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Fuzzy and often bare-footed: 

COVID-19 calls 
for borderless 
communication 
channels
Angela Brooks and Elizabeth Murphy  
explain how COVID-19 has impacted the way  
the McNair yellowSquares’ team now works.

Navigating COVID-19 challenges has accelerated our use 
of technology and refined our ability to operate our 

business digitally. The use of virtual communication has eclipsed 
personal interactions. We reach out to our research audience via 
multiple and increasingly digital channels. Our audience, 
however, isn’t homogeneous; digital access and opportunity 
depend on circumstances and backgrounds.  
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When lockdown commenced in 
Australia in March 2020, half of our staff 
picked up their computers and chairs 
and moved to the suburbs, ensuring our 
research at McNair yellowSquares could 
continue. Navigating the technology to 
conduct our business from homes was 
initially our primary motivation. There was 
something that didn’t work for everyone: 
the VPN was overloaded; emails were 
quarantined; not all files transferred to 
SharePoint; some Macs worked, some 
didn’t; we tried Skype for meetings and 
then switched to Microsoft Teams.

We stayed in touch with a check-in 
each morning. We conducted our weekly 
operations’ meetings to review projects, 
albeit in small squares on a screen. Weekly 
check-ins with managers replaced the 
typical and frequent ‘wandering past 
with a question’. Microsoft updated their 
Teams app, so more faces were visible. 
We repeatedly said, ‘you’re on mute’. We 
watched each other without makeup, in 
t-shirts. In the background we could see 
unmade beds, bookcases, and kittens. We 
worked in bare feet. 

We maintained social distancing 
protocols for those who could continue 
to physically attend the office. Large 
arrows decorated the floor, creating a 
one-way flow for movement; only two in 
the kitchen at one time please. We set up 
handwashing stations. Supervising staff 
in the office monitored team members 
utilising technology that views the screen 
and listens to the audio of the live call, 
whether the interviewer was in the next 
room or the next suburb. Scott, our field 
manager, said, ‘Flexibility is the key, the 
manoeuvrability to work from home and 
in the office. The ability to do both is what 
makes us agile.’

The hunt for news became paramount. 
We’re in the statistics business so we 
watched the numbers, despite the 
media’s annoying overuse of the word 
‘unprecedented’. When Tasmania closed 

its borders, we were shocked. Very 
quickly other states followed. Ironically, as 
borders closed, our borders opened. Our 
remote employees spread out across the 
country. In-person focus groups moved 
online or became discussion boards and 
in-depth interviews were conducted via 
Zoom or over the telephone. We could be 
anywhere in the country, and so could our 
respondents. 

Technology blurred the boundaries 
of personal presence. Behind closed 
boundaries of country, state, and local 
government area, technology kept us 
connected. Our new digital behaviour 
led to an explosion of digital data 
flows, requiring a parallel evolution in 
governance and security. Quality and 
privacy of data, always our priority, still 
required our awareness, protection 
and transparency. New technologies 
accentuated the vulnerability of certain 
groups and marginalised voices; people 
who had reduced knowledge or access to 
technology. We used a range of channels 
to reach respondents to ensure equal 
representation. 

Changes here to stay
Sampling for studies continues to 

draw from a range of cohorts including 
age, gender, remoteness, education, 
and language. It now includes technical 
literacy, among other indicators of 
potential exclusion. 

Regardless of communication tools, we 
still listen and focus on understanding and 
audience needs. We still seek to provide 
confidence in our privacy protection 
measures and ensure that voices from all 
groups of the population will be heard.

Back in our Teams meeting, we adjust 
lighting, camera angles and adopt fake 
backgrounds. The kids are at home, they 
laugh and cook chocolate brownies to 
keep busy. You cut yourself a piece of 
brownie every time you walk by. You 
walk by a lot. The division between work 

and home blurs. We plan resourcing for 
projects, we submit proposals for new 
projects. We’re keeping jobs – not just 
‘job keeping’. We share documents, 
motivate each other, ask questions over 
email or Teams, and help each other in 
group chats. The garbage truck goes by, 
you immediately go out to bring in the 
bin. Is there mail yet? The mouse keeps 
disconnecting and the brownie is all gone. 

Increased use and knowledge of 
technology is empowering but where 
does that leave our personal interactions, 
the incidental information we learn from 
colleagues in impromptu conversation, 
the importance of the tea-making chat, 
the kinship of the office, the sharing of 
brownie? 

Our virtual communication 
has accelerated and our in-person 
communication with the fridge has 
become more frequent and intense. This 
pandemic has deposited us into a world 
where the divide between work and leisure 
is fuzzy and often bare footed. To visualise 
this world after the pandemic is to use 
multiple and mixed methodology to seek 
out information and reach all types of 
people, across borders, across differing 
ages and vulnerabilities, and ultimately 
deliver reliable and robust results. 
Importantly, it is our job to try to ensure the 
technology we use to connect us all, also 
brings us together. We can’t yet research 
the future, but we will research how you 
felt, how you behaved, what you thought. 
It will never be ‘unprecedented’ again.
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