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Protecting Mental Health While 

Working Remotely: 
   

Effective Work During a Pandemic 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  

In March of 2020, the world was struck with 

a global pandemic: coronavirus or COVID-

19.  

With the threat of sickness and death rates 

on the rise, strict quarantine measurements 

were placed on many states.  

Many companies transitioned their 

employees to a safer option, working from 

home.  

For some, having the option to work from 

home came with great benefits and some 

reported feeling less stressed.  

However, many reported feeling more 

stressed while working from home. The 

main reason for this seemed to point to one 

major struggle: the inability to maintain a 

work-life balance.  

Employees spoke openly about feeling 

more distracted when working from home. 

Easier access to technology without being 

monitored has caused employees to 

become more distracted and less 

productive while working from home.  

This piece will provide readers with 

informative information about why 

smartphones and social media have 

become such a distraction, and gain tips for 

dealing with these ongoing distractions 

while working from home.  

Secondly, this paper will provide schedule 

structuring tips for people working from 

home. Employees will have the resources 

to plan a productive day while limiting the 

amount of stress that comes along with the 

blurred lines of work and home.      
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THE OPPORTUNITY  

Working from Home Disrupts our 

Workflow 

The COVID-19 pandemic has affected 

businesses across the country by 

causing many to adjust from working in 

the office to now working from home.  

While this arrangement works for some, 

many are feeling overwhelmed with their 

new environment and it is causing 

negative effects on mental health.  

A Lack of Structure and Routine 

Many of us had a routine when we were 

in the office that was set within our 

normal working hours. However, without 

our commute and extra time spent at 

home, we are beginning to blur the lines 

between work and home. 

In an article, “Three Hours Longer, the 

Pandemic Workday Has Obliterated 

Work-Life Balance” by Michelle F. Davis 

and Jeff Green, the authors introduce 

Huda Idrees, the chief officer of Dot 

Technologies who says her employees 

are working an average of 12 hours a 

day as opposed to 9 hours before the 

pandemic. She says,  

“We’re at our computers very early 

because there is no commute time—and 

because no one is going out in the 

evenings, we’re also always there.” 

- Davis and Green 2020 

 

Additional Distractions When Working 

from Home  

There is another issue that we face when 

working from home, technology. Now that 

we no longer have the familiar office setting 

where we can focus, we have less 

supervision and more time to spend 

interacting with our smartphones or 

participating in non-cognitive tasks.  

Technology as a Mental Health Concern 

In Jean M. Twenge’s article, “Have 

Smartphones Destroyed a Generation?” 

she suggests a growing rate of depression 

among the Generation Z population due to 

spending large portions of time on their 

smartphones and social media devices.  

Therefore, if those of us in the working 

world are also spending more time on our 

smartphones and social media accounts 

due to quarantine boredom, our mental 

health may also be taking a toll.  

Not to mention, more time on our social 

media accounts during the pandemic 

means a higher chance of stress and 

confusion due to misinformation. Authors S. 

Harris Ali and Fuyuki Kurasawa argue that 

the effects of continuous amounts of 

information online leads to public confusion. 

Because of this, readers are subject to fear, 

panic, and xenophobia or racist profiling. In 

their article “#COVID19: Social media both 

a blessing and a curse during coronavirus 

pandemic” 
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What happens if this continues? 

There no doubt that this pandemic may take 

months to disappear. Therefore, some of us 

may not be returning to the office anytime 

soon.  

With a lack of structure our mental health 

and stress levels will continue to increase, 

and productivity will suffer.  

Using technology as frequently as we do, 

especially while stuck at home, is affecting 

our attention levels and making us more 

distracted.  

For most of us, we are not using media for 

a single purpose. Because of this younger 

generations are developing less of an ability 

to concentrate during school or work. In 

fact, educators are encouraged to keep 

students engaged in a single task as they 

perform better even though technology 

makes students believe they can learn 

through multitasking. Teachers are now 

trying to figure out ways to use technology 

to benefit student engagement, while 

focusing on single tasks (Willingham 2010). 

Like the younger generations, as we use 

technology more while we are home, our 

cognitive ability will suffer without an ability 

to focus on a single task and absorb the 

deep work necessary to perform at a high 

level.  

 

INDEPENDENT 

RESEARCH ON 

WORKING FROM HOME 

Working From Home Survey 

During the Week of June 22nd, Dana Fusek, 

a Quinnipiac University graduate student 

created a 10-question survey to understand 

work habits, levels of distraction, and stress 

levels while working from home during the 

pandemic. The survey was the distributed 

via social media platforms and provided by 

SurveyMonkey.com 

 

A sample study of 40 people in a variety of 

fields were asked to answer 10 questions 

related to their field, position level (regular 

employee, manager, supervisor etc.), 

business size, and roughly how many hours 

they worked before and during the COVID-

19 pandemic.  
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Results Regarding Hours Worked and 

Stress Levels 

The results found that more people reported 

working less hours during the pandemic, 

but their stress levels while working from 

home during the pandemic are increasing. 

Chart 1: Describe Your Average Stress Level at 

Work Before the COVID-19 Pandemic 

 

Chart 2: Describe Your Average Stress Level at 

Work During the COVID-19 Pandemic 

 

Of those who reported working less hours 

during the pandemic, 36% reported feeling 

less stressed, 50% reported feeling equal 

amounts of stress and 14% reported feeling 

more stressed 

Of those who reported working more hours 

during the pandemic, 63% reported feeling 

more stressed, 25% reported equal 

amounts of stress and 12% reported less 

stress.  

Results Regarding Distractions During 

Working Hours 

When asked if participants felt more 

distracted when working from home, 63% of 

participants who answered reported feeling 

more distracted when working from home 

as opposed to working in the office. 30 of 

the 40 participants answered this question.  

Additionally, 50% of reporting participants 

answered that their smartphone is more of 

a distraction when working from home and 

60% of all participants reported that they 

are more distracted by social media when 

working from home.  

 

Chart 3: If you previously worked in an 

office/outside the home and are now working 

from home, please check all answers that apply 

to you 
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Survey Conclusions  

This survey suggests people are 

experiencing more stress when working 

from home and becoming more distracted 

by smartphones and social media.  

Results showed that participants who 

answered that they felt more distracted by 

their smartphones and social media were of 

varying professional fields, status, and 

business sizes.  

Professional fields that widely reported 

feeling more stress while working from 

home were teaching and mental health/ 

wellness.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

TECHNOLOGY ON OUR 

COGNITIVE MINDS 

A Reflection on Our Need for 

Technology 

The fact that we have been focusing more 

on our technologies than our cognitive work 

is not a new concept with the pandemic. We 

have continuously grown more reliant on 

technology. 

In fact, Jean M. Twenge’s article, she 

argues that the current generation, 

Generation Z, is becoming less 

independent because there is no inherent 

need for things that were once important 

factors for declaring independence (i.e. 

getting your driver’s license) (Twenge 

2017). 

While we are becoming more dependent on 

technology, there is a need to separate 

ourselves to expand our cognitive needs 

and mental health.  

Why Are Smartphones So Distracting?  

It is easy to explain why smartphones are 

so addicting, we use smartphones for 

everything. Smartphones have long 

replaced devices like the address book or 

rolodex. Because of this we are willing to 

give up our privacy for convenience 

(Greenfield 2017). 

Why Is Social Media So Distracting?  

During this day and age, many of us find 

ourselves grabbing for phones in the 

slightest instance of boredom. More often, 
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we are checking our social media for the 

third time. Why do we keep coming back?  

Because developers have created a system 

that tricks our brains into treating social 

media like a reward system. We 

consistently go back to social media 

multiple times a day for likes and comments 

(Campanile & Cooper 2017). 

Also, social media uses a system known as 

reverse chron which makes us come back 

multiple times in the day out of fear of 

missing something (Thompson 2017). 

Defining Deep Work vs. Shallow Work 

To combat the effects of technology 

reliance, Cal Newport brings forth two 

important types of cognitive work in his 

book Deep Work: Deep Work and Shallow 

Work. 

Newport presents his Deep Work 

Hypothesis which says,  

“the ability to perform deep work is 

becoming increasingly rare at exactly the 

same time it is becoming increasingly 

valuable in our economy. Consequently, the 

few who cultivate this skill, and then make it 

the core of their working life, will thrive.” 

-Newport 2016 

By this hypothesis he says that two types of 

people will thrive in this economy that is 

becoming more reliant on technology,  

1. Those who have an ability to master hard 

things quickly  

2. Those who produce at an elite level and are 

“superstars” in their fields (Newport 2016) 

 

 

 

 

Reverse Chron social media technique 

which involves displaying the newest 

information at the top of a user’s timeline 

to keep them coming back in search of the 

newest information 

 

Deep Work defined as, “professional 

activities performed in a state of 

distraction-free concentration that push 

your cognitive capabilities to their limit. 

These efforts create new value, improve 

your skill, and are hard to replicate.” 

 

Shallow Work defined as, “non-

cognitively demanding tasks that are 

performed with distraction”   
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TIPS FOR WORKING 

REMOTELY 

Designating Our Workday Boundaries  

To create structure, we can create a routine 

in our workdays. We must set boundaries 

and restraints that separate our home life 

and work obligations.  

 

A YouTube video by Harvard Business 

Review provides 4 tips for working from 

home,  

 
1. Give yourself a dedicated workspace away 

from distraction 

2. Make a schedule, stick to it and quit at 

quitting time  

3. Set boundaries with those around us 

4. Celebrate your wins even if you did not feel 

like you accomplished enough (LaPierre, S., 

& Cohen, P. 2020) 

 

Setting Time for Deep Work  

 

Once we have structured our working 
hours, we need to create a routine for how 
and when we can focus on our deep, 
cognitive abilities.  

Newport proposes setting separate time for 

deep work and time for shallow work. He 

presents a concept called bimodal 

philosophy which “asks that you divide 

your time, dedicating some clearly defined 

stretches to deep pursuits and leaving the 

rest open to everything else.” 

 

Moving Away from Technology while 

Working from Home 

In an article “Having your smartphone 

nearby takes a toll on your thinking,” the 

authors describe a study that tested 

people’s abilities when their smartphones 

were either kept in a different room, in their 

pockets, or directly next to them. The study 

showed that people performed best when 

their smartphones in a different room to 

avoid unnecessary distraction (Duke, K., 

Ward, A., Gneezy, A., & Bos, M. 2018). 

For many of us that may not be an option 

due to business needs. However, the same 

survey found that people performed better 

when their phone was kept in their pockets 

compared to those who had their phones in 

front of them.  

Therefore, we suggest the best way to work 

with technology without being distracted by 

it is to keep your smartphone in your pocket 

during your workday.  

Moving Away from Technology in Life 

Many people now say that is it impossible to 

move away from technology as it has 

become the most convenient and easily 

accessible piece of equipment. There is a 

difference though if one feels trapped by 

technology. Perhaps so much so that the 

thought of having their phone away from 

them brings discomfort.  

Perhaps applying digital minimalism 

practices like deleting social media from 

smartphones could be help one focus 

during work hours (Newport 2019). 
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INCORPORATING A 

SCHEDULE 

Preparing to Concentrate  

With technology on our minds 24/7 now 

many of us are beginning to forget how to 

concentrate. We need skills that can keep 

us more present and able to focus.  

Newport suggests using meditation to 

practice concentration.  

Perhaps beginning your day with 

meditation, or yoga for more daily exercise, 

could help center your mind and prepare for 

a day of concentration and development.  

Defining Your New Schedule 

If you are a visual person, it may be best to 

create a visual representation of how your 

day will look. Find a piece of paper, 

chalkboard, or whatever you have to 

illustrate what your new schedule will look 

like.  

My new schedule will most likely look like 

the table on the right. 

Once you have a schedule that works for 

you, post it up on the wall or monitor so you 

can reference it each day when you arrive 

for work.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

9AM 
Catch up on e-mail and define 

objectives for the day. 

10AM 
Begin a process of deep work to 

understand how to best fit the 

needs of my clients. 

10:45AM 
Conduct research and discover best 

possible solution. 

11:30AM 

Participate in morning Zoom 

meeting. 

Coordinate with team and share 

my deep work. 

12:30PM 

Make time for lunch. 

Engage with social 

media/technology. 

1PM Answer new e-mails. 

2PM 

Begin deep work process. 

Understand defined needs and 

investigate solutions. 

4PM 
Respond to e-mails with 

information learned from the day. 

5PM 
End workday and begin playing 

brain games to unwind. 
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Strengthening Your Brain After Work 

For many of us, years of being glued to our 

electronic devices have caused us to 

become more distracted and less able to 

concentrate for long periods of time. 

Therefore, we should practice activities that 

strengthen our brains and improve our 

cognitive development.  

In Deep Work, Newport suggests engaging 

in activities like card memorization to 

exercise the mind and help decrease 

memory loss (Newport 2016). 

An activity I suggest is taking up chess. A 

strategy game that involves planning not 

only your moves but guessing your 

opponent’s next move keeps our brains in a 

constant state of deep thought.  

Reading is also a great way to increase 

your cognitive abilities especially if you 

engage in active reading by learning about 

the context and teaching the content after 

(Parrish 2017). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Biomodel Philosophy the theory that 

deep work can lead to increased 

productivity. However, the person must 

dedicate enough time. A few hours a day 

are ideal.  

 

Digital Minimalism limiting the use of 

technology to avoid distractions and 

increase cognitive ability.  

 

Active Reading engaging in reading by 

choosing the piece wisely and researching 

it’s context. Additionally, one should take 

notes on meaningful sections while 

reading so it can easily be recalled. Once 

finished, teach the material to someone 

else.   
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CONCLUSION   

With the COVID-19 pandemic still in effect, 
many of us are unsure when we will be 
returning to the office. In fact, many 
businesses are finding that working 
remotely is cost effective. Therefore, we 
should expect that those working from 
home will continue for a while, if not 
permanently.  

For many it has been difficult to transition 
into the work from home model. 
Independent research has shown that 
people are becoming more stressed. 

People are more distracted as well. The 
same research study shows people feel 
more distracted by their smartphones and 
social media now than they did while 
working in the office.  

Therefore, the distracting nature of 
technology and our home environment may 
end up being detrimental to producing the 
engaging, meaningful, and thoughtful work 
that we all strive for.  

We must start by maintaining a routine with 
structured timeframes and a plan for 
combating technological and environmental 
distractions.  

This doesn’t just stop there, we need to 
help ourselves prepare for our work days by 
finding ways to limit technology and train 
our brains to concentrate again.  

We can commit to training our brains by 
playing strategy games (ideally, ones that 
do not involve our devices) or dedicating 
time to reading books and teaching those 
books through clubs or meaningful 
conversations.  

Finally, we can limit technologies in our 
lives outside of work by participating in 
some level of digital minimalism.  

A thirty-day cleanse of some aspect of 
technology may be helpful for some. 
However, they must reflect on the 
experience after to determine how it 
effected their own mental health (Newport 
2016). 

But even more simply, we can commit to 
limiting our technological distractions by 
keeping it in another room, or in our pockets 
if needed, and planning when we are going 
to use it throughout our day.  

In the future, we can help combat the stress 
of a pandemic and working from home. We 
can go further by producing more 
meaningful work if we dedicate ourselves to 
working deeply.  
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