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ABSTRACT  

The emergence of the Coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic has resulted in campuses around 

the world to be closed. Following the implementation of the lockdown restrictions, traditional 

South African universities were forced to adapt their way of operation to emergency remote 

work (ERW). While not a completely new method of work, the concept is novel to residential 

university administrators who must quickly transition from a face-to-face setting to one that 

allows for remote work to take place. 

The research aims to explore the lived experiences of the senior administrative staff in 

academic departments. To achieve this, qualitative data were collected using semi-structured 

interviews with open-ended questions from seventeen non-randomly and purposefully 

selected senior administrative staff. The participants were in various academic departments in 

four faculties on the upper campus. Microsoft Teams platform was used for interviews as face-

to-face meetings were prohibited due to lockdown restrictions.  

Hanging between national load shedding and connectivity issues, three of the interviews had 

to be rescheduled to accommodate the participants. One participant pulled out an hour before 

the actual interview due to being overwhelmed with remote work and mental health issues. 

The interview was then carried out three weeks later. Thematic analysis was done on the 

transcribed data collected during the interviews. 

Although the participants had unique experiences, key findings show that there were 

similarities as well. Participants have embraced remote work, enjoyed the flexibility of work 

from home and would welcome a three-day office week and two days’ working remotely, or 

vice versa. Increased productivity at home was identified as a result of less disruptions at 

home. Mental health issues were a concern to participants although they understood that these 

were exacerbated by the psychosocial impact of COVID-19.  

Keywords: Coronavirus (COVID-19), emergency remote work (ERW), lived experiences, 

senior administrative staff. 
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1.1 Introduction 

The outbreak of the Coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic in South Africa caused many socio-

economic challenges across all spheres of life. The impact of the pandemic will still be felt for 

many years to come. It fundamentally changed many people’s and organisations’ lives. 

Rethinking how things are done is still the order of the day. One such challenge is the remote 

work culture that was introduced. 

This study explored the experiences of senior administrative staff in academic departments at 

a South African university in relation to emergency remote work (ERW) as result of COVID-19 

lockdown restrictions. This chapter outlines the background of the research, followed by the 

problem statement, research aim, objectives, research questions, research methodology, 

ethics, delineation, limitations, main findings, conclusion and contributions of the study. The 

chapter ends with a summary and the outline of each chapter. 

According to Kurland and Bailey (1999:53), Nilles coined the term “telecommuting” in 1973 to 

refer to remote work, e-work, telework, flexible work, virtual office and other forms of 

virtualisation. In this context, it is described as a situation in which an employee substitutes 

commuting to and from work by working electronically from a desired workplace using 

telecommunication channels (Internet, e-mail, computer and/or telephone). In this scenario, 

the organisations or individuals volunteer or intend to telecommute/work remotely from their 

homes. 

Remote work in response to a crisis (in this case the COVID-19 pandemic) varies from 

voluntary to enforced remote work (Anderson & Kelliher, 2020). This corresponds with the 

notion that planned remote work experiences differ from emergency remote work in reaction 

to a crisis (Johnson et al., 2020:7).  

This study was conducted with employees who had no choice but to work from home because 

of COVID-19 regulations that restricted staff members to their homes. Working from home 

during the lockdown was considered an emergency because universities had to shut down 

immediately without making prior plans for their staff members. For the purpose of this study, 

the term emergency remote work (ERW) was adopted. 

1.2 Background to the research problem 

Campuses across the country were confronted with a disruption of routine work arrangements 

due to the prolonged and indefinite closure of campuses as a result of lockdown restrictions in 

response to the COVID-19 pandemic. Universities had to shift their modes of teaching and 

learning. The administration of academic institutions had to rapidly adapt to the new 

environment because of the changes in teaching and learning.  
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The concept of remote work is not new although the process has changed in many ways. In 

1973, Nilles, whilst working at NASA, first came up with the concept of ‘telecommuting’ when 

he helped with the invention of space investigations that could relay messages back to Earth. 

The idea of ‘telecommuting’ has evolved and has different, titles e.g., Flexiplace (Schiff, 

1983:26), electronic cottage (Toffler, 1980:26) and remote work (Olson, 1983:182; Kraut, 

1987). Working remotely is made possible by the use of telecommunication and technology. 

According to Waters (2016:1), flexibility in the workplace is necessary in meeting family and 

work demands in today’s society. 

There are opposing views on remote work. Gourdreau (2013) writes about how Yahoo! 

stopped the work from home programme, arguing that it weakened the culture of collaboration 

in the organisation (Gourdreau, 2013; Lavey-Heaton, 2014). Rajapakshe (2021:37) claims that 

the “success of remote work among female professionals declined during the pandemic as a 

result of changes in duties and lifestyle habits”. Effectiveness of remote work is only considered 

when there is a trade-off between work and family responsibilities, rather than a compromise 

of other responsibilities in the lives of female employees, according to Rajapakshe (2021). The 

findings of this research, which were conducted on 17 participants, 16 of whom were females, 

contradict the findings made by Rajapakshe (2021). 

In defence of remote work, Choudhury et al. (2019) have proven that there is an increase in 

production as a result of remote work. However, they highlighted that work from home and 

work outside of the office are separate forms of remote work. This study focused on work from 

home due to travel restrictions introduced to curb the spread of the COVID-19 virus. Prior 

research has reported on planned remote work. However, little research has been conducted 

on remote work as a result of a crisis where workers abruptly shift from office work to working 

remotely from home, as in the case of the COVID-19 lockdown. Eriksson and Petrosian 

(2020:54) raise concerns that the abrupt shift to remote work in response to a crisis can be 

disruptive to workers and may result in decreased productivity. 

For the purpose of this study, ERW has been used since planned remote work experiences 

are different from emergency remote work in response to a crisis (Johnson et al., 2020). The 

COVID-19 pandemic has made the need for remote work greater than before, and universities 

are increasingly depending on their staff to work remotely (Hodges et al., 2020). Previous 

research generally confirms an increase in productivity when employees work remotely 

(Choudhury et al., 2019). However, Costa and Tumagole (2020:31) posit that many employees 

in South Africa experienced extreme mental health issues as they did not have adequate 

resources for ERW during COVID-19. This research explored the experiences of senior 

administrative staff in order to understand the benefits and challenges of ERW. 
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Research on the virtualness in higher education institutions (HEIs) tend to be more focused on 

teaching and learning than on administrative duties and activities (Adam et al., 2016). This is 

consistent with the findings of Hedding et al. (2020), who found that while the South African 

2015 student protests under the hashtag #FeesMustFall and #RhodesMustFall may have 

prepared specific universities’ administrative staff, severely affected by student protests, for 

remote work. The complete shutdown of virtually all sectors of society has created many 

unexpected obstacles.  

Pre Covid-19, there have been various studies on the virtual work environment in other 

businesses, including the financial services sector (Hurd, 2011; Carlson, 2014; Ransone, 

2014). The topic has, however, been covered in a variety of ways in unpublished literature 

since the beginning of 2020. The difficulties and concerns that students, administrators, and 

institutions faced as they decided whether and how to continue providing education in the face 

of the rising number of COVID-19 cases were highlighted in a number of blog posts, editorials, 

and brief reports that were published online (Johnson et al., (2020). Academic duties at higher 

institutions of learning are functional and interrelated with administrative responsibilities 

spanning several units, departments and faculties. It is important to understand the remote 

work experiences of administrative staff in traditional universities as they may differ from those 

in many other organisational settings. 

1.3 The problem statement 

While there has been an abundance of research on virtualisation in HEIs (Keller, 2009; Rae & 

Samuels, 2011; Songkram & Puthaseranee, 2015; Adam et al., 2016), most of it has been on 

online learning environments. As a result, less emphasis has been given to the remote work 

of administrative work environments within HEIs. 

According to Hedding et al. (2020), every member of staff at an HEI in South Africa has been 

affected in some manner and to varying degrees by COVID-19 and remote work. No one will 

be able to emerge from this experience unscathed. Hedding et al.’s (2020) findings revealed 

that better resourced academic institutions, such as the University of South Africa, which is an 

open distance learning institution, was well-suited to address the challenges presented by 

COVID-19 restrictions. However, they have struggled to develop frameworks to allow 

operations and administration staff to work from home.  

Sahu (2020), in their research on the impact of remote work on education and mental health 

at HEIs, excluded administrative staff. Instead, they focused their research on students and 

academic staff. Mickey et al. (2020) report on how best academic administrators can support 

academics during a pandemic. However, the experiences of administrative staff are not 

reflected in their research. As one of the major stakeholders in the learning process, ERW 
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experiences of administrative staff during COVID-19 are worth examining to inform future 

policy decision making. This current study was exploratory in nature, as it aimed to explore the 

experiences of senior administrative staff within remote work arrangements associated with 

COVID-19, and the coping mechanisms used to deal with the crisis. 

The COVID-19 pandemic has resulted in campus closures worldwide to enforce social 

distancing. Universities in South Africa shifted their mode of work to remote work during this 

crisis. While not entirely a new way of work, the concept of remote work is relatively new to 

residential university administrators. Almost overnight, these non-remote workers were taken 

out of their normal environment and forced to adapt and adjust to cope with increased roles 

and responsibilities.  

According to Dolan (2011:65) and Martin and MacDonnell (2012:603), previous research 

largely focused on academic/teaching staff with not enough attention given to administrators. 

Similar research by Johnson et al. (2020) supports these views, with conclusions that much is 

known about how academics and students at HEIs relate to online learning or remote teaching, 

while little is understood about the experiences of administrative staff in these educational 

institutions. Similarly, Jiang and Tanaka (2022) respond that practically all academic 

institutions have structures of administrative staff actively involved in the daily activities of 

students on campus. However, little research has been done on the type of influence that 

support staff has on students. 

There are various social and economic impacts on university administrative staff regarding 

ERW, including demoralisation due to the lack of social interaction (Faust & Foglio, 2020:17) 

and Internet connectivity challenges, amongst others. According to Addo et al. (2020:101), 

prior to COVID-19, administrative work has been mostly done in the offices of residential 

universities, and this required limited virtual platforms. Addo et al. (2020:101) further 

demonstrate that universities had to devise enabling structures to support administrative staff 

in order to improve ERW. Administrative staff face both challenges and opportunities for ERW. 

Unfortunately, it is unclear what the lived ERW experiences of senior administrative staff entail.  

1.4 Aim of this study 

The aim of the study was to explore the lived experiences of senior administrative staff at a 

higher education institute as they negotiate the realities of ERW with their various 

responsibilities. 

1.5 Objectives of this study 

i) To explore challenges associated with ERW for senior administrative staff 

ii) To determine the factors affecting the work experiences of senior administrative staff 

iii) To explore the opportunities of ERW 
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iv) To determine factors considered necessary for improved ERW for senior 

administrative staff 

v) To determine the effect of ERW on performance 

vi) To determine the effect of ERW on stakeholder engagement 

1.6 Research questions 

Table 1.1 presents the research questions (RQ), research sub-questions (RSQs), objectives 

and methodology used to answer the questions.  

Table 1.1: The research questions, research sub-questions, objectives and research methodology 

Research 
Question 
(RQ) 1  

What are the lived experiences of ERW for senior administrative staff?  

 Question Objective Methodology 

RSQ 1.1 What challenges are associated with 
remote work for senior administrative staff 
during the COVID-19 lockdown? 

To explore challenges associated 
with ERW for senior administrative 
staff 

Interviews; semi-
structured 
questionnaires 

RSQ 1.2 What are the opportunities of ERW? To explore the opportunities of 
ERW 

Interviews; semi-
structured 
questionnaires 

RSQ 1.3 What are the factors considered necessary 
for improved ERW for senior administrative 
staff? 

To determine factors considered 
necessary for improved ERW for 
senior administrative staff 

Interviews; semi-
structured 
questionnaires 

Research 
Question 
(RQ) 2  

How do senior administrative staff manage ERW? 

 Question Objective Methodology 

RSQ 2.1 How has ERW affected the work 
performance of the senior administrative staff 
the during COVID-19 lockdown? 

To determine the effect of ERW 
on performance 

Interviews; semi-
structured 
questionnaires 

RSQ 2.2 How does ERW affect the engagement of 
senior administrative staff with stakeholders 
of the institution? 

To determine the effect of ERW 
on stakeholder engagement 

Interviews; semi-
structured 
questionnaires 

*RSQ – Research sub-question 

1.7 Research methodology 

Qualitative research was used in this study to gather primary data, as the study required in-

depth understanding of the experiences of senior administrative staff with ERW during the 

pandemic. According to Merriam (2002:3), qualitative research is based on the notion that 

meaning is socially constructed by individuals as they interact with their surroundings. 

Furthermore, numerous constructions and interpretations of reality are constantly changing. 

The ontological stance taken in this study was subjectivism.  

The interpretivist epistemological perspective and an inductive approach were adopted for the 

study’s qualitative data. An inductive approach allows the researcher to collect data, identify 

patterns and themes, and draw meaningful inferences from themes that emerge through 

interviews (Chilisa & Kawulich, 2012; Thanh & Thanh, 2015:25). The research onion of 

Saunders et al. (2007:102) was used as research framework. These stances and approaches 
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are based on qualitative research methods, allowing “the exploration the world and 

phenomenon under study as it is from participants subjective experiences” (Thanh & Thanh, 

2015:24).  

1.8 Research strategy 

Research strategy is defined as “the plan that helps a researcher identify relevant answers to 

research questions” (Saunders et al., 2009:173). It is a step-by-step plan of action that directs 

thoughts and actions, allowing the researcher to do research systematically and on time, 

resulting in high-quality data and accurate information. There are several different strategies. 

Below are some of the strategies linked to methodological choices.  

Table 1.2: Research strategies linked to methodological choices 

Research Strategy Method 

Ethnography 

Narrative Inquiry 

Grounded Theory 

Action Research 

Qualitative research 

Archival and documentary research 

Case study  

Quantitative or qualitative research or 
mixed methods 

Experiment 

Survey 

Quantitative research 

 

This study followed a case study approach. 

 Case study 

According to Yin (2018:44), a case study is “an empirical method that fully explores a 

contemporary phenomenon within its practical framework”. Yin (2018:45) further explains that 

“the boundaries between phenomenon and the background may not be clear”. A case study 

therefore offers the researcher an opportunity to explore and understand a ‘real world case’. 

Thomas (2011) elaborates that “case studies are studies of people, events, decisions, periods, 

projects, policies, institutions, or other systems that are studied holistically by one or more 

methods”. One of the primary characteristics of a case study as a method of doing research is 

that it adopts a holistic rather than a reductionist approach (Verschuren, 2003). A case study 

is typically qualitative and inductive, and is influenced by the researcher’s assumptions and 

understanding, which is often informed by an interpretivist philosophy. The case study was 

chosen as a research method since it is the most adaptable of all research designs, allowing 

the researcher to preserve the holistic qualities of real-life experiences while exploring 

empirical events (Verschuren, 2003).  

This research explored and examined the experiences of senior administrative staff in 

academic departments at a South African university in relation to emergency remote work 
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(ERW) as a result of COVID-19 lockdown restrictions. The case study was chosen as a 

research method since it is the most adaptable of all research designs, allowing the researcher 

to preserve the holistic qualities of real-life experiences while exploring empirical events 

(Verschuren, 2003).  

 The case 

A South African university was used as the case. Unit of analysis 

 1.8.3 Unit of analysis 

Dolma (2010:169) defines a unit of analysis as “the entity that is being analysed in a study”. 

Choosing the appropriate unit of analysis for the study, or at least keeping it in mind while 

doing so, is an essential step in doing any type of research. Bhattacherjee (2012:9) agrees 

that “the population, persons, or items having the attributes that one desires to investigate 

constitute the unit of analysis”. The ERW as phenomenon was chosen as the unit of analysis 

in the current study. 

 Unit of observation 

According to Dolma (2010:171), the idea of the unit of observation is most frequently mistaken 

with the unit of analysis by even the most experienced researchers. In a majority of studies, 

the unit of analysis and the unit of observation are the same because the observational unit is 

defined as the entity for which measurements are acquired (Dolma, 2010). However, this is 

not always the case. The unit of observation in this study was the senior administrative staff 

(17 in total).  

 Sampling 

Coyne (1997:1) states that sampling is a “very complicated issue in qualitative research 

because there are many different types of qualitative sampling described in the literature, as 

well as a great deal of confusion and overlap between the different types of sampling”. 

Choosing a study sample is a critical stage in any research project because studying entire 

populations is rarely practicable, efficient or ethical (Marshall, 1996). A somewhat small and 

purposefully selected sample may be used in a qualitative investigation (Miles & Huberman, 

1994). Marshall (1996:522) agrees, stating that, “an ideal sample size for a qualitative study is 

one that effectively addresses the research question with the goal of enhancing the depth of 

understanding”. Purposive sampling is used to identify participants who are more likely to 

provide meaningful information, as highlighted by Palinkas et al. (2015:533). 

This study adopted a purposive, non-random and conveniently sampling technique. The 

rationale for using a purposive technique is founded on the assumption that given the study’s 

aims and objectives, specific types of people may hold varied and important viewpoints on the 

ideas and issues under investigation, and must hence be included in the sample (Robinson, 
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2014). This is in line with Etikan et al. (2016:2) who state that “the researcher deliberately 

selects with specific qualities relevant to the study”. Furthermore, according to Du Plooy-

Cilliers et al. (2014:142), purposive sampling is “when the researcher selects who to interview 

(who to include in the sample) based on a set of characteristics”. In the current study, senior 

administrative staff are key members of staff at this academic institution and understanding 

their lived experiences can help to streamline processes and develop new policies for similar 

occurrences. 

 Data collection 

According to Carter and Henderson (2005), qualitative research utilises a wide number of 

techniques for data collecting, all of which are supported by a wide range of distinct 

methodological and theoretical approaches. These may take on the form of in-depth 

interviews, either structured or unstructured, as well as group discussions, reports, diaries, or 

films, amongst others. However, deciding how data will be collected can be difficult for a 

researcher. Cost is an important factor to consider in all data collection procedures (Newcomer 

et al., 2015). 

Interviews provide the researcher the opportunity to gain deep insight into the subject being 

explored (Saunders et al., 2009). Interviews are a “practical, flexible, and relatively economical 

way of gathering research data” (Carter & Henderson, 2005:217). For this research, a semi-

structured questionnaire was used and the interviews were guided by an interview guide 

(Appendix E).  

 Data analysis 

To do credible qualitative research, data analysis is essential, as stated by Maguire and 

Delahunt (2017:3351). The qualitative researcher is frequently referred to as the research 

instrument because the researcher’s capacity to comprehend, describe and interpret 

experiences and perceptions is essential to the process of unearthing meaning in a variety of 

settings and conditions (Maguire & Delahunt, 2017). Due to the exploratory nature of this study, 

the researcher applied Braun and Clark’s (2006:86) process of thematic analysis, which 

consists of the following phases:  

i) Familiarisation with data, and transcribing of the interviews.  

ii) Transcriptions were mailed to the participants. The participants then checked for 

correctness and validity of the transcription.  

iii) After point (ii), the researcher read the transcripts several times to become 

acquainted with the data.  

iv) Key codes and key concepts were identified.  

v) Searched for categories or meaningful classifications.  

vi) Refined categories, ensuring appropriateness and relevancy to its category.  
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vii) Categories were then formally classified. 

1.9 Ethics 

Every research project should make it a priority to safeguard human participants by adhering 

to a set of ethical guidelines appropriate to the circumstances (Arifin, 2018). Because of the 

more in-depth nature of the research procedure, a qualitative study lends itself particularly well 

to the consideration of ethical concerns, as stated by Arifin (2018). It is essential to keep these 

in mind as it is crucial to all research endeavours. Researchers have serious ethical obligations 

to participants when they encourage them to speak openly and honestly (Rubin & Rubin, 

1995). Cacciattolo (2015:56) concurs, stating that “unethical research almost always leaves 

participants and researchers feeling vulnerable and exposed in negative ways”.  

A letter from CPUT was obtained for this research and submitted to the UCT Ethics in 

Research Committee as part of the supporting documentation. Further to this, the researcher 

had to apply for permission to conduct research with UCT’s Human Resources department 

after the ERC reviewed and approved the application. 

 Consent 

When doing research, one of the most important ethical standards to consider is facilitating 

free and informed consent (Shaw, 2008). For this research, the data collection procedure only 

began once ethical clearance was submitted and obtained from CPUT Ethics in Research 

Committee. An email request was sent to each participant, who was required to sign a consent 

form to participate in the interview. The consent form (Appendix B) complied with all the 

protocols of data collection. 

i) During the interviews, the researcher explained all interview protocols to the 

participants and reminded them that whatever they shared would be treated as 

confidential. 

ii) Before the interview process began, an introduction was done; this included the topic 

of study and interview questions.  

iii) Participants were reminded of their rights as stipulated in the informed consent form 

sent to them before they participated in the study. 

iv) All interviews were held using Microsoft Teams and once participants gave 

permission to record the interview, the recorded interviews were automatically 

uploaded to Microsoft Stream together with the closed caption transcript. 

v) Interviews commenced as permission was granted. 

vi) After the interviews were done, the interviews were transcribed and validated. 
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 Confidentiality 

According to Kaiser (2009), qualitative researchers face unique challenges in ensuring 

participant confidentially while providing rich, detailed accounts of social life. The ultimate goal 

is complete confidentiality for all research participants, referred to by Baez (2002) as the 

confidentiality convention. The confidentiality convention is upheld as a means of protecting 

all people’s privacy, building trust and rapport with study participants, and maintaining ethical 

standards and the integrity of the research process (Baez, 2002). 

To safeguard the participants’ right to privacy and ensure anonymity throughout the entire 

process of data collection, analysis and dissemination of the findings of the study, neither their 

names nor their identities were revealed in any of these steps. Instead of using the participants’ 

real names, the researcher assigned a random number from 1 to 17 to identify them (P1-P17). 

1.10  Delineation  

This study adopted a qualitative and exploratory approach, employing a case study to 

understand the senior administrative staff’s experiences as the negotiated realities of ERW. 

Due to time, resources, and accessibility, the study only collected data from four faculties within 

this university. Despite this, the 17 senior administrative staff members from the four faculties 

that were interviewed made it possible to extrapolate the data to include all senior 

administrative staff members from academic departments within the university. To obtain 

valuable insights from the diverse factions while also achieving the study’s objectives, the 

participants examined in this study are key university senior administrative staff members 

within the four faculties. 

1.11 Limitations 

According to Connelly (2013), it is critical to acknowledge the constraints present in any 

research study. The following limitations were present in this research: 

i) Purposive sampling was used for this study, and 25 participants were identified and 

invited to participate. However, three (3) participants declined the invitation for 

personal reasons and five (5) participants were either sick with COVID-19 or caring 

for family members who were sick with the virus and did not provide alternative 

interview dates, so only 17 participants were interviewed. Data saturation, on the 

other hand, was achieved. According to Fusch and Ness (2015:1-2), data saturation 

occurs when there is sufficient information to replicate the study, when the ability to 

obtain additional new information has been attained, and when further coding is no 

longer feasible. 

ii) The period of time during which the data were collected occurred between March 

and June of 2021, a year after the ERW occurrence. It is possible that some 
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participants were overly familiar with ERW at the time, and some of their experiences 

may have been different and their perspectives could have changed. 

iii) Face-to-face interviews could not be conducted because of COVID-19 restrictions, 

and Internet connectivity and reception issues caused some interviews to be 

disrupted or to have lags between participants’ responses, which were a limitation 

of this study. Before conducting interviews, the researcher performed research to 

determine the most appropriate platform and time for each participant in an attempt 

to avoid this limitation. 

iv) Due to the large number of academic administrative staff at the chosen tertiary 

institution in various positions, this study was limited to senior administrative staff 

members in four faculties. Academic staff members, other support staff in service 

areas as well as students were not considered for this study. 

v) The university selected for this case study is the current employer of the researcher. 

Participants may not have been as forthright with experiences as they might have 

been concerned about their anonymity having known the researcher, even though 

the researcher highlighted the confidentiality of the process. 

1.12 Main findings 

Main findings of this research were as follows: 

i) Lack of appropriate skills for managing remote colleagues, particularly those with 

emotional health issues. 

ii) Some township infrastructure is below standard. As a result, staff members living in 

these areas experienced unreliable Internet access. This gives staff members doubt 

about whether or not there will be a reliable line of communication to carry out 

processes. 

iii) It is necessary to provide sufficient resources for the home office in order for 

administrators to carry out their responsibilities effectively. These must be applied 

consistently across all faculties. 

iv) Staff members appreciate the flexibility and control that comes with working from home, 

and as a result, they would welcome a hybrid work system. 

1.13 Conclusion 

When it comes to the operation of a successful university, the senior administrative staff are 

critical because they ensure that the academic administration is well-functioning across all 

operations. The findings indicate that ERW presents a variety of challenges and opportunities, 

as well as personal factors that have had an impact on the experiences of senior 

administrators. It is therefore important to understand the experiences of senior administrative 

staff as they negotiate the challenges of ERW in order for the university operations to run 

smoothly. 
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1.14 Contributions 

This qualitative case study presents findings that contribute to the understanding of ERW. 

Remote work is likely to continue to grow in popularity, and as a result, universities must 

acquire additional knowledge about administrative staff experiences. This study adds the 

existing body of knowledge on the subject and summarises the experiences of senior 

administrative staff forced to adopt ERW. 

1.15 Summary 

The global spread of COVID-19 compelled universities to adopt ERW. This study explored the 

experiences of senior administrative staff in academic administration at a South African 

university as they navigated the issues of ERW. Research on remote work in higher education 

has been extensive, but little is known about the lived experiences of senior administrative staff 

working from home. The following main research questions were formulated for the study: 

i) What are the lived experiences of ERW for senior administrative staff? 

ii) How do senior administrative staff manage ERW? 

The subjectivist position is the ontological stance. An interpretivist epistemological perspective 

has been adopted using qualitative data and an inductive approach. The research employed 

a case study approach, with the University of Cape Town serving as the study’s case. A total 

of 17 participants from four faculties were interviewed. The semi-structured questions were 

linked to the research questions, sub-questions and interview questions. Braun and Clark’s 

(2006) thematic analysis process was used to analyse the data. Each participant was required 

to sign a consent form and confidentiality was maintained throughout the data collection 

process.  

The main findings are: a lack of appropriate skills for managing remote colleagues; insufficient 

resources provided to staff; and also that a hybrid work structure is preferred going forward. 

Regarding the running of a successful university, understanding the lived experiences of 

administrative staff is vital, as top administrative professionals ensure that the academic 

administration is well-functioning across all of its operations. 

1.16 Outline of the thesis 

This research is divided into six chapters, followed by references and appendices. The 

chapters are organised in such a way that the argument of the thesis is formed. The following 

are the specifics of the thesis’ organisational structure: 

Chapter One: This chapter introduces the study and presents the background to the research 

problem, followed by a statement of the problem, the research objectives and questions, as 

well as a delineation and discussion of the study’s constraints and limitations. The theoretical 
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framework, methodological issues and the organisation of the study are all included in this 

chapter.  

Chapter Two: This chapter presents an in-depth review of existing literature about the 

experiences of administrative staff in the context of ERW, as well as identifying gaps in the 

body of knowledge that have been identified. The theoretical underpinnings of the study are 

presented in this chapter. 

 

Chapter Three: This chapter delves into the study’s research design and methods, as well as 

the choice of ontological and epistemological positions and why they are relevant paradigms. 

The methodology considered the research strategy, data collection techniques and qualitative 

data analysis. This chapter contains the study’s ethical considerations.  

 

Chapter Four: The data analysis of the fieldwork and the results are indicated. This chapter 

presents findings that emerged from the case study on senior administrative staff’s ERW 

experiences. The presentations are based on the categories and themes developed during the 

data analysis. Key findings are highlighted in the summary. 

 

Chapter Five: This chapter discusses the emerging themes in relation to the literature and 

research questions. The newly developed constructs and concepts are incorporated into the 

conceptual model of the research. 

 

Chapter Six: Conclusions, recommendations, future research and a reflection are presented.  
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2 CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.1: Layout of Chapter Two 

2.1 Introduction 

The COVID-19 pandemic has significantly and rapidly impacted higher education institutions 

worldwide. Administrative staff have been asked to perform unusual tasks with regard to 

administrative processes that they have never seen on this scale in their careers.  
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According to Hodges et al. (2020), even student protests such as the #FeesMustFall and 

#RhodesMustFall In 2015 did not prepare any university for the significant remote work 

enforced by the epidemic. Despite the fact that this crisis has been stressful, institutions should 

evaluate how successfully they were able to implement ERW (Hodges et al., 2020). 

The study investigates senior administrative staff’s ERW experiences in a higher education 

setting during the COVID-19 lockdown. In conducting the literature review, key words from the 

title, problem statement, research questions and study aim were used to guide searches 

through the search engines of the online databases of the University of Cape Town and Cape 

Peninsula University of Technology online libraries. Databases such as Google Scholar, 

university websites, media releases and internal policies were searched for relevant articles.  

The literature review provides an easy-to-understand overview of research, highlighting where 

study findings confirm and/or contradict one another. According to Rozas and Klein (2010), 

literature reviews remain a useful and important method for identifying existing patterns and 

gaps in relation to research. In essence, because they depend not only on quantitative but 

qualitative research as well, their scope is considerably broader. Snyder (2019) agrees with 

this notion and elaborates that literature review is an effective technique of aggregating 

research findings to demonstrate evidence on a meta-level and to identify areas in which 

additional study is needed, which is a vital component of developing theoretical frameworks 

and developing conceptual models. 

The literature is presented as follows: i) background to remote work; ii) remote work adoption 

in higher institutions during COVID-19 lockdown; iii) definitions; iii) advantages and 

disadvantages of remote work; iv) success factors of remote work; v) theoretical framework; 

and vi) summary. 

2.2 Background to remote work 

The word “telecommuting” to describe remote work, e-work, telework, flexible work, virtual 

offices and other forms of virtualisation was first coined by Nilles in 1973 (Nilles,1988:301). It 

is defined in this context as a circumstance in which an employee works electronically using 

telecommunication channels (Internet, e-mail, computer and/or telephone) instead of 

physically traveling to and from work. In this situation, organisations or people volunteer or 

plan to work from home. Organisations or workers volunteer or intend to telecommute in this 

circumstance. 

According to Kłopotek (2017:40), the first references to the phenomena of remote work may 

be traced in the source literature as early as 1983. As described by Olson (1983:183), remote 

work is “organisational work performed outside of the typical workplace boundaries of 
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geographical locations”. Olson’s (1983) research on remote office work and subsequent 

publications have essentially been the basis for other researchers’ debates (Kłopotek, 2017).  

Several jobs are no longer performed in specified places of work or within restricted hours. 

According to Messenger (2019:26), “diverse connectivity technologies have made it possible 

for work to be performed in different places other than normal workplaces”. Khlypovka 

(2020:310) agrees with this view in that remote work in the 21st century uses the most 

sophisticated technology making remote work more feasible.  

Harpaz (2002) posits that one disadvantage of working remotely from home is the difficulty to 

separating professional and personal responsibilities during the day. According to Makowiec 

and Bober (2008), there is a risk that remote work may lead to workaholism. However, MacRae 

and Sawatzky (2020) state that remote work is rapidly expanding, and technological, 

demographic and sociological trends indicate that it will continue to expand. Many employees 

prefer flexible scheduling and remote work choices, which have been related to increased 

productivity, job happiness and work engagement.  

When the COVID-19 pandemic hit the world, many restrictions were imposed on all human 

activities including the work environment. Restrictions such as travel were strictly imposed, 

and as a result, many organisations, including universities, had to adjust to these changes. 

One of the major strategies followed by organisations was remote working, with many 

employees work from home. 

Although there has been little research on remote work for administrative staff in higher 

education, there have been several studies on the virtual work environment in other types of 

businesses, such as the financial services sector and others (Carlson, 2014; Ransone, 2014; 

Hurd, 2011). According to Adam et al. (2016), these studies do not investigate the experiences 

of administrative staff in such environments. Given the contextual uniqueness of the university 

in terms of academic tasks being functionally and interconnected (Musselin, 2006), and 

administrative tasks spanning several units, departments, faculties and directorates, remote 

work experiences may differ from those in many other organisational settings. 

2.3 Remote work adoption and use in higher institutions during COVID-19 lockdown 

Research on virtualness in higher education institutions is inclined to be more focused on 

teaching and learning than on administrative roles and activities (Adam et al., 2016). As a 

result, there is a knowledge gap regarding virtual work environments for administrative staff 

and how they are constructed. The COVID 19 outbreak has accelerated the expansion of 

remote work worldwide. Prior to 2019, literature on remote work found that regions such as the 

United States, Canada, Australia and Europe had a higher proportion of remote employees 

than other regions (Aboelmaged & Subbaugh, 2012; americanbanker.com, 2013). This could 
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be attributed to the fact that the global south does not have adequate technology access, to 

begin with. Shieh and Searle (2013:2) estimate that more than 16 million people in the United 

States work from home at least one day per month, accounting for around 10 % of the total 

workforce. 

In the South African context, student protests such as #FeesMustFall in May 2015, followed 

by #RhodesMustFall in October of the same year, compelled all academic institutions to adopt 

remote work for their administrative staff. However, with the outbreak of the COVID-19 

pandemic, remote work became the only alternative available to people all around the world, 

as each government-imposed travel restrictions. Many of these universities were caught 

unprepared. 

2.4 Definitions 

 Remote work 

Using the definition provided by Waters (2016:16), remote work is defined as “work that is 

performed outside of business locations and is enabled by Internet technologies”. Khlypovka 

(2020:310) provides a similar concept, adding that “workers commonly work from libraries, 

coffee shops, their houses or any other location using technology, and they do not travel to 

traditional offices”. This study was conducted while employees were working from home (WFH) 

as a result of COVID-19 travel restrictions, which restricted everyone, including university staff 

members, from leaving their homes and thus working remotely. 

 Work from home (WFH) 

WFH, as defined by Savić (2020), can be broadly interpreted as employees working outside 

of offices. “Telecommuting” and “remote work” are two other common words used frequently 

and interchangeably to refer to working from home. For this study, WFH refers to employees 

working from home or a residence as a result of travel restrictions and social distancing 

protocols that were put in place to reduce the spread of COVID-19 virus. 

 Emergency remote work (ERW) 

Anderson and Kelliher (2020:678) pointed out that “enforced remote work in response to the 

COVID-19 epidemic differs from voluntary remote work”. This corresponds with the notion that 

planned remote work experiences differ from emergency remote work in reaction to a crisis 

(Johnson et al., 2020). This study was conducted while employees had no choice but to work 

from home because of COVID-19 regulations that prohibited staff members from moving away 

from their homes. WFH during the lockdown was considered an emergency because 

universities had to shut down immediately without making any plans for their staff members.  
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 Lived experiences  

Given (2008:489) defines lived experiences as “a representation and understanding of a 

participant’s everyday experiences influencing perception of a situation”. Frechette et al. 

(2020:3) elaborate on this definition, stating that “lived experience means experiencing the raw 

resources to be formed into its lasting form through interpretation, reinterpretation, and 

communication”. A lived experience is more than just something that is experienced; it leaves 

an indelible imprint on the person who has it. An account of lived experience is insufficient if it 

is only descriptive; it must also include an interpretation of meaning for the individual (Frechette 

et al., 2020). The study aims to explore the lived experiences of senior administrative staff in 

ERW during COVID-19 lockdown. 

 Administrative staff 

Academic and non-academic staff are the two types of employees typically found working in 

universities. The non-academic staff members have been referred to by a variety of names 

throughout the relevant literature. According to Graham (2012:438), common phrases that 

have been used by experts, universities, government organisations, and the media have 

included “non-academic staff, academic administrators, support staff, professional employees, 

and administrative staff”. For the purpose of this research, the phrase “administrative staff” has 

been be adopted. Addo et al. (2020:95) highlight in their research that academic administration 

is a distinct discipline vital to accomplishing the desired outcomes in an educational institution. 

Administrators play a critical support role in the areas of teaching, learning and research.  

2.5 Advantages and disadvantages of remote work 

 Advantages of remote work 

According to Klopotek (2017:41), the advantages of remote work “are brought by the 

improvement in online communication”. Online communication is mainly responsible for the 

introduction of several online platforms, e.g., Microsoft Teams, Zoom, and WhatsApp video 

calling, amongst others. Khlypovka (2020:311) highlights that workers benefit from not 

spending time travelling. The employer saves on building costs and other office overheads. In 

this study, there is the added and important health benefits to employees, as the restrictions 

reduce the spread of the COVID-19 virus. Table 5.1 of this study contains a comprehensive 

list of the advantages of remote work found in this research. 

 Disadvantages of remote work 

Klopotek (2017:41) lists disadvantages of remote work as “difficulty in separating home and 

work chores, feeling isolated from work colleagues and work environment”. Songsangyos and 

Iamamporn (2020:86) support this statement and indicate that “workspace and personal space 

are not separate”.    
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Rajapakshe (2021) argues that female employees with children were less satisfied with their 

remote work because they had more responsibilities than males/fathers. The researcher 

claimed that during the pandemic, the success of remote work among female professionals 

decreased due to changes in duties and lifestyle patterns. The research argument is that the 

effectiveness of telecommuting is only regarded if there is a trade-off between work and family, 

rather than a compromise of other duties in the life of female workers. This has resulted in the 

success of remote work dwindling during the COVID-19 epidemic. Table 5.1 of this study 

contains a comprehensive list of the disadvantages of remote work found in this research. 

2.6 Success factors of remote work  

According to Rajapakshe (2021:37), the success of remote work is “dependent on a number 

of factors, including high-speed Internet, selection of appropriate software and other 

technologies, effective planning processes, regulations and guidelines, and a sufficient 

budget”. South Africa is experiencing load shedding, which necessitates the need for reliable 

electricity supply in this country. Consequently, organisations need to ensure that alternate 

sources of electricity are available to them in the first place. In terms of implementing a 

telecommuting system, the most important factor to consider is user satisfaction (Rajapakshe, 

2021).  

Communication is key to the success of remote work or remote workers. Employers should be 

“proactive and strategic” in their approach to remote work rather than responding to new 

remote work regulations and practices that arise from COVID19 (Makarius et al., 2021). 

According to the results of a poll performed by MIT in April 2020, employees agreed that 

effective communication was critical to the success of remote teams. Rosquist (2021) believes 

that it is beneficial for managers to perform routine check-ups on their employees and to 

provide assistance to newly hired workers as they become acclimatised to remote work. The 

sensation of being alone can also be alleviated by using video communication and maintaining 

regular face-to-face engagement in addition to using technology to facilitate more casual 

conversations. To contribute to the success of remote workers, it is critical to have a thorough 

understanding of the challenges faced by remote workers as well as the factors that have an 

influence on their well-being (Park et al., 2021). In addition, a distinction should be made 

between what managers can do to help remote workers succeed and what individuals must 

do for themselves (Manko & Rosiski, 2021).  

2.7 Relationship between remote work characteristics and lived experiences 

Individuals’ ability to fully benefit from remote work is likely to be influenced by the manner in 

which they must perform their work activities (Golden & Veiga, 2005). Lived experiences of 

remote workers are “shaped by the characteristics of virtual work in the unique context created 

by the epidemic” (Wang et al., 2020:16). Existing knowledge on remote working, according to 
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Wang et al,. (2020), can be called into question in the event of a pandemic. In their research, 

Wang et al., (2020) used a mixed methods approach to investigate the challenges faced by 

remote workers during a pandemic, as well as how virtual work characteristics and individual 

differences influence these challenges. The researchers identified four key remote work 

challenges (work home interference, ineffective communication, procrastination, and 

loneliness) as well as four virtual work characteristics that affected the experience of these 

challenges (social support, job autonomy, monitoring, and workload) and one key individual 

difference factor (workers' self-discipline). This study used a similar methodology, conducting 

semi-structured interviews with 17 participants who conducted their work from home during 

the pandemic.   

The following are characteristics of remote workers: 

i) Skilled communicator 

Good communication skills are essential for remote workers because colleagues and 

managers are unable to read body language to determine whether a colleague is having 

difficulties with their work (Wang et al., 2020). When a remote worker is unable to communicate 

with their co-workers about difficulties they are experiencing or anything else related to their 

work, the work suffers. During the pandemic, this became even more critical because face-to-

face meetings were no longer possible, and remote workers were not only expected to be good 

communicators, but also to have strong computer skills because all communication has been 

conducted through ICT-mediated platforms (Wang et al., 2020). 

ii) Independence of the worker 

According to Van Ham’s (2022:117) research findings, making decisions independently and 

choosing which materials to utilise, “is essential for becoming a successful remote worker”. 

When working remotely there are daily obstacles to overcome and no one is available for face-

to-face assistance. Personal issues and increased workload can easily derail remote workers, 

especially during a pandemic. It is therefore critical for a remote worker to be independent and 

avoid distractions to the greatest extent possible (Van Ham, 2022). When problems arise, a 

remote worker conducts independent research into the situation and documents possible 

solutions. If the same problem arises again, the documentation will be useful and can be 

shared with anyone else on the team who might be interested in learning. Wang et al. (2020:21) 

concur and state that remote work can “significantly alter job demands, autonomy, and 

relational aspects of work, all of which influence employee outcomes”. 

iii) Computer skills 

According to Wang et al. (2020:49), remote workers depend largely on information and 

communication technologies (ICTs) to communicate and collaborate with colleagues, students, 
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and other stakeholders. During the COVID-19 lockdown, computer-mediated communications 

became the only option because workers were unable to participate in face-to-face meetings 

and were forced to stay at their homes. It is therefore essential for remote workers to have 

excellent computer skills in order to carry out their responsibilities effectively (Wang et al., 

2020). 

iv) Assertiveness 

Establishing clear boundaries and being assertive in doing so is critical. The inability to be 

assertive can have a negative impact on one’s well-being and level of job satisfaction. The 

ability to say no is extremely important for a remote worker to remain focused and complete 

tasks. It will also be difficult for remote workers to strike a balance between their personal and 

professional lives, as not being assertive may result in an employee having to spend the 

majority of their time working as a result of being afraid to say ‘no’ (Wang et al., 2020). 

v) Motivated  

To make WFH a successful undertaking, the remote worker must be responsible and self-

motivated. Since no managers or supervisors are to present to ensure that a remote worker is 

at her home office or actually working, the remote worker is responsible for staying focused on 

the task and completing their work. To complete the job successfully, the remote worker need 

to manage procrastination and interruptions at home, and exercise self-discipline. This can 

result in increased job satisfaction and overall health and well-being (Wang et al., 2020). 

2.8 Theoretical underpinning 

To understand the experiences of senior administrative staff as they manage EWR, the study 

adopted the following: 

i) In terms of the shift from on-campus office work to ERW, the problem was 

approached by using work design principles. Essentially, work design relates to “the 

content and organisational structure of work-related tasks, activities, interpersonal 

interactions and responsibilities” (Parker, 2014:662). The notion of work design 

includes remote work because working remotely provides a different setting for an 

employee’s activities as compared to working in an office environment, as well as 

other contemporary work changes, such as those related to the current digital age 

(Parker & Grote, 2020:13; Wang et al., 2020). 

ii) Grounded theory (GT): To record first-hand narratives of senior administrative staff’s 

experiences, successes and challenges while working remotely, GT was adopted. 

GT has its origins in the works of Glaser and Strauss (2017) and is now a family of 

methods (Bryant & Charmaz, 2007). GT emphasises the importance of developing 

new context-specific theories from the data. According to Gibson and Webb 



23 

 

(2012:160), GT is particularly helpful “in understanding how people who are 

experiencing the phenomena under research understand and think about it”. GT is 

primarily concerned with individuals’ internal understandings and interpretive drives. 

In summary, a GT approach enables the researcher to uncover informants’ naive 

interpretations of their experiences. This method is especially beneficial when the 

phenomenon being researched is not clearly observable, such as virtual work. 

Although this theory has become widely used as a practical approach to both theory 

building and data analysis, it is still a misinterpreted paradigm (Suddaby, 2006:634). 

Adopting a social constructionist approach (Bryant, 2002) allows for acknowledging 

and appreciating the researcher as an active agent in meaning making and theory 

development. Theory develops as a co-construction arising from the unfolding 

interactions between participants and the researcher (Cassidy et al., 2017).  

2.9 Summary 

Sophisticated technology in the 21st century has made it easier for people to stay connected, 

and for employees to do their work outside the traditional office. The COVID-19 pandemic has 

resulted in the acceleration of this remote work phenomenon. Remote work refers to 

employees working in various places outside their normal workplace. The study explores the 

lived experiences of senior administrative staff working under ERW during the COVID-19 

pandemic. The challenges and opportunities of remote work as well as personal factors need 

to be considered. All of these are influenced by the characteristics of remote work. It is 

therefore important that the experiences of administrative staff are understood, as they play a 

vital role in achieving the teaching and learning goals of these universities.  
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3 CHAPTER THREE: RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 
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3.1 Introduction 

The process followed by researchers to conduct their research is defined by the research 

design and methodology. It describes the research techniques used to achieve the study’s 

objectives. This chapter elaborates on the nature of the project as well as the interpretivist 

paradigm, qualitative approach, sampling, and techniques adopted for data collection and data 

analysis, and the standard used to interpret the data.  

A monomethod and an inductive approach were adopted as the study focused on qualitative 

data. The qualitative research approach enables the researcher to comprehend the world and 

phenomena under investigation because it is based on the subjective experiences of the 

participants (Thanh & Thanh, 2015:25). An inductive approach enables the researcher to 

collect data, find patterns and themes, and thereby drawing meaningful conclusions from the 

themes that emerge during interviews (Chilisa & Kawulich, 2012).   

The aim of the study was to explore the lived experiences of senior administrative staff at an 

HEI as they negotiate the realities of ERW with their various responsibilities. The researcher 

conducted in-depth interviews with participants and used semi-structured questionnaires to 

explore and understand these senior administrative staff’s lived experiences. 

3.2 Research design 

Research design is a technique for answering the research question(s) using empirical data 

(McCombes, 2021). It is a set of directions and instructions to achieve a specific goal. 

According to Mouton (1996), research design enables the researcher to predict what the 

appropriate decisions should be in order to capitalise on the validity of the ultimate results. 

Making decisions about the overall aim and approach, the research design, sampling methods, 

data collection, and the procedures to follow for data collection and data analysis are all part 

of creating a research design (McCombes, 2021).  

This study adopted a qualitative research approach to investigate the lived experiences of 

employees who were forced to work remotely as an emergency arrangement due to COVID-

19 restrictions. The Research Onion design of Saunders et al. (2007) was used in this study 

to explain the research process (Figure 3.2). Saunders et al. (2007) explain that every 

investigation begins with the outer layer and progresses to the inner layer. The following 

components are included in this process: research philosophy, research approach, research 

strategy, research options, time horizon, data collection methods, and data analysis methods. 
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Figure 3.2: Research Onion (Saunders et al., 2007:130) 

3.3 Research philosophies 

According to Saunders et al. (2007:130), a research philosophy “is the overall ideas and 

assumptions that contribute to producing knowledge about a certain issue or issues, as well 

as providing answers to specific difficulties”. They further state that research should be 

conducted from a philosophical standpoint since it aids in developing a deeper grasp of an 

area of study. Business research is based on five major philosophies: positivism, 

interpretivism, critical realism, pragmatism and postmodernism (Saunders et al., 2007:144). 

 Positivism 

Positivism is focused on developing knowledge of social reality with the goal of producing 

generalisations comparable to those found in scientific sciences; these generalisations are 

similar to those seen in everyday life (Saunders et al., 2007:144). The positivist worldview is 

almost always founded solely on theories subjected to exploratory research. It leads to 

unquestionable confidence or empiricism in the data that were observed, and it rejects any 

attempt to argue away from the facts that can be witnessed (Bhattacherjee, 2012:18). 

Phenomenalism, which asserts that there is only one experience and that all conceptions 

regardless of whether they are based in matter or spirit should be disregarded, is included 

within positivism. The aim of this study was to investigate the lived experiences of 

administrative staff as they navigate the realities of ERW. While acknowledging the study’s 

limitations, it has largely demonstrated that positivism is not appropriate. 
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 Realism 

Realism, sometimes known as critical realism or post-positivism, emerged as a result of 

dissatisfaction with positivism’s lack of humanism, narrow focus, and emphasis on the 

unplanned nature of general rules. According to Du Plooy-Cilliers et al. (2014), there was also 

dissatisfaction with interpretivism’s passive, pragmatic, subjective and relativist perspective. 

Realism attempts to describe what the researcher experiences in actuality by emphasising and 

illuminating the various elements of the occurrence. The goal here is to “reduce inaccuracies 

while remaining as objective as possible in explaining the real events and procedures” 

(Saunders et al., 2007:147).  

 Pragmatism 

According to Saunders et al. (2009:130), pragmatism emphasises the “necessity of asking 

questions”. Pragmatism research should be centred on an issue that is analysed to contribute 

to future practices. Researchers develop actual outcomes rather than theoretical ones based 

on their thinking.  

 Postmodernism 

Postmodernism is related to communication; it seeks to understand reality without biases and 

ambiguity by allowing marginalised voices to express themselves. This research philosophy 

seeks to demonstrate that expression is dominated by others, and minority groups should have 

a voice. Postmodernism emphasises that organisational ideas can be questioned in the sphere 

of business. Therefore, postmodernist scholars have the power to show what is concealed and 

examine it in order to generate new understanding (Saunders et al., 2007:149). 

 Interpretivism 

Interpretivism explains actual events and has been adopted as the basis for this current 

research. Essentially, interpretivism is the study of “real-life situations involving individuals or 

organisations with the aim of better understanding their subjective experiences” (Saunders et 

al., 2007:148). The nature of remote work is complex and context specific, and it varies from 

person to person. Because there is no single right or correct way to knowledge, knowledge is 

essentially subjective. As a result, “acts of interpretation are what determine the nature of the 

reality” (Thanh & Thanh, 2015:25). 

To this end, interpretivism takes an inductive approach to research, employing qualitative 

research methods to gain a better understanding of individuals’ lives and situations (Chilisa & 

Kawulich, 2012; Munyua & Stilwell, 2012). This philosophy is distinguished by its subjectivist 

perspective. In the field of business, it aims to demonstrate that assumptions differ and that 

each person or group of people has their own perspective about an organisation. This means 

that each person can build a new interpretive understanding based on “his or her own beliefs, 
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assumptions and experiences” (Saunders et al., 2007:149). Interpretivists, according to 

Walsham (2006:320), aim to understand a phenomenon by analysing the interpretations that 

participants assign to it. Thus, researchers critically reflect on the study’s background and their 

role in the study to ensure that a good interpretation of the participants’ views is captured 

correctly; they indicate how data findings match or contradict previous theory and relate the 

findings to the theory by demonstrating an understanding of misrepresentations and biases.  

This research followed the interpretivist philosophy to understand the lived experiences of 

senior administrative employees as they navigate their daily duties working remotely as a result 

of ERW.  

3.4 Research approach 

According to Creswell and Creswell (2017:31), research approaches are “the steps that lead 

to the framework of a research, beginning with addressing the basic ideas and theories, moving 

on to data collection, data analysis, and finally interpreting outcomes”. Saunders et al. 

(2007:152) point out that theory construction demands the use of appropriate reasoning. The 

researchers highlight three different approaches: deductive, abductive and inductive. 

 Deductive approach 

The deductive approach is commonly associated with a positivist scientific research paradigm 

and quantitative research methodologies in social sciences (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). According 

to Thomas (2006), the deductive approach refers to data analyses that are carried out to 

determine whether or not the data are consistent with prior assumptions, theories or 

hypotheses that have been identified or constructed by the investigator. Because of the 

assumptions imposed by investigators on the data gathering and data analysis techniques, 

essential themes are frequently concealed, reframed or rendered invisible when using this 

approach. 

 Abductive approach 

The abductive approach usually starts with “an incomplete collection of observations and 

works its way to the most likely probable explanation for the set” (Dubois & Gadde, 2002:559). 

This approach uses both deductive and inductive reasoning and is always shifting from 

empirical to theoretical dimensions of analysis. According to Dubois and Gadde (2002), 

abductive reasoning is more useful than pure inductive or deductive logic. Lukka and Modell 

(2010:467) agree to this notion by highlighting that abductive reasoning is becoming more 

widely regarded as an important component of research. However, because abductive 

reasoning produces the type of daily decision making that does the best it can with the 

knowledge at hand, it is frequently imperfect (Alrajeh et al., 2012). 
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 Inductive approach 

The inductive approach enables the researcher to collect data and uncover patterns and 

themes, thereby drawing meaningful conclusions from themes that emerge during interviews 

(Chilisa & Kawulich, 2012; Thanh & Thanh, 2015). This is consistent with Thomas (2006), who 

states that the major goal of the inductive approach is to allow research findings to arise from 

the frequent, dominant or noteworthy themes present in raw data, without the constraints 

imposed by organised methodologies. 

The researcher used an inductive approach in this study, performing semi-structured 

interviews to collect data and uncover patterns and themes by listening to recordings and 

reading transcripts several times to ensure that all possible codes were identified. Finding 

similarities and differences among participants was used to summarise similar meanings of 

phrases and concepts.  

3.5 Research purpose 

This section discusses the purpose of the study, considering there are many different reasons 

why research may be carried out. According to Saunders et al. (2003:138), researchers have 

defined three primary objectives for research activities: i) descriptive; ii) explanatory; and iii) 

exploratory, which are discussed next.  

 Descriptive research 

Descriptive research is used to describe or define a specific phenomenon. This method seeks 

to investigate and explain a topic while also providing extra information. This is where research 

attempts to describe what is happening in greater depth, filling the gaps and broadening our 

understanding. This is also where much information is gathered rather than creating educated 

assumptions or sophisticated models to forecast the future—the ‘what’ and ‘how’, rather than 

the ‘why’.  

Descriptive research is the act of exploring something unknown to create a more complete 

picture of what the researcher is looking at. It is not as speculative as exploratory research 

(DeCarlo, 2018). According to Du Plooy-Cilliers et al. (2014:76), descriptions can be “grouped 

according to the classification of systems that might be used to compare various responses”. 

Additionally, it is possible for descriptive research to be founded on statistical data, such as a 

study showing that 87% of South Africans are opposed to the e-tolling system. 
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 Explanatory research 

Explanatory research explains why certain phenomena work the way they do, answering the 

‘why’ questions. The researcher attempts to determine the effects of the event they are 

investigating (DeCarlo, 2018). 

 Exploratory research 

Exploratory research is described as a preliminary investigation into a hypothetical or 

theoretical concept. A researcher has an idea or has noticed something and wants to learn 

more about it. According to Dash (2019:2), exploratory research seeks to answer research 

questions rather than provide definitive answers to existing problems. This type of research is 

typically carried out to investigate a problem that has yet to be clearly defined and endeavours 

building the framework for future investigations or discovering whether what is observed, can 

be explained by an existing theory.  

This study adopted the exploratory approach, which means the researcher intended to explore 

the lived experiences of senior administrative staff while working remotely during COVID-19 

lockdown and dealing with qualitative concerns.  

3.6 Research choice 

The fourth layer of Saunders et al’s (2007) research onion is the research choice. This layer 

determines the data analysis to be employed in the investigation, whether qualitative or 

quantitative. There are three choices: monomethod, mixed method, and multi-method. 

A mixed method approach uses both quantitative and qualitative data collection and analysis. 

For this, a survey may be used to collect quantitative data and then statistically analyse the 

results, providing quantitative results in addition to qualitative results (Saunders et al., 2003). 

For a multi-method approach, according to Saunders et al. (2003), the researcher employs a 

broader range of methodologies, including more than one quantitative or qualitative approach. 

A monomethod employs only one type of data collection and analysis (Saunders et al., 2003). 

Using only one method allowed the researcher to analyse participants’ ideas and opinions 

about a phenomenon. The mono method (qualitative) was chosen for this study because the 

lived experiences of administrative staff were investigated as they manage ERW.  
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3.7 Research strategy 

 Introduction 

Research strategy, as defined by Saunders et al. (2009:173), is “the approach that assists us 

in identifying relevant answers to the problems that we are facing”. Both the nature of the 

research question and the topic that is being examined will decide the approach to be used 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 2005:58). According to Schell (1992:2), a case study is the research 

strategy that has the greatest amount of flexibility. It enables the researcher to maintain the 

holistic qualities of real-life events while analysing empirical occurrences. Therefore, for the 

purpose of this study, a case study strategy was adopted. 

 Unit of analysis 

A unit of analysis, according to Dolma (2010:169), is “the entity that is being studied”. When 

conducting any type of research, one of the most important steps is determining or keeping in 

mind the proper unit of analysis for the study (Dolma, 2010). According to Bhattacherjee 

(2012:65), who agrees with Dolma’s (2010) definition, the unit of analysis consists of the 

population, people or things that have the traits that one wants to investigate. The ERW as a 

phenomenon served as the unit of analysis for this qualitative research. 

 Unit of observation 

According to Dolma (2010:171), even the most seasoned researchers are “prone to conflating 

the concept of the unit of observation with that of the unit of analysis. In the vast majority of the 

investigations, the same entity serves as both the unit of analysis and the unit of observation”. 

This is attributed to the definition of the observational unit, which states that it is the entity about 

which measurements are obtained (Dolma, 2010), although there are times when this is not 

the case. The senior members of the administrative staff (17) served as the unit of observation 

for this study. 

Invitations to participate in the study were extended to 25 senior administrative staff members 

working in four faculties on the upper campus. However, three individuals declined the 

invitation for personal reasons, and five participants were either sick with COVID-19 or cared 

for family members who were sick with the virus and did not provide alternative dates for an 

interview; as a result, only 17 participants were interviewed.  

There was only one male among the group of 17 participants. A large proportion of the 

university administrative staff members are women, which explains the reason why only one 

male participated in the research. There were no notable themes that emerged from the only 

male participant in the study.  
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3.8 Sampling 

Robinson (2014:25) asserts that sampling is an essential part of the implementation of 

qualitative research methods. However, according to Coyne (1997:1), sampling is a “very 

complicated issue in qualitative research because there are many different types of qualitative 

sampling described in the literature, as well as a great deal of confusion and overlap between 

the different types of sampling”. In addition to this, there is a great deal of overlap between the 

different types of sampling. The selection of a study sample is “an essential step in the process 

of conducting any kind of research because it is almost never feasible, productive or ethical to 

examine an entire population” (Marshall, 1996:522).  

This study adopted a purposive, non-random and convenient sampling technique. The 

rationale for using a purposive technique is founded on the assumption that given the study’s 

aims and objectives, specific types of people may hold varied and important viewpoints on the 

ideas and issues under investigation, and must therefore be included in the sample (Robinson, 

2014). Furthermore, according to Du Plooy-Cilliers et al. (2014:142), purposive sampling is 

“when the researcher selects who to interview (who to include in the sample) based on a set 

of characteristics”. This is done to ensure that the sample is representative of the population, 

which aligns with the findings of Etikan et al. (2016), who state that the researcher purposefully 

chooses participants that have particular qualities relevant to the study. In addition, according 

to Palinkas et al. (2015:533), the use of purposive sampling is “employed in order to determine 

which participants have a greater likelihood of providing information that is relevant to the 

study”. In the current research, senior administrative staff are key members of staff at this 

academic institution. An understanding their lived experiences can help to streamline 

processes and develop new policies for similar occurrences.  

In a qualitative investigation, “the sample size might be kept relatively low but it would still be 

purposefully chosen” (Miles & Huberman, 1994:27). According to Marshall (1996:522), who 

agrees with this statement, “the ideal sample size for a qualitative study is one that effectively 

addresses the research question with the intention of enhancing the level of comprehension”. 

A total of 25 participants were purposively selected; however, only 17 were interviewed. The 

data obtained from the 17 interviews effectively addressed the research question and it was 

possible to reach saturation. 
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3.9 Data collection 

According to Carter and Henderson (2005:215), qualitative research “utilises a wide number 

of techniques for the data collecting, all of which are supported by a wide range of distinct 

methodological and theoretical approaches”. These may take the form of in-depth interviews, 

either structured or unstructured, as well as group discussions, reports, diaries or films, 

amongst others.  

Interviews offer the researcher the opportunity to gain deep insight into the subject that is 

explored (Saunders et al., 2009). Interviews are a “practical, flexible and relatively economical 

way of gathering research data” (Carter & Henderson, 2005:217). For this research, a semi-

structured questionnaire guided by an interview guide (Appendix E) was utilised.  

According to Newcomer et al. (2015:367), the “process of preparing for the interviews, actually 

conducting the interviews, and then analysing the interviews, is not a simple one”. The amount 

of time and work required to complete is quite significant. On the other hand, because of 

developments in technology, doing so is now much easier. For this study, data were collected 

through the use of semi-structured questionnaires using interviews to collect data on the 

Microsoft Teams (MS Teams) platform. The interviews were recorded and then automatically 

posted on MS Teams Stream. This also included a transcript of the interviews. After that, 

reading through automated transcripts while listening to recordings was a much more 

straightforward process. 

3.10 Data analysis 

The process of searching through qualitative data in search of recurring themes or patterns is 

known as a “thematic analysis” (Maguire & Delahunt, 2017:3352). According to Braun and 

Clarke (2006:78), “it is recommended that it be the first qualitative approach that is mastered 

because it gives essential abilities that will be valuable for doing a variety of different types of 

analysis”. The reason for this recommendation is that it gives essential abilities that will be 

valuable for mastering the next qualitative approach. According to Maguire and Delahunt 

(2017), the purpose of a thematic analysis is to find themes, which are patterns in the data that 

are significant or intriguing, and then use these themes to address the research or say 

something about an issue. 

The researcher replicated the thematic analysis process (Braun & Clarke, 2006) by becoming 

acquainted with the Microsoft Teams Stream recordings and downloading interview transcripts 

directly from MS Teams Stream. The transcriptions were then mailed to the participants for 

validation and accuracy. Following confirmation, the researcher read the transcripts several 

times to become acquainted with the information. Key codes and key concepts were identified 

as a result. The researcher then sought out categories or meaningful classifications and refined 
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them to ensure they are appropriate and relevant within their category. Finally, categories were 

classified. 

 Qualitative content analysis 

The interviews with participants were audio recorded on Microsoft Teams and automatically 

posted on Microsoft Streams, generating transcripts. This was followed by editing the closed 

caption transcript after the recording was automatically uploaded to Microsoft Streams 

(Appendix F). The transcriptions were then transferred into an Excel spreadsheet, linking every 

interview question to the answers from each participant. After thoroughly reading the 

transcriptions several times, codes and concepts were identified, followed by drawing 

conclusions from coded data and findings. 

 Data quality assurance 

By following the quality standards of validity and credibility established by Saunders et al. 

(2003:156), it was possible to ensure that the data quality was considered. According to Yin 

(2011), a valid study accurately collects and interprets its data in such a way that the 

conclusions accurately represent and reflect the real world under investigation and vice versa. 

 Validity 

The importance of validity and reliability in research cannot be overstated. Meticulous attention 

to these two characteristics can mean the difference between good and bad research as well 

as helping to ensure that findings are accepted as credible and reliable by other researchers 

(Brink, 1993). This is especially important in qualitative research, where the researcher’s 

subjectivity can easily cloud data interpretation, and study conclusions are frequently 

questioned or viewed sceptically by the research community (Brink, 1993). 

The in-depth interview questions successfully measured what was intended and the 

researcher gave participants insight into the research. The title, aim and objectives of the study 

were provided to participants a week before the interview to allow them to prepare. The 

following procedures were followed to ensure the validity of the data collected: 

i) Before conducting in-depth interviews with participants, questions were both pre-

tested and pilot tested. 

ii) The researcher made ensured that the participants were clear about the nature of 

the research. 

iii) The interview schedule with participants was carefully chosen. 

iv) Data were gathered from credible sources.  

v) The recordings were transcribed and returned to the interviewees for validation. 

vi) The findings were compared to other evidence. 



35 

 

 Reliability and confirmability 

Meticulous attention to research reliability can signify the difference between good and bad 

research, as well as assisting in ensuring that findings are regarded as credible and reliable 

by other researchers (Brink, 1993). Confirmability refers to how other researchers confirm a 

study’s research findings (Ghafouri & Ofoghi, 2016). Reviewing the research techniques and 

outcomes is the greatest way to establish reliability and confirmability. According to Zhang and 

Wildemuth (2009:2-2), reliability is established by examining the consistency of the study 

methods, whereas confirmability is found by examining the consistency of the research result, 

which includes the data, findings, interpretations and recommendations. Recordings of all 17 

interviews with the participants are attached to this thesis for confirmation of the data collection. 

3.11 Ethics 

According to Rubin and Rubin (1995), researchers have serious ethical obligations to 

participants when they encourage them to speak openly and honestly. Cacciattolo (2015:56) 

agrees with this observation, noting that “unethical research almost always leaves participants 

and researchers feeling vulnerable and exposed in negative ways”. In light of the challenges 

that arise while conducting research and the significance of upholding ethical standards in 

research procedures, universities will make significant effort to protect the research 

participants from harm and retain their dignity. Any research conducted at UCT in any faculty 

that involves human subjects requires approval from the Ethics in Research Committee (ERC). 

This Committee will not grant retrospective approval for previously initiated research. To 

approve research, UCT requires an ethics approval letter from the researcher’s home 

institution. A letter from CPUT was obtained for this research and submitted as part of the 

supporting document to the UCT ERC. After the application was reviewed and approved by 

the ERC, the researcher had to apply for permission from the Human Resources department 

to conduct research with UCT staff members. When students are the unit of analysis, approval 

must be obtained from the Department of Student Affairs. 

Ethics clearance was obtained from the ERC and then from the departmental Human 

Resources. Several ethical considerations were considered throughout all stages of qualitative 

research to maintain a balance between the potential risks of research and the likely benefits 

of the research (Arifin, 2018). 

All participants provided written consent to be interviewed and to participate in this study in 

order to comply with ethical considerations. Appendix B contains the consent form that was 

used as a guideline for the research/consent process. Participants were reminded during the 

interviews that their participation in the study was entirely voluntary, and that they could opt 

out at any time, including during or after the interviews, with no repercussions. As a result, the 

participants willingly participated and their identities were protected throughout the process 



36 

 

(Arifin, 2018). Participants were randomly assigned a number to maintain their anonymity and 

protect their true identities (P1–P17). The number appears in both the transcripts and the final 

thesis write-up and presentation of the findings. Permission to record the interview was also 

obtained from the participants, who all agreed to being recorded. 

The participants all seemed to freely participate in the discussions, indicating that the interview 

process allowed them to share their experiences in a safe and non-judgmental environment. 

Some participants may have found this experience relaxing because it allowed them to express 

their emotions; this is especially important in an environment where administrative staff in 

universities felt excluded or overlooked. As stated in Chapter One, understanding the 

experiences of senior administrative staff as they navigated the ERW challenges is critical to 

ensuring that university operations run smoothly. 

3.12 Time horizons 

The fifth layer of Sanders’ onion is the time horizon. This simply specifies how many points in 

time a researcher intends to collect data from. There are two-time horizon options: cross-

sectional and longitudinal. Longitudinal time horizon happens over multiple timelines, which 

could be weeks, months or even years. Cross-sectional study investigates a specific 

phenomenon at a particular time. This study followed a cross-sectional time horizon as it only 

investigated a specific phenomenon, namely, to explore the lived experiences of senior 

administrative staff as they managed EWR during COVID-19 lockdown. 

3.13 Delineation 

In this study, a qualitative and exploratory approach was taken and a case study was used to 

gain an understanding of the experiences of the senior administrative staff as they negotiated 

the realities of ERW. This study only collected data from four of the six university faculties 

because of limitations in terms of time, resources and accessibility. Despite this, the 17 senior 

administrative staff members from the four faculties of the university that were interviewed 

made it possible to extrapolate the data to include all senior administrative staff members from 

academic departments throughout the university. The participants for this study were key 

university senior administrative staff members from each of the four faculties. This was done 

so that the study’s objectives could be met while also obtaining valuable insights from a diverse 

range of groups. 
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3.14 Limitations 

There were some limitations to this study: 

For this study, 25 participants were identified and invited to participate using purposive 

sampling. However, three participants declined the invitation due to personal reasons and five 

participants were either sick with COVID-19 or caring for family members who were sick with 

the virus and did not provide alternative interview dates, resulting in only 17 participants being 

interviewed. In contrast, data saturation was achieved. Data saturation occurs when there is 

enough information to replicate the study, when the ability to obtain additional new information 

has been attained, and when further coding is no longer feasible (Fusch & Ness, 2015:1-2). 

The time span over which the data were gathered happened between March and June of 2021, 

a year after the ERW occurrence. It is possible that some participants were overly familiar with 

ERW at the time, and their experiences and perspectives changed as a result. 

As a result of the restrictions imposed by the COVID-19 lockdown, face-to-face interviews 

could not be done. In addition, challenges with Internet access and connectivity led some 

interviews being disrupted or having gaps between the responses of participants, which was a 

drawback of this study. To circumvent this limitation, the researcher did some preliminary 

research before actually conducting any interviews in a bid to determine the best appropriate 

platform and time for each participant. 

This study was restricted to senior administrative staff members in four different faculties 

because there are a considerable number of academic administrative staff members working 

in diverse roles at the chosen tertiary institution. This research did not consider academic staff 

members, other support personnel working in service sectors, or students in any way. 

The researcher is currently employed by the selected university to be the subject of this case 

study. Participants may not have been as forthcoming with their experiences because they 

may have been concerned about their anonymity as they knew the researcher, despite the fact 

that the researcher emphasised the confidentiality of the process. 
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3.15 Summary of Chapter Three 

This chapter described the methodology and design of the research study, and the research 

problem was restated. It also provided a philosophical positioning of qualitative research, as 

well as a description of the research design. The general research process was explained 

using Saunders et al. (2007:130) research onion symbol. The chapter describes the research 

philosophy, research approach, strategy, choices, time horizon and data collection methods, 

as well as the processes chosen and the reasons for these choices. 

The ontological stance was subjectivist and an interpretivist epistemological perspective was 

adopted using qualitative data and an inductive approach. A case study was selected as 

research strategy to answer the research questions, as it is the most flexible of all research 

designs. The senior administrative staff served as the unit of observation, and ERW as the unit 

of analysis. Data were gathered through a review of the literature, a review of documents, and 

semi-structured and in-depth interviews. The data were analysed using Braun and Clark’s 

(2006) thematic analysis process. The study’s quality was realised by addressing validity, 

reliability, confirmability and ethical issues throughout the study. 

Chapter Four reports on the fieldwork, data collection, data analysis, and the interpretation of 

data.   
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4 CHAPTER FOUR: DATA ANALYSIS AND RESULTS 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 

Figure 4.1: Layout of Chapter Four 

4.1 Introduction 

This chapter presents the analysis and results of the qualitative data collected and used in the 

study. The research focused on four faculties located at the upper campus of the University of 

Cape Town. The chapter provides details of the in-depth interviews with 17 participants that 

were conducted between April and July 2021. For the convenience of the reader, the problem 

statement, research questions and aim of the study are once again stated.  

Problem statement: The COVID-19 pandemic resulted in campus closures worldwide to 

enforce social distancing. Universities in South Africa shifted their mode of work to remote 

work during this crisis. While not entirely a new way of working, the concept of remote work is 

relatively new to residential university administrators. Almost overnight, these non-remote 

workers were taken out of their normal environment and forced to adapt and adjust to 

increased roles and responsibilities.  

RQ1: What are the lived experiences of ERW for senior administrative staff? 

RQ2: How do senior administrative staff manage ERW? 

Aim of the study: To explore the lived experiences of senior administrative staff as they 

negotiate realities of ERW. 

Introduction

The Case

Participants

Analysis

Findings

List of findings

Development of 
categories and themes

Summary
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Objectives:  i)   To explore challenges associated with ERW for senior administrative staff 

ii) To determine the factors affecting the work experiences of senior 

administrative staff 

iii) To explore the opportunities of ERW 

iv) To determine factors considered necessary for improved ERW for senior 

administrative staff 

4.2 The case 

The research was based on a case study and examined the experiences of senior 

administrative staff in academic departments at a South African university in relation to 

emergency remote work as a result of COVID-19 lockdown restrictions. The university that 

was chosen is located in the Western Cape, South Africa. The university has six faculties 

located on several campuses. This study focused on four faculties based on the upper campus, 

namely, Commerce, Humanities, Science, and Engineering and the Built Environment. 

4.3 The participants 

Twenty-five (25) employees from the four faculties were invited to participate in the research. 

The offer was accepted by 17 participants (Table 4.1). Three (3) participants declined the 

invitation for personal reasons, while five (5) participants were either sick with COVID-19 or 

cared for families afflicted by COVID-19 at the time of the invitation and could not provide 

alternative dates because they were unsure how long their situation would last.  

Table 4.1: Population, number of actual interviews per faculty 

Faculty Population No. of actual interviews 

Engineering & the Built Environment 6 4 

Commerce 6 5 

Humanities 8 5 

Science 5 3 

 

Table 4.1 show the number of participants in each faculty in relation to the number of actual 

interviews conducted. Participants provided written consent for the interviews to be conducted 

and were recorded for the purpose of this study (Appendix B). 

Table 4.2: Number of participants per rank 

Rank Participant count  

Administrative Officer 3 

Departmental Manager 8 

Ops and Finance Manager 2 

Senior Admin Officer 4 

Grand Total 17 

Four administrative ranks were represented by the 17 participants who took part in the study. 
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4.4 Analysis 

The analysis began by editing the closed caption transcript after the recording was 

automatically uploaded to Microsoft Streams (Figure 4.2; Appendix F). The recordings were 

then transcribed and returned to the interviewees for validation. The transcriptions were 

transferred onto an Excel spreadsheet, linking every interview question to the participants’ 

answers.  

Table 4.3: An example of a transcribed interview (blue fonts) presents the interviewer’s questions, and the 

red fonts present the key words and concepts 

INTERVIEW TRANSCRIPTION P1 

RQ1: What are the lived experiences of ERW for senior administrative staff? 

Interviewer: Which part do you find most difficult when working remotely? What are the challenges associated 
with this? 

P1: I think that the difficulties is isolation; it’s not having your colleagues around you, you know. To ask a question, 
you know, you’re alone most of the day. Like I work mostly alone. I mean even in the house, my husband is here, 
but my daughter’s gone to school. So I’m on my own, my husband wouldn’t know, because he doesn’t work with 
me. So the isolation, and I would say, like for me initially, the challenge was also printing. We had left very much 
in a hurry, you know. Nobody had really thought things through; So I had to purchase cartridges on my own, 
which is expensive. Access to stationery, because we had left the office quick and so we didn’t think in terms of 
these things. I had to find a space to work, although I do have a little study, but you know, I had to work around... 
so all of a sudden it was home life and it was work all combined and jumbled together in one. And then also 
initially we had connection issues like with the VPN, and things like that. So just hanging... so it was frustrating 
at times with then having to work through initially, how I’m going to work through these challenges.  

Interviewer: What do you miss the most when working remotely instead of the traditional office? 

P1: I missed most was being able to chat to people face-to-face, you know, have a coffee break and lunch time. 
And just coming in the morning and chatting to the ladies about how the weekend went and so on. So I miss that 
face-to-face, and I also miss taking my walks lunchtimes. I used to enjoy walking on upper campus, it was lovely. 

Interviewer: What are the opportunities of ERW? 

P1: I found I had more time to advance myself with training and there was the opportunity if I wanted to study, I 
would have time for that. And I also find an opportunity of network with other people across the faculties. I found 
that normally when you go, you know, you wouldn’t normally maybe speak as long as you do now with people... 
You sort of start chatting about your challenges and how do you do things, you know. So the network I found 
was a good opportunity as well. And then the time I have to actually do training sessions. 

RQ2: How do senior administrative staff manage ERW? 

Interviewer: Do your teams require more help when working remotely than when they are in the office, and are 
their challenges similar or do you believe they have different issues? 

P1: I find that initially people need more support, you know, because emotionally they are going through... they 
lost family members because of COVID and that sort of things. So you’ve got to be supportive, I’ve got to check 
in how they’re doing, you know. Because there’s all those things to think about. And there’s other people that 
have young children, you know. So I maybe work differently to somebody else because they’ve got to see to 
younger children, that sort of things. So I find that, you know, it’s easier to communicate at work. But this way I 
find people need more of my time, more of my support, that sort of thing. 

Interviewer: What are your routines throughout the day and how have they changed from when you worked in 
the office? 

Trying to separate my home life and work. It is very difficult, and I found that I’m work harder. I found that, you 
know, when people start sending emails at night, you tend to respond to them. So it was difficult to separate the 
two. To put in boundaries was very difficult. And I had to, you know, for the sake of looking after yourself, and 
your health and so on, I’ve had to start, you know, putting these boundaries in. But then I find others as well, 
they don’t, they work until very late. There’s many a night that I find myself work till 12 o’clock at night. Because 
you know, if I was at work, I certainly wouldn’t have been work these late hours. But you find everybody’s doing 
it and sometimes you need to respond. It’s the HoD, so you respond. It’s some deadline, some important person. 

* IQ = Interview Question; P = Participant 

Table 4.4: Example of the codes and concepts (highlighted in red) 
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IQ # Research Question P1 Codes 

1.1.1 

 

Which part do you find most 
difficult when working 
remotely? What are the 
challenges associated with 
this? 

 

I think that the difficulties is isolation; it’s not 
having your colleagues around you, you know. To 
ask a question, you know, you’re alone most of 
the day. Like I work mostly alone. I mean even in 
the house, my husband is here, but my daughter’s 
gone to school. So I’m on my own, my husband 
wouldn’t know, because he doesn’t work with me. 
So the isolation, and I would say, like for me 
initially, the challenge was also printing. We had 
left very much in a hurry, you know. Nobody had 
really thought things through;. So I had to 
purchase cartridges on my own, which is 
expensive. Access to stationery, because we had 
left the office quick and so we didn’t think in terms 
of these things. I had to find a space to work, 
although I do have a little study, but you know, I 
had to work around... so all of a sudden it was 
home life and it was work all combined and 
jumbled together in one. And then also initially we 
had connection issues like with the VPN, and 
things like that. So just hanging... so it was 
frustrating at times with then having to work 
through initially, how I’m going to work through 
these challenges.  

Anxiety  

Depression  

Work-home-balance 

Isolation  

Connectivity issues 
with VPN  

 

1.1.2 What do you miss the most 
when working remotely 
instead of the traditional 
office? 

P1: I missed most was being able to chat to 
people face-to-face, you know, have a coffee 
break and lunch time. And just coming in the 
morning and chatting to the ladies about how the 
weekend went and so on. So I miss that face-to-
face, and I also miss taking my walks lunchtimes. 
I used to enjoy walking on upper campus, it was 
lovely. 

Engagement with 
staff/social activities  

Student buzz  

Physical exercise 
getting to campus 

RSQ 
1.2 

What are the opportunities of 
ERW? 

P1: I found I had more time to advance myself 
with training and there was the opportunity if I 
wanted to study, I would have time for that. And I 
also find an opportunity of network with other 
people across the faculties. I found that normally 
when you go, you know, you wouldn’t normally 
maybe speak as long as you do now with 
people... You sort of start chatting about your 
challenges and how do you do things, you know. 
So the network I found was a good opportunity as 
well. And then the time I have to actually do 
training sessions. 

Less interruption 
Flexibility  

Time with family 

Taking care of sick 
parents 

Less work traffic on 
PeopleSoft after 
hours 

Learning 
opportunities 

Time to do small 
business  

Savings on transport 
costs 

2.2.2 Do your teams require more 
help when working remotely 
than when they are in the 
office, and are their 
challenges similar or do you 
believe they have different 
issues? 

P1: I find that initially people need more support, 
you know, because emotionally they are going 
through... they lost family members because of 
Covid and that sort of things. So you’ve got to be 
supportive, I’ve got to check in how they’re doing, 
you know. Because there’s all those things to 
think about. And there’s other people that have 
young children, you know. So I maybe work 
differently to somebody else because they’ve got 
to see to younger children, that sort of things. So 
I find that, you know, it’s easier to communicate 
at work. But this way I find people need more of 
my time, more of my support, that sort of thing. 

Technological 
challenges 

Anxiety 

Stress 

Boundaries 
nightmare!  

Loss of lives due to 
COVID-19 
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IQ # Research Question P1 Codes 

 What are your routines 
throughout the day and how 
have they changed from 
when you worked in the 
office? 

Trying to separate my home life and work. It is 
very difficult, and I found that I’m work harder. I 
found that, you know, when people start sending 
emails at night, you tend to respond to them. So 
it was difficult to separate the two. To put in 
boundaries was very difficult. And I had to, you 
know, for the sake of looking after yourself, and 
your health and so on, I’ve had to start, you know, 
putting these boundaries in. But then I find others 
as well, they don’t, they work until very late. 
There’s many a night that I find myself work till 12 
o’clock at night. Because you know, if I was at 
work, I certainly wouldn’t have been work these 
late hours. But you find everybody’s doing it and 
sometimes you need to respond. It’s the HoD, so 
you respond. It’s some deadline, some important 
person. 

Lack of sleep   
Anxiety    

Depression    

Binging on food 

Illness  

Stress  

Failing to switch off 
Setting boundaries 

*IQ = Interview Question; P = Participant 

The process of identifying codes and concepts was completed after listening to the recordings 

and reading through transcripts several times to ensure that all possible codes were identified. 

Similar meanings of phrases and concepts were summarised by identifying similarities and 

differences from various participants. Table 4.5 shows how codes and concepts were identified 

and linked.  

Table 4.5: How codes and concepts were identified (highlighted in green) 

 
  *P = Participant 
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After carefully listening to recordings and reading the transcriptions several times, codes and 

concept were identified (Table 4.6). 

 Table 4.6: Summary of the responses of the participants linked to the IQs  

 
*IQ = interview question; P = participant 

Table 4.6 presents a summary of the reactions of the participants associated with the IQs. The 

following section (Section 1.4) expands on this description in greater detail. It is given in 

accordance with the research questions based on the information gleaned from the interview 
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transcriptions (RQ). The participants are listed as P1, P2, P3, P4, P5, P6, P7, P8, P9, P10, 

P11, P12, P13, P14, P15, P16 and P17. 

4.5 Findings 

This section elaborates on the findings generated from the interviews performed during the 

study. The information from the interview transcriptions is provided according to the research 

questions (RQs), research-sub questions (RSQs) and the specific interview question (IQ), 

linked to the RSQ. 

 Research question 1  

RQ1: What are the lived experiences of ERW for senior administrative staff? 

4.5.1.1 Research sub-question 1.1  

RSQ 1.1:  What challenges are associated with remote work for senior administrative staff 

during the COVID-19 lockdown? 

IQ 1.1.1: Which part do you find most difficult when working remotely? What are the challenges 

associated with this? 

The purpose of asking this question was to identify whether or not the participants encountered 

any difficulties with ERW. 

P7, P9, P11 and P17 indicated the lack of management direction as a problem. P7 said:  

What was problematic was they make decisions and then implement it and then a 
week later, it changes. So we are left in limbo. Or they make a statement that just 
hangs there in the air. As much as I have sympathy for the university, I also wish that 
there had been more guidance, more concrete things that said, ‘This is what you do, 
this, that and the other’ (Appendix L). 

P17 also indicated that she had no idea what was expected or what resources were available. 

While leading the team on the unknown, she found herself fumbling and picking up pieces 

along the way and developing procedures and processes to deliver tasks. P17 said: “It was 

irritating and disrupted my routine. It took me a time to adjust to the new surroundings and our 

plan. I was astonished that most of the decision-making was left to the lower levels, 

departments” (Appendix V). 

Three participants (P2, P6, P13) mentioned lack of workspace as a challenge. P2 said that 

s/he does not have a dedicated space to work from at home. This was also a challenge for 

some of the other team members. P6 indicated lack of resources, specifically office stationery 

and connectivity issues.  
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P6 elaborated that, 

We had left very much in a hurry, you know. Nobody had really thought things through; 
So, I had to purchase cartridges on my own, which is expensive. Access to stationery, 
because we had left the office quick and so we didn’t think in terms of these things. 
So, there was things like I had to purchase stationery, I had to find a space to work, 
although I do have a little study, but you know, I had to work around (Appendix K).  

A further challenge experienced was the disruptions at home, identified as a challenge by P5, 

P7, P9, P12 and P16. P12 said the following: 

There isn’t a clear separation. So, I’ll drop the kids at school, and I come back home. 
But I sit here, I have lunch in front of my desk, right, everything happens in the same 
space. And then I will go fetch the kids later, but I come back to sitting at my desk. 
And then suddenly somebody will say, “Mom, what are we having for supper?” And 
you realise, “Oh my God, it’s six o’clock!” (Appendix Q). 

P7 shared similar sentiments and said that “it was hard, because you had the kids at home 

and you had to find a way to work from home, you know. You had to find that balance with kids 

at home and work and different demands in how things were getting done” (Appendix L). 

The management of teams was also seen as a difficulty by P1, P3, P4, P5, P8, P10, and P13. 

P1 said: “I’m the line manager in my office and I find it a challenge to try and support my team 

when I can’t be there to see what they’re having trouble with” (Appendix F). P4 said she is 

staying alone with her dogs and struggles to connect with her team when working remotely. 

P10 stated that “the engagement with my team has been incredibly poor. I mean we did chat 

a bit on email, but very little. And there wasn’t really a chance to pause and touch base and 

things like that” (Appendix N). P10 further said that “it was little bit difficult, as I struggled with 

delegation. Generally, I struggle with it. So, in terms of ERW, it was probably even harder” 

(Appendix N). According to P13, the most difficult aspect of being a manager is maintaining 

the team’s morale and happiness without seeing everyone in the office or in the same area. 

She went on to say that there might be periods, possibly weeks, when she would not know 

what was wrong with someone else because they would not open up. P16 also contributed by 

saying that to “getting people to a work time, a set time period of when we needed to be 

available is a challenge” (Appendix R). 

P4, P6, P8, P9, P12, P14, P15 and P17 mentioned isolation as a challenge. P4 stated that 

staying alone with the dogs after the spouse passed away in 2018, with no other family 

members living close by, left him/her isolated. P4 also indicated that this isolation resulted in 

her not seeing a human face for months. P6 shared the difficulties of isolation: “It’s not having 

your colleagues around you, you know. To ask a question, you know, you’re alone most of the 

day. Like I work mostly alone” (Appendix K). P17 expressed that, “for me it was mostly having 
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to now change to absolutely working at home, in silos, by myself, behind a computer. I also 

felt a little bit strange in working from home” (Appendix V). At the same time, emotions such 

as fear, anxiety, stress and depression due to workload were also experienced. P4 and P11 

mentioned that the isolation resulted in anxiety, stress and depression. P11 said,  

It was very difficult to deal with people who were under so much pressure and fear, 
anxiety, depression, coming to you for so much help. We were now constantly having 
so many meetings to meet on a frequent basis, and by the end of the year we were 
all extremely tired and overwhelmed’ (Appendix P). 

Finding 1: A lack of direction from management  

Finding 2:  Difficulty in managing teams 

Finding 3:  Isolation due to ERW 

Finding 4:  Pandemic-induced anxiety and worry as a result of a lack of information about 

the virus 

Finding 5:  Connectivity challenges created by national load shedding 

Finding 6:  Disruptions at home 

Finding 7:  Fear, anxiety, stress and depression resulted in working from home 

IQ 1.1.2: What do you miss the most when working remotely instead of the traditional office? 

The purpose of this question was to collect information on specific experiences that participants 

missed when working remotely. Three main issues were mentioned by the participants: i) work 

colleagues; ii) missing students; and iii) exercise. With the exception of P2 and P15, all 

participants reported that they missed their work colleagues. P5 stated that, 

I love human interaction so I miss the interaction with my colleagues. And you do, 
besides just having a work relationship, you have sort of a type of personal 
relationship. And when you know staff who are in your team who are experiencing 
challenges and who you’ve assisted through those challenges, and me as line 
manager being there, and they could always come and talk to me. Yes, so I miss that 
and I worried about my staff where that was concerned (Appendix J). 

P8 indicated that she missed people. Having been at the university for twenty (20) years, her 

colleagues are now like family and she missed the face-to-face connection with them. P14 

expressed the same emotions as P8 and stated that she missed having face-to-face interaction 

with her colleagues and students as well. She longed for the days when she could stroll into 

someone’s office and get immediate help. She also mentioned the monthly celebrations in her 

department, and that she missed being in that type of social setting. Moreover, she expressed 
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difficulty adjusting to working without resources such as a printer and scanner and expressed 

a desire to have such facilities back.  

Eight participants indicated that they missed students and the buzz they bring on campus. 

These were P4, P6, P7, P8, P13, P14, P16 and P17. P4 said she missed colleagues, switching 

off from work, especially on weekends and the buzz created by students. P7 shared the same 

sentiments and said that “the students drive me insane, but I love work[ing] with them. I miss 

students, I miss the fighting with them, I miss the asking them, ‘What is wrong with you?’” 

(Appendix L). P8 indicated that she has been at the university for twenty years and said: “So 

you can understand that it’s my colleagues, it’s the students. They’re not just a colleague, 

they’re my family, and the students are my family. And I’ve built very close relationships with 

people in my space, you know, and so it was that interaction” (Appendix M). 

The lack of physical exercise on campus seems to be an important part of the routine on 

campus. Several participants (P2, P4, P6, P10, P13, P17) said they missed going to and from 

campus, since it is like physical exercise for them. P2 also indicated physical exercise getting 

to campus, climbing steps and walking to the car. P6 said s/he enjoyed the campus life and 

missed walking around campus.  

Finding 8: Missing work colleagues and work social events 

Finding 9: Missing the students and the buzz they bring on campus 

Finding 10: Missing the physical exercise of getting to and from campus 

4.5.1.2 Research sub-question 1.2 

RSQ 1.2: What are the opportunities of ERW? 

IQ 1.2.1a:  What are the opportunities of working remotely that you have encountered? 

The purpose of asking this question was to identify whether or not the participants encountered 

any opportunities with ERW. 

Opportunities identified by the participants are: i) flexibility; ii) paperless system; iii) less 

interruption and getting more work done; iv) study time; v) financial saving from travelling and 

car maintenance and sitting in traffic; vi) quality time with family/taking care of older parents or 

sick relatives; and vii) new hobbies/business opportunities.  

According to P2, one advantage of working from home was the ability to fulfil other 

commitments, such as visiting and staying with unwell parents who live in nearby towns. 
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Another contributing factor mentioned is the infections that accompanied COVID-19. P5 

shared the same emotions and highlighted that flexibility was an advantage:  

This has certainly opened the door for more flexibility for admin staff as there are 
times where it’s quiet in the office. I found that with marks processing the system is 
quieter at night. And it’s much easier and quicker to do some work at night than during 
the day, because then you don’t have all the traffic that you have during the day of 
working hours (Appendix J). 

P15 also highlighted the flexibility that accompanies ERW: 

I like the flexibility when I am at home. If I need to do something, I just see that I have 
work in my hours. And I can set up an appointment if I need to go somewhere and 
then just come back and continue work. I love that flexibility. Also, one doesn’t have 
to worry about the traffic. There’s a saving on petrol costs, parking fees (Appendix T). 

Another advantage of ERW mentioned is that it forced organisations to adopt a more paperless 

system. P9 said the following: 

Where before it used to take a bit longer to process certain things, and even the same 
with getting signatures from certain people where sometimes with a hard copy 
document it would be on one person’s desk like for 5 days. But with the electronic 
things, it assisted in certain aspects (Appendix N).  

P14 also highlighted the benefits of paperless processes fast tracked by ERW, which was a 

huge relief for both administrative staff and students. Online HR document filing improved 

document tracking for the entire university. The Postgraduate (PG) Funding office also 

migrated online, making administrative work considerably easier. Adding to the benefits of a 

paperless system, P16 stated that her department went paperless at the drop of a hat, which 

she credits to the paperless system. This entailed learning new ways of communication and 

mastering previously learned abilities, such as using Microsoft Teams. In the same way as 

P14 did, she experienced the joy of not having to deal with students who were waiting in long 

lines outside her office to complete manual paper registration. P1 stated that with ERW, there 

is less interruption and more work is done:  

I find that I get a lot more done, because you don’t get interrupted by people coming 
to your desk or asking questions. Our office also has a window that the students can 
come to, so we get a lot of students as well as a lot of tutors and staff. So, I find that 
being able to concentrate without being interrupted does make a big difference. I get 
a lot more done (Appendix F). 

P3 also mentioned increased productivity in the absence of office social aspects such as milling 

around in the staff area and ‘smoke breaks’. This provided a quieter time and fewer 

distractions. P6 said: 
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A lot of things add to it, because for example I don’t have to travel in the morning. 
That takes up a lot of time. That used to take up to even two hours of my day. So, I 
find that I’m more productive, I work through my tasks quicker (Appendix F).  

P17 agreed that there were fewer interruptions at home and mentioned that “personally, the 

positive has been the fact that I’ve seen an improvement in terms of my work” (Appendix V). 

Training and studying are perceived as a major advantage of ERW. P6 stated: “I had more 

time to advance myself with training and there was the opportunity if I wanted to study” 

(Appendix K). P11 agreed by indicating the following: “Opportunities to learn, to learn how to 

navigate through, even just if it is MS Teams” (Appendix P). 

Financial saving from travelling and car maintenance are all advantages of ERW. P5 argued: 

“I live in Simon’s Town. So, you know, for me having to go onto campus every day, it’s a long 

way, you know. I normally leave here by six o’clock in the morning” (Appendix J). P11 

mentioned financial savings as an advantage: “I’m not travelling from the northern suburbs all 

the way to southern suburbs every day. So fewer costs, car maintenance costs. I’m not 

spending that much” (Appendix P). P17 also highlighted financial savings: “The traveling time 

between home and office, I much appreciate not sitting in traffic between going to work and 

home” (Appendix V). Quality time with family/taking care of older parents or sick relatives was 

for many participants a huge advantage. P16 said the following:  

Because now I don’t have to travel, I don’t have to sit in traffic and, you know, sort all 
those things out. I’ve got all that time to put in and complete my tasks, you know; but 
I can honestly say I’m happy that this has happened. And especially last year when 
xxx had his brain haemorrhage, you know. He needed to stay home for like a couple 
of months. And I wouldn’t have been able to do that had this pandemic not happened, 
I can honestly tell you, I would have had to ask for unpaid leave, because my child 
needed me, because he needed to recover. But it was nice (Appendix U). 

P8 also mentioned that there was time to do other things such as new hobbies/business 

opportunities. “So, I do gardening, I did a hanging garden, I planted all sorts of things, I started 

sewing, I got a sewing machine, I started sewing I made pillows, pillowcases, scrunchies. 

Scrunchies is these big pom-poms. And I made headbands and I started to sell it” (Appendix 

M).  

Finding 11:  Administrative staff were able to work remotely 

Finding 12:  New learning opportunities for administrative staff 

Finding 13:  Paperless systems created for the university 

Finding 14:  Cost savings and more free time available as a result of ERW 

IQ 1.2.1b: How have you adapted your operations in response to ERW? 
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The purpose of this question was to gather information on the manner in which the participants 

modified their operations in the advent of ERW. 

All participants emphasised the paperless system that has been implemented by the institution, 

in departments, and even within smaller groups. Papers from several offices may now be 

tracked more effectively with these. Participants also stated that online registration has 

improved administrative operations as well as making processes more user-friendly for 

students and staff. 

P2 and P9 mentioned that they instituted weekly meetings with their teams to ensure everyone 

was on the same page with work challenges. Teams were also encouraged to communicate 

with each other one-on-one to address mental health difficulties. P9 further highlighted the 

difficulties she faced as a result of her low computer abilities while working from home, which 

she found frustrating. To manage these limits, she enrolled in short courses given by the 

SuccessFactors Learning platform to further her professional development. P8 observed a 

significant amount of cheating on the side of students due to online submission. Together with 

her academic teams, they developed novel methods of checking cheating, such as 

establishing specified periods for project submissions. Later on, her department returned to 

face-to-face examinations as the lockdown limitations were relaxed. P11 indicated that,  

Dealing with staff’s emotions was a challenge. I felt that not enough was done on the 
university’s side to actually equip line managers to deal with the psychology that goes 
along with this remote work. I had to adapt my operations in order to ensure that my 
team was given enough time to finish off task[s] at the same time taking care of their 
emotional health (Appendix P). 

In the case of P12, her faculty instituted specific meetings on MS Teams for managers to 

gather and share best practices in managing their operations. This platform enabled her to 

improve department operations by incorporating ideas from other managers. 

Finding 15: The faculties adapted to the demands of the ERW environment 

Finding 16:  Business processes changed to the needs of the ERW environment 

Finding 17:  Employees acclimated to success factors for on-going training 

Finding 18:  The main adaption is towards a paperless environment 

IQ 1.2.2: How will this situation change your way of work after COVID-19? 

This question was asked to investigate the modifications participants will make to their 

operations when they return to campus following ERW. 
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In their responses, P1, P2, P3, P5, P8, P10 and P14 expressed their wish that the university 

will allow staff members to have more flexibility so that they do not have to be in their offices 

from 08:00 to 17:00, as they believe there are instances in which one can be more productive 

working from home. P1 and P2 both recommended a three-day work week for the office, as 

well as a rotational arrangement. P2 emphasised the advantages of traveling at non-peak 

hours when traffic is less congested. P5 said the following:  

Like I said before, that because of the flexibility of working remotely and you are able 
to attend to personal things during the day, which you can’t do after hours, so you 
have that flexibility to do that. I think it’s been good for family. I don’t have to have my 
child sitting at school at school for an hour, and me sitting in the office and watching 
the clock go to four, because I’m waiting on somebody else to send me something 
(Appendix J).  

P5 furthermore said there could be reasons why administrators are not productive on particular 

days, and that a three-day work week would be more ideal. According to P6, she is now afraid 

of returning to the office since she believes doing so will cause her anxiety. P6 mentioned that 

she is now accustomed to writing emails to staff and students and participating in MS Teams 

meetings and cannot imagine working in a face-to-face environment again. Both P6 and P17 

stated that remote work has been successful for them as they do not work with students who 

might need face-to-face meetings with them, and therefore do not see why the full-time remote 

work should be changed. P12 stated that because her department has provided her with home 

office equipment, she would be able to continue working after hours even when staff are 

required to work from their offices. P14 said the following: 

In terms of how this situation will change the way of work after COVID-19 lockdown, 
I think it will just allow for more flexibility, you know, with regards to office hours, or 
possibly even allow staff to work from home on certain days, possibly on a rotational 
basis. And I think also work smartly in terms of a more online paperless environment, 
definitely (Appendix S). 

P16 agreed with the comments expressed by others and stated that,  

Registration is now no longer having new students standing outside your offices doing 
manual paper registration. That was a big thing for us, you know, we went now online. 
But I’m hoping now when we go back we will be able to still work remotely, because 
we work better. I can’t sit at my desk like this and have a meeting, because 
everybody’s knocking at the door (Appendix U). 

Finding 19: The work environment will become more flexible 

Finding 20:  Employees prefer the flexibility that ERW offers 

Finding 21:  Online student registration will increase efficiencies and minimise unnecessary 

paperwork 
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Finding 22:  Traveling during off-peak hours will save time and money 

IQ 1.2.3: What were your expectations of ERW and how did they turn out to be? What have 

been your surprises? 

The goal of asking this question was to discover the participants’ expectations about ERW as 

well as any surprises that occurred as a result of these expectations. 

P1, P7 and P8 highlighted that they expected work pressure to increase as a result of ERW. 

P1 said:  

The one surprise for me is how much more I do work. I start work at 6.30 in the 
morning. And although I’m at home, so I can clean the kitchen, or I can start supper, 
but I will keep work until 6 o’clock, 8 o’clock at night. I will still check email. But I 
wouldn’t do that when I was in the office, you know. I would come home and the office 
was done. So, I find that I’m putting in a lot more hours simply because I’m at home 
(Appendix F). 

The prolonged shutdown has been a surprise to many of the participants. P5 said that, “I think 

we were thrown in on the deep end and we thought it was going to last for three weeks and it’s 

now a year later and we still at home” (Appendix J). P7 agreed to this statement and highlighted 

that they were left in limbo as some of the statements from the leadership were left in the air 

and changed quite quickly as a result of the epidemic. P9 reported that many students wrote 

emails after hours and late at night, which could have been influenced by a scarcity of data 

during the day and the consequent use of free data during the evening. This contributed to her 

working long hours to accommodate students. 

The unexpected occurrence and level of depression and anxiety has been a surprise for some 

of the participants. P8 did not anticipated how long ERW was going to last and said: “I fell into 

a depression and had a few episodes of anxiety, which is not me, or well I haven’t had prior 

experiences. Maybe a slight anxiety, which I didn’t even know it was, but through lockdown all 

through last year was quite tough” (Appendix M). Asking if P8 ever used the university wellness 

services, s/he said: “No, I didn’t, I didn’t feel that was my space. I was just not comfortable to 

do that. So, I worked around how to manage it” (Appendix M). P11 did not expect the amount 

of loss of human lives: “I did not expect that was going to happen rapidly” (Appendix P). P3 

was surprised that “most team members tend to work longer hours resulting in increased 

throughput: “Throughput is better in terms of delivery” (Appendix G).  

Finding 23: ERW was expected to last only a few weeks 

Finding 24: Increased work pressure due to ERW 
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Finding 25: Anxiety and stress increased as a result of the pandemic 

Finding 26: Inadequate workspace for team members at their homes 

Finding 27: Due to a lack of data, students sent the majority of their emails at night 

4.5.1.3 Research sub-question 1.3 

RSQ 1.3: What are the factors considered necessary for improved ERW for senior 

administrative staff? 

IQ 1.3.1: What do you believe is required for improved ERW for senior administrative staff? 

To better understand and evaluate the factors that are necessary for improved remote work 

for senior administrative staff, IQ 1.3.1 was posed. 

Communication was mentioned by all participants as a significant factor in improving ERW. 

They all agreed that a lack of communication from management or within teams stifled 

productivity and affected the morale within teams. P15 said this about communication: “I think 

communication is key, we can improve on our communication. We work on trust, so my team 

will notify me, you know. And I have to take their word for it, because I trust them, you know. 

So, I think that is vital” (Appendix T). According to P2, developing empathy is an important 

factor when work remotely and dealing with others. She expressed the following: 

We’ve seen on a daily basis people being desperately sick with COVID-19. We’ve 
had close colleagues passing away. And you know, quite often in the middle of work 
you find yourself thinking about it. However, we were all expected to carry on work. 
This was a huge thing, so now we also have to find that balance of emotional well-
being because of what’s playing out with our work. Some people talk about it, others 
don’t (Appendix G).  

In the opinion of P3, P5, P10, P13, and P17, it is critical that the institution establishes clear 

boundaries in terms of the expectation of staff members replying to phone messages, calls, or 

emails after hours. The participants stated that some academic staff members and students 

expect to receiving responses from administration after hours and become frustrated when 

they are not responded to. 

Home office equipment and connectivity are important factors in ERW for increased 

productivity, as P8, P11, P14 and P16 pointed out. Every single one of them expressed the 

same irritation with inconsistent electricity, which resulted in the lack of WI-FI. It is critical for 

the institution to ensure that all staff members have access to the necessary recourses. P14 

said the following about technology: 
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I think definitely in terms of equipment, better new laptops, more stable Internet  
connectivity. Because those are obviously things that we need to consider if we will 
continue work remotely. Some staff had been complaining, you know, their laptop isn’t 
adequate. So, we are looking into obviously better laptops to allow for more effective 
remote work (Appendix R). 

Finding 28: There was a lack of clear communication from management 

Finding 29:  Reliable home office equipment is needed for improved productivity 

Finding 30:  Employees did not have reliable Wi-Fi at home 

Finding 31:  No clear boundaries were set for employees in terms of work expectations  

Finding 32: Some colleagues felt isolated due to a lack of empathy from management 

I.Q 1.3.2: How would you judge your own productivity when working remotely vs. working at 

the office? 

This question was posed to better understand how and to what extent productivity was affected 

by ERW when compared to working in an office environment. 

In P6’s opinion, there had been countless additional processes she needed to do and had to 

perform numerous times as a result of changes to the lockdown protocols itself. An example 

of this would be last-minute requests from central administration, which prompted her to work 

late into the night to complete the task and make the due date. Productivity suffered as a result 

of this. She made it clear that she had no objections about working late. She did, however, 

believe that some members of the staff had high expectations of her after hours. P7 reported 

similar experiences to P6, and she stated that ERW had made her “lazy”. She said there were 

too many emails to read and she eventually stopped reading because of the demands. When 

she was working in the office, she would generally stroll into someone’s office to discuss 

issues. However, with ERW, staff members reverted to sending emails, and reading these 

emails took up a substantial amount of her time and hampered her productivity.  

Also sharing the same experiences, P8 indicated that she did not feel she was productive 

during ERW:  

I feel I wasn’t productive last year. I definitely got through all my work, but I’m quite 
hard on myself. I didn’t feel that I was productive enough for my clients, which is the 
staff and the students and my HOD. I just felt last year was a mess and I wasn’t 
productive. And I wish we can be more empathetic, or sympathetic, with our fellow 
members, fellow staff members. Because these are not just a number for me, these 
are my people (Appendix M).  
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Furthermore, P8 expressed her preference for holding books, files and pens in her hands for 

references. Due to COVID-19 lockdown restrictions, she was unable to collect these from the 

office. She went on to remark that when she is at the office, the job gets done faster. Working 

on a laptop was also a source of frustration for her, as she felt it made her work slower. 

As a result of not being exposed to traffic going to and from work, while working from home, 

P12 claimed that working from home has resulted in her being substantially more productive. 

She went on to say that despite the fact that she needed to pick up her children from school, 

she could still log into a meeting while parking her car somewhere along the route and 

participate in the discussion. When she attended meetings at home, she explained that she 

was able to complete other chores or continue to work on other work-related tasks because 

she did not have to travel to a meeting location or pay attention to meetings that were not 

critical. 

Finding 33:  Working at a slower pace, using a laptop is not as efficient as using an office desk 

PC 

Finding 34:  Remote work added more stages to processes, slowing down the pace of work 

Finding 35: Others saw an increase in productivity as a result of the time saved by not having 

to sit in traffic on their commute to and from work 

IQ 1.3.3: Does it take the same time to fulfil a task remotely than at the office? 

 This question was presented to determine whether or not participants spent more time 

performing work when working remotely as opposed to working in the office. 

As a result of the new online processes that were implemented, the majority of participants 

stated that it took longer to complete tasks when ERW was first introduced. They said the 

university had many processes that were modified without warning, and the participants were 

required to embrace the new processes quickly. Because a number of them experienced 

difficulty with technology and did not receive assistance from colleagues in a face-to-face 

setting, they took longer to complete their work than they would have normally. P6 stated that 

“there were so many additional processes that we had to do and often things had to be redone 

because of requests. I found that you would just work late night and make sure that you just 

complete that task and that you meet your deadline” Not having enough resources at home 

contributed to being less productive, according to P8. She stated that working just on her laptop 

presented a significant barrier, which was exacerbated by the fact that she was unable to 

access her files for reference. P8 said,  
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I wasn’t productive, I need to have books and pens in my hands, I need to see the 
things in front of me, that’s how I work. I need to have files and I’m the kind of person 
that refers back to things that how it was done last year and the year before. It goes 
quicker when I’m at the office. When having to work with only this laptop, I got 
extremely frustrated because it would take ten times longer to do one thing (Appendix 
M).  

P7 said working from home caused her to become extremely lazy, albeit that she was not 

necessarily less productive. She said that “this at home thing makes you lazy sometimes. I 

can’t say that I’m less productive at home than at work. Because as with all jobs, you’re not 

work all the time. You have lull periods that there’s nothing to do” (Appendix L). P12 and P17 

both indicated that working from home allowed them to be more productive because they were 

less interrupted by students and work colleagues. During meetings where they did not have to 

concentrate, they took advantage of the fact that they were muted and the camera was not 

turned on, allowing them to continue with their other work obligations. 

Finding 36: Due to a lack of resources, work was completed at a slower pace 

Finding 37: No interruption from staff and students increased productivity 

 Research question 2  

RQ2: How do senior administrative staff manage ERW? 

4.5.2.1 Research sub-question 2.1  

RSQ 2.1: How has ERW affected the work performance of the senior administrative staff the 

during COVID-19 lockdown? 

IQ 2.1.1: What are the factors that have impacted your work performance as a result of ERW? 

This question was posed to better understand how ERW affected the work performance of 

senior administrators.  

P1 stated that she was having difficulty coming up with anything to do for those staff members 

whose primary responsibility was to interact with students face-to-face. She also saw that 

student participation dwindled as a result of mental health difficulties, which had an impact on 

her own performance. According to P2, because she recognised that some of her team 

members did not have the advantages she did, such as the absence of small children to 

interrupt, she was forced to tolerate many of their requests that she would not normally tolerate 

in an office environment. Because some of her employees were caring for ailing relatives, she 

felt even more pressure to do so. Also, she needed to be kinder to her students. P2 said: 

“Especially those in disadvantaged areas without resources, one committed suicide” (Appendix 
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G). As P2 above, P4 also indicated it was a challenge to assign work to their receptionist whose 

main role is interacting with students face-to-face. P4 added that, 

But I still have staff who are suffering badly; I just wake up in the morning and I start 
crying and then I can’t stop. What can you do? And I think on the whole, everybody 
kind of learnt to be a lot more patient with everybody, because you just have to be. 
Because it’s no good throwing your toys out the cot. Everybody’s in the same boat 
(Appendix I).  

P10 and P11 indicated the same sentiments in terms of work overload. P10 said she 

overburdened herself at some point with work coming from all angles:  

But my biggest thing was responding to queries. And that was anything from “I don’t 
know where to register”, “How do I do the service request?” to “The system is giving 
me problems”, I kind of worked for the max a week at a time (Appendix N).  

According to P6, lack of direction from management affected her work performance as there 

were times when decisions were made and changed soon after, making it difficult for teams to 

meet their responsibilities. P8 and P11 reported that ERW affected their performance in that 

they had to work and manage teams remotely and believe what they were reporting. They both 

emphasised the necessity of creating trust within teams and avoiding micromanagement as a 

result. 

According to P16, ERW caused various mental health issues as a result of the COVID-19 

lockdown, disrupting social life. She felt that administrative staff were not necessarily taken for 

granted, but were not acknowledged given the difficult circumstances under which they 

worked. While conditions were not easy, management expected employees to stay on board 

and carry on as usual. P13 explained how she had to shift her perspective. She admitted that 

it was initially quite aggravating, but that she was ultimately responsible. She had to adjust the 

way she interacted with her team, for example, holding one-on-one meetings with them instead 

of weekly meetings.  

P13 also mentioned that she could relate to some of the behaviours because she came from 

a lesser position and jumped into this senior administrative job with the majority of the team 

staying in the same position. 

Some senior administrative staff found it challenging to integrate new appointments into the 

university in the middle of ERW. According to P16, she had to start by learning the new 

technology herself to properly integrate the new member of staff into the team. P16 said: “I 

now needed to learn how to use Teams to share the files to go step by step as to what needed 

be done. Setting a new person up remotely, and then still teaching the job, and still making 

sure that the job gets done was a big challenge” (Appendix U). 
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Connectivity issues created challenges in work performance within teams, according to P3. P7 

said that she communicated less. P7 elaborated as follows: “Before, it was easy to walk into 

their offices and have a chat about something. Now, you actually have to consciously make 

the phone call, and I hate these Teams meetings” (Appendix L). P17 claimed that senior 

members of her team were unfamiliar with G-drive or other Internet platforms. She had to teach 

them on these and spent a significant amount of time doing so, which interfered with her ability 

to complete her other tasks. P17 further said: “Administrative-wise, I saw my team taking a lot 

of strain in terms of work. We had lots of queries from students. You’ll find one student sending 

one email to four different people” (Appendix V). 

Finding 38: The majority of participants struggled to assign work to staff members whose 

main role is to interact directly with students 

Finding 39: Junior administrative staff and students’ mental health difficulties had an impact 

on senior administrative personnel’s performance 

Finding 40: Communication between staff and students has been reduced as a result of ERW 

Finding 41: Senior administrative staff found it challenging to integrate new appointments into 

the university in the middle of ERW 

Finding 42: Senior administrative staff micromanaged  

Finding 43: Senior administrative staff lacked technological skills 

IQ 2.1.2: Do you know if the university or faculty has an ERW policy? Do you think such a 

policy is necessary? How so?  

This question was posed to determine whether or not participants made use of the policy and 

processes that were available, and whether or not the university had any policies in place. 

All the participants stated that they were not aware or not sure if the university had a specific 

policy on ERW. Although they considered that the majority of faculties and departments had 

internal agreements with their staff members, they believed that a university policy would be 

beneficial in this situation. This policy should contain working hours, how to treat employees 

who are unable to be reached, and other pertinent information. P1 stated: 

I don’t know if there is anything official. I know my department certainly doesn’t, 
because we figured it out as we go along. They haven’t actually put in any guidelines 
for how administrative staff should do their jobs. I mean they do a lot with academics 
on how online teaching should work. But I haven’t heard of anything with 
administrative staff (Appendix F). 
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P2, P3, P4 indicated that they are not aware of a formal policy. P2 further said many 

administrative staff understand that they are required to be at work and to deliver. P4 said the 

following about her department: 

We met as an admin team every week. We communicated a lot, but we didn’t draw 
up any policy at all. What we’ve agreed is that if an email comes in after hours, we’re 
not expected to look at it until the next day, because a lot of our academics do work 
very late hours at night (Appendix I). 

P10 indicated that, 

The university reacted more than they should have had there been a policy in place. 
We could have said, here’s a policy framework, and here is how you do this. I think 
moving forward, we need to think about having a proper policy in place (Appendix O). 

Finding 44: Faculties/departments use internal policies 

Finding 45: No clear policy for administrative staff 

IQ 2.1.3: Where do you work from at home and what have you done to improve the 

ergonomics of your workspace? 

This question was posed to understand whether the area where participants were working 

affected their experiences. 

P3, P8, P10, P12, P13, P14, P16 stated that they did not have a dedicated workspace at home, 

but instead shared places with family and children who were doing online learning as a result 

of the COVID-19 lockdown, or utilised their bedrooms to work from. All participants recorded 

that their departments allowed them to fetch their office chairs for those that did not have the 

right chairs at home. P3 indicated that some of her team members were using beds to work 

on as they did not have tables. Her department provided them with laptops only and could not 

purchase laptop stands due to the lack of funding. P8 revealed that she worked from her dining 

room table. Her department bought her a laptop, and she was allowed to fetch her office chair 

from the office.  

According to P10, P12, P13 and P14, they received all the resources they needed, which 

included laptops, laptop stands and connectivity resources. Some of the challenges recorded 

were the living conditions at home, especially for those having small children, which became 

unmanageable during meetings and work, or school going children who shared space with 

them. 
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P1, P2, P6, P15, and P17, on the other hand, said they have a dedicated area in their home 

where they work. According to P1, despite having a designated home office, the challenge 

arises when her child finishes school because she can be disruptive. All five participants stated 

that their faculties/departments provided them with appropriate resources/equipment for their 

home offices. 

Finding 46: No dedicated space and sharing workspace with family members  

Finding 47: The living conditions at some homes are not conducive to productivity 

Finding 48: Some (5) have designated home offices 

IQ 2.1.4: What resources have been provided to you by your department to create a better 

work environment at home and do you feel you have all that you need to perform 

your duties? If not, what equipment do you think you will need to be more effective?  

This question was posed to gain a better understanding of the resources considered necessary 

for improved ERW for senior administrative staff. 

Ten (10) of the 17 participants (P1, P2, P3, P4, P8, P9, P10, P12, P13, P15) indicated that 

they had received sufficient resources from their respective departments to use at home as a 

result of ERW. P3 stated that she received all the equipment needed, including a contribution 

towards her Internet connection. P4 also indicated that she received all the resources needed. 

P4 stated that,  

Everything that staff members have asked for, was provided. Most of my admin staff 
have a printer at home; So, I bought them all printers, scanners, copiers. If they 
wanted extra screens, they got screens. If they wanted laptop stands, they got that 
too (Appendix I). 

P4 further said that some of her team members “worked on their beds because they did not 

have any tables available” (Appendix I). As a result of this, laptop stands were purchased for 

them. P7 mentioned that her department had the first COVID-19 case at the institution. They 

went on lockdown approximately a week and a half before the rest of the university.  

P4 further stated that,  

The Sunday we were informed that we had been in contact with somebody and we 
were home, just before lockdown. So, we were given all the hardware and then most 
staff then paid for data and stuff like that. That is a big thorn, because they only 
provided x amount and data is expensive. And it only lasts so long. So, but otherwise 
we got the necessary that we needed to work (Appendix L). 



62 

 

P8 mentioned: “My HOD is 100 percent supportive of what we need at home and that we get 

it. I didn’t have a desk, so I bought a little desk and an excellent typist chair” (Appendix M). P9 

also reported that her HOD wrote to all staff and asked what they required, and that they all 

received the resources provided. According to P10, P12, P13, and P14, despite receiving all 

of the resources they required, some of their team members still experienced connectivity 

issues due to the locations where they live, or a lack of room to mount their laptop stands or 

desks due to their cramped living spaces. P11 indicated that the resources were supplied, but 

some of the challenges were the living conditions at home, with some team members having 

small children which became unmanageable during meetings and work. P17 said that in her 

faculty, departments that have the funds did subsidise the data allowances for their employees. 

Those without financial resources did not make any contributions. P17 said:   

If your department didn’t have funds then you were not going to have that resource. 
So, people needed to figure out how they were going to actually connect. So, in actual 
sense most of us sat down and said, Listen, I’m not using money for petrol to go to 
the office, so maybe I can reroute that money to connectivity (Appendix V).  

When asked if she received any resources, P17 answered: “No, absolutely not, not at all. I 

think also for me being where I am, it was always called upon to be available at all the hours 

of the day” (Appendix V). P7, P11 and P14 did not receive adequate resources from their 

respective departments. According to P7, even though they received computers, they were 

required to subsidise their data, which proved to be too expensive for her and some of her staff 

members. The other participants (P2, P5, P6, P16) did not require any additional resources at 

home. 

Finding 49: Resources were given by some departments, whilst others did not provide 

Finding 50: There were Inconsistencies in the resources that have been made available 

IQ 2.1.5: What are your routines throughout the day and how have they changed from when 

you worked in the office? 

This question was asked to understand the experiences in terms of changes of work routine 

as a result of ERW. 

According to P1, the morning routine have not changed, as she continues to work the same 

time each day in order to pick up her child and drop him off at school. It is after the youngster 

leaves school and arrives at home that the situation becomes more difficult. P1 said: 

He usually comes home at two o’clock on a Friday but at three o’clock for the rest of 
the week. So, then I find I’m a lot more distracted, because he’s too active. When I 
am work in the lounge and he will be behind me, so I’ll hear a lot from him. And he 
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doesn’t keep quiet, I mean he’s eight, so he should understand – but he doesn’t seem 
to (Appendix F). 

In many ways, P9’s experiences were similar to those of P1. P9 expressed difficulty in 

establishing a routine that would satisfy both herself and her child, who was studying at home 

at the time. Their schedule was once again disrupted as soon as the schools began to open, 

and her child was permitted to attend school two days per week, just when they believed they 

were finally settled in. 

P10 stated that coping with commitments outside of work was difficult because everyone’s 

obligations are different. The other obstacle to the routine was the lack of connectivity during 

working hours as a result of load shedding, which occurred during the day. Because of load 

shedding, she was unable to attend all of the meetings required of her; also, she was not able 

to finish her work by the deadline. Because she was unable to fall asleep for a couple of weeks 

during lockdown, P8 admitted to binge-watching movies and television programmes. P10 went 

on to say: “I would literally have an hour’s sleep, or two hours’ sleep max, and I would be up 

at four awake for the rest of the day, awake all night. Sleep one hour, two hours, and that was 

the routine” (Appendix 0). 

When the university announced an extension to the end of the year, P8 became overwhelmed 

and fell ill as a result of the stress of not being able to return to her normal work environment.  

P8 remarked:  

I fell into deep sleeps for some weird reason that I could not explain. I fell into very 
deep sleeps where I couldn’t wake up again. And that happened all of May where I 
just like, my body just collapsed. And I thought, ‘No, this is not who I am, I need to 
find things to do’ (Appendix M). 

Failing to switch off from work was highlighted by six (6) participants, (P3, P6 P13, P15, P16, 

P17). P3 acknowledged her struggles to switch off from work but said she has gained 

something from the experience: 

…when working in an office there’s the challenge of making it through to the office on 
time with morning traffic. So that hour and a half that I would have spent in traffic, I 
log on earlier. I would log in at seven o’clock instead. I rarely take a lunch break. 
That’s one thing that hasn’t been good. So, you know, I’ll take a break in the evening 
to cook dinner at about four o’clock, but then you log back on at like six, seven o’clock 
again. There’s just no switch off (Appendix H). 

P6 further argued that attempting to maintain a balance between home and work is quite 

challenging. P6 furthermore said that she has found herself working even harder during ERW 
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because certain staff members and students were sending her emails late at night, and she 

has found herself responding to them. She expressed that, 

It was difficult to separate the two. To put in boundaries was very difficult. And I had 
to, you know, for the sake of looking after my health and so on. I’ve had to start, you 
know, putting these boundaries in. There’s many a night that I found myself working 
until 12 o’clock at night. If I was at work, I certainly wouldn’t have been working these 
late hours. But you find everybody’s doing it and sometimes you need to respond. It’s 
the HoD, so you respond. It’s some deadline, some important person and so forth 
(Appendix K).  

P13 similarly said it was really tough to switch off from work. She claimed that it took her about 

three months to develop a schedule that worked. However, she still found herself working late 

at night while the kids were sleeping. She would also wake up early, before they got up so that 

she could empty her inbox. During the day, she would take care of the kids and the house 

while checking emails. P15 stated the following: 

I find that I cannot switch off. If I have a project going I find it hard to switch off. If I 
were at the office, I would log off and then I would be heading home and, you know, 
maybe pop in at the shops or somewhere, and that’s it. And I’ll pick it up the next day. 
But I find now that I’m working at home my mind is sort of overwork, you know. I’m 
thinking of things all the time, and actually I should be switching off (Appendix T).  

P16 responded by saying that “sometimes you don’t cut yourself off work because you’re work 

until whenever, you know. Okay, so initially it was all over the place, because it was, you know, 

you were working as if you were working 24/7” (Appendix U). According to P17, she would get 

a work call at 7am: 

It’s expected that you should be available at all times. As a single parent, I mean I 
have my son to juggle at the same time as doing this online work. It was a real battle, 
you know. The long hours and trying to balance home, work, studies. It was a total 
nightmare. It took a lot of time to find a balance and be assertive and say, you know 
what, yes (Appendix V).  

P7 indicated that her routine has not changed as she wakes up at the same time each day and 

starts work at the same time because her little child attends crèche in the morning and returns 

home in the evening. 

Finding 51: Participants struggled to switch off from work  

Finding 52: The inability to establish a routine resulted in mental health problems 

Finding 53: Difficulty in finding a routine with smaller children at home 

Finding 54: The routine was disrupted due to load shedding 
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4.5.2.2 Research sub-question 2.2 

RSQ 2.2: How does ERW affect the engagement of senior administrative with stakeholders 

of the institution? 

IQ 2.2.1: What communication channels are used to stay in touch with your stakeholders? 

What works well with the channels and what would you like to change? 

The question was posed to determine whether different modes of communication have varied 

effects on the experiences. 

P5 created WhatsApp groups for her teams to communicate with one another. She stressed 

that these groups were formed not just for the goal of working together, but also to keep tabs 

on one another. She expressed herself as follows: “If people didn’t respond for a week, I would 

then call them. So, in general I called my team members, once a week” (Appendix P5). She 

stated that staff members did not stay online throughout the day because it consumed a large 

amount of data. In such circumstances, she explained that she would typically send them a 

message through Microsoft Teams.  

P13 mentioned that at first, everything was done through email communication. The difficulty 

with this was that one would have to wait for responses for an extended period of time, which 

became frustrating because everyone’s inboxes were completely full. P13 then made a point 

of saying: “The team and I then slightly moved to using MS Teams a lot more, because we 

could load it on our cell phones. And then I still use my cellphone to make cellphone calls to 

call the team” (Appendix R). P13, however, also mentioned that for academic staff members, 

communication was done purely via email. 

Finding 55: Different communication methods for academics and administrative staff 

Finding 56:  WhatsApp, Microsoft Teams and Outlook were the preferred channels  

IQ 2.2.2: Do your teams require more help when working remotely than when they are in the 

office, and are their challenges similar or do you believe they have different issues?  

This question was presented to determine whether senior administrative staff were 

experiencing specific issues as a result of ERW or whether they were experiencing the same 

issues than when they were in a normal office environment. Technology challenges were 

highlighted by P1 and P10. The majority of her colleagues, according to P1, struggled with 

information technology, which resulted in stress and anxiety problems. P10 stated that 

technology challenges varied depending on the individual’s personal knowledge of information 
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systems. According to P3, team members tend to call more often when working remotely. P3 

stated that,   

There is no boundary. It’s blurred, it’s completely blurred, if not fallen away completely. 
You’ll find people needing you at 7 pm. Because people work so differently from 
home, you might have someone who is work at six o’clock at night who has no idea 
that you might be busy with homework or dinner or whatever. And they tend to think 
that it is okay to call (Appendix H).  

The lack of motivation and emotional health difficulties within teams were common themes 

amongst P5, P6 and P13’s teams. P5 stated that one of her team members was having 

difficulty with ERW and that she needed to be encouraged and motivated. She went on to 

clarify: “I had daily calls with her for a long period. And she’s up to speed now, so now we have 

weekly meetings. As soon as I see that she’s busy failing off the bus, then we have daily calls” 

(Appendix J). P6 mentioned that some of her staff members required extra help because they 

were going through a lot emotionally, including the loss of family members as a result of 

COVID-19. In cases when they had been quiet for a time, she had to keep checking on them 

to make sure they were okay. In the case of P13, she had two of her staff members whom she 

assisted in getting counselling for various issues they were experiencing. She added that she 

did not believe that would have happened if they were on campus. P16, on the other hand, 

argued that ERW caused the team members to become a little more independent as a result 

of the situation. P15 said: 

They are forced to figure things out for themselves if I’m busy with something else. 
And I think that just made the team a bit stronger. I had this little proud mommy 
moment when one of the team members actually took initiative, booked themselves 
on a specific training, opened it up to the rest of the team. Because usually it would 
come from me. I would find a new training programme and then I would ask everyone 
to join (Appendix U). 

Finding 57: Technology challenges were experienced by participants and within teams 

Finding 58: Lack of motivation within teams due to isolation 

Finding 59: No boundaries due to ERW—teams sought help after hours 

Finding 60: ERW triggered stress and anxiety, resulting in teams requiring additional 

assistance 

 

IQ 2.2.3: What are your experiences with student engagements in ERW? 
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The question was posed to understand how ERW affected the experiences of senior 

administrators. 

P1, P6, P9 P11, P12 and P16 stated that they had a lot of correspondence with students in the 

early days of online learning, which was great for everyone. However, they noticed that 

students became deafeningly quiet toward the close of the year. P1 was regularly emailing 

students to check on them, mainly postgraduates. Many students were having a difficult time 

submitting their essays. Additionally, many pupils were suffering from mental health difficulties. 

According to P12, she communicated with her students through a variety of platforms, including 

Skype for Business. P16 made the following statement in connection with the same theme: 

“There’s chats, forums, MS Teams, telephone, and email. So, what we’ve done is we’ve 

advertised on the Vula site how the students should communicate with the administrators and 

with the department” (Appendix U).  

P2 observed that many students were feeling vulnerable and struggled to complete their 

assignments. Students were not responding to communication via the Vula platform, so she 

resorted to emailing or calling them on their cell phones for urgent notices, which created a 

quandary, considering that some of the students were international students. P2 went on to 

say that there were many mental health difficulties among students, and tragically, one of their 

students committed suicide, which caused several students to seek counselling. P2 also 

mentioned that staff members were unable to keep up with student issues, which led to some 

of the staff members experiencing mental health issues. P13 stated that,  

There was a very big disconnect with students at the beginning and I was quite 
worried about that, because as an administrator, communicating with my students is 
basically my job. But as we worked through on what works for us, what doesn’t work 
for us, students started realising that they can actually phone us via Skype or via 
Teams, communication definitely increased (Appendix R).  

P4, P5 and P14 reported that there were no changes in their interaction with pupils—their 

engagement with students has always been minimal. The usual emails sent to students were 

sufficient during ERW. P8 created a special Vula site for students to communicate their 

challenges and experiences during ERW. This platform was very active and gave students a 

platform to vent their problems. According to P10, her communication with students has not 

changed because she mostly deals with Masters and PhD students who have registered for a 

full dissertation/thesis. This means they could be located anywhere in the world at any time, 

even before ERW. Through email, phone calls and the use of the Vula platform, she continued 

to interact with them. She did see, however, that the field work of these students had been 

hampered, which resulted in a delay in submitting their theses. 

Finding 61: At the beginning of ERW, students over-communicated 
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Finding 62: Close to the end of the year, students became deafeningly quiet 

Finding 63: The most efficient means of connecting with students was to call them on their 

cell phones using Skype for Business 

Finding 64: Student doing research had their field work delayed due to the COVID-19 

restrictions 

4.6 List of findings  

Seventeen (17) participants were interviewed, and 64 findings (Table 4.7) emerged from the 

interviews. The findings are linked to the research questions (RQs), research sub-questions 

(RSQs), and interview questions (IQs).  

Table 4.7: List of findings linked to the research questions, research-sub questions and Interview questions 

RQ RSQ IQ F#  Response from Participants 

1 1.1 1.1.1 1 A lack of direction from management 

1 1.1 1.1.1 2 Difficulty in managing teams 

1 1.1 1.1.1 3 Isolation due to ERW 

1 1.1 1.1.1 4 Pandemic-induced anxiety and worry as a result of a lack of information about the virus 

1 1.1 1.1.1 5 Connectivity challenges created by national load shedding 

1 1.1 1.1.1 6 Disruptions at home 

1 1.1 1.1.1 7 Fear, anxiety, stress and depression resulted in working from home 

1 1.1 1.1.2 8 Missing work colleagues and work social events. 

1 1.1 1.1.2 9 Missing the students and the buzz they bring on campus 

1 1.1 1.1.2 10 Missing the physical exercise of getting to and from campus 

1 1.2 1.2.1 11 Administrative staff are able to work remotely 

1 1.2 1.2.1 12 New learning opportunities for administrative staff 

1 1.2 1.2.1 13 Paperless systems created for the university 

1 1.2 1.2.1 14 Cost savings and more free time available as a result of ERW 

1 1.2 1.2.1 15 The faculties adapted to the demands of the ERW environment 

1 1.2 1.2.1 16 Business processes changed to the needs of the ERW environment 

1 1.2 1.2.1 17 Employees acclimated to success factors for on-going training 

1 1.2 1.2.1 18 The main adaption is towards a paperless environment 

1 1.2 1.2.1 19 The work environment will become more flexible 

1 1.2 1.2.1 20 Employees prefer the flexibility that ERW offers 

1 1.2 1.2.2 21 Online student registration will increase efficiencies and minimise unnecessary paperwork 

1 1.2 1.2.2 22 Traveling during off-peak hours will save time and money 

1 1.2 1.2.2 23 ERW was expected to last only a few weeks 

1 1.2 1.2.3 24 Increased work pressure due to ERW 

1 1.2 1.2.3 25 Anxiety and stress increased as a result of the pandemic 

1 1.2 1.2.3 26 Inadequate workspace for team members at their homes 

1 1.2 1.2.3 27 Due to a lack of data, students sent the majority of their emails at night 

1 1.2 1.2.3 28 A lack of clear communication from management 

1 1.3 1.3.1 29 Reliable home office equipment is needed for improved productivity 

1 1.3 1.3.1 30 Employees did not have reliable Wi-Fi at home 
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RQ RSQ IQ F#  Response from Participants 

1 1.3 1.3.1 31 No clear boundaries were set for employees in terms of work expectations 

1 1.3 1.3.1 32 Some colleagues felt isolated due to a lack of empathy from management 

1 1.3 1.3.1 33 Working at a slower pace, using a laptop is not as efficient as using an office desk PC 

1 1.3 1.3.1 34 Remote work added more stages to processes, slowing down the pace of work 

1 1.3 1.3.2 35 Others saw an increase in productivity as a result of the time saved by not having to sit in 
traffic on their commute to and from work 

1 1.3 1.3.2 36 Due to a lack of resources, work was completed at a slower pace 

1 1.3 1.3.2 37 No interruption from staff and students increased productivity 

1 1.3 1.3.3 38 The majority of participants struggled to assign work to staff members whose main role is 
to interact directly with students 

1 1.3 1.3.3 39 Junior administrative staff and students’ mental health difficulties had an impact on senior 
administrative personnel’s performance 

1 1.3 1.3.3 40 Communication between staff and students has been reduced as a result of ERW 

1 1.3 1.3.3 41 Senior administrative staff found it challenging to integrate new appointments into the 
university in the middle of ERW 

2 2.1 2.1.1 42 Senior administrative staff micromanaged 

2 2.1 2.1.1 43 Senior administrative staff lacked technological skills 

2 2.1 2.1.1 44 Faculties/departments use internal policies 

2 2.1 2.1.1 45 No clear policy for administrative staff 

2 2.1 2.1.1 46 No dedicated space and sharing workspace with family members 

2 2.1 2.1.1 47 The living conditions at some homes are not conducive to productivity 

2 2.1 2.1.1 48 Some (5) have designated home offices 

2 2.1 2.1.2 49 Resources were given by some departments, whilst others did not provide 

2 2.1 2.1.2 50 There were Inconsistencies in the resources that have been made available 

2 2.1 2.1.3 51 Participants struggled to switch off from work 

2 2.1 2.1.3 52 The inability to establish a routine resulted in mental health problems 

2 2.1 2.1.3 53 Difficulty in finding a routine with smaller children at home 

2 2.1 2.1.4 54 The routine was disrupted due to load shedding 

2 2.1 2.1.5 55 Different communication methods for academics and administrative staff 

2 2.1 2.1.5 56 WhatsApp, Microsoft Teams and Outlook were the preferred channels 

2 2.1 2.1.5 57 Technology challenges were experienced by participants and within teams 

2 2.1 2.1.5 58 Lack of motivation within teams due to isolation 

2 2.1 2.1.5 59 No boundaries due to ERW– teams seeking help after hours 

2 2.1 2.1.5 60 ERW triggered stress and anxiety, resulting in teams requiring additional assistance. 

2 2.2 2.2.1 61 At the beginning of ERW, students over-communicated 

2 2.2 2.2.1 62 Close to the end of the year, students became deafeningly quiet 

2 2.2 2.2.2 63 The most efficient means of connecting with students was to call them on their cell phones 
using Skype for Business 

2 2.2 2.2.2 64 Student doing research had their field work delayed due to the COVID-19 restrictions 

*RQ = Research Question; RSQ = Research Sub- Question; IQ = Interview Question; F# = Finding Number 

 

The 64 findings are utilised to create themes in the following section. 

4.7 Theme development 

Themes were developed based on the 64 findings (Table 4.7). The findings were coded and 

recoded several times before being used to build the categories.  
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Table 4.8 shows the development of categories (12) from the findings. 

Table 4.8: The codes, recodes and categories developed from the findings 

Finding 
number 

Findings Code Recode Category 

1, 2, 23, 
28, 31, 
32, 44, 
45, 49 

A lack of direction from management; Difficulty in managing 
teams; ERW was expected to last only a few weeks; There was a 
lack of clear communication from management; No clear 
boundaries were set for employees in terms of work expectations; 
Some colleagues felt isolated due to a lack of empathy from 
management; Faculties/departments use internal policies; No 
clear policy for administrative staff; Resources were given by 
some departments, whilst others did not provide. 

Management’s 
lack of effective 
communication 

Policies and 
processes 

Ineffective 
Communication 

8, 9, 17, 
19, 23, 
25, 26, 
33, 39, 
51, 52, 
53, 60 

Missing work colleagues and work social events; Missing the 
students and the buzz they bring on campus; Employees 
acclimated to success factors for on-going training; The work 
environment will become more flexible; ERW was expected to last 
only a few weeks; Anxiety and stress increased as a result of the 
pandemic; Inadequate workspace for team members at their 
homes; Junior administrative staff and students’ mental health 
difficulties had an impact on senior administrative personnel’s 
performance; participants struggled to switch off from work; The 
inability to establish a routine resulted in mental health problems; 
Difficulty in finding a routine with smaller children at home; ERW 
triggered stress and anxiety, resulting in teams requiring additional 
assistance.  

Work-home 
balance 

 The necessity of 
face-to-face 
communication 

Social support 
from colleagues 

1, 2, 23; 
28, 31; 
38, 39, 
41, 43 

A lack of direction from management; Difficulty in managing 
teams, ERW was expected to last only a few weeks; There was a 
lack of clear communication from management; No clear 
boundaries were set for employees in terms of work expectations; 
The majority of participants struggled to assign work to staff 
members whose main role is to interact directly with students; 
Junior administrative staff and students’ mental health difficulties 
had an impact on senior administrative personnel’s performance; 
Senior administrative staff found it challenging to integrate new 
appointments into the university in the middle of ERW; Senior 
administrative staff lacked technological skills. 

employee 
satisfaction 

Ineffective 
communication 

Managing junior 
staff 

2, 5, 23, 
24, 25, 
34, 39, 
41, 51, 
52, 53, 
59, 60, 
61, 62 

Difficulty in managing teams; Connectivity challenges created by 
national load shedding; ERW was expected to last only a few 
weeks; Increased work pressure due to ERW; Anxiety and stress 
increased as a result of the pandemic; Remote work added more 
stages to processes, slowing down the pace of work; Junior 
administrative staff and students’ mental health difficulties had an 
impact on senior administrative personnel’s performance; Senior 
administrative staff found it challenging to integrate new 
appointments into the university in the middle of ERW; 
Participants struggled to switch off from work; The inability to 
establish a routine resulted in mental health problems; Difficulty in 
finding a routine with smaller children at home; No boundaries due 
to ERW–teams sought help after hours; ERW triggered stress and 
anxiety, resulting in teams requiring additional assistance; At the 
beginning of ERW, students over-communicated; Close to the end 
of the year, students became deafeningly quiet. 

Emotional 
health 

Employee 
satisfaction 

Workload 

1, 5, 23, 
24, 25, 
26, 27, 
29, 30, 
46, 47, 
49, 54 

A lack of direction from management; Connectivity challenges 
created by national load shedding; ERW was expected to last only 
a few weeks; Increased work pressure due to ERW; Anxiety and 
stress increased as a result of the pandemic; Inadequate 
workspace for team members at their homes; Due to a lack of 
data, students sent the majority of their emails at night; Reliable 
home office equipment is needed for improved productivity; 
Employees did not have reliable Wi-Fi at home; Working at a 
slower pace, using a laptop is not as efficient as using an office 
desk PC; No dedicated space and sharing workspace with family 
members; The living conditions at some homes are not conducive 
to productivity; Resources were given by some departments, 
whilst others did not provide; The routine was disrupted due to 
load shedding.  

Employee 
satisfaction 

Inconsistencies in 
the accessible 
resources 

Limited 
resources 
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Finding 
number 

Findings Code Recode Category 

11, 12, 
13, 14, 
15, 16, 
17, 18, 
19, 20; 
22, 35, 
56, 57, 
63 

Administrative staff are able to work remotely; New learning 
opportunities for administrative staff; Paperless systems created 
for the university; Cost savings and more free time available as a 
result of ERW; The faculties adapted to the demands of the ERW 
environment; Business processes changed to the needs of the 
ERW environment; Employees acclimated to Success factors for 
on-going training; The main adaption is towards a paperless 
environment; The work environment will become more flexible; 
Online student registration will increase efficiencies and minimise 
unnecessary paperwork; Others saw an increase in productivity 
as a result of the time saved by not having to sit in traffic on their 
commute to and from work; WhatsApp, Microsoft Teams and 
Outlook were the preferred channels; Technology challenges 
were experienced by participants and within teams; The most 
efficient means of connecting with students was to call them on 
their cell phones using Skype for Business. 

Learning 
opportunities 

Streamlining 
processes 

New 
opportunities 

2, 3, 4, 
7, 8, 9, 
10, 24, 
25; 39. 
51, 52, 
53; 54, 
60, 64 

Difficulty in managing teams; Isolation due to ERW; Pandemic-
induced anxiety and worry as a result of a lack of information about 
the virus; Fear, anxiety, stress and depression resulted in working 
from home; Missing work colleagues and work social events; 
Missing the students and the buzz they bring on campus; Missing 
the physical exercise of getting to and from campus; Increased 
work pressure due to ERW; Anxiety and stress increased as a 
result of the pandemic; Junior administrative staff and students’ 
mental health difficulties had an impact on senior administrative 
personnel’s performance; Participants struggled to switch off from 
work, The inability to establish a routine resulted in mental health 
problems; Difficulty in finding a routine with smaller children at 
home; The routine was disrupted due to load shedding; ERW 
triggered stress and anxiety, resulting in teams requiring additional 
assistance; Student doing research had their field work delayed 
due to the COVID-19 restrictions 

Staff motivation Prolonged 
lockdown  

Emotional 
instability 

3, 23, 
24, 52, 
53, 59 

Isolation due to ERW; ERW was expected to last only a few 
weeks; Increased work pressure due to ERW; The inability to 
establish a routine resulted in mental health problems; Difficulty in 
finding a routine with smaller children at home; No boundaries due 
to ERW–teams sought help after hours. 

Work-home 
balance 

Communication Interferences 
between work 
and home life 

3, 4, 7, 
8, 10, 
23,32, 
39, 58, 
60 

Isolation due to ERW; Pandemic-induced anxiety and worry as a 
result of a lack of information about the virus; Fear, anxiety, stress 
and depression resulted in working from home; Missing work 
colleagues and work social events; Missing the physical exercise 
of getting to and from campus; ERW was expected to last only a 
few weeks; Some colleagues felt isolated due to a lack of empathy 
from management; Junior administrative staff and students’ 
mental health difficulties had an impact on senior administrative 
personnel’s performance; Lack of motivation within teams due to 
isolation; ERW triggered stress and anxiety, resulting in teams 
requiring additional assistance.  

Lack of human 
interaction 

The necessity of 
face-to-face 
communication 

Loneliness 

1, 2, 23, 
32, 39 

A lack of direction from management; Difficulty in managing 
teams; ERW was expected to last only a few weeks; Some 
colleagues felt isolated due to a lack of empathy from 
management; Junior administrative staff and students’ mental 
health difficulties had an impact on senior administrative 
personnel’s performance. 

Ineffective 
communication 

Employee 
satisfaction 

Procrastination 
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Finding 
number 

Findings Code Recode Category 

11, 12, 
13, 14, 
15, 16, 
17, 18, 
19, 20, 
22, 35; 
48; 56 

Administrative staff are able to work remotely; New learning 
opportunities for administrative staff; Paperless systems created 
for the university; Cost savings and more free time available as a 
result of ERW; The faculties adapted to the demands of the ERW 
environment; Business processes changed to the needs of the 
ERW environment; Employees acclimated to Success factors for 
on-going training; The main adaption is towards a paperless 
environment; The work environment will become more flexible; 
Employees prefer the flexibility that ERW offers; Online student 
registration will increase efficiencies and minimise unnecessary 
paperwork; Traveling during off-peak hours will save time and 
money; Others saw an increase in productivity as a result of the 
time saved by not having to sit in traffic on their commute to and 
from work; Some (5) have designated home offices; WhatsApp, 
Microsoft Teams and Outlook were the preferred channels.  

Employee 
satisfaction 

Flexibility work freedom 

2, 4, 11, 
12, 23, 
33, 52, 
53 

Difficulty in managing teams; Pandemic-induced anxiety and 
worry as a result of a lack of information about the virus; 
Administrative staff are able to work remotely; New learning 
opportunities for administrative staff; ERW was expected to last 
only a few weeks; Working at a slower pace, using a laptop is not 
as efficient as using an office desk PC; The inability to establish a 
routine resulted in mental health problems; Difficulty in finding a 
routine with smaller children at home. 

Procrastination Laziness Self-discipline 

 

Three (3)  themes emerged from the 12 categories listed above. The themes are shown in 

Table 4.9 and are linked to the findings, research questions (RQs), research-sub questions 

(RSQs), and interview questions (IQs). 

Table 4.9: The themes developed from findings and linked to the Interview questions, research-sub 

questions and research questions 

Finding Number Theme IQ RSQ RQ 

1, 2,3,4,5,6,7,24, 25,26,27,28,29,30,31, 32,33, 
34,36, 37, 38, 39,40,41,42,43, 45,46,47, 49, 
50,51,52, 53,54, 57, 58, 59, 60, 61,62, 64 

ERW challenges 1.1.1; 1.2.1; 1.2.3; 
2.1.1; 2.1.2; 2.2.2 

1.1; 1.3; 
2.1 

1, 2 

11,12,13, 15, 16,17, 18,19,21, 35, 44,55,56,63 
ERW opportunities 1.1.1; 1.2.2; 1.2.3 

2.2.1 
1.2; 1.3 1, 2 

8, 9, 10, 14, 17, 20, 22, 23, 48 
Personal factors 1.1.2; 2.1.3; 2.1.4; 

2.2.3 
1.2; 2.2 1, 2 

*IQ = interview Question; RSQ = Research Sub-Question; RQ = Research Question 

Table 4.10 illustrates the link between findings, themes, interview questions (IQs), research 

sub-questions (RSQs) and research questions (RQs). The themes are: i) ERW challenges; ii) 

ERW opportunities; iii) Personal factors.  
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Table 4.10: Themes and sub-themes from the findings  

 

 
*P - Participants 

Table 4.10 summarises, in table format, the sub-themes that are covered in greater depth in 

Section 5.3. 

4.8 Summary 

The findings of the study, which are discussed in this chapter, provide support for the objectives 

of the study. These findings investigated the challenges that are associated with ERW for 

senior administrative staff; determined the factors that affect their work experiences; 

investigated the opportunities; and also determined the factors that are considered necessary 

for improved ERW for senior administrative staff.  A total of 64 findings were identified with 12 

categories and 3 themes.  According to the findings, the vast majority of the participants found 

isolation to be challenging because they were forced to spend all of their time at home as 

movement was restricted due to Covid-15 lockdown. This was especially true for the 

participants who lived alone or did not have a support structure at home. As a consequence, 
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some of the participants experienced issues with their mental health. This is consistent with 

the findings of Cooper and Kurland (2002) and Wang et al. (2021), who found that during 

epidemics, feelings of isolation were a significant concern for remote employees who worked 

from home. 

A number of the participants found that managing teams was difficult for them, particularly 

those who struggled with technology because all of the work and meetings were conducted 

online. The opportunities that were found included spending more time with family, having 

more spare time to study, and learning new skills through the use of technology. In support of 

Carnevale and Hatak (2020:185) assertion, the vast majority of participants reported having 

some degree of flexibility in their lives, despite the fact that for some, this was perceived as a 

burden due to procrastination and the collision of their work and home lives. 

In Chapter Five, the research questions, findings, and themes are discussed in relation to the 

existing literature. 
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5 CHAPTER FIVE: DISCUSSION 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 5.1: Layout of Chapter Five 

5.1 Introduction  

The research aimed to explore the lived experiences of senior administrative staff at a higher 

institution of education as they negotiate the realities of ERW in their various responsibilities. 

The research also explores the factors that can affect their work experiences and the resources 

that are required for improved ERW. Chapter Four offered an overview of how fieldwork was 

carried out. It also provided a description of the participants as well as the case study. It 

included methodologies and procedures for how data analysis proceeded, as well as 

categories and themes that emerged once the data were analysed.  

This chapter presents the themes from the 17 interviews conducted with senior administrative 

staff from four faculties on the upper campus, namely Commerce (5 participants), Engineering 

and the Built Environment (4 participants), Humanities (5 participants), and Science (3 

participants). Due to the exploratory character of this study, the data acquired from the semi-

structured interviews were transcribed directly from the MS Teams recordings, and then Braun 

and Clark’s (2006:15) process of thematic analytic research was applied to the information 

gathered. The themes are discussed in the following sections. 
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5.2 Thematic presentation of findings 

The themes are connected to their associated categories, which are composed of a chain of 

codes deemed to share specific features throughout the analysis process. The categories and 

themes described here were derived from the analysis of interview data, interview questions 

and theoretical literature knowledge and understanding of the topic under investigation.  

The themes and sub-themes (Table 4.6) are described under three headings: (i) ERW 

challenges; (ii) ERW opportunities; and (iii) personal factors. The key themes that emerged 

from these interviews are described in the Table 5.1. 

Table 5.1: Themes and sub-themes 

Themes Sub-themes 

Challenges of ERW 

Isolation 

Ineffective communication 

Team Management 

Health and wellbeing 

Opportunities of ERW 

Paperless systems 

Flexibility 

Professional development 

Personal factors Factors unique to the individual 

 

5.3 Theme 1: Challenges of ERW  

This theme is linked to RQ1, RSQ 1.1 and RSQ 2.2. The following challenges of ERW were 

identified: i) isolation; ii) ineffective communication; iii) team management; and iv) health and 

wellbeing. 

 Sub-theme 1: Isolation 

Participants said that living alone made them feel isolated and as a result they found it difficult 

to focus on their jobs. Some other participants stated that they thrive on the social aspects of 

their jobs, and that being forced to work from home has made them feel more isolated. This 

was the longest period of time participants worked from home and prevented from leaving their 

dwellings due to COVID-19 restrictions. Participants gave detailed experiences on isolation.  

P4 stated that she does not have any family members at home and that she solely spends 

time with her pets. This presented a significant challenge for her, which resulted in depression. 

P1 stated that her spouse had to go to work as a front-line worker, and that she felt isolated 

on her own as she tried to get to work without communicating with anyone. P6 indicated that 

she was unable to perform her job to a high quality because she missed the opportunity to 

walk into colleagues’ offices and ask for assistance. 
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According to previous research, remote workers are concerned about professional isolation as 

a result of the loss in informal social interactions with colleagues in the home office (Cooper & 

Kurland, 2002:527). The findings of this research support Cooper and Kurland (2002) and 

Wang et al. (2021) that during epidemics, loneliness is a significant concern for remote 

employees who are working from their homes.  

 Sub-theme 2: Ineffective communication 

When asked how ERW affect the engagement of senior administrative staff with stakeholders 

of the institution, the lack of quality communication was reported as a key challenge for most 

of the participants. Remote workers acknowledge the barriers of online communication using 

various channels and assume that poor communication experience in online communication 

is a major impediment compared to face-to-face engagement (Raghuram et al., 2019:13). 

Ineffective communication experience in virtual collaboration has been empirically addressed 

primarily in virtual teams and computer-mediated communication literature instead of research 

on remote work (Chang et al., 2014:1318). 

Participants expressed their frustration with the university leadership’s perceived lack of 

communication with staff during the first few weeks of ERW. This was especially prominent 

among participants from one faculty, who indicated that they were not notified of the next steps. 

Due of the virus’s fluidity, last-minute communication was commonly given to staff in terms of 

procedures. The website and social media provided little information about the processes. 

Because of a lack of communication, staff began to accept what they heard from others and 

on social media, resulting in the creation of fake news stories that lacked accuracy and caused 

unnecessarily high levels of anxiety among the staff. Tytherleigh et al. (2007:267) affirmed that 

“a lack of communication and informing of employees contributes to employee stress”. These 

findings substantiate the claims of Tytherleigh et al. (2007). 

At the beginning of ERW, emails became the primary mode of communication due to a number 

of staff members not having access to their office telephony, experiencing connectivity issues 

or encountering technological challenges. Additionally, students were unable to visit staff 

members in their offices or call them when they required assistance as a result of a lack of 

telephonic accessibility. For example, P13 reported that “for a week, people did not answer to 

emails” (Appendix N). As a result, there is a significant breakdown in communication because 

many emails may require something to be addressed within a specified time frame. Staff 

members’ inability to respond to students’ inquiries made students anxious. The absence of 

clear communication from leadership stifled production and had a negative impact on team 

morale and motivation. This was exacerbated by the fact that ERW had been the result of an 

unknown pandemic, and communication was either delayed or inconsistent due to the fluidity 
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of the situation. Several participants stated that they expected ERW to end in a month or two, 

but this turned out to be nearly two years.  

Exams were a major communication challenge for participants. There were so many changes, 

and students relied on them for responses and found themselves having to address to 

situations they were not sure about. Due to lack of constant communication in terms of 

processes, participants felt that there were unrealistic expectations from their teams in terms 

of performing their administrative duties. They were unable to perform some of these duties, 

due to them being unable to make decisions. Participants believed that better all-around 

communication from the university was essential to effectively convey messages to their teams 

and students. 

 Sub-theme 3: Managing teams 

When participants were asked which component of working remotely they found most 

challenging, team management was one of the most prominent themes that emerged. This 

was also obvious when they were questioned if their teams required more support while 

working remotely as opposed to in the office, which is in agreement with Parker et al. (2020) 

who stated that managing remote workers posed distinct challenges even before the 

pandemic. According to Parker et al. (2020), managers who cannot “see” their subordinates 

have a difficult time believing that they are actually working. They further claimed that when 

these doubts arise, managers may establish an excessive expectation that team members be 

available at all times, disturbing their work-life balance and increasing job stress. According to 

P10, “engagement with team has been incredibly poor” (Appendix O). P1 observed that her 

team required additional help, particularly in terms of technology, because they were now 

required to work with everyone online.  

As the participants were also plunged into the deep end with their own technological barriers, 

this was a challenging experience for P1 and many other participants. P2 describes it as 

“boundaries nightmares”, since some team members requested assistance outside of work 

hours while she was otherwise occupied with family obligations. P13 and P16 stated that 

delegating became a major difficulty when working remotely. According to P16, “Getting 

individuals to agree on a work schedule or a specific time period during which we needed to 

be accessible, was a difficult task” (Appendix U).  

Some individuals were afflicted by or infected with the COVID-19 virus, and some of them lost 

loved ones, including colleagues as a result of the virus. This resulted in challenges in 

emotional health amongst teams, which resulted in difficulties in managing themself or their 

team. 
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On-campus resources were inaccessible due to COVID-19 restrictions, and teams were 

unable to access some documents, which made it difficult to complete their day-to-day work. 

As a result, teams were completely reliant on senior administrative staff, and many of them 

were unprepared to manage teams remotely because it was a new experience for them. 

 Sub-theme 4: Health and wellbeing 

According to Mostafa (2021;48), the experience of never being free from or mentally and 

digitally disconnected from work may lead to an increased amount of stress, and in the long 

run, damage wellness in a manner that is detrimental. Mostafa (2021) continues by stating that 

employers are required to provide the appropriate training that facilitates employee work not 

only on work-related matters but also on psychological issues that are related to how 

employees manage work remotely, work overload, level of stress, and home boundaries. 

Work-related stress is experienced by employees when they find their external demands within 

their daily work roles do not match their personal needs, expectations, physical capacity, skills 

or knowledge on how to handle a situation accordingly (Harshana, 2018:1-2). Participants who 

had difficulty managing teams or who lacked technological competence were more likely to 

have mental health problems. It is believed that the stress of caring for sick relatives as a result 

of COVID-19, as well as anxiety triggered by this unknown virus that changed variants rapidly, 

contributed significantly to the participants’ mental health problems. 

During ERW, some participants became anxious as a result of work overload induced by many 

steps added to processes. This was more prevalent among participants who experienced 

technological limitations. These unpredictable work conditions during ERW induced mental 

pressure to build up for certain participants, resulting in them not being in the proper mental 

state to perform their work tasks efficiently. P16 reported that ERW, as a result of COVID-19 

lockdown, resulted in a variety of mental health difficulties for her. P11 stated that “coping with 

the emotions of her team was a significant challenge that caused her additional anxiety” 

(Appendix P). She noted that the university did not do enough to prepare line managers to deal 

with the psychological aspects of ERW, which she believes is a problem.  

Several participants said they had to adapt their operations to ensure that teams were given 

adequate time to complete their tasks while also taking care of their emotional well-being. 

Teams’ mental health issues had a significant impact on participants performance. 

 Theme 2: Opportunities of ERW 

This theme is linked to RQ1, RQ2 and RSQ 1.2, RSQ 1.3. The following opportunities of ERW 

were identified; i) paperless systems; ii) flexibility; iii) professional development. 
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 Sub-theme 5: Paperless systems 

When asked what opportunities are presented by ERW, all participants responded that one of 

the most significant opportunities is the use of paperless systems. This is a game changer 

for the institution, and the findings corroborate assertions made by numerous studies, 

such as Amankwah-Amoah et al. (2021). COVID-19 compelled many organisations to become 

progressively paperless organisations. Paper-based processes, methods and routines are 

being replaced with electronic versions. In collaboration with Amankwah-Amoah et al. 

(2021:602), P14 stated that ERW ‘fact-tracked’ paperless procedures for her faculty and the 

institution at large. 

 It is believed that the epidemic has acted as a catalyst for the transition to paperless electronic 

prescriptions (Tsimtsiou, 2021). Similarly, the registration processes of the university can be 

described in this way: As a result of the epidemic, more and more paperless processes were 

implemented, with the registration process serving as a major example of this. The entire 

process was moved online, which has proven to be a significant benefit and game changer.  

Approximately 29 000 students were enrolled at the institution in 2021 and all students have 

been required to complete their registration manually, resulting in the use hundreds of paper 

reams. Because of the paperless approach, the university has been able to save money while 

also helping to protect the environment. To highlight this, P16 remarked that her department 

was able to become paperless at the drop of a hat. Learning new modes of communication as 

well as perfecting previously gained skills, such as using Microsoft Teams, were required as 

part of this process. In the same way that P14 experienced the joy of not having to deal with 

students who were waiting in long lines outside her office to complete manual paper 

registration. 

The university also produced large volumes of study handouts to students, hard copies of 

minutes and agendas were distributed in face-to-face meetings, all HR and Finance 

documents were manually signed and archived later. Overnight this became impossible, given 

the fact that all staff were required to work remotely without access to files or documents in 

their respective offices on campus. As a result, the university was compelled to implement 

online systems and digital signatures in order for work to continue. P1 remarked that the use 

of paperless systems has allowed her to be more productive because she is no longer 

interrupted by staff or students who come to her office requesting that she sign documents for 

them. P9 stated that the process of obtaining signatures from one person to another has been 

streamlined because no one is required to walk from one office to another to acquire 

signatures, whereas previously this was necessary. She is able to e-transmit documents from 

the comfort of her own home and signatories are able to return documents in a relatively short 

period of time as well.  
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Although paperless systems presented a challenge to those participants and their teams who 

were technologically challenged, this presented an opportunity for development, as in the case 

of P14 and P16, who had to learn and master new ways of communicating and working and 

began learning new skills in Microsoft Teams and other computer packages. 

 Sub-theme 6: Flexibility 

According to Pérez et al. (2002:775), “the success of existing telework operations may be 

attributed mostly to the advantages of flexibility that are provided to both the organisation and 

the remote workers”. This notion is supported by the findings of 13 participant interviews. 

However, Carnevale and Hatak (2020:185) argue that forced flexibility as a result of instances 

such as EWR result in a collision of work and home lives, which may lead to higher demands 

from both spheres through increased interruptions and a loss of routine, as well as increased 

demands from both domains. The interconnections between work and family appear to be the 

most difficult aspect of working remotely for P participants s who have children or caregiving 

responsibilities. However, it is important to note that employees without children are not exempt 

to the adverse repercussions of ERW on their health as they may feel sense of isolation when 

working remotely. 

Supporting Carnevale and Hatak (2020), P3, P5, P10, P13 and P17 highlighted that checking 

emails after office hours or on weekends is one of the difficulties of ERW flexibility. They all 

indicated that they do respond to emails that they would not ordinarily respond to. Instead of 

switching off and taking a break, the workload is dictated by students and academics who take 

advantage of the flexibility in a way that is unpleasant for the administrators. Because there 

are no office social aspects, P3 claims “to be more productive”. Her ability to manage her time 

more effectively has resulted in more quiet time and less interruptions, although she sometimes 

find herself working late into the night. P6 reported that she has saved two to three hours every 

day as a result of not having to go to and from work. This has allowed her to be more productive 

at her job. 

There is also financial saving element from travelling in terms of petrol and car maintenance 

highlighted by P5, 11 and 15. P5 stated that she resides in Simon’s Town, which is more than 

32 kilometres away from the university. She described how she would generally leave her 

house about 06h00 in the morning and arrive on campus just before 08h30. This commute left 

her very fatigued at times, and she would arrive back home very late depending on traffic. 

Work from home is a huge relief for her because it helps her to save money on travel and car 

maintenance while also allowing her to spend more time with her loved ones. This view is 

supported by Klerk et al. (2021), who said that when employees work from home, they save 

money since they are not traveling to and from work. They also save money from buying meals 
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at work or purchasing work clothes. The majority of them spend their entire week in a tracksuit 

and leggings, saving money on new outfits. 

Forty-five percent (45%) of the participants expressed their desire that the university allow staff 

members to have more flexibility going forward so that they do not have to be in their offices 

from 08h00 to 17h00 as they believe that there are instances in which one can be more 

productive working from home. Traveling at non-peak hours and when traffic is less congested, 

provides several advantages, according to P2. 

Employees benefit from the flexibility afforded by remote work since it allows them to attend to 

personal and family responsibilities and to deal with uncertainties (Choudhury et al., 2021). 

P16 agreed with the aforementioned remark and stated that working from home allowed her 

to spend more quality time with her family. She went on to explain that her son had suffered a 

brain haemorrhage and that she needed to stay at home for a couple of months to take care 

for him. She would not have been able to accomplish this if ERW had not occurred. She would 

have needed to apply for leave without pay since her child needed time to heal. 

P8 stated that she was able to find time to pursue gardening as a result of her ability to be 

flexible. She planted a variety of plants. She also enjoyed sewing and did a lot of it; she made 

pillow cases, scrunchies and headbands, all of which she has begun to sell. This has given 

her more time to pursue her hobbies and has resulted in her starting a small business for her 

efforts. Her experience supports what Prasad (2021) stated, that an employee has the chance 

to pursue long-standing hobbies, professional aspirations and other interests that were 

previously unable to be fulfilled due to time restrictions or a lack of freedom to pursue them at 

work. 

 Sub-theme 7: Professional development 

To enable the remote workers to adapt quickly to the new settings, they must undergo proper 

training in both the technology and the work practices made possible by the technologies 

(Waizenegger et al., 2020). It is well acknowledged that ERW has significant advantages in 

terms of education and training. After completing an online training, P6 believes she has more 

opportunities to enhance her career. In addition, P11 expressed the same feelings and stated 

that there are numerous opportunities to learn, “to learn how to navigate via multiple platforms, 

even if it is simply Microsoft Teams” (Appendix P).  

Participants believe that there are both challenges and opportunities in ERW. Isolation, mental 

health issues, ineffective communication, a lack of resources, and technological challenges 

were all experienced. Participants also saw opportunities in the areas of flexibility, professional 

development and a paperless system. Personal factors included participants having to care 
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for sick relatives as a result of flexibility, as well as having time to pursue hobbies and start a 

small business.  

Although paperless systems presented a challenge to those participants and their teams who 

were technologically challenged, this presented an opportunity for development, as in the case 

of P16, who had to learn and master new ways of communicating and working and began 

learning new skills in Microsoft Teams and other computer packages. 

5.4 Theme 3: Personal factors 

 Sub-Theme 8: Personal factors 

This theme is linked to RQ 2, and RSQ 2.1. Self-motivation and self-discipline are personal 

factors that were identified.  

P8 stated that she was able to find time to pursue gardening as a result of her ability to be 

flexible. She planted a variety of plants. She also enjoyed sewing and did a lot of it; she made 

pillow cases, scrunchies, and headbands, all of which she has begun to sell. This has given 

her more time to pursue her hobbies and has resulted in her starting a small business for her 

efforts. Her personal experience supports what Prasad (2021) stated, that an virtual employee 

has the opportunity to follow long-standing hobbies, professional aspirations, and other 

interests that were previously unable to be fulfilled due to time constraints or a lack of freedom 

to pursue them when working in the office. Employees working from home like the flexibility to 

set their own work hours, as well as the opportunity to spend more time with their families and 

pursue their hobbies (Lentjushenkova & Simenenko, 2021).  

Additionally, P16 remarked and claimed that working from home allowed her to spend more 

quality time with her family, which was consistent with past findings. In her subsequent 

explanation, she stated that her child was sick and hospitalised and that she had to be at home 

for a couple of months to care for him. If the ERW had not occurred, she would not have been 

able to support him fully as she would have been expected to report to the office to work.  
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Table 5.2: Summary of the themes and sub-themes 

 
*Ps - Participants 

5.5 Answers to the research questions 

 Research question 1 

RQ1: What are the lived experiences of ERW for senior administrative staff? 

Participants indicated that there are both challenges and opportunities in ERW. Isolation, 

mental health issues, ineffective communication, a lack of resources and technological 

challenges were all experienced. Participants also saw opportunities in the areas of flexibility, 

professional development and a paperless system. Personal factors included participants 

having to care for sick relatives as a result of flexibility, as well as having time to pursue hobbies 

and start a small business. 

 Research question 2 

RQ2: How do senior administrative staff manage ERW?  

Participants purchased resources to allow them to work from home, while those who did not 

receive funding from their faculties or departments obtained resources from their offices. The 

participants’ technological challenges were reported. Participants met with their teams on a 

more frequent basis.  
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To manage team morale, opportunities for remote social interactions were created and 

participants practiced empathy with their teams who were facing challenges. 

 Aim of the study 

The aim of this study was to explore and understand the lived experiences of senior 

administrative staff at a higher education institution as they navigated the realities of EWR in 

their various responsibilities. While acknowledging the limitations of this study, it has largely 

achieved its aim by successfully recruiting the 17 participants in the four faculties that were 

identified at the outset of the study. The 17 participants provided very valuable information to 

the study as they answered the research questions outlined in section 1.7. 

The aim of the study was achieved by showing the following: 

i) ERW brought with it its own set of challenges, opportunities and personal factors. 

These are covered in detail in section 5.3. 

ii) Despite the fact that participants had different lived experiences, a number of 

themes emerged from the study that were very similar—these were covered. 

iii) Anxiety and mental health issues were experienced by almost all of the 17 

participants as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, a theme that has been previously 

discussed in the literature. 

5.6 Summary 

Chapter Five discussed the themes that emerged from the findings, as well as discussing and 

answering the research questions using existing literature. Table 5.1 shows the emergent 

themes, while Table 5.2 provides a summary of the themes. The findings show that isolation 

is one of the most difficult challenges of ERW, as highlighted by eight participants, two of whom 

lived alone. Effective communication is a fundamental and critical component of all 

administrative functions. Management’s perceived lack of communication created 

communication challenges, which were exacerbated by a lack of technology skills and load 

shedding. Another finding is a lack of management skills among remote workers. All of these 

difficulties have a negative impact on one’s health. The findings also revealed opportunities, 

such as the creation of paperless systems for the university and the ability for employees to 

do their own professional development and pursue personal hobbies. 

The next chapter (Six) is the final chapter of this research study. It summarises the key 

research findings in relation to the research aims, questions and themes, and discusses their 

significance and contribution. It also includes a personal reflection and a discussion of the 

study’s limitations.  
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6 CHAPTER SIX: CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6.1: Layout of Chapter Six 

6.1 Introduction 

This chapter concludes the study by summarising the key research findings in relation to the 

research aims and questions and themes, as well as discussing the significance and 

contribution of the findings and themes. The study’s limitations are discussed and 

recommendations for future research are made. The chapter ends with a personal reflection.  

6.2 Conclusions 

This study aimed to explore the lived experiences of senior administrative staff at a higher 

education institute as they negotiate realities of ERW during COVID-19 lockdown. To fulfil the 

aim of the study, a problem was identified, which was that there is little understanding of the 

experiences of administrative staff on ERW at higher educational institutions. The findings of 

the study support the aim and objectives of the study. 

The senior administrative staff play a critical role in the operation of a successful university as 

they ensure that the academic administration is well-functioning in its operations. Despite well-

documented studies on forced remote work, referred to as ERW in this study, there has been 

little research on administrative staff in higher education institutes. As discussed in section 2.3, 

virtualness in higher education institutions has tended to focus on teaching and learning rather 

than administrative roles and activities (Adam et al., 2016). 
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Sablock (2022) reports that in the future, remote work will become an increasingly important 

part of how administrative tasks are completed at many traditional universities. Institutions 

must be prepared to create a remote work policy that meets the needs of their respective 

businesses to remain competitive. The results indicate that ERW comes with various 

challenges and opportunities, as well personal factors that have impacted senior 

administrators’ experiences. The literature review in section 2.8 identified a conceptual 

framework that showed the relationship between five virtual remote work characteristics and 

lived experiences recorded in this study. The findings of this study support this framework while 

highlighting the challenges of ERW, as previously documented in the literature. It also 

highlighted ERW opportunities including paperless systems, which was a significant finding 

given that the university was forced to shift its mode of teaching and working to a virtual 

environment. Presented below are the main findings to answer the main research question 

through the research sub-questions (Table 1.1). 

6.3 Answers to the research sub-questions 

 Research sub-question 1.1 

RSQ 1.1: What challenges are associated with remote work for senior administrative staff 

during the COVID-19 lockdown? 

The findings presented below highlight the main challenges identified during the 17 interviews:  

i) Isolation leads to anxiety and mental health problems. 

ii) Technological challenges and leadership’s perceived lack of communication 

resulted in ineffective communication. 

iii) Some township infrastructure is be below standard, which caused staff members 

(participants) to experience unreliable Internet access and doubt the reliability of the 

line of communication to carry out processes. 

iv) Some participants lacked technological skills.  

v) There was a lack of proper skills for managing colleagues who had emotional health 

issues. 

vi) An overwhelming workload was experienced. 

 Research sub-question 1.2 

RSQ 1.2: What are the opportunities of ERW? 

Opportunities identified during the participants’ interviews include: 

i) Paperless systems that allow for effective document tracking and management. 

ii) Quality time with family, including time spent caring for young children and the elderly. 

iii) The ability to pursue hobbies as a result of the flexibility afforded by ERW. 
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iv) The opportunity for professional development. Some of the participants enrolled in 

online courses during ERW. 

 Research sub-question 1.3 

RSQ 1.3: What are the factors considered necessary for improved ERW for senior 

administrative staff?  

The answers below address this sub-question: 

i) Sufficient resources for the home office to allow administrators to do their tasks 

effectively. 

ii) Managers must have emotional intelligence to manage teams. 

iii) The majority of participants indicated that team support and trust are critical for 

successful remote work. 

 Research sub-question 2.1 

RSQ 2.1: How has ERW affected the work performance of the senior administrative staff the 

during COVID-19 lockdown? 

The answers below address this sub-question: 

i) The findings were that ERW enabled participants to better manage parental priorities, 

spend more time with their spouses and families and be more flexible in completing 

household tasks. The participants valued the flexibility and control of working from 

home. 

ii) Participants stated that they worked longer hours and outside of normal business hours 

to complete work tasks and manage home priorities. 

 Research sub-question 2.2 

RSQ 2.2: How does ERW affect the engagement of senior administrative staff with 

stakeholders of the institution? 

i) According to the findings, MS Teams meetings are the preferred platform for 

engagement, although Skype for Business and Zoom platforms were also used. Due 

to prolonged load shedding at different intervals, connectivity issues arose. 

ii) Student engagement dropped significantly at the start of ERW. This was suspected to 

be due to technological challenges and a lack of data. 

iii) Participants perceived a lack of direction or effective communication from the 

university’s senior leaders on the way forward. Some participants stated that they relied 

on information from third parties, which was not always reliable. 
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6.4 Recommendations 

In light of the findings above, the following recommendations are presented: 

i) For ERW, the university should communicate future changes and requirements, as 

well as contingency plans, well in advance. Because of COVID-19’s enforced remote 

work, universities were unable to plan for an organisation-wide ERW strategy. The 

findings and insights from this study can be used to inform universities about 

administrative staff experiences with switching to ERW and the importance of 

adequate resourcing. 

ii) Prior experience managing remote teams is valuable and can be obtained by 

providing opportunities within roles such as acting appointments for future 

managers. 

iii) Encourage all senior administrative team members to attend ‘helping managers 

manage’ training. 

iv) The findings also revealed that there are senior administrative staff who would prefer 

to work primarily from home and only go to their offices for specific tasks such as 

face-to-face meetings because they are more productive at home. This interest 

should be encouraged and bolstered by the development of clear remote policies. 

v) Clear remote work policies should be developed and drafted to outline the 

accountabilities, duties, roles and responsibilities of administrative staff who work 

remotely. These policies will also serve as a foundation for measuring performance 

when work remotely. 

vi) The findings also revealed disparities in the home office resources made available 

to staff. Having the same resources fosters a sense of community and a shared 

identity, which may help to address perceived disparities in treatment between 

faculties. For this approach to be successful, faculties must ensure that similar 

resources are available to staff members. 

vii) The university should consider the areas where staff members work remotely, as 

this has an impact on connectivity resources. A staff member who lives in the 

township may require more resources than someone who lives in the suburbs. 

This study has contributed to an understanding of the challenges and opportunities of remote 

work for senior administrative staff in higher education. 

6.5 Limitations and future research 

This research assisted to better explore and understand the challenges and opportunities that 

face university senior administrative staff who work remotely. While the majority of the findings 

are consistent with previous research, there are some limitations that should be mentioned. 

COVID-19 and remote work have affected every member of staff at a South African higher 
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education institution in some way and to varying degrees. No one will be able to emerge from 

this experience untouched (Hedding et al., 2020).  

i) The first limitation is that it has not been possible to show which administrative staff 

has presented which interview information to ensure that members of the university 

could not identify the identities of the participants. Individual differences between  

faculties and their possible links to different staff responses could not be considered, 

limiting the depth of analysis for the qualitative data. 

ii) Another limitation was the short amount of time available, which meant that only senior 

administrative staff could be interviewed. These were purposively chosen in four 

faculties. The study was able to gain valuable insight into these factors as a result of 

this, but the 17 participants are not representative of the many senior administrative 

staff at the university. 

iii) There is limited research on this topic in higher education institutions because most 

researchers are more concerned with student and academic issues (Adam et al., 2016; 

Sablock, 2022). More administrative staff opinions should be gathered to further 

develop this research so that a larger sample can result in more conclusive and 

meaningful data. It is also suggested that, in addition to the views of senior 

administrative staff, perspectives from other key stakeholders such as junior 

administrative staff and those working in service departments be surveyed. This 

ensures that other viewpoints are considered. 

iv) These recommendations may not be appropriate for service departments because they 

do not deal with students and different contexts may necessitate different approaches. 

As a result, they should be considered in a broad and principled sense. 

Future research could be conducted at another university in South Africa using the same 

research design. A comparative study could be carried out to determine the experiences 

of administrative staff members in relation to working remotely, and the scope of the 

research could be expanded to include the hybrid mode. A number of the experiences drew 

attention to problems relating to mental health; consequently, forthcoming research might 

need to concentrate on this facet in greater depth. To obtain additional row data, qualitative 

research could be conducted using focus group data collection methods. The findings from 

that study could then be compared to the findings from this study. Because administrators 

play such an important part in the overall quality of the student experience, additional 

research into their roles could assist educational institutions in shifting their focus away 

from students and teachers and toward the administrators themselves. 
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6.6 Reflection on the research journey 

Procrastination in research is a reality. This is how a three-year Masters journey turned into a 

six-year journey! I began this journey in 2016, and I finished my coursework in record time. 

Doing the research portion of my Master’s degree has been the most difficult, but also the most 

rewarding. Each time my supervisor sends me that ‘almost there Nonnie’ message, I remind 

myself why I started this journey. 

The years 2018 and 2019 were the most difficult years for me, and I was unable to focus on 

my studies, so I decided to put my research on hold. I almost decided not to continue my 

studies at one point, but in 2020, that feeling that I have always had, to finish what I started, 

resurfaced and I never looked back. I have faced numerous challenges, most notably the death 

of my beloved mother in January 2021. She has always been proud of my academic 

accomplishments and has been a strong supporter of this research. Her memory has fuelled 

my desire to complete my research. 

Conducting interviews was both frustrating and rewarding because I could not do them face-

to-face and had to reschedule a few of them to accommodate load shedding for my 

participants. I tried to be as objective as possible when conducting interviews with my 

participants. The experience helped to improve my interpersonal and communication skills, as 

well as my confidence. It also felt like a bonding session with most of the participants, who 

opened up to me and provided me with all of the information I required. 

On September 15, 2021, I had the opportunity to present a paper titled ‘Never let a crisis go to 

waste’ at the CPUT Research, Innovation, Teaching, and Learning in the Age of COVID-19. I 

was extremely nervous and thankful that I had plenty of practice with my supervisor prior to 

the presentation. I also submitted a paper to the International Engaged Scholarship 

Conference, which will be held in Johannesburg from the 14th to the 16th of August 2022. My 

supervisor’s tenacity in all of this has been remarkable and I am grateful for his assistance. 

Overall, I enjoyed the journey and learned a lot about myself. Reading literature from a variety 

of researchers has broadened my knowledge base, and I am considering whether I should 

pursue a PhD as a result of this experience! 
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7 ABBREVIATIONS AND ACRONYMS 

DM    Departmental Manager 

SAS    Senior Administrative Staff 

SAO    Senior Administrative Officer     

ERW    Emergency Remote Work   

RW    Remote Work 

 COVID-19   Coronavirus Disease of 2019    

HEI    Higher Education Institute  
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CPUT    Cape Peninsula University of Technology 
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9 APPENDICES 

9.1 Appendix A: Introductory letter for data collection 

From: Nonnie Falala  
Sent: Wednesday, 24 March 2021 09:34 
To: xxxx 

Cc: Andre de la Harpe <andre@cencra.com> 
Subject: Research Study: Emergency remote work during the COVID-19 Pandemic: Lived 
experiences of employees at a Tertiary Institution 

Dear Departmental Manager 

You are kindly invited to participate in a research study on Emergency remote work during 
the COVID-19 Pandemic: Lived experiences of employees at a Tertiary Institution. The 
findings of this study will contribute towards my Masters programme at the Cape Peninsula 
University of Technology. By participating in this study, you are agreeing to MS Teams or 
Zoom meeting that should take approximately 30 – 45 minutes. 

Please note that your participation in this study is voluntary, anonymous and confidential 
and that you may withdraw your participation at any point. 

This study has been approved by the CPUT Business and Management Sciences Faculty 
Research Ethics Committee on 2 March 2021 and permission to access UCT staff for research 
has been granted (documents attached). 

If you have any questions regarding participation in the study, please contact me at 
nonnie.falala@uct.ac.za or contact my supervisor, Dr Andre de la Harpe Andre, at 
DelaharpeA@cput.ac.za.  

Let me know your availability and I will set up the appointment; anytime on the following dates: 

• Wednesday 31 March 2021 

• Friday 9 April 2021 

• Monday 12 April 2021 

• Tuesday 13 April 2021 

• Wednesday 14 April 

• Thursday 15 April 

• Friday 16 April 

 

Thank you for your participation. 

Sincerely,  

Nongqabutho (Nonnie) Falala 

CPUT student number 215229193 

 

mailto:nonnie.falala@uct.ac.za
mailto:DelaharpeA@cput.ac.za
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9.2 Appendix B: Consent to participate in a research study 
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9.3 Appendix C: Ethics clearance 

 

  



105 

 

9.4 Appendix D: List of participants 

 

 Participant 
Number  

Rank Faculty Objective Status 

1 Departmental 
Manager 

Engineering Explore and understand the 
lived experiences during ERW 

Achieved 

2 Senior Admin 
Officer 

Humanities Explore and understand the 
lived experiences during ERW 

Achieved 

3 Departmental 
Manager 

Engineering Explore and understand the 
lived experiences during ERW 

Achieved 

4 Departmental 
Manager 

Commerce Explore and understand the 
lived experiences during ERW 

Achieved 

5 Departmental 
Manager 

Engineering Explore and understand the 
lived experiences during ERW 

Achieved 

6 Senior Admin 
Officer 

Humanities Explore and understand the 
lived experiences during ERW 

Achieved 

7 Departmental 
Manager 

Science Explore and understand the 
lived experiences during ERW 

Achieved 

8 Ops and 
Finance 
Manager 

Commerce Explore and understand the 
lived experiences during ERW 

Achieved 

9 Departmental 
Manager 

Science Explore and understand the 
lived experiences during ERW 

Achieved 

10 Acting 
Departmental 
Manager 

Commerce Explore and understand the 
lived experiences during ERW 

Achieved 

11 Administrative 
Officer 

Science Explore and understand the 
lived experiences during ERW 

Achieved 

12 Ops and 
Finance 
Manager 

Commerce Explore and understand the 
lived experiences during ERW 

Achieved 

13 Departmental 
Manager 

Engineering Explore and understand the 
lived experiences during ERW 

Achieved 

14 Senior Admin 
Officer  

Commerce Explore and understand the 
lived experiences during ERW 

Achieved 

15 Senior Admin 
Officer 

Humanities Explore and understand the 
lived experiences during ERW 

Achieved 

16 Administrative 
Officer 

Humanities Explore and understand the 
lived experiences during ERW 

Achieved 

17 Administrative 
Officer 

Humanities Explore and understand the 
lived experiences during ERW 

Achieved 
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9.5 Appendix E: Semi-structured questions 

 

RQ1: What are the lived experiences of ERW for senior administrative staff? 

RSQ 1.1: What challenges are associated with remote work for senior administrative staff during the 
COVID-19 lockdown? 

IQ 1.1.1: Which part do you find most difficult when working remotely? What are the challenges associated with 
this? 

IQ 1.1.2: What do you miss the most when working remotely instead of the traditional office? 

RSQ 1.2: What are the opportunities of ERW? 

IQ 1.2.1a: What are the opportunities of working remotely that you have encountered? 

IQ 1.2.1b: How have you adapted your operations in response to ERW?  

IQ 1.2.2: How will this situation change your way of work after COVID-19? 

IQ 1.2.3: What were your expectations of ERW and how did they turn out to be? What have been your 
surprises? 

RSQ 1.3: What are the factors considered necessary for improved ERW for senior administrative staff? 

IQ 1.3.1: What do you believe is required for improved ERW for senior administrative staff? 

IQ 1.3.2: How would you judge your own productivity when working remotely vs. working at the office?  

IQ 1.3.3: Does it take the same time to fulfil a task remotely as at the office? 

RQ2: How do senior administrative staff manage ERW? 

RSQ 2.1:  How has ERW affected the work performance of the senior administrative staff the during 
COVID-19 lockdown? 

IQ 2.1.1:  What are the factors that have impacted your work performance as a result of ERW? 

IQ 2.1.2: Do you know if the university or faculty has an ERW policy? Do you think such a policy is necessary? 
How so? 

IQ 2.1.3: Where do you work from at home and what have you done to improve the ergonomics of your 
workspace? 

IQ 2.1.4:  What resources have been provided to you by your department to create a better work environment 
at home and do you feel you have all that you need to perform your duties? If not, what equipment 
do you think you will need to be more effective? 

IQ 2.1.5:  What are your routines throughout the day and how have they changed from when you worked in 
the office? 

RSQ 2.2: How does ERW affect the engagement of senior administrative staff with stakeholders of the 
institution? 

IQ 2.2.1: What communication channels are used to stay in touch with your stakeholders? What works well 
with the channels and what would you like to change? 

IQ 2.2.2: Do your teams require more help when working remotely than when they are in the office, and are 
their challenges similar or do you believe they have different issues? 

IQ 2.2.3: What are your experiences with student engagements in ERW? 
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9.6 Appendix F: Transcription for P1 
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9.7  Appendix G: Transcription for P2  
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9.8 Appendix H: Transcription for P3 
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9.9 Appendix I: Transcription for P4  
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9.10 Appendix J: Transcription for P5  
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9.11 Appendix K: Transcription for P6  
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9.12 Appendix L: Transcription for P7  
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9.13 Appendix M: Transcription for P8  

 



125 

 

 



126 

 

9.14 Appendix N: Transcription for P9 
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9.15  Appendix O: Transcription for P10  
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9.16 Appendix P: Transcription for P11  
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9.17 Appendix Q: Transcription for P12 
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9.18 Appendix R: Transcription for P13  

 



141 

 

 

 

 



142 

 

9.19  Appendix S: Transcription for P14  
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9.20  Appendix T: Transcription for P15 
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9.21  Appendix U: Transcription for P16  
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9.22 Appendix V: Transcription for P17  
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9.23 Appendix W: Editing certificate  

 


