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Home working good practice 
Almost everyone working at home is covered by laws that 
should protect their health, safety, welfare and wellbeing 
but we can all also do quite a lot to look after ourselves 
and those around us. 
In the UK, the government has tried to “lessen the 
burden” on the self-employed, such as freelances – but 
the guidance can be misleading.  
The position is clearer for other workers. Employers are 
obliged to minimise risks – with “suitable and sufficient” 
assessments used to put “reasonable precautions” in 
place. Union reps can then carry out inspections to make 
sure these are adequate and appropriate. 
Freelances may be exempt from some obligations if they 
work alone. Employers and freelances are liable for risks 
face by visitors to their premises – so freelances working 
in shared accommodation could have liabilities for others 
who enter their work space during work time. 
Risk Assessments (RAs) are a legal duty that employers 
must carry out for home workers under the Management 
of H&S at Work Regulations 1999.  
RAs should identify the risks of hazards, such as stress, 
related to work. Two dimensions need consideration – the 
likelihood of injury or damage to health and the 
seriousness of such damage. 
Measures (called reasonable precautions) should then be 
put into place to minimise or eliminate the hazards. For 
example, employers are responsible for preventing future 
health damage so they should, for example, provide 
suitable office desks and chairs for home use or pay for 
them.  
Aside from the legal obligations of health and safety laws, 
individuals can protect their wellbeing by adopting good 
practice – based on the experience, primarily, of (NUJ) 
freelances who have worked at home for years. 

Define ‘space’; separate work from home 
Setting up a dedicated working area, where possible, will 
help you to separate work-life from home-life. Doing so, 
helps get you into the right frame of mind to start work 
and to turn off when work ends.  

Working hours 
Sharing a home with others will probably affect how you 
can work. Work time and space should be discussed and 
agreed with the others allowing for everyone’s needs. 

These negotiations should include an agreement from 
everyone that boundaries will be respected. You may like 
to agree a way of dealing with disputes, so you don’t end 
having rows and falling out. 
Dressing “properly” before work and changing into 
something more casual afterwards can also help 
establish healthy psychological and physical boundaries 
between work and personal life. 
Having (young) children at home needs careful 
consideration, especially if care or schooling are involved. 
Balancing personal time, work and family life with 
childcare needs thought too.  
Think about what you need and perhaps even write down 
a timetable. You may need to work during “anti-social” 
hours to have time with children during the day. When 
you know what you need, talk to your line manager to 
negotiate the necessary work arrangements. Unions 
expect employers and managers to be reasonable. If you 
run into reluctance or difficulty, contact your NUJ chapel 
rep, a branch activist or union official so they can advise, 
represent or accompany you in such negotiations.  

Take regular short breaks 
Taking regular breaks is essential. Try following the 20-
20-20 rule. Every 20 minutes take 20 seconds to look at 
something at least 20 feet away. Ideally, get up and walk 
over to whatever you’re looking at to stretch your legs and 
rest your eyes. Try to take a break of 5-10 minutes every 
50-60 minutes. Make a drink, chat to someone, or simply 
walk round the room or do an exercise of some sort. 
Always make time for a meal break away from your 
workstation. Meal breaks are important and can help 
lessen stress or anxiety and even increase your 
performance and productivity. If you can, get outside for 
some air, go for a walk or chat to a colleague (on the 
phone); if you don’t want to swap notes about home 
working (or the great benefits of being in a union such as 
the NUJ!) talk about any mutual interest. 

Go out for some fresh air 
Don’t spend the whole day or shift indoors hunched over 
a laptop working non-stop. Be sure to plan in some time 
to go outside each day, before, after or during the working 
day, as far as any local lockdown regulations allow. Go 
for a run or a walk if you can or go shopping, for instance.  
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Socialise with colleagues 
Keep in touch with colleagues. Move “water-cooler 
conversations” to the phone or online – but, for social 
time, try move away from your workstation so the work-
life boundary is respected and maintained. The same 
goes for online evening or weekend social events – but 
don’t hurt yourself by using a laptop uncomfortably. 

Remember the days before e-mail… 
E-mail and online chat can be quick and easy but they 
change how we interact with others. Before you send an 
electronic message or e-mail, ask yourself whether you 
could have the conversation on the phone, simply so you 
hear another voice and the exchange is less stilted or 
formal. Use written communication after this so you have 
a record of what’s been said and you don’t have to rely on 
each other’s memories.  

Know when to stop 
Everyone wants to finish the job, especially towards the 
end of the day, rather than having to go back to a task in 
the morning. So, it’s all too tempting to keep going, telling 
yourself “just another ten minutes”. Without noticing, you 
could still be at your workstation two hours later – and 
that’s not good for your wellbeing or your effectiveness. 
During the early weeks of the Covid-19 lockdown in 2020, 
many working at home found themselves working extra or 
very long hours .  
International work, different time zones, 24-hour shift 
patterns and colleagues not knowing who works when all 
place extra demands on time.  
Feeding social media has seen “digital creep” become 
endemic in journalism. Those other than freelances 
should have contracts of employment that include 
working hours and holiday entitlements. If you work 
longer than your contract hours, you’re donating your time 
to your employer – and letting work take priority over your 
home and family life. (Freelances can always, if they 
want, negotiate deals that specify availability.) 
Unpredictable hours go with the territory in many aspects 
of journalism but managing these should be flexible, not 
unrealistic. Colleagues should know when you are “on 
call” and when you’re not and so no one has or faces 
unrealistic expectations. 
If you need a (phone) for work, try to have that’s for work 
only – and turn it off when you finish work. Similarly, shut 
down a (work) computer or at least log off from work 
software when you finish, setting up automatic “out of 
office” replies if necessary. Work-related social media 
accounts should also be turned off at the end of work.  
Chapels should negotiate e-mail/social media “protocols” 
so people are not expected to work outside their 
contracted hours and colleagues (or contacts) do not 
automatically expect out-of-hours or weekend replies. 

Collective messages (by e-mail or WhatsApp groups for 
example) should not be sent outside agreed times. 
At the end of each working day, turn off a work phone or 
at least check who is calling before answering. Let work-
related calls go to voicemail. Turn off computers or if it’s 
time for personal use and it’s practical to do so, move 
such devices away from the workstation. 
Also remember that the nature of light radiation from any 
close screens can inhibit sleep, so try to turn them off at 
least half an hour before bed. 

Raising issues and seeking support 
If you (start to) feel overwhelmed and to experience work-
related stress because of overwork, unrealistic 
expectations and timescales, an uncomfortable and 
impractical work station, then you should talk to the union. 
Start with a chapel rep (if you’re in a chapel), or someone 
in your branch or an NUJ organiser. Most should have 
health and safety training and know how to advise, 
accompany and represent you. 
Nearly all these factors are covered by health and safety 
legislation and regulation in the Republic of Ireland and 
the UK as well as being in EU directives incorporated in 
the national laws of member states. UK employers are 
responsible for the health and safety of their employees 
wherever they work – even outside the country. 
The NUJ has a wide range of health and safety notes 
produced for chapel reps, branch activists and the union’s 
staff. Safety reps have legal rights to inspect places of 
work – including homes. The notes include a checklist for 
such inspections so risk assessments and reasonable 
precautions can be monitored to ensure they meet 
minimum legal requirements. During periods of social 
distancing, inspections may have to be carried out by 
talking to people on the phone or using photographs and 
video.  
Also, if you have any doubt about your “employment 
status” – whether you’re an employee, a worker, or self-
employed – talk to an NUJ organiser as the legal 
obligations for and on each may be different.  
None of these factors is trivial; each can quickly damage 
physical or mental health so as soon as anything doesn’t 
feel right, talk to someone in the union. That conversation 
alone might be enough to protect your mental health or it 
could be the start of a more involved process to ensure 
that your health, safety, welfare and wellbeing are as safe 
and protected as they should be. Never be afraid to ask. 
 
 


