linked to the pandemic, with an 
exemption for employees whose partner had lost their job/income (job 
resource of financial security). Her sense of unfairness was strong:

these suck for single people. Like this really screws me over…obviously they’re 
not going to help me…I was fuming.

Another example concerned an employer newsletter asking to ‘keep 
a sense of camaraderie in the office’ (job resource of social support) 
which included a request for ‘photographs of the people and animals 
you’re sharing lockdown with’. P4 felt the communication assumed cohab-
itation and ended up being exclusionary and emotive—reminding her 
of her isolated status. After ignoring the communication for a while, 
she shared an image emphasising her solo status and her non-work 
demand of isolation during a walk she had taken, and this perhaps 
displays a glimpse of sense of entitlement to support/recognition: ‘I 
thought, it’s been two months now, I’m going to broach the fact that 
I’m on my own’. Her sense of isolation was further compounded how-
ever, via a lack of response: ‘I think it made them feel awkward—it 
didn’t get shared or commented’.

A similar issue at the team-level was mentioned by P15:

I mentioned this to my supervisor, […] when they’re talking about people in 
general they’re like ‘hey have a good weekend, spend time with your family’, 
just saying nice things, but without realising that not everybody is quarantining 
with somebody. […] Just FYI, when things like that are said it makes me feel 
a little bit bad.

When an employee takes the courage to call out such exclusion, lack 
of action from the organisation, manager and/or colleagues is likely to 
reinforce a lack of sense of entitlement to support for the non-work 



14 K. WILKINSON ET AL.

domain, and perhaps stop them speaking out again. It may also further 
damage employee engagement.

Additional technology use was identified as an increased job demand 
as meetings were held virtually, and increased meeting volume. For 
many, this was accompanied by a need to learn new technologies, or 
to use technology in different ways. Whilst this was experienced as a 
challenging demand (LePine et  al., 2005) for some (a new opportunity, 
and developing their skillset), many considered it to be a hindering 
demand, reporting technology overload and technostress. This had a 
specific negative work-home impact for solo-livers because it discouraged 
technology use outside of work, and this was the primary route to social 
interaction with friends and family. Ultimately, this reduced their oppor-
tunities for social support (non-work resource) at a time when this was 
already significantly disrupted. P5 reflected upon the term ‘Zoomed out’, 
and the implications for their non-work experience:

It’s back-to-back [zoom calls at work], and your head at the end of the day is 
about to explode. You’re knackered. [….] I was getting to the point where some 
of the lads were like ‘are we having a Zoom tonight?’, and I’d be like ‘ah, I’ve 
been on it all day, I can’t see straight. I love you, but I can’t’.

In terms of reduced job resources, the transition to homeworking 
meant that participants missed out on face-to-face interactions with 
work colleagues and supervisors, which ultimately reduced the workplace 
social support they received. Whilst virtual meetings and instant mes-
saging technology were enabling teams to stay connected, participants 
missed the spontaneous interaction ‘over the kettle’, the ‘chit-chat’ and 
embodied interaction (Kamin et  al., 2021), including smell (mentioned 
by P1) and touch (mentioned by several). Some participants perceived 
less line manager support at this time, because the manager was busier, 
removed, and in some cases less available due to their own domestic 
context (home demands):

my manager has three kids that he’s home-schooling, so I’m not going to ring 
him up and moan about my stiff neck [laughs]. He’s got enough on his plate, 
hasn’t he? (P8)

The office was perceived as a source of segmentation for many, and 
its loss affected boundary-management strategies. Living alone meant 
that the home space was small for many participants (see Preece et  al., 
2021) and they found it difficult to carve out a separate space for work. 
Working at home, and the lack of other roles in the home domain, also 
meant that several participants felt a loss of the temporal boundary/’fixed 
schedule’ of the office. Many noted working longer, and more ad-hoc 
hours. This was exacerbated by the loss of activities and roles outside 
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of the home (reduced non-work resource)—such as weekends away, 
hiking trips, socialising, volunteer work—that were central to their 
pre-lockdown work-life interface and satisfaction with living alone.

We mentioned the job resource of financial security above. This was 
a concern for many participants—in terms of redundancy or pay reduc-
tion (actual, threatened or perceived possible). Whilst co-habiting 
employees also face financial pressures, the potential of redundancy was 
perceived as more significant for solo-livers: ‘I don’t have anybody else 
to fall back on’ whereas ‘a married person, I think, at least you have 
your husband or wife to help with the payments if they’re still working’ 
(P11). As P24 argued: ‘Because I’m single…I kind of know that whilst 
I’m not vulnerable from a health perspective, I am vulnerable financially’. 
Participants felt these concerns were not acknowledged in their organ-
isations, as evident in the pay cut example cited earlier. Concerns over 
potential changes to job resources (in a time of change/uncertainty), as 
well as actual changes, can have an impact on behaviours and the 
work-life interface (worries spilling over into non-work time).

Positive influence on the work-life interface and strategies

The transition to homeworking provided flexibility (increased job 
resource) that was positive for many. Working from home had been 
unavailable to many before lockdown, or for some, where it was poten-
tially available, it was not previously utilised. P20 stated:

…I think as a single person I have hesitated to ask for flexibility, like, ‘oh, I want 
to work from home today just because, right?’… I didn’t feel comfortable asking 
for that. Compared to people who had reasons like ‘my child is ill’ or whatever.

This again relates to a lack of sense of entitlement to work-life sup-
port, linked to organisation policy and norms. Some organisations had 
also introduced greater temporal flexibility, relaxing working hours for 
all staff to varying degrees.

Interestingly, where no explicit message was provided by the employer/
manager on working hours, several participants seized the opportunity 
to incorporate flexibility to a greater extent, as a form of job crafting 
(Wrzesniewski & Dutton, 2001) to accommodate preferences and 
non-work needs. This indicates some sense of entitlement to work-life 
balance, which for certain participants, emerged over time in this new 
work-life context:

I did initially stick to nine to five, and then perhaps, when there weren’t so many 
emails, I just thought, well, actually I don’t have to stick rigidly, I could finish 
at four and actually go for a walk. (P9)
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I thought, OK I’m going to log off, […] do a home workout or watch an epi-
sode of something on Netflix, and then come back to this…And nobody gave 
me any flack for it (P16)

Some participants discussed new segmentation strategies introduced 
to prevent work from intruding into their ‘life’ time and space. For 
some, this was simply sticking to working hours, whereas for others, it 
included specific boundary-crossing activities that emulated the natural 
break they had before in terms of location change. For example, P2 
retained their cycle commute to work by setting up a turbo trainer in 
the back room and cycled for 15 minutes at the start and end of the 
day. P24 created a specific atmosphere and routine for working to act 
as a ‘boundary and change head space’:

[I set] up my therapy area at the start of the day, and tak[e] it down at the end. 
I get dressed in the same way as I would for work, and put my makeup on, and 
then get dressed into my chill out clothes at the end of the day.

These activities may be especially important for solos, where they do 
not have others at home to provide more natural boundary-crossing.

There was also evidence of other work-life strategies employed in the 
sample. Many of the participants engaged in non-work/home crafting 
(see Demerouti et  al. 2019), in terms of relationships and activities, to 
maximise their own wellbeing. This is likely to have positive spillover 
effects in the workplace. Another strategy employed was compensation 
(Demerouti, 2015), with the job increasing in perceived importance as 
resources/roles were reduced/less available in the home domain:

All you have in this particular situation is your job…the job is more important 
than anything else because that seems to be the only thing that you can depend 
on (P49)

There was also evidence of longer working hours being described as 
a distraction (avoidance coping strategy) (Demerouti, 2015) from their 
worries about the virus and their isolation, which might be functional 
(positive WHI) in the short-term, but perhaps not sustainable or healthy 
long-term.

Patterns and change over time

There did not seem to be any specific factor that explained why some 
participants experienced the transition in a more positive or negative 
way, including whether the individual had experienced remote/hybrid 
working before the pandemic. Vaziri et  al. (2020) quantitatively explored 
changes to the work–family interface during the Covid-19 pandemic, 
for mainly married employees, and noted that negative transitions were 
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more likely where individuals had high segmentation preferences, engaged 
in emotion-focused coping, experienced higher technostress, and had 
less compassionate supervisors. In our study, the most influential factors 
appeared to be the importance and nature of non-work activities 
pre-pandemic, and how much these were affected by the lockdown and 
changes to work; changes to workload; whether employees made use of 
temporal flexibility (either due to organisation policy, management sup-
port or job crafting); and the nature of communications with manage-
ment and colleagues.

The narratives collected in this study illustrated how JD-Rs, non-work 
demands and resources, and individual strategies, were evolving for 
participants. Individuals reported changes to workloads, organisational 
policies, team communications, manager contact, and other important 
job factors over time, from the point of lockdown to the point of inter-
view. They also reported changes to lockdown rules (i.e. the introduction 
of ‘support bubbles’ for those who live alone in the UK in June 20201), 
and changes to how they responded to the new way of life. It is possible 
that some of the participants who seemed to be struggling the most 
with the transition, might have adapted better over time.

Discussion

Our findings highlight several challenges for solo-living staff, caused by 
changes to job and non-work demands and resources (and their inter-
actions) associated with a mandatory transition to homeworking. Whilst 
many of the demands cited were not specific to solo-livers, such as 
increased workload, increased technology use, and financial insecurity, 
these caused unique challenges for solos due to their intersection with 
their specific living arrangement, at this time. For example, increased 
workloads and technology use limited the time that individuals were 
willing/able to use technology outside of work to communicate with 
friends and family—and for this demographic, that was the primary 
route to social support.

As with prior research on the experiences of solo-living staff, sense 
of entitlement to support for the work-life interface and perceptions of 
fairness were key themes in our data (Wilkinson et  al., 2017; Wilkinson 
et  al., 2018; Casper & Swanberg, 2009; Akanji et  al. 2019). Whilst work 
demands changed for many employees due to the pandemic, there was 
a clear sense that the needs of working parents were seen to be prior-
itised. Whilst some participants reported inclusive workplace policies 
(especially around increased temporal flexibility, or a temporary reduc-
tion in some workloads whilst people adjusted to the pandemic/
lockdown-induced changes), these were a minority. Most reported 
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workloads being increased due to covering for colleagues with family 
commitments, potential temporal flexibility being undermined by the 
flexibility of others (due to their family commitments), and exclusionary 
new resources/supports that were ostensibly for all. It can be concluded 
that organisational-level support for personal work-life balance is a job 
resource that is often more available to working parents.

A sense of entitlement to support for work-life balance is arguably a 
related personal resource, that has not been acknowledged in prior JD-R 
research. Personal resources are the psychological characteristics that 
are associated with resiliency and which refer to the ability to control 
and impact one’s environment (Schaufeli & Tari, 2014). Sense of enti-
tlement to support arguably gives the power to take advantage of avail-
able policies and/or engage in job crafting, and is influenced by 
organisational culture, management actions and team norms. Some par-
ticipants in our sample seized the opportunity for temporal flexibility, 
even without overt ‘permission’ from their employers. They adapted 
their work routine to take advantage of opportunities in the non-work 
domain for activities that were positive to their wellbeing. Others 
appeared to have a sense of entitlement to support, but felt betrayed 
by their employer for not delivering, hence reporting negative emotions 
and unfairness. Whilst Wilkinson et  al. (2018) found such sense of 
unfairness to be limited, due to a general perception that parents need 
support more, it could be that the pandemic has levelled the playing 
field in terms of the perceived importance of wellbeing for all, influenced 
by social narratives around self-care at a difficult time. The 
negatively-perceived emotion of inequity/sense of unfairness is likely to 
‘spillover’ into the non-work domain, and may negatively impact well-
being (perhaps exacerbated where there is no one in the home domain 
to ‘vent’ to). This issue could be further explored in future research. 
Other participants appeared to have little sense of entitlement to support 
for their work-life interface, and sometimes struggled with the change 
to their work and non-work demands and new work-life boundaries 
(having ineffective personal strategies). Where managers are not regularly 
checking in on their employees and offering support, this has potentially 
negative effects on employee wellbeing and productivity. Job crafting 
will only be a reality if employees are encouraged to do this and have 
the skills.

Contributions

This paper contributes a qualitative exploration of the interaction of job 
and non-work demands and resources and personal work-life strategies 
on the work-life interface, at a time of considerable change to each, due 
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to the ‘critical event’ (Geurts & Demerouti, 2003) of Covid-19 lockdowns. 
The focus is an understudied group in organisation studies—employees 
who live alone.

We contribute to the JD-R literature by identifying organisational-level 
support for personal work-life balance as a job resource, and how this 
is not equal for all. This has relevance for all workers, but perhaps most 
notably those with stigmatized family identities (see Anand and Mitra, 
2021). We show how the JD-Rs of certain employee groups can have 
an impact on other groups and highlight the importance of social com-
parison in assessment of changing demands/resources. Finally, we con-
tribute sense of entitlement to support as a personal resource.

We contribute to the work-life balance literature, and especially the 
work of Guerts and colleagues, by identifying non-work demands and 
resources that are important to consider when investigating how job 
roles intersect with employee domestic situation, beyond parental status. 
We identify personal isolation; size of the home; social support within 
the home; and ability to engage in activities/roles outside the home 
(including activities like regular weekends away) as potentially influential 
in terms of how work demands affect an employee. More broadly, we 
add to the limited studies focusing on the work-life interface of solo-living 
employees. Our qualitative methodology in a unique context allowed us 
to explicate varied work-life strategies that solo-living employees employ 
to deal with disruption to both their work and non-work lives, some 
of which may need monitoring/support. We contribute to the remote 
working literature by identifying a lack of consideration for cohabitation 
status in most studies, as a distinct variable from parental status (pres-
ence of children). This will be important to consider with hybrid working 
potentially becoming the ‘new normal’ post-pandemic.

Our conceptual framework and findings could inform largescale quan-
titative studies which compare the experiences of solo-living staff to 
other demographic groups, in a range of employment contexts, including 
remote and hybrid working.

Implications for practice

Organisations should consider their suite of policies, practices and 
work-life balance provisions to ensure they genuinely cater for the needs 
of all staff, paying particular attention to work-life/flexibility policies 
that are ostensibly for all, but in practice may be normatively reserved 
for those with young children. Senior managers, HR, and internal mar-
keting functions should consider perceptions of fairness, and consider 
solo-living employees as a distinct group with unique needs when think-
ing of workplace policies and communications, to ensure that positive 
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intentions do not backfire. Casper et  al. (2007) define one key compo-
nent of a singles-friendly culture (at work) as equal respect for non-work 
roles. Focus groups could be held with solo-living staff to gauge per-
ception of current policies and culture.

Increased job demands need to be given careful consideration when 
it comes to any crisis/change situation. Work should be done to ensure 
that additional demands are avoided or offset by the alleviation of other 
demands and/or additional resources. If increased workload is inevitable, 
and additional headcount is not an option, can non-essential tasks be 
removed, or deadlines extended? Is there opportunity for new skills-use, 
to make an increase in workload feel like a challenge, rather than hin-
dering, demand, or increased social support or shared meaning (Anchor, 
et  al. 2018)? Care should be taken that steps to ease the demands of 
one cohort, do not increase demands for another.

In times of change (job and/or personal), managers should have regular 
communications with each affected employee, to discuss demands and 
resources, work-life interactions, and what supports might be needed. 
Care should be taken to ensure that communication is perceived as 
necessary, and the frequency appropriate, to avoid fatigue (Waizenegger 
et  al., 2020; Bennett et  al., 2021). Managers could raise awareness through 
team discussions of the various challenges that may be experienced by 
colleagues, along with the potential impacts of certain practices. Focussing 
on general challenges allows for a wider discussion of potential issues, 
but is less likely to breach privacy preferences. There could also be 
coaching for all staff on strategies to improve the work-life interface, as 
well as coping strategies for future crisis contexts (Vaziri et  al., 2020).

Employers could consider offering specific support to address non-work 
demands around loneliness and isolation. Relationship-oriented HR sys-
tems, such as network-development, training, and feedback to strengthen 
meaning and purpose, social clubs/groups at work and connecting employ-
ees to volunteer opportunities/community involvement groups, might help 
staff prepare for further unanticipated events that lead to feelings of social 
exclusion (Carneval & Hatak, 2020; Wilson & Baumann, 2015). These 
could form part of what Pass and Ridgway (2022) call an ‘umbrella of 
engagement practices’, which allow individualized take-up and reduce 
pressure on line managers. Employees can be involved in the design.

Limitations

One limitation of the study is the self-selection nature of participation. 
A representative sample of all solo-living employees was challenging to 
achieve, as those who were struggling the most might have been too 
depressed or busy to participate. Similarly, individuals who felt that their 
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job had not changed much, and who were not struggling at this time, 
might have thought they had nothing much to say, hence not volun-
teered. Our study took place at a unique time of enforced homeworking 
during a global pandemic and as such is not generalisable. However, 
our findings are transferable to work situations where organisations 
mandate working at home and highlight the importance of planning 
largescale changes to the way work is done; ensuring perceived fairness 
in new policies (via inclusion in design); and supporting managers to 
support the needs of different employee groups, including those who 
live alone. In addition, our approach could be utilised to explore 
employee narratives of other significant organisational, job (i.e. expatri-
ation) and/or personal-life (i.e. divorce) changes, where demands and 
resources in the work and/or non-work domains significantly change, 
to explore the interactions, employee work-life strategies, and the impact 
on the work-life interface.

Conclusion

In this article we used the Job Demands-Resources model (Bakker & 
Demerouti, 2017) and key concepts from the work-life interface literature 
(Geurts et  al., 2005) as a conceptual lens to explore the narratives of 
35 solo-living staff transitioning to enforced homeworking during the 
first national lockdowns in connection with Covid-19 pandemic in 2020. 
We sought to identify job and non-work demands and resources that 
were lost/reduced and gained/increased during the transition; how indi-
viduals responded to these changes; and explore the impact on the 
work-life interface.

We identified several changes to job-demands and resources linked 
to the transition to enforced homeworking which were especially prob-
lematic in terms of the work-life interface of solo-living staff: 1) addi-
tional workload, exacerbated by parent colleagues using special provisions; 
2) additional work-related technology use, which negatively impacted 
technology use for social support in the non-work domain; 3) reduced 
embodied social support from colleagues; 4) reduced line manager sup-
port; 5) loss of the designated work space in the office; and 6) reduced 
financial security. The key changes to non-work demands and resources 
were an increase in isolation; reduced social support; and loss of/reduc-
tion in the salience of activities and roles other than worker. Loss of 
personal resources can exacerbate the impact of work demands, and 
new demands (such as isolation) can have an impact psychologically, 
can spillover into the work domain, and can influence personal demands 
(such as workaholism). The challenges were offset for some by the 
temporal flexibility afforded by remote working, and personal strategies 
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such as job crafting, creative segmentation strategies, non-work/relation-
ship crafting and avoidance.

Novel emerging findings concerned the impact of changes to col-
league/manager JD-Rs on individual employee JD-Rs and work-life inter-
face; the impact of perceptions of fairness over resource allocation; and 
the impact of sense of entitlement to support for the work-life inter-
face—which we term a ‘personal resource’.

Note

 1. On 13th June 2020, people in the UK who lived alone were permitted to form a 
‘support bubble’ with another household, without being in breach of lockdown 
rules.
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