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Introduction 
 

Remote work, whether on a full or part-time basis, was increasingly popular in many English-

speaking nations prior to the 2020 coronavirus pandemic. However, interestingly, this 

popularity continued to spread (rather than recede) as the pandemic abruptly forced millions 

of employees into involuntary, full-time remote-work under difficult and unexpected 

conditions. 

According to a pre-pandemic survey, 98% of people 

who remote work at least part of the time want to 

continue to do so for the remainder of their careers.1 

Remote work thus enjoys a high satisfaction rate 

among those who have self-selected for it and who 

have been practising it for some time, generally under 

the understanding that they could return to 

employment in a workplace if they so desired. 

More interesting, however, are the results of surveys 

conducted since the coronavirus forced those who did 

not self-select for remote work to continue their 

employment on this basis.  

An Irish survey of over 7000 people conducted during the coronavirus crisis revealed that 

83% of respondents wish to continue remote work for at least part of the week after the 

pandemic is over.2 The Irish National Recruitment Federation polled over 500 respondents 

with similar results – 59% said that they were happier working remotely and nearly 70% said 

that they would be happy to remote work in future.3 A British survey of more than 1000 

office workers and employees revealed that 86% of them would like to retain remote work 

at least one day a week and that ‘61 per cent of workers admitted that their views on 

working from home due to the pandemic had changed, of which 92 per cent said it had 

been for the better.’4 A PwC survey of over 1000 American office workers showed that 32% 

would like to work remote full-time in the future, while 72% wanted to do so at least two 

days per week. Like the British survey, the PwC poll showed that preferences for remote 

                                                           
1 ‘The 2020 State of Remote Work’ Buffer, https://lp.buffer.com/state-of-remote-work-2020. 
2 Alma McCarthy, Alan Ahearne, Katerina Bohle-Carbonell, Tomás Ó Síocháin, and Dierdre Frost, Remote 
Working During COVID-19: Ireland’s National Survey Initial Report (NUI Galway Whitaker Institute & Western 
Development Commission, 2020) http://whitakerinstitute.ie/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/Remote-Working-
National-Survey-Report-May-2020.pdf. 
3 Lisa Ardill ‘Survey says People are Happy Working Remotely, but Worried about Finances’ Silicon Republic (21 
April 2020)  https://www.siliconrepublic.com/careers/nrf-remote-working-survey. 
4 ‘86% of UK employees want to work remotely at least one day a week’ (HR News 17 July 2020) 
http://hrnews.co.uk/86-of-uk-employees-want-to-work-remotely-at-least-once-a-week/. 

98% of people who remote 

work at least part of the time 

want to continue to do so for 

the remainder of their 

careers. 

https://lp.buffer.com/state-of-remote-work-2020
http://whitakerinstitute.ie/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/Remote-Working-National-Survey-Report-May-2020.pdf
http://whitakerinstitute.ie/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/Remote-Working-National-Survey-Report-May-2020.pdf
https://www.siliconrepublic.com/careers/nrf-remote-working-survey
http://hrnews.co.uk/86-of-uk-employees-want-to-work-remotely-at-least-once-a-week/
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work had increased during the coronavirus crisis, as many people who had not previously 

worked remotely came to appreciate the benefits of doing so or doing so more often.5  

Significantly, these surveys were conducted at a time where many employees had been 

ordered to work from home through no choice of their own, without childcare or workspace 

arrangements (many respondents to the Irish survey indicated that they were working at 

their kitchen tables). In addition, in some countries employees faced severe restrictions on 

their ability to leave their homes, engage in regular leisure activities and visit friends and 

relatives. Post-pandemic remote work conditions would not be nearly as restrictive as these 

conditions were, or as devoid of human contact. 

If employees are reporting high levels of satisfaction with remote work even under such 

restrictive conditions, it is reasonable to assume that they will continue to show a 

preference for remote work (whether full or part-time) after the crisis has passed and other 

forms of human contact become a more regular feature of life again. 

There are numerous ways that a permanent surge in remote work could impact both the 

economy and the environment.  

However, an increase in remote work could also benefit democracy. 

We have identified three main impacts that this could have:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
5 ‘When Everyone can Work from Home – What’s the Office for? - PwC’s US Remote Work Survey’ 
(PricewaterhouseCoopers 25 June 2020) https://www.pwc.com/us/en/library/covid-19/us-remote-work-
survey.html. 

1 Increased leisure resulting in more time and capacity for political activity 

The ability of more citizens and residents to own property and thus acquire a 

material stake in the nation 

Decreased socioeconomic segregation between citizens leading to a freer 

exchange of views and increased familiarity with different lifestyles 

2 

3 

https://www.pwc.com/us/en/library/covid-19/us-remote-work-survey.html
https://www.pwc.com/us/en/library/covid-19/us-remote-work-survey.html
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The recognition that leisure for reflection, education and participation is necessary for a 

democracy to thrive extends back as far as Aristotle. If citizens are to participate fully in 

politics, leisure to inform themselves freely and contemplate political issues, as well as to 

inform others and partake in social movements is clearly an enabling condition. While 

people can and often do make good decisions under pressure, more leisure allows citizens 

enough slack to acquire information that may not be immediately useful, and to deal with 

problems before they escalate into emergencies. 

However, leisure, particularly for working age city-dwellers, was in increasingly short supply 

prior to the pandemic. 

Pre-pandemic, the average daily commute-time for all 

workers in Britain was 58 minutes; in London it was 81 

minutes.6 As these are averages rather than maximum 

times, for every Londoner who commutes a mere 60 

minutes to and from their workplace, another person 

journeys for 102 minutes. 

A daily commute of 81 minutes means that an 

employee working a five-day week spends 6 hours 45 

minutes of that week commuting. Assuming 262 

workdays a year, that is over 350 hours spent 

commuting annually – the equivalent of 29 12-hour 

days or 44 8-hour days.  

Long commutes often particularly hit workers who are low or middle-income or who do not 

come from wealth and thus cannot afford to live near their workplace. Commute times in 

Manhattan, for example, are typically 30 minutes or less one-way, while commute times in 

Queens are more likely to be 50 minutes to an hour (again in one direction).7 

Even a short commute (30 minutes), however, translates into 262 hours or 33 8-hour days 

of commuting each year. 

For a single working adult household in a large city, full-time remote work could thus save 

between 250-650 hours per year. A household with two working adults could save 500-1300 

                                                           
6 Alex Collinson, ‘The Unforgiving Hour: What our Longer Commutes are Really Costing Us’ Prospect Magazine 
(17 September 2019) https://www.prospectmagazine.co.uk/politics/commute-times-london-uk-work. 
7 Alan Rosinksy, ‘Which Neighbourhoods Have the Best – and Worst – Commute Times in New York City’ 
(Metro Manhattan Office Space Blog, 26 March 2020) https://www.metro-manhattan.com/blog/which-
neighborhoods-have-the-best-and-worst-commute-times-in-new-york-city/. 

1 
Leisure 

An employee working a five-

day week spends 6 hours 45 

minutes of that week 

commuting. 

https://www.prospectmagazine.co.uk/politics/commute-times-london-uk-work
https://www.metro-manhattan.com/blog/which-neighborhoods-have-the-best-and-worst-commute-times-in-new-york-city/
https://www.metro-manhattan.com/blog/which-neighborhoods-have-the-best-and-worst-commute-times-in-new-york-city/
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hours a year (excluding other work travel, e.g. for conferences, site visits or to other 

company offices).8 

Considering these figures, it is no surprise that the top-cited benefit to remote work is the 

end of the daily commute.9  

Saving 5-12 hours per week for a single adult household or 10-24 hours for a two-adult 

working household could have positive benefits for health (more sleep, more energy to 

prepare healthy meals and to exercise), childcare (more time to spend with children), the 

environment (emissions saved on commuting and work travel), and voluntary activities. 

However, it also has benefits for democracy. 

Firstly, such time savings could result in an increased capacity to engage with challenging 

material. 

It can be difficult to learn and retain information or to be curious about new ideas when one 

is physically and mentally exhausted or distracted, as is often the case for those who 

commute daily. Giving people back more time opens up space for them to challenge 

themselves, with even small changes in lifestyle able to increase ability and knowledge 

exponentially over time.  

For example, spending just 20 minutes reading or 

watching informative material five days a week would 

translate into 87 additional hours of learning every 

year. Having the energy to challenge themselves even 

for short periods each day (reading or viewing material 

that requires some concentration, repetition or 

reflection to fully understand or that is emotionally 

draining) will allow people to increase their abilities in 

comprehension and analysis (meaning that knowledge 

acquisition will become exponentially faster over 

time). It is also easier to absorb and retain information 

when stress levels are moderate rather than very high 

and concentration does not have to be maintained 

over very long periods.  

In addition to having the time to pursue information on an ad hoc basis, remote workers 

would also have more time to engage in further education (whether that be pursuing an 

MBA or a local gardening class) thus increasing the total body of knowledge and skill-set of 

the population. Having a wide body of knowledge helps people to evaluate political 

decisions and claims and to exercise their own capacity for reason and comparison. Giving 

citizens who are time-poor and often enjoy little or no leisure the chance to use even some 

                                                           
8 The high-end estimate assumes a total of 2.5 hours daily commute, five days per week.  
9 See above, notes 1, 2, 3, and 4.  

Spending just 20 minutes 

reading or watching informative 

material five days a week would 

translate into 87 additional 

hours of learning every year. 
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of that space for education and reflection will thus benefit democratic decision-making and 

this benefit will increase over the long run. 

In addition, remote workers will enjoy increased time 

and capacity to participate in political activity. 

Time saved from commuting can also be spent 

participating in decision-making activities, for example, 

participatory budgeting, local councils or direct 

decision-making. These activities often suffer from a 

lack of attention from working-age commuters who 

live in bedroom communities without taking part in 

the political life of the area. Remote work could thus 

not just free up time to absorb political information, 

but also to act on it. A person who saves twenty hours 

a month, by remote-working part of the time, for 

example, has a far greater capacity to attend local 

political meetings for a few hours each month, as this 

represents only a fraction of the time saved from 

commuting. 

These benefits could, however, be lost or mitigated precisely because increased remote 

work does not impact everyone equally. 

For obvious reasons, remote work primarily benefits office workers. While office-work also 

covers a wide-range of pay-grades, many of those in the lowest paid positions (hospitality 

jobs, drivers, some healthcare workers) cannot work remotely. A cleaner commuting from 

Queens to Manhattan cannot enjoy the same time benefit from remote work as an office 

worker would, since it is not possible at present to e.g. clean hotel rooms remotely.  

This could be partially offset by a transfer of more work to residential areas. For example, 

rather than having one central office that needs to be cleaned, remote work hubs closer to 

where workers live would require the same attention, as would restaurants, cafes and 

shops. Thus, one could expect some in-person service jobs to also move out to suburban or 

rural locations, reducing the commuting times of those workers as well. 

Nonetheless, it is inescapable that remote work requires less work, particularly in the sense 

of all the ancillary aspects of office and retail work: fewer roads and buses than would 

otherwise be required; less dry-cleaning; fewer expensed pub nights and lunches in cafes.  

Remote work makes work more efficient and therefore it will, by its nature, eliminate jobs. It 

is highly likely that people who work remotely will, at the very least, dry-clean their clothes 

less frequently and eat out less often. They may also cut down on childcare or elder care as 

Remote work could not just free 

up time to absorb political 

information, but also to act on it. 
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they are able to spend more time with family members. Financial savings was also often 

mentioned in the cited surveys as a key benefit of remote work.10 

There are three main ways this could affect others:  

a) employers reduce the paychecks of remote workers, meaning that they work longer 

hours to stay in the same place, effectively annihilating the financial and time benefits of 

working remotely and accruing the efficiency gains to corporations 

b) remote employees retain the benefits of working remotely, but other jobs are lost and 

those employees enter long-term unemployment (possibly leading to raised taxes for those 

still in employment). While the newly unemployed would certainly have time on their hands 

to participate in political activity, the downward spiral in income-discrepancies would, if left 

unchecked, itself be detrimental to democracy, which depends on a strong middle class  

c) the efficiency gains are channelled into more productive, employment-providing activity 

in fields like mental health provision, research and development (including supporting 

roles), improved childcare and elder care, cultural activities, higher-quality goods and 

craftsmanship, etc.  

Over the long run, technological advances do tend to raise the standard of living as demand 

for improvement gradually leads to employment in new professions. However, governments 

need to work towards ensuring that efficiency gains from remote work accrue as evenly as 

possible across the population rather than being captured by a small number of actors. This 

would necessitate keeping wages high, encouraging small owner-operated businesses to 

start in suburban and rural areas and investing taxes in educating for those professions 

most likely to benefit and be in demand in future society.  

It also means making the benefits of life-long learning easily accessible – through public 

infrastructure such as accessible libraries and educational film-making, but also through 

adequately funding community and state colleges. Municipalities would also benefit from 

introducing participatory budgeting to involve citizens in planning and expenditure 

decisions, so that increased leisure can be spent in decision-making, forming new habits of 

participation.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
10 See above notes 3 and 4. 
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Currently, many people even in relatively high-paying jobs cannot afford to buy property 

within commuting distance of their workplace and many maintain a de facto lower standard 

of living than their counterparts in smaller cities and rural areas. 

Because remote work (even if only practiced on a part-time basis) expands the area in which 

it is realistic for workers to live, they have a wider choice of property and it is to be expected 

that prices in central areas will either decrease or at least stop steeply increasing. Rather 

than converging on central London, New York or other large cities every day, many workers 

will remain in suburban or rural areas at least part of the time where, all things remaining 

equal, they will be more likely to afford property. 

This is beneficial for democracy, because citizens maintain a sense of ownership and 

accountability in their society by having a stake in it, that is by literally owning and being 

responsible for a part of the geography in which they live, and having a vested interest in its 

long-term value. Rather than large chunks of the property of a nation resting in the hands of 

a small number of persons and corporations, in a democracy it is best if property ownership 

is spread more evenly throughout the population, making citizens de facto more equal and 

interdependent on one another, rather than dependent on a few major owners. 

Increased property ownership should incentivize citizens to take a longer-term interest in 

the well-being of their communities and to build enduring facilities. As some of their tax 

revenue will accrue to the areas in which they live (property tax, some sales tax), this may 

also help to revitalize towns that were previously starved of funds and lead to some 

equalization of the standard of living across the country, helping to unify rather than divide 

the nation. 

Over the long-term, property ownership also leads to increased independence. Secure 

housing allows employees to be choosier about the employment they accept, while 

providing some security for retirement. This helps to even up the power balance between 

employer and employee and encourages citizens to make choices more freely according to 

their own interests and desires. 

This is in the interests of democracy, which seeks to 

cultivate independence and accountability in its 

citizens, so that they can individually assess the merits 

of decisions and policy in a responsible fashion 

through the long-acquired habit of doing so in all 

aspects of their lives, and so that they can do so with 

little fear of intimidation and reprisals from more 

powerful actors. 

2 
Lower Property Prices & Societal Ownership 

Democracy needs to cultivate 

independence and accountability 

in citizens by giving them a stake 

in society. 
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However, in the absence of regulation, we can expect rent-seeking behaviour to reassert 

itself even under new conditions where employees are more dispersed around the country. 

Without a high inheritance tax and/or rent controls, property ownership tends to 

recentralize in few hands, even if disrupted for a time. In addition, very large rental 

companies certainly have the funds to buy up property in desirable suburban locations, 

which could make it more difficult for remote workers to become property owners. 

Making the property market more fair and giving each citizen at least the chance to own a 

part of the society they live in will require that investment funds that are over-leveraged in 

central city markets are not bailed out should their property lose a great deal of value.  

Relief of this kind should at most be offered to owner-

occupiers and only under very stringent conditions. It 

would be ideal for investment and equity funds that 

speculate in property to suffer heavy losses from a 

retreat from urban centres so that they are unable to 

out-compete individual property buyers in suburban 

and rural locations. In future, substantial inheritance 

taxes should be levied to reduce inequalities present 

at birth and allow each person to gain a stake in 

society, rather than remain a dependent within it. Part 

of the revenue from these taxes could be used to 

maintain amenities in urban areas and work against 

the negative effects of urban property prices 

substantially lowering.  
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should be levied to reduce 

inequalities present at birth and 

allow each person to gain a stake 

in society. 
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While political polarization is often over-stated,11 there is some truth to the fact that 

societies have become somewhat over-sorted, with people of a similar lifestyle, income and 

often ideological commitment tending to group themselves in the same geographical area 

(often rather small ones) and to stop interacting with others. This often leads to inhabitants 

of that area becoming convinced that other viewpoints either do not exist or are completely 

incomprehensible or unjustified. This means that a certain percentage of the population 

base has an overly narrow perception of the spectrum of experience and opinion and often 

reacts with hostility to those who present alternative experiences or opinions.12 

Such communities come close to presenting a ‘state 

within a state’ and make it very difficult to have a 

unified conversation or decision-making process. 

Maintaining such ‘filter bubbles’ is, however, an effort 

and one that seems to rely on geographical proximity. 

To the extent that filter bubbles exist they tend to be 

rooted in the offline, rather than the online, world.13 

This makes sense as physical spaces are easier to 

control than non-physical spaces. 

When part of a society hives itself off from another 

part, for whatever reason, it is difficult to maintain 

unity. In some cases, this is for pre-existing reasons 

(e.g. language barriers that pre-date unification), but in 

others it can be due to increasing differences in 

lifestyles and views that lead to long-term strife and a 

desire to secede. 

One of the events viewed by historians as most pivotal for the formation of democracy in 

ancient Athens was the ‘mixing of the tribes’. This measure was advocated by Cleisthenes 

and is therefore sometimes referred to as one of several ‘reforms of Cleisthenes’. Prior to 

Cleisthenes, all Athenians belonged to a tribe based on their ancestral affiliations, and 

Athens was generally considered to be politically divided between three major factions: 

those of the coast, those of the plain (or interior), and those of the hill (or city). Each of 

these three areas had their own interests that were to some extent a product of their life 

                                                           
11 Morris P. Fiorina, Samuel J. Abrams & Jeremy C. Pope, Culture War? The Myth of Polarized America (3rd edn, 
Pearson 2010). 
12 Bill Bishop, The Big Sort: Why the Clustering of Like-Minded America is Tearing Us Apart (Houghton Mifflin 
Harcourt 2008). 
13 Axel Bruns, Are Filter Bubbles Real? (Polity, 2019). 

3 
Decreased Social Stratification / Mixing of the Tribes 

To the extent that filter bubbles 

exist they tend to be rooted in 

the offline, rather than the 

online, world. 
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circumstances, for example, as urban workers, coastal traders or inland farmers. Tribal 

affiliation was important for many reasons, but would continue to be important under 

Athenian democracy since some voting rights were divided among the tribes with each tribe 

having the right to delegate a number of members for certain positions or tasks. 

As part of his reforms, Cleisthenes created ten new tribes and sorted the Athenians into 

those tribes regardless of their previous affiliations. In particular, each tribe included people 

from the three previous factions thus ‘mixing them’. They had, after all, to figure out ways 

to get along reasonably well within their new tribe and within the mass participation bodies 

of Athens as a whole, where extreme tribal factionalism could have created strife. 

Interestingly, many countries have become a little like Athens: there are the people of the 

cities, the people of the fields, and possibly the people of vacation destinations and other 

merchant/middleman activity.  

While political polarization is generally an elite rather 

than non-elite issue, it is nonetheless true that social 

stratification has led to people of different lifestyles 

and incomes being less familiar with one another than 

they would have been in previous eras, as citizens no 

longer rub shoulders as frequently with those of 

different social backgrounds.  

In large cities it is easy to simply mix with those who 

share common interests, as there are a large number 

of people to choose from. 

In small towns, by contrast, virtually everyone of every 

income group, occupation, religion and nationality 

mixes with each other at least on occasion, as choices 

tend to be limited. 

Therefore, as remote work leads more people to move to suburban and rural areas it may 

achieve something of a ‘mixing of the tribes’, as software developers come to live again next 

to farmers, and reporters become neighbours with local carpenters and plumbers. Such an 

arrangement could also benefit public representatives who can spend more time with their 

constituents, as well as serving to decentralize civil service jobs (and the tax-funds that 

support them) across a greater area. 

This could lead to a reduction in elite contempt for the ‘people of the field’ (or ‘flyover 

country’ as it is commonly called) while increasing exposure in rural areas to more 

cosmopolitan ideas that are usually limited to media rather than real-life conversations. 

 

Political polarization is generally 

an elite rather than non-elite 

issue. 
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This should help to make democratic conversation somewhat less hysterical and less sharply 

divided according to geography.14 This will benefit democracy by giving citizens a greater 

understanding of the complexity of their societies, as well harmonizing and flattening 

interests and distinctions, increasing citizens ability to identify and pursue common goals 

rather than focusing purely on difference. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Conclusions 
Remote work has the potential to be beneficial for democracy through providing leisure for 

increased participation, a chance for more citizens to own a material stake in society and 

through ‘mixing the tribes’ as people of different lifestyles move into the same towns and 

villages. Some of these benefits will, however, not be achieved automatically merely 

through the fact of remote work alone and should thus be supported via government policy. 

                                                           
14 Some interesting if slightly different thoughts here were originally discussed by Ross Douthat, ‘Break Up the 
Liberal City’ Sunday Review (25 March 2017). 


