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Background to iWARDs 
 

 
 

  
 

 

 
 

 
This project brings together a new collaboration of researchers with different areas of 
expertise in medical education, psychology and human computer interaction. This 
collaboration is facilitating creative thinking to generate new ideas and potential solutions to 
improve the well-being of junior doctors. The aim of this project has been to develop an 
intervention to improve junior doctors’ well-being, increase resilience and work-life balance. 
We are running series of workshops at 3 hospitals: The Royal Free, Whittington and 
UCLH. This booklet is designed to support doctors attending the workshop, but it can also 
be used on its own if you are unable to attend one of our workshops.  
 
This booklet will help you to improve your well-being, foster resilience and help prevent 
burnout. It is divided into two sections. The first section focuses on self-care and 
strategies to help us take better care of ourselves. The second section focuses on how 
we can take control of our technology use to help us get a better work-life balance. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This project, individualised Wellbeing And Resilience in Doctors has been funded by a 
UCL Grand Challenge Grant to enhance well-being and resilience in junior doctors. 
Qualitative research we conducted with doctors in training showed their lives were 
characterised by work-life imbalance. On top of working long-hours, in a demanding
environment, there is pressure to revise for exams and complete e-portfolios. Trainees felt 
an expectation to prioritise work at the cost of their personal lives. Unsurprisingly this 
resulted in low morale and harmed well-being; at its worse some trainee’s spoke of feeling 
dehumanised. The paper has been published in BMJ Open and is freely available to
download: https://tinyurl.com/TraineesStudy.
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How to use this booklet 
 
1) Reflect on your every day practices: What are your priorities? What do you value?  
 
Before you start, we recommend you take some time to reflect on your work-life balance 
and what is it exactly you would like to improve. You can spend as much time as you want 
on this activity. In terms of your self-care strategies, you could make a list of what they are 
and how much time you spend on them. In terms of your use of technology, you could 
use some self-tracking tools to give you a better understanding of your everyday 
behaviour. For example, you could download RescueTime (see page 31) to learn how you 
spend your time on your devices. Or you could keep a diary of your communication habits 
and keep track of when work interrupts non-work (and vice versa) – you can download a 
template here: https://tinyurl.com/SelfStudyDiary  
  
2) Read through this booklet to identify strategies that can help you.  
 
Select at least one or two strategies to start with for a couple of weeks and see how you 
get on. Remember, your time = your rules. If something doesn’t work out for you, you can 
always revert back to old habits or try out new strategies. 
 
3) Choose a goal and commit to your new strategy(ies).  
 
We know from psychological research that goal setting is really important in terms of 
changing a behaviour. A bit like setting an objective, it’s important to choose a clear and 
measurable goal. Planning how to achieve it is really key; so, thinking about a plan which 
specifies exactly what, when and how you will do it each week.  
 
In order to help you stick to your new goal, we recommend you write down what you 
intend to try out in the commitment card on the next page. You can also decide to share 
your commitment on social media, or just by talking to friends, family and colleagues.  
 
 
4) Keep a log of the strategies that worked (or haven’t) for you.  
 
Keeping track of how are you going, and what is working, or not working is really 
important.  Also, you will find that as time goes by, or situations change, you might want to 
revisit your strategies. The ‘strategies log’ at the end of the booklet can help you do this.  
 
Don’t be hard on yourself if you don’t achieve your goal. If that happens, set a more 
realistic goal and start again. It’s best to set small achievable goals than lots of different 
ones. Most importantly, make sure you give yourself a reward when you have achieved 
your goal! 
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The steps(s) I will take to improve my self-care 
and work-life balance is (are): 
 

   examples: “I will limit the time I spend on distracting websites to X 
minutes a day” or “I will go for a 30-minute walk in the park twice a 
week” 

 

I will    

_______________________________________________

_______________________________________________

_______________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________

_______________________________________________

_______________________________________________

_______________________________________________

_______________________________________________

_______________________________________________

_______________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________ 

 

Signed:               Date: 

CUT THE COMMITMENT CARD AND KEEP IN A VISIBLE PLACE (e.g. 
your diary, on the fridge, etc.) 



 

 10 

  



 

 11 

SECTION 1 
 
Fostering resilience and enhancing  
well-being 
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What is resilience? 
 
Psychological resilience refers to one’s ability to bounce back from and positively adapt to 
stressors and adversity. Resilience is not static; it varies with knowledge, skills, 
circumstances and attitudes. This is key – as it means a person’s resilience can change 
over time and be strengthened.   
 
Despite the demands placed on junior doctors, learning self-care skills do not often 
appear during medical training. However, we know that developing personal resilience is 
effective in helping prevent burnout and mitigating distress. We also know that doctors 
who have high levels of resilience deliver higher quality care and are less prone to 
medication errors. Thus, increasing your resilience should benefit you personally as well as 
your patients. To develop our resilience, we need to focus on self-care.  
 
What is self-care? 
 
Self-care is any activity that we do deliberately in order to take care of our mental, 
emotional, and physical health. Doctors are always taking care of other people. Those who 
take care of others, either professionally or personally, may find themselves especially 
drained if they do not take care of themselves. If you don’t take enough care of yourself, it 
is likely to affect not just your own physical and emotional health, but your ability to take 
care of others. So, by taking care of your own needs, you will not only improve your well-
being, but increase your resources to care for others.  
 
Why is self-care important? 
 
Self-care is important because it can improve your mental and physical health, for 
example, by reducing stress and anxiety, improving your mood and helping you find a 
better work-life balance between your personal and professional life. It’s important to 
incorporate self-care strategies in everyday life because it will enable you to build your 
resilience and help prevent burn-out. 
 
How to develop it?  
 
A good place to start is to think about your physical activity, eating habits and sleep. We 
often think of the mind and body as separate, but how we treat our body, affects our 
mental health as well as our physical health.    
 
 
 

Fostering Resilience through 
Self-Care  
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Physical activity strategies 
 
Physical activity is not just great for your physical health, it also improves your mental well-
being. One of the mechanisms for this is it increases serotonin levels, and studies have 
shown that it can help protect against anxiety and help people with mild depression. 
What’s important is to find something you like doing. It doesn’t have to involve the gym! It 
can be something simple like walking (walks in nature have been found to be particularly 
beneficial).  
 
£ Plan it! It might mean trying new things to find something you like, e.g., yoga, 

dancing, indoor rock climbing…hula hooping! When you have found something you 
enjoy, the next step is to think about how to fit them into everyday life. Planning 
activities (i.e., when, where, how) is really important. Research shows that if make a 
plan, you are more likely to carry out the behaviour. In psychology, we call this making 
an ‘implementation intention’. An implementation intention supports you achieving your 
goal by setting out in advance when/where and how you will achieve this goal. In the 
case of physical activity, it might be "I will go for a walk in the park with Jenny every 
Thursday for 30 minutes”.  

 
Eating habits 
 
The adrenal glands produce the main stress response hormones adrenaline, noradrenaline 
and cortisol. As adrenal function is significantly influenced by blood sugar levels, it is 
important to follow a diet that helps stabilise blood sugar levels. Ways of achieving this 
include eating whole, natural foods. Having a balanced breakfast makes a great start to 
the day, such as porridge. 
 
£ Limit the sugar. Try to limit foods high in sugar as white bread, pasta, chocolate, 

biscuits, sweets or anything with added sugars. Replace processed foods with the 
unrefined foods such as brown bread, rice, oats and rye.  

 
£ Eat protein. It’s also important to make sure you get enough protein. Our bodies 

have increased need for protein when we are stressed. Good sources of protein 
include lean meat, chicken, fish, eggs, beans, lentils, nuts and seeds. Protein helps to 
slow the release of sugar into the bloodstream.  

 
£ Don’t skip eating! Finally, try not to skip meals. Small, regular meals will help to 

maintain energy levels and mood, while decreasing tiredness and irritability. For when 
you have a particularly busy week, or a period of night shifts, try making a few meals in 
advance which can be frozen. You can make a large amount of the same dish so you 
have several portions. Then when you don’t have much time, you can defrost them 
quickly in the microwave which will make you less likely to grab a takeaway or 
unhealthy snack.  
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Sleep strategies 
 
Getting enough sleep is important in reducing stress as a lack of sleep increases your 
levels of cortisol. Adults need between 7-9 hours of sleep each day. Making sure your 
bedroom is a good sleeping environment is a good place to start.  
 
Some tips include:  
£ keeping your room completely dark 
£ keep it slightly cool around 16-18°C (60-65°F) 
£ keep clutter out of your room 
£ avoid having a television or computer in the bedroom 
£ turn off your mobile phone and anything with an LED display (including clocks) 
£ don’t treat your bedroom as an extension of your living room or a study. Use it for 

sleeping and sex only. 
 
Coping with Night Shifts  
£ Before the Shift. A long nap is your best friend: getting enough sleep during the day 

before your shift can help you improve concentration and your performance during 
your shift, reduce your stress and prepare your body for the long night ahead. Resist 
the temptation to get too many things done during the time before your shift and give 
your self-care priority.  
  

£ During the Shift. Reduce your caffeine consumption later in the shift. This can be very 
difficult because fatigue becomes more pronounced as the shift progresses, yet this 
is the time when it’s most important not to drink coffee. Caffeine in the second half of 
your shift can make falling asleep the next day difficult, which could cause over-
tiredness, sleep deprivation and make you prone to chronic sleep difficulties (shift 
work sleep disorder).  
  

£ After the Shift. Clear your schedule the day after a night shift: do not plan errands, 
family visits, or outings, the day after the night shift. Do not over-expose yourself to 
sunlight the morning after your shift: on your way home, arm yourself with large dark 
sunglasses and a hat. Avoid spending a lot of time outside. 

 
Engage in good sleep hygiene 
It is best to follow your normal bedtime routine when you come home:  
£ Draw thick heavy curtains.  
£ Turn your phone off.  
£ Prioritise sleep over all else.  
£ Try to get 6-7 hours of sleep then wake up and get some sun or expose yourself to 

very bright lights to signal your internal clock that it is daytime.  
  
Overall, remember that it can be a matter of trial-and-error to figure out the strategies that 
work best for you. If you feel like you are struggling (consistently having difficulty sleeping 
after night shifts or suffering from excessive daytime sleepiness), seek support from your 
GP and reach out for help. 
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Other self-care strategies include:  
 

• Asking for support when we need it. 

• Giving & gratitude. We experience more positive emotions when we engage 
in acts of kindness to others, rather than ourselves. 

• Focus on the positive, not the negative. 

• Create a “no” list with things you know you don’t like or you no longer want 
to do e.g., not going to events you don’t want to, replying to work emails and 
phone calls over lunch. 

• Be prepared. It can be useful to have a list of self-care activities that you like, 
or want to try. Some options include: listening to music, reading, doing yoga or 
breathing exercises, having a long bath, cooking, going for a walk, drawing or 
spending time with a friend.  

• Have a quick fix ready. If you’re absolutely stressed out and short on time, 
learn some strategies that will help you in just a few minutes. Breathing 
exercises and mindfulness are great, as you can pretty much do them 
anywhere and don’t take long!  

• Make time for self-care. Set aside time regularly to practise self-care. Even if 
it’s just a few minutes, make time for yourself and do something that makes you 
feel good or relaxed. 

 

Getting professional help if you have a mental health or addiction concern 

Self-care is really important to help us manage our stress and improve our well-being. But 
there are times when we could benefit from professional help and an important aspect of 
self-care is being able to recognise this and seek professional help. The Practitioner Health 
Programme (PHP) is a confidential, NHS treatment service for doctors who are unable to 
access confidential care through mainstream NHS routes due to the nature of their role 
and/or health condition. The service is available for those who have mental health or 
addiction concern (at any level of severity).  
 
The website is: http://php.nhs.uk/ or you can call them on their confidential helpline: 0203 
049 4505. They also provide a list of other support services you can contact: 
http://php.nhs.uk/resources/web-links/other-sources-of-help/ 
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Useful resources 

Self-care https://tinyurl.com/SelfCarePsychCentral 

Science of happiness. Free online 8-week course, created by University of 
California’s Berkeley’s Greater Good Science Center: 
https://tinyurl.com/edxHappinessScience  

 
Eating habits https://tinyurl.com/StressAndDiet 

 
How to get a good night sleep (booklet from The Sleep Council): 
https://tinyurl.com/BookletSleep 
 
Sleep and the night shift http://tinyurl.com/webmd-nightshift/  
 
On sleep disorders http://tinyurl.com/sleep-disorders-shifts   

 
Tips from shift workers (from the National Sleep Foundation) 
https://tinyurl.com/tips-from-shift-workers  
 

 
 

 What do you do to take care of yourself? 
 
List some of the things you do. If you can’t think of anything, don’t 
worry! Too many of us don’t stop in our busy lives to take stock of our 
own physical and emotional health. But it is really important to spend 
time thinking about what we can be doing to take care of ourselves – 
and then putting it into action 
 
1._________________________________________________________ 
 
2._________________________________________________________ 
 
3._________________________________________________________ 
 
4._________________________________________________________ 
 
5._________________________________________________________ 
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What is Mindfulness? 
 
Simply put, mindfulness is the conscious awareness of moment-to-moment experiences. 
When talking about using mindfulness for self-care and promoting resilience, research 
supports the benefits of mindfulness meditation, or the practice of purposefully paying 
attention in the present moment, without judgement. 
Mindfulness meditation is traditionally performed sitting in a comfortable position, on a 
cushion on the floor or on a chair. This is the most traditional formal practice. There are 
other formal practices: yoga, walking meditation, body scan, mindful eating and mindful 
movements. There are also a variety of informal ways mindful meditation can be regularly 
practiced in our day-to-day life by maintaining a flexible, open, relaxed, non-judgemental 
stance to our experiences and bringing our awareness to the sensations, thoughts and 
feelings as they arise.  
 
 
Why is it important? 
 
Mindfulness is a useful tool in your stress management toolbox. Mindfulness practice 
enhances our ability to regulate emotions, manage negative experiences, and mobilise our 
inner resources. 

 

 
Mindfulness exercises that you practice regularly can become lifesavers when you are 
distressed. When you have hours of mindfulness practice under your belt, you can elicit a 
relaxation response and feelings of self-compassion on demand by engaging in your 
practice when you’re stressed out. 
 
How I can develop it? 
 
Rather than a “skill” to be mastered, mindfulness practice is best viewed as a way of being 
that needs to be cultivated through regular practice. But the beauty of mindfulness 
meditation is that it is flexible and versatile and can be easily incorporated into your busy 
daily lives.  
 
 
 

Mindfulness 

Viktor Frankl, a psychiatrist who survived the Holocaust and who published the best-selling 
book Man’s Search for Meaning, once said, “between stimulus and response, there is a
space. And in that space, lies our power to choose our response. In our response lies our 
growth and our freedom.” Regular mindfulness practice helps you develop a mindful, non- 
judgmental, stance and allows you to own that space between stimulus and response and 
act thoughtfully instead of reacting on “autopilot.”
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Here is a 3-step plan to get you reaping the self-care benefits of mindfulness in no time:  
 
1. Intention and Commitment 
 
The daily time commitment can be as short or as long as we want (even just a few 
minutes a day will do), what matters most is the consistency. Try and tie your mindfulness 
time to an activity that you do daily so the habit can stick easier.  
 
2. Choosing a Mindfulness Meditation Practice 
 
The most basic mindfulness meditation is that which involves sitting comfortably for a 
specific period of time and bringing awareness to the sensations of the breath, letting 
thoughts go as they arise, without judgement, then bringing the awareness back to the 
breath. These are two excellent websites that offer guided meditations you can download 
for free and practice daily on your time:  
 

Positivity Resonance https://tinyurl.com/PositivityResonance 
      

Great Good in Action https://tinyurl.com/GreatGoodinAction 
 

 
There are plenty of mobile apps (e.g. CALM, Headspace) that offer mindfulness 
meditations, many people find these helpful since they provide structure, guidance and 
even reminders. 
 
Other popular formal practices include mindful yoga, mindful eating, and mindful walking. 
You can also incorporate mindfulness into your life through informal practices by 
immersing yourself fully in a day-to-day activity (e.g. washing the dishes), bringing your 
awareness, with intention, to the sensations and experiences as they arise.  

 
You would acknowledge any thoughts that arise, observing them non-judgmentally then 
letting them wash away, bringing the attention back to the washing of the dishes. Notice 
any physical sensations in your body, the smells (maybe tastes) and emotions associated 
with the experience. Remain open, relaxed, and non-judgmental throughout. A useful 
acronym for informal practice is STOP: Stop, Take a breath, Observe without judgement, 
Proceed.  
 
 
3. Find your Tribe 
 
The original Eastern practices of mindfulness stressed the importance of being part of a 
community of practice.  There are many regular mindfulness workshops and practice 
groups that meet regularly to meditate together. Check your community boards, social 
media posts and mental health charities, and the local practice directory: 
https://tinyurl.com/MindfulnessCommunity 

For example, if you decided to do an informal mindfulness meditation while washing the 
dishes, you would wash them intently, noticing how the water and the soap bubbles felt 
on your skin.
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Useful websites 
 

    Greater Good Science Center, University of California  
    Excellent resource with many mindfulness meditation scripts and free 

recordings https://ggia.berkeley.edu/# 
 

     Positivity Resonance  
Meditations recorded by Dr Barbra Frederickson (director of the Positive 
Emotions Psychology lab at University of North Carolina)  
http://www.positivityresonance.com/meditations.html 

     Community of Inter-being 
Local mindfulness meditation groups grounded in the Eastern philosophy 
teachings of spiritual leader Thich Nhat Hanh, but many welcome people of any 
or no faith to practice meditation 
https://coiuk.org/find-local-group/ 
 

     UCLA Mindful Awareness Research Center  
     Information on mindfulness and free downloads 

http://marc.ucla.edu/default.cfm 
 

Recommended Reading   

Williams and Penman (2001). Mindfulness: A practical guide to finding peace in a          
frantic world. Piatkus: London. This book is based on Mindfulness-Based Cognitive 
Therapy (MBCT) and contains a CD of mindfulness exercises.  

Useful apps 

      Aura 3-minute meditations and mood tracking http://aurahealth.io 
 

Calm Guided meditations with nice visuals. “Sleep stories” also included.       
http://calm.com 

 
Headspace Daily guided meditations. A special section for kids. 
http://headspace.com  

 
Insight Timer A popular free app with guided meditations. It also has social 
features where you can become part of groups, see who is meditating “with 
you”, and see what people around you are choosing. 
https://insighttimer.com 

 
Stop, Breathe & Think Guided meditations and mood tracking. 
https://www.stopbreathethink.com/ 
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What is self-compassion? 
 
When we think about being compassionate to others, we mean showing kindness, love, 
concern, understanding and empathy to those who are in distress. Self-compassion 
means directing these emotions at yourself, so treating yourself as you would a friend 
when you are having a period of difficulty or if we fail at something. It is about treating 
yourself with kindness as opposed to self-judgement. It means instead of beating 
ourselves up if we are having a difficult time or when we make a mistake, treating 
ourselves kindly, remembering that we all make mistakes, rather than being critical and 
harsh. 
 
 
Why is it important? 
 

  
 

 
 
How can I develop it? 
 
Dr Kristin Neff is a psychologist who has pioneered self-compassion research and 
resources. She has a website (http://self-compassion.org/) where you can find out more 
about self-compassion including free self-compassion guided mediations and other 
exercises. Below is an example of one of the exercises. Find a quiet place and try this 
exercise for yourself.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Self-Compassion 

The evidence shows a positive correlation between self-compassion and psychological
well-being. People with greater levels self-compassion tend to be more optimistic, happier 
and feel less stressed. Research suggests that health care professionals with higher levels 
of self-compassion have greater resilience and are less likely to suffer from burnout.
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Please take out a sheet of paper and answer the following questions: 
 

1. First, think about times when a close friend feels really bad about him or herself or 
is really struggling in some way. How would you respond to your friend in this 
situation (especially when you’re at your best)? Please write down what you 
typically do, what you say, and note the tone in which you typically talk to your 
friends. 

2. Now think about times when you feel bad about yourself or are struggling. How do 
you typically respond to yourself in these situations? Please write down what you 
typically do, what you say, and note the tone in which you talk to yourself. 
 

3. Did you notice a difference? If so, ask yourself why. What factors or fears come 
into play that lead you to treat yourself and others so differently? 
 

4. Please write down how you think things might change if you responded to yourself 
in the same way you typically respond to a close friend when you’re suffering. 

 
Self-compassion resources 

      Nurturing self-compassion https://tinyurl.com/CultivateSC 

     Dr Kristin Neff’s website http://self-compassion.org 

 

Recommended reading 

Kirsten Neff (2015). Self-Compassion: The Proven Power of Being Kind to Yourself. 
Harper Collins: USA 

 

 

 Remember to be kind to yourself 
 
Think of a positive statement and write it down here. You can even 
take a picture and save it as a wallpaper on your phone. 
 
___________________________________________________________ 
 
___________________________________________________________ 
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SECTION 2 
 
Taking Control of Work-Life Balance 
with Microboundaries  
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Communication technologies are increasingly embedded in our everyday lives, impacting 
how we work and socialise. This can create expectations of endless availability which may 
lead to issues of work-life balance. Research has found a positive correlation between 
work interrupting non-work and stress, and if no measures are put in place to recover from 
our daily worries and stresses, other major health issues can arise, such as burnout. 
Therefore, achieving work-life balance is an issue that concerns many. A key factor to 
reaching this goal is feeling in control. With notifications interrupting and information 
overload overwhelming us on all our devices, it can be hard to feel in control. 
 
 
At University College London, we have been researching how people cope with work-life 
balance issues and the expectation of being always online. Our findings show that 
technology should be designed to be more in line with our values and make us stop and 
think when this is not the case. But it’s not all down to technology – individuals play a key 
role in managing their own work-life balance. We found that there are workarounds and 
strategies that people can put in place to make technology work for them, to align digital 
behaviours to personal values so we can be in control of work-life balance. These are 
microboundary strategies.  
 
 

  
 

   
 

 
 

  

  DID YOU KNOW? 

Microboundary strategies (Cecchinato et al., 2015, Cox et al. 2016, Cecchinato et al.
2017) can be used to limit the negative effects of boundary cross-overs (e.g. receiving a 
work email on a weekend) and feel more in control. When we feel in control, we 
experience less stress and fewer interruptions between work and non-work. These
microboundaries, which are presented in this booklet, relate to digital behaviours and can 
occur on devices, applications, accounts, and notifications.
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It’s time to take back control 
 
 
Use this second part of the booklet to experiment what microboundary strategies work 
best for you. We have grouped them in five sections: email, communication channels, 
notifications, and expectation management. To put the strategies in context, at the 
beginning of each section, we have included a summary of prior work that explains why 
those strategies can be useful for you. Don’t worry, we’ve not made it sound too 
academic! But if you are interested in reading the original research, there is a list of 
references at the end of this booklet. Other than some theory, each section includes a list 
of strategies and step-by-step instructions on how to implement them. 
 
This is not intended be a complete list of strategies, but it is meant to be a starting point to 
reflect on your own practices and help you gain more awareness. Of course, as you 
experiment, you can certainly come up with your own strategies.  
 
Self-experimenting is a key element to finding the right balance for you between use of 
technology, expectation management and sense of control. You might find that you prefer 
automatic rules for settings that help you transition between work and non-work, or 
perhaps you prefer to manually change settings as a conscious reminder of what you want 
to be focusing on in that moment. 
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Email research has found that checking email less frequently reduces stress. While there 
is no magic number about how often this should be, making it less frequent is key. 
             
(tick any to commit) 

£ Turn off push notifications. You are likely to be checking anyway, so 
there is no need to be alerted for every new email, especially in your personal 
account(s). 

 
 

£ Change how often you get new emails. If you still want push 
notifications, try changing how often your email client syncs your inbox. You 
could change it to as low as once or twice per day, or to every 25 minutes, to 
allow you to work uninterrupted following the “Pomodoro technique”.  

 
 
Mobile email addiction has been identified and compared to gambling behaviours, 
whereby the unexpected new email provides users with a thrill. Here are some strategies 
to avoid falling in the trap of feeling rewarded for finding a new email, but then immediately 
feeling compelled to act on it: 
 
 

£ Check work and personal emails separately. Download two separate 
apps for work and personal email on your phone/tablet. Use different email 
clients for your laptop (e.g. check personal email in a browser tab, and work 
email on the Outlook desktop client). 

Keep in mind: 
 

• You can use unroll.me to delete unwanted email subscriptions. 
• Schedule your emails with ad-hoc tools (e.g. Boomerang for Gmail, Right in 

Inbox, MailButler, etc.).  
• Learn more about your email behaviour (Immersion, Gmail Meter).  
• Be concise (see Email Charter, sentence.es). 
• Have clear subject lines (e.g. use them to ask questions), 
• Do you need to cc everyone? 
• Could you be using an instant messaging (IM) channel instead? Slack is a great 

tool where you can create private and public channels with your team, as well as 
send direct messages and share files. (https://slack.com/). 

 

Email Management 
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How to disable push notifications for email: 

Mail app (on iOS) 
  Device Settings -> Mail, Contacts, Calendar -> Fetch new data -> turn off Push. 

    Gmail app (on Android/iOS):  
    Settings -> select account -> uncheck “Sync Gmail”. 

Gmail (on browser):  
Download http://www.inboxpause.com/ and then manually pause your inbox to 
work offline. 

    Outlook (on Mac):  
    From the top menu: Outlook -> select “Work Offline”. 

Mozilla Thunderbird  
Top menu: Tools/Edit/Preferences -> Account settings -> select the account -> 
Server Settings -> disable “Check for new messages every __ minutes” -> 
disable “Allow immediate server notifications when new messages arrive” 

How to reduce synching frequency of email clients: 
 

Outlook (on Windows) 
By default this is set to be every 30 min. To change, go to Send/Receive tab -> 
Define Send/Receive groups -> schedule an automatic send/receive every -> 
select your frequency. 

Outlook (on Mac)  
From the top menu: Tools -> Run Schedule -> Edit schedule -> click “+” to select 
your schedule. You can have it manually, or repeated schedules at your preferred 
frequency. Make sure that the Action is what you want it to be (e.g. Receive Mail). 
Quit Outlook to allow the changes to start.  

Mail (on Mac) 
From the top menu: Mail -> Preferences-> General -> Check for new messages  
-> select the frequency you want (every minute, 5min, 15min, 30min, every hour, 
manually). 

Email app (on Samsung) 
Apps -> Email -> Menu -> Settings -> email account -> Synch schedule -> 
select the frequency you want. 

Mail (on Windows 10 and iOS)  
From device Settings -> Mail, Contacts, Calendar -> Fetch new data -> from the 
Fetch menu, select your preferred option (15min, 30min, hourly, manually). 

Mozilla Thunderbird  
From the top menu: Tools/Edit/Preferences -> Account settings -> select the 
account -> Server Settings -> Check for new messages every __ minutes -> 
select your frequency preference. It can go as high as 410065408, which is every 
780 years!
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Each person covers several roles in their life, some work-related, some pertinent to 
personal life. In our research on work-home boundaries and technology we found that 
people create more complex interactions to discourage them from accessing work ‘stuff’ 
when not working. They basically create some friction in their interactions. 
 
 

£ Create different user accounts on your devices. This could apply to 
accounts on your laptop (e.g. one for work activities where you block social 
media, and one for personal where you don’t have work emails synched), or 
even different users on your phone (**only works with Android Lollipop**).  
 

£ Create different accounts for communication channels. You could 
have a Skype account for work on your laptop, and a different personal 
Skype account on your phone. That way you don’t have to worry about 
thinking where you are logged in.  
 

£ Group work and non-work tools separately. On your phone, you can 
use folders to organise (and hide away) work apps such as email, Slack, etc. 
Moving that folder away from the home screen is another way of creating 
some friction.  
 

Research has shown that people make use of online statuses to infer someone’s 
availability and determine how quickly they are going to reply. If you do not want people to 
assume that just because you are online you are available and can be interrupted, set 
yourself away or log out of channels outside of working hours. 
 
 

£ Sign out of any instant messaging (IM) channel. You can do this 
manually at the end of your working day, or you can automate it based on 
time/location (e.g. when you leave work, when you arrive home). 

 
£ Sign out of any video-conference channel. Any call on Skype, Google 

Hangout is likely going to be a schedule call anyway, so there is no need to 
be constantly logged in, especially on all your devices. You can do this 
manually or set automatic rules. 

  
 

 
 

Other Communication Channels 
Management 
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How to create a new account on your laptop:  
 

Mac 
Apple menu -> System Preferences -> Users & Groups -> unlock and enter your 
password -> click “+” -> click New Account -> choose the type of user depending 
on how you want you use the other account (e.g. just for browsing the Internet a 
guest account may be enough) -> enter full name (you can’t change this later!) -> 
enter a password for the new user -> click Create User. 
 
Windows (8, 10) 
Start -> Settings -> Accounts -> Your account -> Family & other users -> Add 
someone else to this PC -> here you will need to enter a Microsoft email account. 
If you don’t have another one, choose “sign in without a Microsoft account” -> 
Local account -> choose their name and password -> Next -> Finish.  

 
 
How to create a new account on your phone: 
 

    Android Lollipop and above 
Pull down the notification centre -> select the profile icon -> Add user -> follow the 
instructions to enter a new Google account. For this you will need to have create a 
new email address.  

 
 
How to create dedicated folder for apps: 
 

iOS 
Home screen -> hold down on an app for about two seconds -> all the apps start 
bouncing. From here, you can delete apps, move apps, and put apps in folders. 
To create a folder, just drag one app onto another. 

 
Android 
To create a folder, just drag one app onto another. 
 

 
 

Keep in mind: 
 

• Curate the content of your messages – if it’s quick questions, etc. use IM channel. 
If you need to have a more permanent record, email it. 

• Delete apps links from home screen or from the phone during holidays. 
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Boundary research has shown that work-life conflict occurs when the demands from one 
domain (e.g. attending art class) interfere with the demands of another domain (e.g. 
working long hours), leading then to burnout, absenteeism, and stress. To reduce work-life 
conflict, one of the suggested research solutions is to create temporal boundaries to allow 
time to recover. 
 
 

£ Build downtime in your schedule. Block out time in advance in your 
calendar for your own activities, hobbies, etc. Regardless if you share your 
calendar or not, it will help you protect your time.  
 
 

£ Build focused time in your schedule. Block out time in advance every 
day or every week to schedule undisturbed time to work on a task/project. 
This could also mean blocking certain websites which can distract you from 
your task (e.g. social media). For example, you could set a calendar event 
called “No Meeting Wednesday”. 

 
 
In our research, we have found that sometimes people are not fully aware of how they are 
spending time (or how much time they are spending actually working). Self-tracking has 
been proven to encourage reflection, which increases self-awareness and thus promotes 
behaviour changes.  
 
 

£ Self-track how you spend your time on devices. There are several 
tools that allow you to track how you spend your time on your devices, while 
others allow you to track how much time you spend in different locations (see 
overleaf). 

	
	

Keep in mind: 
 

• You don’t need to be connected to the Internet on your phone all the time. Turn on 
airplane mode, or simply turn off data (so you still get phone calls and SMS) when 
you don’t want to be interrupted. 

Time Management 
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Web tools to block distracting websites or apps: 
 
 

StayFocusd http://www.stayfocusd.com/ (works on Chrome) 
 
LeechBlock http://www.proginosko.com/leechblock/ (works on Firefox) 

 
WasteNoTime http://www.bumblebeesystems.com/wastenotime/ (works 
on Safari) 

 
Productivity Owl http://www.productivityowl.com/ (works on Chrome) – 
this one is more for fun: an owl starts flying around the page when your 
dedicated time on the website it up and automatically closes the page! 

 
Offtime http://offtime.co/ Can be used to have focused work time or help 
unplug. It allows you to block apps during focused time but still receive SMS 
or calls. It also creates a log of your usage patterns to help you gain more 
insight. 

 
Flipd App http://www.flipdapp.co/ Similar to Offtime, it puts a timer on your 
phone lock screen to prevent you from accessing distracting apps. You are 
still able to receive notifications or access your phone, it just makes it a bit 
harder.  

 
 
Self-tracking tools: 
 

RescueTime https://www.rescuetime.com/ The free version of this tool can 
be installed on your Android device and any laptop/PC. It automatically 
classifies time spent on each device as productive (e.g. Word, email) or as 
procrastination (e.g. Facebook), but you can customise it. To make the most 
of this tool, you could either decide to use it with a specific goal in mind (e.g. 
find out how much time I spend on email every day/week/month), or let it run 
in the background for a few weeks or months and then look back at the data 
to notice any interesting patterns.   

 
30/30 app: http://3030.binaryhammer.com/ This iOS only app allows you to 
set a list of tasks and a length of time for each one (from 1 minute to 1 hour). 
When you start the timer, it will tell you when it’s time to move on to the next 
task.  

 
Pomodoro timer. If you search for “Pomodoro timer” you will find several 
online tools and apps to download. The aim is to break down each task into 
chunks of 25 minutes at a time, with a 5 minute break in between.  
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Research on multi-tasking and interruptions has shown that we generally react to a new 
message within 6 seconds. Resuming a task after an interruption takes between 64 
seconds and 20 minutes. Constant activity switching can actually have more negative 
effects than actual interruptions.  
 
Also, research on notification behaviour has shown that critical messages are only 12% of 
what we receive. 
 
 

£ Turn off your notifications. You might want to do this forever for certain 
apps, or based on certain times/locations, or even manually on a case-by-
case basis.  

 
 
We have also found that people who separate their devices (i.e. smartphone and tablet 
are only for personal stuff, laptop is only for work stuff) feel more in control of work-home 
boundary management. 
 

£ Create device separation. Dedicate each device to one life domain; this 
might mean deleting or removing any work/personal accounts/apps on it.  

 
 

Keep in mind: 
 

• You could simply put your phone with the screen facing down on the table to 
avoid catching glimpses of incoming notifications. 

• You can customise sounds for important notifications. 
• If you have an iPhone, you can use VIP lists in your contacts to customise who 

can notify you 
• If you want to use a device for multiple life domains, think of how to structure them 

(e.g. different users, creating folders, separating desktops, etc.) – see strategies in 
other sections. 

Notification Management 
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How to turn off notifications on phone: 
 
 

Android 
Settings -> Sounds and Notifications -> App notifications -> select the app 
you want to change settings for -> Notifications -> select between Block all, 
Treat as priority, or Allow peaking  

 
iOS 
Settings -> Notifications -> select the app you want to change settings for -> 
toggle notifications off. Consider also whether you want the notification to be 
displayed on the lock screen, or whether you want the ‘Badge App icon” (the 
red circle with the number). Repeat for all other apps you want to change. 

 
Windows phone 
Settings -> Notifications & actions -> find the app you want to change -> 
select preferred notifications (Windows phone 8) 

 
 
How to customise “Do Not Disturb” settings: 
 

Slack 
From the top menu: Slack -> Preferences -> Do not disturb -> customise the 
time when you do not want to be disturbed 

 
Laptop (Mac) 
Apple menu -> System Preferences -> Notifications -> Do not disturb -> then 
select when to turn off notifications (e.g. specific times). 

 
Laptop (Windows 10) 
In the bottom right corner, right click or press and hold “Action Centre icon” -
> select Turn on Quiet hours. Alternatively, open Settings -> System -> 
Notifications and actions -> select your preferred settings (e.g. showing 
notifications on the lock screen, turning off notifications, etc.). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
See Email Management section (page 26) to change settings for Email 
notifications
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Research has shown that response expectations are set after the first response, with an 
initial baseline of 24 hours. This is valid for email, but will vary depending on the channel 
used.  
 
 

£ Set email signatures. Tell people when/how you check emails or what channels 
are best to be used for certain situations.  

 
£ Set an out-of-office for the weekends. You could say something like “As an 

attempt to master more work-life balance, I don’t check my email during the 
weekend. I will get back to you next week.” 

 
£ Turn off Awareness cues. Awareness cues are all those cues that let you know 

whether a person is online, if a message has been read, or when they were last 
using the app. Knowing someone has read your message can be useful, knowing 
they’ve been online 4 times since is not so useful. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Keep in mind: 
 

• People will message you on the channel they are most likely going to get your 
quickest response from. Create some ‘perceived boundaries” – if you want to 
check your emails, go ahead, but it doesn’t mean you need to reply straight 
away.  

• Set expectations in advance. 
• Sit in someone else’s office when they are not in, or go to a coffee shop.  
• Learn to say no and delegate: 

“I only say yes to something if I have something particular to offer” 
“I only say yes if I’m the best person to do this, because…” 
“I will do it because I will be able to get …… out of it” 
“If I want to say no, or delegate, I should ask 'Is there someone else who 
could do this equally well?’" 

Expectation Management 
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How to turn off Awareness Cues: 
 

 
WhatsApp (“last seen at ...”) 
Open WhatsApp -> Menu (three dots top right corner) -> Settings -> Account -> 
Privacy -> Who can see my Personal Info -> “Last Seen” -> choose between 
everyone, my contacts, and nobody. 

 
WhatsApp (read receipts)  
Open WhatsApp -> Menu (three dots top right corner) -> Settings -> Account -> 
Privacy -> uncheck “read receipts”. Note: this doesn’t work for group messages. 

 
iMessage/Messages (read receipt). On iMessage (Messages) you can turn off 
read receipts for specific people. Open Messages -> tap on the conversation you 
are interested -> Info -> Send read receipts -> toggle it off (it needs to be white).  

 
 
 
Example of Email Signatures: 
 

• I aspire to achieve a sensible work-life balance. I don’t expect a reply to this email 
from you outside of your normal working hours. Please expect the same from me.  

• I’m terrible at carrying and answering my ***phone/email/social media/etc.***, best 
way to reach me is ***. 

• Please note: I sometimes work offline but will check emails at least once per 
working day. 

• To help me manage my inbox more quickly and not have to do it in my spare time, 
I’m writing shorter emails. Don’t take it personally! Here are some other reasons 
why this is a good idea: http://emailcharter.org 

• Save our inboxes! http://emailcharter.org/  
• Too brief? Here’s why: http://emailcharter.org/  
• Q: Why is this email a pre-determined number of sentences or less? 

A: http://sentenc.es 
 
 
Example of Out of Office messages: 
 

• I’m out of office until ***. I get a lot of emails, so you may wish to contact me again 
after this date. 

• I am on leave until *** and will not be able to respond to your email until I return. 
• I’m away on holiday with a large pile of novels. I’ll be back on ***. 
• I’m on leave until ***. If your message requires an urgent response, please re-send 

after that date. 
• I’m travelling between *** and *** with limited access to email/Internet/etc. If it’s 

urgent, you can find me on social media. 
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You can use IFTTT to set rules (“applets”) around when and where you want to change 
settings to your devices, such as receiving notifications. You will need to create an 
account on the website and download the app on your phone. These are some of the 
existing rules and what apps they work with (just search in your browser for IFTTT and the 
name of the rule): 
 

 
£ Let the team know you are signing off (Slack): 

https://ifttt.com/applets/45017934d-let-the-team-know-you-are-signing-off 
 

£ Post on Slack when entering/exiting an area (Slack): 
https://ifttt.com/applets/45017672d-when-entering-or-exiting-an-area-post-
to-a-slack-channel/ 
 

£ Let your team know you are away (Slack): 
https://ifttt.com/applets/192057p-let-your-team-know-you-re-away 
 

£ Log how much time you spend at home, work, etc. (GPS): 
https://ifttt.com/applets/133495p-log-how-much-time-you-spend-at-home-
work-etc 
  

£ Get a notification every time you come home (GPS) (this can be used 
to set location-based alerts regardless of time, e.g. remember to log out of a 
channel. It uses the GPS on your phone). https://ifttt.com/applets/165413p-
get-a-notification-every-time-you-come-home 
 

£ Send a notification if enter or exit an area (GPS) (this can be used to 
alert others that you are no longer working for example). 
https://ifttt.com/applets/25874686d-if-you-enter-or-exit-an-area-then-send-
a-notification/edit  

What is IFTTT? 
 
It’s a free service (web & app based) that allows you to create simple conditional rules, 
called “applets”. IFTTT stands for “If This Then That” and it allows you to link different web 
services (e.g. Gmail) and specific settings (e.g. entering a specific location).  
 
There are several already existing applets that you can choose from, or you can create 
your own based on your needs. All you need to do is create an account and download 
the app on your phone. You will need to authorise individual services, depending on the 
applet you choose.  
 
 
https://ifttt.com/  and https://ifttt.com/products/do/button  
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£ Automatically unmute your android phone at a specific time on 

weekdays: https://ifttt.com/applets/165394p-automatically-unmute-your-
android-phone-at-a-specific-time-on-weekdays 
 

£ If today’s smartphone usage time exceeds your limit be polite and 
put your phone away: https://ifttt.com/applets/257213p-if-today-s-
smartphone-usage-time-exceeds-your-limit-be-polite-and-put-your-phone-
away 
 

£ Turn off mobile data when I get home: 
https://ifttt.com/applets/185476p-turn-off-mobile-data-when-i-get-home 
 

£ Mute phone when a focus time session is started (needs 
RescueTime): https://ifttt.com/applets/315926p-mute-phone-when-a-
focustime-session-is-started (Needs Rescuetime) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
See Time Management section (page 30) to see alternatives for phone focused 
time: Offtime and Flipd can be valid alternatives but need to be manually 
started. 

 

Keep in mind: 
 
There are other similar tools to IFTTT, such as  

• Zapier https://zapier.com/  
• Llama Lab http://llamalab.com/automate/ 
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Strategy Used  
(from – to): 

Notes  
(What worked / didn’t work? Why?): 

 
 
 
 

  

 
 
 
 

  

 
 
 
 

  

 
 
 
 
 

  

 
 
 
 
 

  

 
 
 
 
 

  

 
 
 
 
 

  

 
 
 
 
 

  

 
 
 
 
 

  



 

 39 

 
 

Strategy Used  
(from – to): 

Notes  
(What worked / didn’t work? Why?) 

 
 
 
 

  

 
 
 
 

  

 
 
 
 

  

 
 
 
 
 

  

 
 
 
 
 

  

 
 
 
 
 

  

 
 
 
 
 

  

 
 
 
 
 

  

 
 
 
 
 

  

 



 

 40 

 
 

Strategy Used  
(from – to): 

Notes  
(What worked / didn’t work? Why?) 

 
 
 
 

  

 
 
 
 

  

 
 
 
 

  

 
 
 
 
 

  

 
 
 
 
 

  

 
 
 
 
 

  

 
 
 
 
 

  

 
 
 
 
 

  

 
 
 
 
 

  



 

 41 

Notes 



 

 42 

Notes 



 

 43 

Notes 



 

 44 

Notes



 

 45 

References 
  
Cecchinato, M.E., Cox, A. L., & Bird, J. (2017). Always On(line)? User Experience of Smartwatches 
and their Role within Multi-Device Ecologies. Proceedings of the SIGCHI Conference on Human 
Factors in Computing systems (pp. 3557-3568). ACM. 
 
Cecchinato, M. E., Cox, A. L., & Bird, J. (2015, April). Working 9-5? Professional differences in email 
and boundary management practices. In Proceedings of the 33rd Annual ACM Conference on Human 
Factors in Computing Systems (pp. 3989-3998). ACM. 
 
Cecchinato, M., Fleck, R., Bird, J., & Cox, A. L. (2015). Online vs. Offline: Implications for Work 
Identity. Between the lines: Re-evaluating the Online/Offline Binary: A workshop at CHI'15. 
 
Cirillo, F. (2006). The Pomodoro Technique (The Pomodoro). Agile Processes in Software 
Engineering and, 54(2). 
 
Cox, A. L., Gould, S. J., Cecchinato, M. E., Iacovides, I., & Renfree, I. (2016, May). Design Frictions 
for Mindful Interactions: The Case for Microboundaries. In Proceedings of the 2016 CHI Conference 
Extended Abstracts on Human Factors in Computing Systems (pp. 1389-1397). ACM. 
 
Fleck, Rowanne, Robison,R.,  & Cox, A. L. "Balancing boundaries: The role of technology boundary 
work in managing work-life balance." (2014). 
 
González, V. M., & Mark, G. (2004, April). Constant, constant, multi-tasking craziness: managing 
multiple working spheres. In Proceedings of the SIGCHI conference on Human factors in computing 
systems (pp. 113-120). ACM. 
 
Kushlev, K., & Dunn, E. W. (2015). Checking email less frequently reduces stress. Computers in 
Human Behavior, 43, 220-228. 
 
Li, I., Dey, A., & Forlizzi, J. (2010, April). A stage-based model of personal informatics systems. 
In Proceedings of the SIGCHI Conference on Human Factors in Computing Systems (pp. 557-566). 
ACM. 
 
Mark, G., Iqbal, S., Czerwinski, M., Johns, P., & Sano, A. (2016, May). Email duration, batching and 
self-interruption: Patterns of email use on productivity and stress. In Proceedings of CHI. 
 
Nippert-Eng, C. (1996, September). Calendars and keys: The classification of “home” and “work”. 
In Sociological Forum (Vol. 11, No. 3, pp. 563-582). Kluwer Academic Publishers-Plenum Publishers. 
 
O'Hara, K. P., Massimi, M., Harper, R., Rubens, S., & Morris, J. (2014, February). Everyday dwelling 
with WhatsApp. In Proceedings of the 17th ACM conference on Computer supported cooperative 
work & social computing (pp. 1131-1143). ACM. 
 
Olson-Buchanan, J. B., & Boswell, W. R. (2006). Blurring boundaries: Correlates of integration and 
segmentation between work and non-work. Journal of Vocational Behavior, 68(3), 432-445. 
 
Rector, K., & Hailpern, J. (2014, April). MinEMail: SMS alert system for managing critical emails. 
In Proceedings of the SIGCHI conference on Human factors in computing systems (pp. 783-792). 
ACM. 
 
Rich A, Viney R, Needleman S, Griffin, A., & Woolf, K. (2016) ‘You can't be a person and a doctor’: 
the work–life balance of doctors in training—a qualitative study. BMJ Open; 
doi: 10.1136/bmjopen-2016-013897 
 
Turel, O., & Serenko, A. (2010). Is mobile email addiction overlooked? Communications of the 
ACM, 53(5), 41-43. 
 
 



 

 46 

 



 

 47 

 



Contributors 
 
Dr Amira Aly   a.aly.17@ucl.ac.uk 
 
Dr Maggie Baker   magdalen.baker.13@ucl.ac.uk  
 
Marta E. Cecchinato   marta.cecchinato@northumbria.ac.uk 
 
Prof Anna L Cox   anna.cox@ucl.ac.uk  
 
Laura Lascau   laura.lascau.17@ucl.ac.uk  
 
Dr Antonia Rich   a.rich@ucl.ac.uk  
 
 
Icons made by Eucalyp from www.flaticon.com 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
For more info 
www.iwards.wordpress.com and  
www.digitalboundariesresearch.wordpress.com  

 
 
 
 

This project was funded by:             and supported by: 

                                    


