
British Journal of Management, Vol. 00, 1–22 (2023)
DOI: 10.1111/1467-8551.12751

Health Risks Related to COVID-19,
Psychological Distress and Perceived

Productivity

Sarah Park 1 and Michael Koch2

1University of Leicester School of Business, University of Leicester, London Road, Leicester, LE2 1RQ,
UK2Brunel Business School, Brunel University London, Kingston Lane, Uxbridge, UB8 3PH, UK

Corresponding author email: sk1003@leicester.ac.uk

The COVID-19 pandemic has affected the lives of billions around the globe. Yet, our un-
derstanding of its impact on psychological distress and work productivity remains limited.
Using data from two waves of the Understanding Society COVID-19 study, a representa-
tive British survey of reactions to the COVID-19 pandemic, comprising 5829 individuals,
we find that perceived health risks related to COVID-19 affect the productivity of work-
ing individuals negatively via increased psychological distress. Results also show that the
extent of homeworking amplifies the negative relationship between psychological distress
and productivity. Additionally, we find that the negative relationship between psychologi-
cal distress and productivity is stronger for self-employed individuals compared to those
who are in paid employment. Psychological distress, self-employment status and gender
jointly interact in reducing productivity, such that self-employed women experience the
strongest decline in productivity. We discuss the implications of our findings in light of
supporting individuals to reduce psychological distress and maintain their productivity
following the COVID-19 pandemic.

Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic has been the greatest
single threat to health, especially mental health,
since the Second World War (e.g. Sampling, 2020;
Zacher and Rudolph, 2021). The social and eco-
nomic consequences of the pandemic, such as
lockdowns and business shutdowns, have created
significant psychological burdens for countless in-
dividuals around the world (e.g. Klebe, Felfe and
Klug, 2021; Koch and Schermuly, 2021; Yen et al.,
2021). Despite advances in pharmaceutical and
medical interventions which reduce the threat of
coronavirus, the COVID-19 pandemic continues
to affect individuals’ lives, and is expected to cre-
ate further psychological distress and wreak ‘long-
lasting havoc on societies and workplaces’ (Kniffin
et al., 2021, p. 65).

Psychological distress, which is ubiquitous in
contemporary workplaces (e.g. Flaxman and
Bond, 2010), is a highly relevant phenomenon in
the context of work. It is widely associatedwith ad-
verse consequences for workers, such as increased
absenteeism and turnover intentions (e.g. deCroon
et al., 2004; Hardy, Woods and Wall, 2003). There
is some evidence to suggest that psychological dis-
tress has a negative impact on individual perfor-
mance (e.g. Cheng and McCarthy, 2018; Jones,
Latreille and Sloane, 2016; Lim and Tai, 2014),
but this evidence is limited to smaller samples of
workers in specific occupations and mostly does
not consider the impact of major life events such
as the COVID-19 pandemic on psychological dis-
tress. An emerging stream of research has investi-
gated individual performance during the COVID-
19 pandemic. These studies mostly examine how

© 2023 The Authors. British Journal of Management published by JohnWiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British Academy
of Management.
This is an open access article under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License, which permits use, distri-
bution and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited.

https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6458-0225
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1111%2F1467-8551.12751&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2023-07-12


2 S. Park and M. Koch

work-related factors linked to COVID-19 affect
employee performance, including, for example,
communication (Shockley et al., 2021a), job in-
security (Lian et al., 2022) and changes in work–
family interfaces (Vaziri et al., 2020). However, re-
search has not elucidated how the perceived risk of
contracting COVID-19 itself is related to changes
in productivity at work. Addressing this gap is im-
portant, as health risks from COVID-19 are ubiq-
uitous, unavoidable and affect all working individ-
uals, regardless of their work context (Fu et al.,
2021). Investigating towhat extent they affect work
productivity also allows us to better understand
how stressful life events and societal crises affect
work outcomes (Lian et al., 2022).

Psychological distress may have presented a par-
ticular challenge for people working from home
in the course of the COVID-19 pandemic. Home-
working during the pandemic required individuals
to deal with numerous challenges, such as main-
taining boundaries between work and non-work,
coordinating with other workers and navigating
their own and others’ space at home (Kniffin et al.,
2021). These activities may interfere with work
(Perry,Rubino andHunter, 2018), raising the ques-
tion of whether homeworking has affected people’s
ability to maintain their productivity in the face of
the significant psychological distress accompany-
ing the COVID-19 pandemic.

Psychological distress is also particularly salient
for the self-employed (Kleine and Schmitt, 2021).
Self-employed individuals have greater autonomy
and flexibility (Hundley, 2001). However, they also
experience income insecurity, risk of business fail-
ure, long working hours, complex job demands
and limited financial and social support (e.g.
Chadwick andRaver, 2019; Gorgievski et al., 2010;
Patel and Rietveld, 2020; Reid, Patel and Wolfe,
2018), all of which make self-employed individ-
uals more liable to psychological distress. During
the COVID-19 pandemic, many self-employed in-
dividuals felt that they were ‘at breaking point’
(Hurley, 2020), with their lives on hold (Hewison,
2020), overwhelmed by the fear that their business
would not survive the pandemic (Murray, Obordo
and Otte, 2020). This distress can have especially
deleterious consequences for work performance.
Despite the salience of psychological distress for
self-employed individuals, and its potential impact
on performance, previous research offers limited
insight regarding the relationship between mental
health and productivity (Hessels et al., 2018).

Drawing on self-regulation theory (Bauer and
Baumeister, 2011), and using representative data
from the United Kingdom encompassing 5829 in-
dividuals, we investigate how psychological dis-
tressmediates the relationship between health risks
related to COVID-19 and individual productivity,
and how this relationship varies depending on the
extent of homeworking and self-employment sta-
tus. Additionally, we examine three-way interac-
tions between psychological distress, homework-
ing and gender as well as psychological distress,
self-employment status and gender in predicting
productivity. Examining gender differences is es-
pecially important, as caring and domestic re-
sponsibilities during the pandemic might have led
to more work–home interference for women, af-
fecting their ability to maintain their productivity
while working from home. Women also face dis-
tinct challenges with regard to being self-employed
(Saridakis, Marlow and Storey, 2014), coping with
the consequences of COVID-19 (Kniffin et al.,
2021) and how they self-regulate their behaviour
to maintain performance (Hyde, 2014).

This study makes multiple contributions. First,
it extends the literature on psychological distress
and work performance (e.g. Cheng andMcCarthy,
2018; De Clercq, Haq and Azeem, 2017; Jones,
Latreille and Sloane, 2016; Lim and Tai, 2014)
by analysing how a continuing distressing event
such as the COVID-19 pandemic impacts the pro-
ductivity of working individuals (Rudolph et al.,
2021).We show that stressors originally emanating
outside work, such as the COVID-19 pandemic,
can influence work performance. Our study also
adds to our understanding of the performance im-
plications of physical health, an important yet un-
derstudied area of research (Hill et al., 2022).

Our research enriches the ongoing debate on the
impact of new forms of work organization. More
specifically, we contribute to the debate on the im-
pact of homeworking arrangements (Bailey and
Kurland, 2002; Lapierre et al., 2016; Martínez-
Sánchez et al., 2008; Redman, Snape and Ashurst,
2009). Most research that examines the relation-
ship between homeworking and performance can-
not readily be generalized to the context of the
COVID-19 pandemic, as it focused mostly on
individuals who worked from home voluntarily,
whereas the pandemic created a sudden require-
ment for homeworking, for which many individ-
uals and organizations were not fully prepared
(Kniffin et al., 2021; Wang et al., 2021).
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COVID-19, Psychological Distress and Perceived Productivity 3

Our study demonstrates that homeworking dur-
ing the COVID-19 pandemic may have hindered
people’s ability to cope with the psychological dis-
tress from COVID-19, resulting in lower produc-
tivity. This contributes to the hitherto inconclu-
sive research on the performance impact of home-
working during the COVID-19 pandemic (e.g. De-
ole, Deter and Huang, 2023; Kitagawa et al., 2021)
and responds to calls for a better understanding
of the repercussions of homeworking during the
COVID-19 pandemic (Beech and Anseel, 2020;
Kniffin et al., 2021). By investigating how home-
working and psychological distress jointly impact
productivity, we provide novel insights beyond the
direct effect of enforced homeworking on indi-
vidual performance during the COVID-19 pan-
demic. This result also has important managerial
implications. As homeworking is likely to remain
widespread even after the pandemic (George et al.,
2022), we require a better understanding of how it
might contribute to (or impede) individual perfor-
mance, and how organizations may manage indi-
vidual homeworking more successfully.

Furthermore, our study enriches the litera-
ture on mental well-being and work performance
of self-employed individuals (e.g. Hmieleski and
Sheppard, 2019; Wiklund et al., 2019) by elucidat-
ing the differential impact of psychological distress
on the productivity of the self-employed. Despite
a growing scholarly interest in the consequences of
well-being for self-employed individuals (Stephan,
2018), there is a dearth of work on the relation-
ship between mental health and productivity for
self-employed individuals (Hessels et al., 2018).
Our study demonstrates how events such as the
COVID-19 pandemic affect the productivity of the
self-employed more negatively compared to indi-
viduals in paid employment.

Our study also enriches the literature examin-
ing how homeworking affects men and women
differently (Ashman et al., 2022; Gajendran and
Harrison, 2007; Song and Gao, 2020). While pre-
vious research suggests that women might have
been particularly disadvantaged by homeworking
during the COVID-19 pandemic because of in-
creased domestic and caring demands (Butter-
ick and Charlwood, 2021; Hughes and Donnelly,
2022), we demonstrate that psychological distress
does not affect the productivity of homeworking
women more negatively.

Finally, we extend the research on gender differ-
ences in self-employment (e.g. Jennings and Brush,

2013; Robb and Watson, 2012) by examining how
self-employed women respond to psychological
distress differently in the context of work. Self-
employed women face unique challenges which
might affect their productivity, including work–
family interference or a lack of access to resources
and services (Pines, Lerner and Schwartz, 2010).
Some of these challenges were exacerbated during
the COVID-19 pandemic (Alon et al., 2020).

Theory and hypotheses
Self-regulation theory

Self-regulation is the ‘capacity to alter the self and
its responses to bring them into line with vari-
ous standards, such as goals and ideals’ (DeWall
et al., 2008, p. 1655). For example, changing one’s
behaviour to follow rules, match ideals or pur-
sue goals is a form of self-regulation (Baumeis-
ter and Vohs, 2007). Effective self-regulation re-
quires several elements. One element is a personal
standard that one wants to achieve (Baumeis-
ter and Vohs, 2007). A second element is moni-
toring, as effective self-regulation is not possible
without tracking it (Baumeister and Vohs, 2007).
A third ingredient required by self-regulation is
self-regulatory strength, colloquially known as
willpower (Inzlicht and Schmeichel, 2012). Re-
search suggests that individuals have a limited
capacity for self-regulation (Baumeister et al.,
1998). Specifically, self-regulatory strength is a fi-
nite resource which becomes temporarily depleted
when engaging in self-regulation, which affects
subsequent self-regulation tasks negatively. For
instance, if one engages in an activity at work
that requires self-regulation, then self-regulatory
strength as a resource becomes depleted, lead-
ing to poorer self-regulation and therefore poorer
performance in subsequent work tasks. The state
of depletion of resources for self-regulation is
commonly termed ego depletion (Baumeister and
Vohs, 2007). Activities which are sensitive to ego
depletion are, for example, emotion regulation,
suppression of thoughts or going through un-
certain situations (Bauer and Baumeister, 2011;
Baumeister and Vohs, 2016). Many work-related
activities are also prone to ego depletion, including
decision-making, reasoning, planning and intelli-
gent thought (Bauer and Baumeister, 2011). This
illustrates the importance of self-regulation for in-
dividual performance.

© 2023 The Authors. British Journal of Management published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British
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4 S. Park and M. Koch

Health risk, psychological distress and productivity

Psychological distress is ‘a mental state charac-
terized by negative thoughts and feelings related
to anxiety, fear, or depression’ (Restubog, Scott
and Zagenczyk, 2011, p. 714). Psychological dis-
tress related to the COVID-19 pandemic mainly
emanates from fear of the disease itself. Fear is
‘one of the central emotional responses during a
pandemic’ (Van Bavel et al., 2020, p. 461). In the
case of COVID-19, fear was compounded by el-
evated infection and death rates (Hetkamp et al.,
2020). According to Terror Management Theory
(TMT), significant health risks such as COVID-19
become threats to self-preservation and reminders
of one’s own mortality (Greenberg and Arndt,
2012), impacting a person’s physical and psycho-
logical well-being (Arndt et al., 2005). As the death
toll attributable toCOVID-19 rose, andmedia cov-
erage of the pandemic became ubiquitous, indi-
viduals were constantly reminded of this existen-
tial threat. According to Anglim and Horwood
(2021), fear of death and sickness was the most
important source of psychological distress dur-
ing the COVID-19 pandemic. This severe fear is
likely to persist even after the pandemic (Duan and
Zhu, 2020). Individuals form their own percep-
tions about the threat of contracting an infectious
disease (Ferrer and Klein, 2015), and these per-
ceptions can impact psychological distress. Dur-
ing previous global pandemics, such as SARS, not
only actual infections but also the perceived risk
of infection contributed to increased psychologi-
cal distress of healthcare workers (Nickell et al.,
2004; Styra et al., 2008). Similarly, we would ex-
pect that perceived health risks related to COVID-
19 are likely to be related to higher levels of psy-
chological distress.

Maintaining productivity at work requires ef-
fective self-regulation, which exerts self-regulatory
resources (Cheng and McCarthy, 2018). However,
coping with psychological distress from health
risks related to COVID-19 also requires indi-
viduals to draw upon these resources, diverting
them away from work-related tasks. For example,
suppressing thoughts of death which might oc-
cur during the pandemic requires self-regulation,
which depletes self-regulatory resources (Gail-
liot, Schmeichel and Baumeister, 2006). These
resources are then not available for other self-
regulation processes. Increased psychological dis-
tress resulting from the health risks related to

COVID-19 may slow down or prevent individuals
from performing other tasks which require self-
regulation (Bauer and Baumeister, 2011), such as
work-related tasks. This suggests that psychologi-
cal distress affects productivity negatively.

Combining the above arguments, and consistent
with previous research which has established that
psychological distress can act as a mediator be-
tween stressful life events and productivity out-
comes (Lim and Tai, 2014), we expect that the per-
ceived health risk related to COVID-19 influences
productivity through psychological distress. This
leads to the following hypothesis:

H1: Psychological distress mediates the negative
relationship between the perceived health risk
related to COVID-19 and productivity.

Homeworking

Homeworking, which is sometimes labelled tele-
working, telecommuting or virtual working (Adisa
et al., 2022; Beauregard, Basile and Canónico,
2019; Gajendran, Harrison and Delaney-Klinger,
2015), involves shifting the location of work from
the office to the home (Tietze and Nadin, 2011).
The COVID-19 pandemic posed numerous chal-
lenges for people working from home, such as re-
duced face-to-face interactions with co-workers.
This curtailed spontaneous employee interactions,
which are important for sharing knowledge and
obtaining information, as well as emotional and
social support (Adisa et al., 2022; Charalampous
et al., 2019; Waizenegger et al., 2020). From a
self-regulation perspective, less feedback and guid-
ance from co-workers requires homeworkers to ex-
ert more efforts for self-leadership, including self-
observation, self-goal-setting and self-rewarding
(Müller and Niessen, 2019). These activities de-
plete self-regulatory resources (Schlaegel, Gunkel
and Taras, 2023). Without access to an office, indi-
viduals are also required to expend more time and
energy in contacting colleagues in order to coor-
dinate work, obtain approvals and complete basic
tasks (Perry, Rubino and Hunter, 2018). These in-
creased communication efforts also undermine the
self-regulatory resources required for maintaining
productivity (Orhan et al., 2021).

A lack of exposure to co-workers also leads
to role ambiguities and uncertainty with regard
to one’s status (Perry, Rubino and Hunter, 2018;
Sardeshmukh, Sharma and Golden, 2012), which

© 2023 The Authors. British Journal of Management published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British
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COVID-19, Psychological Distress and Perceived Productivity 5

in turn is related to ego depletion (Baumeister and
Vohs, 2016). Furthermore, homeworking during
the COVID-19 pandemic has led to workspaces in-
truding on home life (Ashman et al., 2022) and
the blurring of boundaries between home and
work (Adisa et al., 2022). Combined with the in-
creased workload that often characterized work-
ing from home during the COVID-19 pandemic
(Adisa et al., 2022), work–home interference likely
made significant demands on individuals’ capac-
ity for self-regulation. Furthermore, working from
home in a virtual environment is cognitively and
emotionally taxing. ‘Zoom fatigue’ (Waizenegger
et al., 2020), which depletes self-regulatory re-
sources (Johnson and Mabry, 2022) and is asso-
ciated with lower engagement and voice at work
(Shockley et al., 2021b), should ultimately affect
productivity negatively.

In summary, the numerous challenges related
to homeworking during the COVID-19 pandemic
depleted psychological resources (Charalampous
et al., 2019; Gajendran, Harrison and Delaney-
Klinger, 2015; Perry, Rubino and Hunter, 2018),
preventing individuals from coping with the psy-
chological distress due to the pandemic. This im-
plies that psychological distress from COVID-19
should have a stronger negative impact on produc-
tivity for individuals working from home, leading
to the following hypothesis:

H2: Homeworking moderates the relationship be-
tween psychological distress and productiv-
ity, such that the negative relationship be-
tween psychological distress and productivity
is stronger in individuals working from home
compared to individuals who do not work
from home.

Self-employment

Compared to individuals in paid employment, the
self-employed typically enjoy greater job auton-
omy. In the absence of supervision, self-employed
people are able to control how, when and where
they perform their work (e.g. Benz and Frey, 2008;
Lange, 2012). In addition, they often perceive their
work to be more interesting, are able to use their
skills more fully and perform a greater variety
of tasks (Hundley, 2001). Thus, the self-employed
may possess greater psychological resources, which
might buffer the negative impact of psychological
distress on productivity.

On the other hand, self-employment is gener-
ally associated with higher job demands and more
complex tasks, which require substantial self-
regulation (Hessels, Rietveld and van der Zwan,
2017). During the COVID-19 pandemic, job de-
mands were particularly pronounced for self-
employed individuals (Patel and Rietveld, 2020),
who were more likely to experience a depletion of
the psychological resources necessary for regulat-
ing psychological distress as they engaged in cogni-
tively demanding work (Patel and Rietveld, 2020).
Compared to individuals in paid employment, the
productivity of self-employed individuals relies
more heavily on their capacity to make decisions
effectively (Bencsik and Chuluun, 2021). Effortful
decision-making also requires self-regulatory re-
sources, which are diminished under psychological
distress (Bauer and Baumeister, 2011).
In addition, the self-employed typically work

longer hours than individuals in paid employment
(Schonfeld and Mazzola, 2015) and have to be ‘al-
ways on’ (Hilbrecht and Lero, 2014). As breaks
can help prevent ego depletion (Tyler and Burns,
2008), self-employed individuals have fewer op-
portunities to replenish self-regulatory resources.
Earnings from self-employment, which are gener-
ally low and volatile, were even more at risk dur-
ing the pandemic (Patel and Rietveld, 2020), cre-
ating significant uncertainty (Giones et al., 2020).
Moreover, self-employed individuals feel responsi-
ble for their business and the people they employ
(Boyd and Gumpert, 1983), and coping with this
stress requires self-regulatory resources. The evi-
dence outlined above suggests that self-employed
individuals were more likely to experience a deple-
tion of their self-regulatory resources during the
COVID-19 pandemic, making it more difficult for
them to self-regulate their work productivity. We
therefore hypothesize:

H3: Self-employment status moderates the rela-
tionship between psychological distress and
productivity, such that the negative relation-
ship between psychological distress and pro-
ductivity is stronger when individuals are
self-employed compared to paid-employed.

Gender

Individuals use different coping strategies, that is,
changes to their behaviours, thoughts or emotions,
to deal with stressors (Carr and Umberson, 2013).

© 2023 The Authors. British Journal of Management published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British
Academy of Management.
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6 S. Park and M. Koch

While problem-based coping consists of taking ac-
tion against the stressor in order to eliminate it,
emotion-based coping consists of altering feelings
about the stressor, including denial or psycholog-
ical distancing (Restubog, Scott and Zagenczyk,
2011). The COVID-19 pandemic could be re-
garded as an unavoidable stressor, as it was difficult
for individuals to entirely avoid being faced with
COVID-19 or prevent this stressor from recurring
altogether. This implies that problem-based cop-
ing was largely ineffective for dealing with the psy-
chological distress from the COVID-19 pandemic,
making emotion-based coping a more viable al-
ternative coping strategy. Prior research has found
that emotion-based coping is especially effective
when the stressor cannot be removed (Reynolds
et al., 2000).

Whereas men rely more often on problem-
focused coping and attempt to suppress emotions,
women are more likely to employ emotion-based
coping strategies, such as releasing their feelings
or distracting themselves (Carr and Umberson,
2013; Matud, 2004). Using emotion-based coping
is more effective for dealing with the psychological
distress from COVID-19 than efforts to suppress
emotions, which are likely to be used more often
by men (Carver and Vargas, 2011).

On the other hand, women are also more likely
to use rumination to regulate psychological dis-
tress (Hyde, 2014). Rumination refers to ‘repetitive
thoughts concerning one’s present distress’ (Con-
way et al., 2000, p. 404). Women’s stronger reliance
on rumination is partly due to their belief that psy-
chological distress is difficult to control (Nolen-
Hoeksema and Corte, 2004). Instead of being an
effective self-regulation strategy, rumination can
interfere with problem-solving and leads to be-
havioural paralysis (Ward et al., 2003), which in
turn can have a negative impact on individual pro-
ductivity.

Successful coping with psychological distress
also requires social support (Schneiderman, Iron-
son and Siegel, 2005). Women generally spend dis-
proportionately more time on domestic work and
caretaking (Cerrato and Cifre, 2018), but receive
less social support for work and family problems
than men (Malach Pines et al., 2011). In addition,
during the COVID-19 pandemic, women were of-
ten required to take on evenmore caring and child-
care responsibilities (Rudolph et al., 2021), which
require self-regulatory resources. These domestic

activities interfere with homeworking and blur the
boundary between home and work. Women work-
ing from home were often required to entirely
rearrange their work and home lives as a result
of the pandemic (Ashman et al., 2022). As a re-
sult, women were more likely to experience a de-
pletion of their self-regulatory resources during
the COVID-19 pandemic (Rothbard, Beetz and
Harari, 2021), making it more difficult to self-
regulate their work productivity.

The depletion or lack of self-regulatory re-
sources should also have adverse effects for the
work productivity of self-employed women, who
are more likely to experience lower self-regulatory
resources because of increased demands not only
in the domestic domain, but in particular with
regard to their work. Specifically, self-employed
women are often active in lower-value and more
precarious service and retail sectors (Grashuis,
2021), which are disproportionately affected by
government restrictions such as lockdowns and
business closures (Kalenkoski and Pabilonia,
2022). Self-employed women have limited access
to social and financial capital (Martinez Dy and
Jayawarna, 2020), which endangered the survival
of their businesses during the pandemic. These
multiple, complex difficulties in the business en-
vironment of self-employed women drained their
psychological resources and hindered their ability
to deal with the psychological distress from health
risks related to COVID-19. This should depress
the productivity of self-employed women more
strongly.

Based on the above arguments, we hypothe-
size:

H4a: There is a three-way interaction between
homeworking, gender and psychological
distress on productivity. Specifically, the
moderating effect of homeworking on the
relationship between psychological distress
and productivity will be stronger for women
than men.

H4b: There is a three-way interaction between
self-employment status, gender and psycho-
logical distress on productivity. Specifically,
the moderating effect of self-employment
status on the relationship between psycho-
logical distress and productivity will be
stronger for women than men.

© 2023 The Authors. British Journal of Management published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British
Academy of Management.
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Methodology
Data

To test our hypotheses, we use the Understand-
ing Society COVID-19 study (University of Es-
sex, 2021), which surveys the experiences and reac-
tions of the general population to the COVID-19
pandemic. This includes all members of the reg-
ular Understanding Society samples (i.e. house-
holds who participated in waves 8 or 9 of Under-
standing Society). Household samples are prob-
ability samples of postal addresses. Household
members aged 16+ of eligible sample house-
holds were invited to participate in the COVID-19
study in April 2020 (Institute for Social and Eco-
nomic Research, 2021). The Understanding Soci-
ety COVID-19 study conducted surveys at multi-
ple points in time in 2020. We use waves 4 and 5,
which were collected in July and September 2020,
respectively. Wave 5 includes data on work condi-
tions, including our dependent variable productiv-
ity, which were not collected at every single wave
of the survey. We only included those individuals
whowere employed throughout the data collection
period and who had the same employment status
(self-employed, in paid employment or hybrid) in
both surveys. Our overall sample includes 5829 in-
dividuals.

Variables

Perceived health risk relating to COVID-19 (Time
1) is measured with responses to the question ‘In
your view, how likely is it that you will contract
COVID-19 in the next month?’ We reverse-coded
the original scale to 1 = very unlikely, 2 = un-
likely, 3= likely and 4= very likely, for easier inter-
pretation. Similar single-item measures are com-
monly used to assess perceived health risks, includ-
ing the risk of infection with COVID-19 (e.g. Kim,
Nyengerai andMendenhall, 2022; Xin et al., 2020;
Yıldırım, Geçer and Akgül, 2021).

Psychological distress (Time 1) is measured with
the General Health Questionnaire (GHQ-12). The
12 items of the GHQ-12 are assessed on a four-
point scale (less than usual, no more than usual,
rather more than usual and much more than
usual). Example items are ‘Have you recently felt
constantly under strain?’ and ‘Have you recently
lost much sleep over worry?’ In the data, the over-
all score, ranging from 0 to 36, is provided for each

individual (a score of 0 to 3 is assigned for each
item and the scores are summed across items). The
GHQ-12 is usually assessed by this method (e.g.
Abreu et al., 2019). TheGHQ-12 is one of themost
widely used instruments for assessing psychologi-
cal distress, especially in work-related settings (e.g.
Hystad and Johnsen, 2020; Pepe et al., 2021), and
shows excellent reliability and validity (e.g. Böhnke
and Croudace, 2016; Goldberg et al., 1997).
Perceived productivity (Time 2) is measured

with responses to the question ‘Please think about
how much work you get done per hour these days.
How does that compare to how much you would
have got done per hour back in January/February
2020?’ This question is part of the ‘Working con-
ditions’ module of the survey and posed along-
side other questions related to the work context
of the respondent. This question was only asked
if the respondent was employed or self-employed,
and specifically refers to the respondent’s work.
For ease of interpretation, we reverse-coded the
original scale to 1 = I get much less done, 2 =
I get a little less done, 3 = I get about the same
done, 4 = I get a little more done and 5 = I
get much more done. Single-item measures can be
used when the underlying construct is clear to re-
spondents, sufficiently narrow and unidimensional
instead of multidimensional (Wanous and Hudy,
2001). Previous research has established that such
conditions are fulfilled for even seemingly complex
constructs such as job satisfaction, life satisfac-
tion and self-esteem (Fisher, Matthews and Gib-
bons, 2016;Nagy, 2002; Robins,Hendin andTrzes-
niewski, 2001; Wanous, Reichers and Hudy, 1997).
We argue that the question assessing productivity
outlined above is sufficiently clear and unequivocal
to fulfil these conditions as well. Similar measures
of productivity have been used in previous research
(Bal and De Lange, 2015; Hughes et al., 2018;
Klebe, Felfe and Klug, 2021; Rogelberg et al.,
2006; Sayre, Grandey and Almeida, 2021). Objec-
tive as well as subjective performance measures
also have equivalent relationships with indepen-
dent variables and are positively correlated, pro-
viding evidence of convergent validity (Bommer
et al., 1995; Wall et al., 2004).
Homeworking is a categorical variable with the

categories never, sometimes, often and always, cor-
responding to the categories used by Understand-
ing Society. Self-employment status is a categorical
variable which includes the categories employed,
self-employed and hybrid, where the latter refers to

© 2023 The Authors. British Journal of Management published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British
Academy of Management.
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8 S. Park and M. Koch

individuals who pursue paid employment and self-
employment simultaneously. Prior work on self-
employment also categorized working individuals
into the same three categories (Folta, Delmar and
Wennberg, 2010). Gender is a dummy variable and
coded as 1 for female and 0 for male.

Our analyses include several control variables.
Age is captured in years. Partnership status is a di-
chotomous variable coded as 1 if livingwith a part-
ner, and 0 otherwise. Ethnicity is a categorical vari-
able which includes the categories White, Mixed,
Asian, Black and Other. Demographic character-
istics such as age and social roles (e.g. being a
spouse) are important determinants of psycho-
logical distress and productivity (e.g. Drapeau,
Marchand and Beaulieu-Prévost, 2011; Göbel and
Zwick, 2012). Number of children (0–4 years old)
is a categorical variable coded as 0 for no children
up to 4 years, 1 for one child up to 4 years and 2 for
two or more children up to 4 years old. Number of
children (5–15 years old) is a categorical variable
coded as 0 for no children between 5 and 15 years,
1 for one child between 5 and 15 years, 2 for two
children between 5 and 15 years and 3 for three or
more children between 5 and 15 years old. These
categories correspond to how data were collected
by Understanding Society. Prior studies show a
relationship between having children and psycho-
logical distress as well as productivity (Astin and
Davis, 1985; Bird, 1997). Long-term health condi-
tion is a dichotomous variable coded as 1 if the re-
spondent has a long-term health condition, and 0
otherwise. Previous work indicates that long-term
illnesses can impact psychological distress and pro-
ductivity (e.g. Boles, Pelletier and Lynch, 2004;
Drapeau, Marchand and Beaulieu-Prévost, 2011).
Working hours measure hours worked. Industry
includes 21 industries according to the UK Stan-
dard Industrial Classification (SIC). The relation-
ship between psychological distress and produc-
tivity should also differ according to industry, as
COVID-19 has had a stronger impact on work
in industries such as services, tourism and trans-
portation.

Analysis and results

Table 1 displays the descriptive statistics and
correlation coefficients for study variables. Inter-
variable correlations are generally low. Individuals
in our sample are 47.7 years old on average and

58.4% of the individuals are women. 12% of the
individuals are self-employed.

We tested our hypotheses by running a series of
ordinary least-squares regression models in Stata.
We first examined the first and second stage of the
mediation model (Models 1 and 2 in Table 2), fol-
lowed by an estimation of the indirect effect of per-
ceived health risk relating to COVID-19 on pro-
ductivity via psychological distress in order to test
H1. Subsequently, we calculated two-way (Model 3
in Table 2) as well as three-way interactions (Model
4 in Table 2) to test H2–H4b.

To investigate the mediating role of psychologi-
cal distress in the relationship between health risk
related to COVID-19 and productivity, we first
tested the direct relationship between health risk
related to COVID-19 and psychological distress.
Model 1 in Table 2 reports the results of this analy-
sis. The coefficient for perceived health risk relating
to COVID-19 is positive and significant. Next, we
tested the direct relationship between psycholog-
ical distress and productivity. Model 2 in Table 2
shows that the coefficient for psychological dis-
tress is negative and significant. In order to test the
mediating relationship, we used the SPSS macro
PROCESS (Hayes, 2018) to calculate the indirect
effect of perceived health risk relating to COVID-
19 on productivity via psychological distress. We
generated estimates with 95% bias-corrected boot-
strap confidence intervals, using 10,000 bootstrap
samples. In mediation analyses, bias-corrected
bootstrapping is the recommended resampling
method for obtaining balanced confidence in-
tervals (MacKinnon, Lockwood and Williams,
2004). Bootstrapping based on 10,000 resamples
is considered sufficient for obtaining consistent
model estimates (Wood, 2005). The results show
that the indirect effect of perceived health risk
related to COVID-19 on productivity is negative
(estimate = −0.015, 95% CI [−0.021, −0.009]),
supporting H1.

Model 3 in Table 2 reports the results of
the moderating effects of homeworking and self-
employment status.While the interaction terms for
homeworking (often) and psychological distress
as well as homeworking (always) and psycho-
logical distress are negative and significant, the
interaction term for homeworking (sometimes)
and psychological distress is not significant. The
interaction plot in Figure 1 shows that the neg-
ative relationship between psychological distress
and productivity is strengthened for individuals

© 2023 The Authors. British Journal of Management published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British
Academy of Management.
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10 S. Park and M. Koch

Table 2. Model estimation for psychological distress and perceived productivity

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Coeff. S.E. Coeff. S.E. Coeff. S.E. Coeff. S.E.

Intercept 11.493*** 0.818 3.163*** 0.139 3.059*** 0.142 3.133*** 0.150
Gender 0.592*** 0.158 0.073*** 0.026 0.080*** 0.026 −0.066 0.084
Age −0.037*** 0.007 −0.002* 0.001 −0.002* 0.001 −0.002* 0.001
Ethnicity (Mixed) −0.015 0.523 −0.028 0.088 −0.030 0.087 −0.022 0.087
Ethnicity (Asian) 0.173 0.309 0.011 0.052 0.011 0.052 0.009 0.052
Ethnicity (Black) −1.598*** 0.509 0.316*** 0.085 0.310*** 0.085 0.310*** 0.085
Ethnicity (Other) 1.632 1.083 0.183 0.181 0.214 0.181 0.257 0.181
Partnership status −0.922*** 0.166 −0.011 0.028 −0.009 0.028 −0.008 0.028
Children 0–4 years old (one

child)
0.077 0.270 −0.033 0.045 −0.032 0.045 −0.031 0.045

Children 0–4 years old (two
or more children)

1.413*** 0.504 −0.132 0.084 −0.145* 0.084 −0.127 0.084

Children 5–15 years old (one
child)

−0.085 0.203 0.060* 0.034 0.061* 0.034 0.063* 0.034

Children 5–15 years old (two
children)

0.465** 0.233 −0.051 0.039 −0.043 0.039 −0.041 0.039

Children 5–15 years old
(three or more children)

0.743 0.487 −0.016 0.082 −0.015 0.081 −0.011 0.081

Long-term health condition 1.021*** 0.145 −0.047* 0.024 −0.049** 0.024 −0.050** 0.024
Self-employed −0.356 0.234 −0.323*** 0.039 −0.034 0.089 −0.163 0.122
Both employed and

self-employed
−0.668 0.418 −0.125* 0.070 −0.193 0.167 −0.435* 0.245

Working hours −0.021*** 0.005 0.007*** 0.001 0.007*** 0.001 0.007*** 0.001
Homeworking (sometimes) 0.489** 0.234 0.080** 0.039 −0.011 0.089 0.087 0.139
Homeworking (often) 0.325 0.252 0.234*** 0.042 0.540*** 0.100 0.440*** 0.150
Homeworking (always) 0.285 0.178 0.409*** 0.030 0.529*** 0.065 0.465*** 0.101
Perceived risk of contracting

Covid-19
0.869*** 0.125 −0.022 0.021 −0.021 0.021 −0.023 0.021

Psychological distress −0.017*** 0.002 −0.010*** 0.003 −0.016*** 0.005
Psychological distress ×

Homeworking (sometimes)
0.007 0.007 −0.011 0.011

Psychological distress ×
Homeworking (often)

−0.027*** 0.008 −0.018 0.013

Psychological distress ×
Homeworking (always)

−0.010** 0.005 −0.012 0.008

Psychological distress ×
Self-employed

−0.026*** 0.007 −0.006 0.011

Psychological distress × Both 0.007 0.014 0.047** 0.020
Psychological distress ×

Female
0.009 0.007

Homeworking (sometimes) ×
Female

−0.115 0.181

Homeworking (often) ×
Female

0.153 0.202

Homeworking (always) ×
Female

0.123 0.130

Psychological distress ×
Homeworking (sometimes)
× Female

0.025* 0.014

Psychological distress ×
Homeworking (often) ×
Female

−0.012 0.016

Psychological distress ×
Homeworking (always) ×
Female

0.002 0.010

© 2023 The Authors. British Journal of Management published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British
Academy of Management.
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Table 2. (Continued)

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Coeff. S.E. Coeff. S.E. Coeff. S.E. Coeff. S.E.

Self-employed × Female 0.165 0.178
Both × Female 0.472 0.334
Psychological distress ×

Self-employed × Female
−0.031** 0.014

Psychological distress ×
Both × Female

−0.076*** 0.028

Observations 5829 5829 5829 5829
R-squared 0.0486 0.099 0.104 0.110

*, ** and *** denote significance at the 10%, 5% and 1% levels, respectively. Industry dummies are included in all analyses but not
reported.

Figure 1. Interaction plot: psychological distress × homeworking status [Colour figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]

often or always working at home compared to
individuals who never work at home. Therefore,
H2 is partially supported. In terms of economic
significance, an increase of psychological distress
by one standard deviation is associated with a
7% drop in productivity for individuals who often
work at home, and a 4% decrease for individuals
who always work at home.

The interaction term for self-employment sta-
tus and psychological distress is negative and sig-
nificant. The interaction plot in Figure 2 shows
that the negative relationship between psycholog-

ical distress and productivity is strengthened for
self-employed individuals. Therefore, H3 is sup-
ported. In terms of economic significance, an in-
crease of psychological distress by one standard
deviation is associated with an 8% drop in produc-
tivity for self-employed individuals and a 3% de-
crease for individuals in paid employment.
Model 4 in Table 2 reports the results of the

three-way interaction between gender, homework-
ing and psychological distress as well as the three-
way interaction between gender, self-employment
status and psychological distress. The interaction

© 2023 The Authors. British Journal of Management published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British
Academy of Management.
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12 S. Park and M. Koch

Figure 2. Interaction plot: psychological distress × self-employment status [Colour figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]

Figure 3. Interaction plot: psychological distress × self-employment status × gender [Colour figure can be viewed at wileyonlineli-
brary.com]

terms for female, homeworking and psychological
distress are not significant. Thus, H4a is not sup-
ported.

The interaction term for female, self-
employment and psychological distress is neg-

ative and significant. The interaction plot in
Figure 3 shows that the negative relationship
between psychological distress and productivity
is strengthened for female self-employed individ-
uals. Therefore, H4b is supported. An increase of

© 2023 The Authors. British Journal of Management published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British
Academy of Management.
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COVID-19, Psychological Distress and Perceived Productivity 13

psychological distress by one standard deviation is
associated with a 9% decrease in productivity for
self-employed women and a 4% decrease for men
in paid employment.

Robustness checks

We conducted additional robustness checks to fur-
ther corroborate our results. We measured per-
ceived health risk relating to COVID-19 with the
variables COVID-19 symptoms and shielding from
COVID-19, and reran the analyses. COVID-19
symptoms is a dichotomous variable measured
with the question ‘Have you experienced symp-
toms that could be caused by coronavirus?’ and
coded as 1 for yes, and 0 otherwise. Shielding from
COVID-19 is a dichotomous variable measured
with the question ‘Have you received a letter, text
or email from the NHS or Chief Medical Officer
saying that you have been identified as someone
at risk of severe illness if you catch coronavirus,
because you have an underlying disease or health
condition?’ It is coded as 1 for yes, and 0 otherwise.
The results of additional analyses were consistent
with our original results.

We conducted additional analyses using another
measure of productivity. The survey includes an-
other variable on productivity, which measures
whether it took more or less time previously (be-
fore the COVID-19 pandemic in January/February
2020) to complete the work the respondents can
do in an hour now (time of survey during the
COVID-19 pandemic). The results from the ad-
ditional analyses were consistent with our origi-
nal results, except for the three-way interaction be-
tween psychological distress, homeworking (scale
point ‘sometimes’) and gender, which became pos-
itive and significant while it was not significant in
the original analysis.

Finally, we considered the potential problem
of reverse causality, which might affect the va-
lidity of our results. A mediation process where
causality is reversed would imply that productiv-
ity affects psychological distress, which in turn af-
fects the health risk from COVID-19. We contend
that such a relationship is theoretically implausi-
ble. To further mitigate potential concerns regard-
ing reverse causality, and following previous re-
search (e.g. Goyal and Goyal, 2022; Rind et al.,
2022), we used a temporal lag, so themediator psy-
chological distress was measured temporally be-
fore the dependent variable productivity. This en-

sures that variations in the independent variable
are appropriately reflected in the dependent vari-
ables (Zhang, Wang and Jia, 2022). Additionally,
we ran additional analyses examining potential re-
verse causality in the relationship. Specifically, we
examined how perceived productivity may medi-
ate the relationship between perceived health risk
due to COVID-19 and psychological distress. The
resulting indirect effect was not statistically sig-
nificant. Finally, we carried out a two-stage least-
squares (2SLS) regression as a further robustness
check, which showed that reverse causality was not
of concern. This provides further evidence for rul-
ing out alternative explanations based on reverse
causality.

Discussion

The COVID-19 pandemic has substantial and po-
tentially long-lasting effects on psychological well-
being and work outcomes. Our study demon-
strated that the perceived health risk related to
COVID-19 negatively impacts productivity by in-
ducing psychological distress. We also found that
individuals who work from home more often, as
well as those who are self-employed, experience a
stronger decline in productivity when psychologi-
cal distress increases.
Contrary to what we hypothesized, the results

showed no evidence for a significant three-way
interaction between psychological distress, home-
working and gender. A reason for this might be
that the most salient disadvantages of working
from home during the pandemic did not stem from
work–home interference (which affects women
more than men), but primarily from other rea-
sons which are less likely to be gender-specific,
such as perceived lack of control, increased need
for coordination and uncertainty regarding one’s
status. Congruent with our theory, we found that
the perceived health risk from COVID-19 reduces
the productivity of women in self-employment
more significantly. This provides evidence that self-
employed women, who often have to deal with in-
creasing family demands in addition to demanding
work tasks relating to self-employment, experience
the most significant depletion of self-regulatory
resources, and are therefore less able to regulate
their productivity.
Our study makes several contributions. First,

our study extends the literature on psychological

© 2023 The Authors. British Journal of Management published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British
Academy of Management.
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14 S. Park and M. Koch

distress and work performance (e.g. Cheng and
McCarthy, 2018; De Clercq, Haq and Azeem,
2017; Jones, Latreille and Sloane, 2016; Lim
and Tai, 2014). While evidence suggests that
psychological distress has a negative impact on
individual work performance, prior studies mostly
do not consider the impact of major life events
on psychological distress and subsequently work
performance. By elucidating the process by which
health risks related to COVID-19 affect produc-
tivity, this study extends our limited knowledge
of how a continuing distressing event such as the
COVID-19 pandemic impacts the productivity of
working individuals (Rudolph et al., 2021). Higher
psychological distress due to health risks related to
the COVID-19 pandemic depletes self-regulation
resources, which in turn reduces productivity.
Working individuals’ productivity depends not
only on organizational factors that induce psy-
chological distress, but also on external factors
that induce psychological distress. We enrich the
literature that examines how stress-inducing fac-
tors outside the organization can influence work
performance (De Clercq, Haq and Azeem, 2017;
Lim and Tai, 2014). By linking health risks from
COVID-19 to performance outcomes, we also
add to our understanding of the performance
implications of physical health, a topic which has
received little scholarly attention (Hill et al., 2022).

Second, this study enriches the debate on how
newer forms of work organization such as home-
working impact performance. In general, research
conducted prior to the COVID-19 pandemic
broadly supports a positive relationship between
homeworking and individual performance (Beau-
regard, Basile and Canónico, 2019; Gajendran
and Harrison, 2007), although there is limited
research that has shown the opposite (e.g. Golden
et al., 2008). However, this body of research has
examined voluntary homeworking only (Lapierre
et al., 2016). Yet, the context of homeworking
during the COVID-19 pandemic is novel in many
ways, as the pandemic has created a large-scale,
enforced shift towards homeworking (Beech and
Anseel, 2020). This limits the generalizability of
research on homeworking conducted before the
pandemic (Wang et al., 2021). A limited number
of studies (e.g. Deole, Deter and Huang, 2023;
Kitagawa et al., 2021) have emerged that exam-
ine homeworking and performance during the
COVID-19 pandemic, but their results have been
inconsistent. The impact of an enforced shift to

homeworking on individuals is highly uneven and
may depend on how homeworking interacts with
other relevant influences on performance (Barrero,
Bloom and Davis, 2021). Instead of investigating
the direct relationship between homeworking and
individual productivity in isolation, our study
provides a new angle on the performance impli-
cations of homeworking by considering how it
interacts with psychological distress caused by
the COVID-19 pandemic to predict individual
productivity. By demonstrating that homeworking
during the COVID-19 pandemic hindered peo-
ple’s ability to cope with psychological distress
from COVID-19, leading to lower productivity,
our study suggests that organizations may not
reap the benefits of employees working from
home if employees simultaneously have to deal
with a significant life event which consumes
self-regulation resources, such as the COVID-19
pandemic.

Third, we extend our knowledge of individ-
ual well-being and work performance of the self-
employed (e.g. Hmieleski and Sheppard, 2019;
Wiklund et al., 2019). There is growing scholarly
interest in the consequences of well-being for self-
employed individuals (Stephan, 2018). A number
of studies have examined different outcomes of
mental well-being of the self-employed, includ-
ing persistence (Wincent, Örtqvist and Drnovsek,
2008), opportunity recognition (Gielnik, Zacher
andFrese, 2012) andwork behaviours (Hahn et al.,
2012). However, little is known about the relation-
ship between mental health and productivity for
self-employed individuals (Hessels et al., 2018).
We enrich this literature by clarifying the link be-
tween the mental well-being of the self-employed
and work productivity. We show how a continu-
ing distressing event can influence the productiv-
ity of the self-employed more negatively via psy-
chological distress, compared to the productivity
of the paid-employed. Compared to paid employ-
ment, self-employment is marked by more com-
plex and demanding work, as well as heightened
levels of uncertainty and accountability (Reid, Pa-
tel and Wolfe, 2018; Stephan, Rauch and Hatak,
2023). Furthermore, we shed new insights on
work-related consequences of negative well-being
(i.e. psychological distress) in a self-employment
context, which is considerably less well researched
compared to positive well-being and has distinct
predictors and outcomes (Stephan, Rauch and
Hatak, 2023).

© 2023 The Authors. British Journal of Management published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British
Academy of Management.
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COVID-19, Psychological Distress and Perceived Productivity 15

Fourth, this study contributes to research which
examines how homeworking affects men and
women differently (e.g. Ashman et al., 2022). Our
research extends previous work, which has shown
that the positive impact performance of volun-
tary homeworking is more pronounced for women
(e.g. Gajendran and Harrison, 2007). Our results
demonstrate that the negative consequences for
performance from largely imposed homeworking
do not affect men and women differently. It has
been argued that women were particularly dis-
advantaged by homeworking during the COVID-
19 pandemic, as responsibilities interfering with
work, such as homeschooling and childcare, af-
fect themdisproportionately (Butterick andCharl-
wood, 2021; Hughes and Donnelly, 2022). How-
ever, our results show that psychological distress
does not affect the productivity of homeworking
women more negatively. This finding is especially
interesting in light of previous research that found
gender differences in psychological distress stem-
ming from fear related to COVID-19 (Timming,
French andMortensen, 2021). Our results provide
evidence that at least some of the disadvantages
of (enforced) working from home apply equally to
women and men (e.g. Song and Gao, 2020).

Finally, our work extends research on gender
differences in self-employment, in particular re-
garding performance outcomes. A longstanding
stream of entrepreneurship research has examined
whether male-owned firms perform better than
female-owned firms (Jennings and Brush, 2013).
Some research has argued that self-employed
women tend to perform less well thanmen because
of discrimination, or different lifestyle choices
of women which inhibit performance (Coleman,
2016). Even though there is some evidence for
female underperformance, there is also research
which shows that male-owned firms do not per-
form better than female-owned firms (Robb and
Watson, 2012). Prior studies also suggest that
the mixed results may be due to an indirect
link between gender and performance, as gender
may moderate the influence of other variables on
performance (Collins-Dodd, Gordon and Smart,
2004). We extend research on gender and perfor-
mance in self-employment by demonstrating how
psychological distress affects the productivity of
self-employed women more negatively, providing
evidence regarding gender differences in the rela-
tionship between well-being and productivity for
self-employed individuals. Our study also helps to

better understand to what extent the COVID-19
pandemic may affect gender inequalities at work,
contributing to management research that eluci-
dates societal economic inequalities (Bapuji et al.,
2020).

Practical implications

Several practical implications emerge from our
study. Notably, since the perceived health risk re-
lated to COVID-19 is associated with psychologi-
cal distress, a decrease in health risks should con-
tribute to a reduction in psychological distress and,
by consequence, an improvement in productivity.
Given that health risk perceptions are related to
the threat of COVID-19, a more effective suppres-
sion of coronavirus should result in lower psycho-
logical distress, followed by improved productivity.
The results also imply that reducing psycholog-

ical distress helps to maintain work productivity.
The availability of mental health support is crucial
for reducing psychological distress (Pfefferbaum
and North, 2020). Adequate access to this type
of support is often not available (Cowan, 2020),
but could help to diminish the impact of COVID-
19 on psychological well-being and work produc-
tivity (Van Bavel et al., 2020). Working individ-
uals would therefore benefit from mental health
support and targeted efforts to encourage help-
seeking behaviour. Policymakers, including gov-
ernments, business federations and similar organi-
zations, should increase their efforts to make such
support available to the working population.
Organizations should also help minimize the

psychological distress levels of employees, for ex-
ample, by making workplaces safer from COVID-
19, or by supporting their employees’ adjustment
to new work practices, such as working from
home or virtual teamwork (e.g. Kniffin et al.,
2021; Wang et al., 2021). Organizations should
also strive to reduce the impact of psychological
distress on productivity by helping employees
to replenish their self-regulation resources. In
particular, employees need to be provided with ad-
equate social support and mental health support.
Self-regulation resources can also be increased by
increasing autonomy at work (Wang et al., 2021),
promoting peer support (Kuntz, 2021), providing
voice mechanisms (Lin and Johnson, 2015), or
encouraging employees to engage in job crafting
(Kooij, 2020). People will also be able to replenish
their psychological resources by having sufficient

© 2023 The Authors. British Journal of Management published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British
Academy of Management.
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16 S. Park and M. Koch

sleep, recovery time and respite from work (e.g.
Sonnentag, 2001; Tyler and Burns, 2008).

Psychological distress can also be reduced us-
ing a range of support measures which improve
personal, social, financial and work resources,
in particular for the self-employed (Kleine and
Schmitt, 2021). For instance, as social support
is an important personal resource for combating
psychological distress (Drapeau, Marchand and
Beaulieu-Prévost, 2011), peer networks connecting
self-employed individuals can help reduce psy-
chological distress. Various types of support are
particularly important for helping self-employed
women to maintain their work productivity.
Other initiatives, which might assist self-employed
women in coping with domestic demands and
decreasing work–family conflict, are also likely to
help their productivity.

Our results show that when workers experi-
ence psychological distress, homeworking is as-
sociated with lower individual productivity. It is
therefore important for organizations to carefully
implement and manage homeworking, especially
since this mode of working is now the norm for
a growing number of people (Barrero, Bloom and
Davis, 2021). For example, managers should take
into account individual preferences for homework-
ing and ensure that homeworkers have sufficient
autonomy and control over their work activities,
which benefits individual performance (Anderson
and Kelliher, 2020; Basile and Beauregard, 2021;
Gajendran, Harrison and Delaney-Klinger, 2015).
This aspect also includes the control of bound-
aries between work and home. Organizations can
help to maintain such boundaries by establish-
ing guidelines which prevent an ‘always on’ cul-
ture, where employees feel obliged to be con-
stantly available (Basile and Beauregard, 2021).
Furthermore, management needs to provide ade-
quate social support and ensure regular interac-
tions with co-workers. This promotes information
exchange and reduces uncertainty (Waizenegger
et al., 2020), which should help to prevent ego de-
pletion. If homeworking is imposed (e.g. because
of renewed lockdowns), appropriate training and
guidance should be provided to employees. Finally,
managers should provide frequent and detailed
feedback to homeworkers. Homeworking relies on
electronic communication, which is less rich than
face-to-face interactions and provides fewer cues
regarding individual performance (Golden et al.,
2008). This requires homeworkers to seek more

information about tasks, or to resolve misunder-
standings and conflict (e.g. Sardeshmukh, Sharma
and Golden, 2012). Improved feedback helps to
reduce these ego-depleting activities and maintain
productivity.

Limitations and future research

The results of our study have to be interpreted in
light of several limitations, which give rise to op-
portunities for future research. The results were
obtained using a British sample, which might re-
strict their generalizability to other countries in
which the COVID-19 pandemic has unfolded dif-
ferently. For example, Asian countries such as
South Korea or Taiwan have largely avoided na-
tional lockdowns (e.g. Kim et al., 2020), which
means that some repercussions of the pandemic
are likely to differ from the British context. Re-
search in other countries with dissimilar cultural,
economic and institutional contexts is necessary to
contextualize and validate the results of our study
(Rudolph et al., 2021).

Further, although our analyses suggest links
between health risks, psychological distress and
productivity, they do not provide insights into
the behaviours and strategies that people engage
in to respond to health risks and psychological
distress. More fine-grained research is necessary
to investigate, for example, relevant coping and
self-regulation processes in this context. In-depth
qualitative research might also be useful to eluci-
date the way people experienced changes in their
personal productivity during the COVID-19 pan-
demic. Research from a more holistic, qualitative
perspective might provide richer insights into con-
textual influences on productivity, which are com-
parably difficult to capture with a quantitative ap-
proach.

Our study did not examine how individuals per-
ceive changes in their productivity over time, even
though productivity can be expected to fluctuate
during the pandemic. Future research might ex-
amine the development of individual productiv-
ity as a function of psychological distress and
health risks over time, using, for example, an expe-
rience sampling approach (Heggestad et al., 2021),
which can also account for the influence of various
types, forms and contexts of work. Our measure
of productivity is self-reported and subjective; fu-
ture research might validate the hypothesized re-
lationships using different performance outcomes,

© 2023 The Authors. British Journal of Management published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British
Academy of Management.
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COVID-19, Psychological Distress and Perceived Productivity 17

such as supervisor-rated performance or objec-
tively quantifiable metrics for productivity.

Finally, the psychological and behavioural ef-
fects of COVID-19 and their consequences, the
effects on well-being and productivity, may take
years to materialize. Hence, studies employing
longer time frames and applying different mea-
sures of productivity would be desirable to validate
and extend our findings.

Conclusion

The COVID-19 pandemic caused significant psy-
chological distress and upended working lives. Our
research represents an attempt to understand the
consequences of the pandemic not only for psy-
chological distress, but in particular also for pro-
ductivity. Using a robust research design which re-
lies on data collected over two waves, and based
on a representative sample reflecting a country
heavily affected by COVID-19, this study clarified
the relationships between the health risks related
to COVID-19, psychological distress and produc-
tivity, taking into account contextual and indi-
vidual differences including homeworking, self-
employment status and gender. Our results high-
light how individuals struggle with maintaining
productivity at work as a result of a stressful life
event such as the COVID-19 pandemic. Our re-
search has a number of practical implications,
which should help organizations and individuals
to mitigate the deleterious impact of the COVID-
19 pandemic on individual productivity.
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