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Living and working in the time 
of COVID-19: What have we learnt and 
where to next? 

Gender (and other) inequality has been a persistent issue 
across the legal industry - and then the pandemic hit. 
Various reports have pointed to the regressive effects of 
Covid-19 and the reversal of important gains made for 
women in the workplace. A recent survey of 400 working 
women has indicated that ‘…nearly seven out of 10 
women who experienced negative shifts in their routine 
as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic believe their career 
progression will slow down1.’ 

The pandemic has certainly brought 
many challenges, including job 
losses, being furloughed, and caring 
responsibilities including, for some, 
juggling working from home with 
childcare and home-schooling. On 
the other hand, the pandemic has 
also, for many in the sector, resulted in 
significantly increased levels of home 
working and, for some, flexible work 
patterns. 

On the 22 April 2021, the Edinburgh 
Foundation for Women in Law at 
Edinburgh Law School held a virtual 
listening event where 29 women from 
across the legal profession shared 
their experiences of working and living 
during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Following introductory remarks by 
Annie Sorbie (Director of the Edinburgh 
Foundation for Women in Law), 
Kirsty Nicholson (Partner, Addleshaw 
Goddard LLP) and Jamila Archibald 
(Dispute Resolution Solicitor, SSE plc), 
participants were asked to reflect on: 

• What have been the challenges 
of working and living through the 
COVID-19 pandemic? 

• Have there been any positives? 

• What are the challenges and 
opportunities going forward? 

While the resulting discussions serve 
as a snapshot of attendees’ individual 
experiences, they point to some of 
the wider issues, challenges, and 
opportunities that must be addressed 
within the Scottish legal profession. 

1 Understanding the pandemic’s impact on working 
women, Deloitte, 2020 

Working from home and flexible working 
• The pandemic has shown that working from home is not only possible, but it 

can increase productivity. 

• BUT while home working may be a component of flexible working, it is not 
synonymous with flexible working, where ways of working are tailored to 
employees’ needs. 

• Not all home working set ups are equal. 

• Juggling home working with other responsibilities has left some overstretched 
and risks burnout. 

• Flexible working procedures and opportunities should be a standard offering 
rather than something that has to be ‘earned.’ 

Greater expectations: work, life & finding a balance 
• The pandemic has resulted in many individuals working longer hours with the 

lines between home and work becoming blurred. 

• Patterns are emerging of unsustainable expectations of work output, working 
hours, and availability. 

• Setting work/life boundaries can be challenging – such as protecting much 
needed evenings and taking leave. 

Concerns around missed opportunities & career progressions 
• Networking and contact with senior colleagues can be more limited and 

formal. 

• This in turn impacts on (informal) learning and mentorship opportunities, with a 
particular impact on those without pre existing support and contacts. 

• Becoming and staying visible and having work and achievements recognised 
is harder – work and other demands mean that ‘core work’ is prioritised over 
‘promotable extras.’ 

• It’s important to ensure that all contributions during the pandemic are 
recognised – such as mentoring, supporting team morale, pastoral care, as 
well as traditional outputs. 

• It is not just a matter of ‘getting to the top’, but ensuring that talent is retained 
once there and careers are sustainable for everyone. 
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About the Edinburgh Foundation for Women in Law 

The Edinburgh Foundation for Women in Law wants to help anyone who identifies as a woman working in law reach their full 
potential by breaking down barriers to progression. We aim to facilitate the vital conversations about equality and diversity 
necessary to achieve cultural and structural change. 

Become a member 

All are welcome to join as a member and to benefit from this growing community of women in law. 

Join at: www.law.ed.ac.uk/research/research-centres-and-networks/edinburgh-foundation-women-law/become-a-member 

For further information, contact us: 

Edinburgh Foundation for Women in Law 

Edinburgh Law School 

leadershipfoundation.law@ed.ac.uk 

www.law.ed.ac.uk/research/research-centres-and-networks/edinburgh-foundation-women-law 
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