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L I F E S T Y L EL I F E S T Y L E

Doing your home work
	 A home office is only a 
good idea if it’s functional

BY SANDRA STRIEBY

While most people have been 
happy to put 2020 in the 

rearview mirror, last year led to one 
development that’s gotten a high approval 
rating: working from home.

Gallup polling shows that about 
a third of workers now always 
work from home, and a quar-
ter do sometimes. Two-thirds of 
those who have stayed at home 
during the pandemic want to 
continue working remotely.

Tim Hammer, a principal with 
CAST Architecture, says that 
COVID “has changed the impor-
tance people place on having 
an office in the home ... people 
are seeing a greater opportunity 
to have a more fluid work situ-
ation, particularly in a second-
home scenario. The whole world 
has had a crash course in how 
to work remotely in teams and 
make it work.”

Whether you’re building, buy-
ing, remodeling, or simply rear-
ranging space, thoughtful design 
can do a lot to make working at 
home workable. This article pres-
ents guidelines for developing a 
functional, productive and enjoy-
able Methow work space.

BEING CONNECTED
Choosing a place from which 

you can communicate with the 
outside world is crucial, espe-
cially if online meetings are part 
of your work day. Phone and 
broadband access are not givens 
in this valley. Kathy Goldberg, 
a broker with Blue Sky Real Es-
tate, notes that while the telecom 
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landscape is evolving rapidly, 
there are still places without DSL 
– notably up the Twisp River, in 
Pine Forest, and in parts of the 
upper valley.

Buyers should “absolutely” be 
sure that they have the connec-
tivity they will need, she said. 
Even where satellite service is 
available, terrain and vegeta-
tion may mean the signal can’t 
reach a particular building site 
or structure, or even a specific 
room within a house.

A resident who recently built 
a house in the upper valley said, 
“We are fortunate that the signal 
is good most places on our build-
ing site, so technology did not im-
pact the specific location, though 
we continue to work to optimize 
for better bandwidth.” Optimal 
bandwidth rose in importance 
when work that once required 
travel moved online, she said.

Both Hammer and Goldberg 
said that although many people 
need work-at-home space, not ev-
eryone requires or has room for 
a dedicated home office.

“As with any choice for any as-
pect of your home, it’s important 
to have a really clear idea of how 
the space may be used,” said 
Hammer. If you are going to work 
from a room that will have other 
uses, he recommends thoroughly 
thinking through all of the sce-
narios to be sure uses and times 
of use won’t conflict.

Having a separate room with a 
door you can close can be a key 
to focus and productivity, and a 
reminder to others in the house 
to respect your work boundar-
ies. And it may be essential if 
you need to hear clearly during 
phone calls and online meetings. 
Hammer notes that interruptions 
can be particularly distracting 
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during a video meeting.  “Think 
about what people are seeing 
when they’re looking at your 
space,” he advises.

KEEPING THINGS 
SEPARATE

The office’s location within the 
house, and its configuration, can 
make a difference in your abil-
ity to be productive, as well. One 
self-employed valley resident 
said, “My husband and I share 
an office, but we keep our spaces 
separate and facing different 
directions for purposes of focus. 
Being separate from the main 
living area where the kids are 
keeps us on task as well.”

Some people may prefer to 
use a separate structure to re-
inforce the distinction between 
work and personal life. A Twisp-
area resident who traded an of-
fice in town for an outbuilding a 
few dozen yards from the house 
said, “It’s the best of both worlds. 
The computer’s not in my home 
but it’s not far away, either. I still 
leave that physical location and 

walk to a different place. It gives 
me that going-to-the-office feel.”

If you work with any kind of 
confidential materials, you’ll 
need to be sure you can keep 
them under lock and key. Some 
employers may have specific se-
curity requirements, and it’s vital 
to be sure you can meet those.  
How much space you will need 
deserves some thought, too. If 

your work is more or less paper-
less, a nook may suffice. Do be 
sure you have enough space to 
accommodate properly ergo-
nomic furniture, including what-
ever work surfaces you will need 
for the type of work you do.

If you store files or reference 
materials, or have bulky equip-
ment, make sure both the square 
footage and the configuration of 

the space will work – and check 
placement of outlets, too. A wall-
mounted power strip can give 
you plenty of places to plug in 
without having to scramble un-
der the desk. Think about wheth-
er you’ll need a shredder, and 
how much space to allow for a 
power back-up (another Methow 
essential) and a fire-proof stor-
age box for critical records. Re-
member that you can use verti-
cal space, too. Tall file cabinets 
and walls lined with bookshelves 
help make the most of a small 
space.

ABOUT ACCESS
Physical access may be a con-

sideration if, post-pandemic, cli-
ents will be visiting. You might 
want a separate entrance, a 
location near the front door, or 
a stand-alone building. And be 
sure to think through any needs 
for meeting space once face-
to-face get-togethers become 
feasible.

A remote worker who’s created 
an office in just under 50 square 

TAX BREAK?
If you are self-employed and use a 

room or separate free-standing structure 
“exclusively and regularly” for your busi-
ness, you may be able to deduct some 
costs, so having a dedicated office space 
can make financial sense. Check with 
the IRS at www.irs.gov/businesses/small-
businesses-self-employed/home-office-
deduction or consult your accountant.
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feet says meeting with a single 
client was possible, pre-COV-
ID, “but I could not have more 
than one person visiting me in 
the office.” That office has been 
thoughtfully laid out to accom-
modate two four-drawer filing 
cabinets, 12 feet of counter space, 
a wall of shelves, a desktop com-
puter, two printers, and a com-
fortable office chair. There’s even 
art on the walls, and windows 
with a view of the river.

“There’s very little space for 
anything else in there. Some-
times I have to move my chair 
to stand where I want to stand,” 
says the owner. “But for one 
person who works alone, it’s 
enough.”

Light is another important fac-
tor, especially in a space where 
you’ll spend time during hours of 
darkness – which can be consid-
erable during a Methow winter. 
Be sure the room has good gener-
al lighting, then experiment with 
task lighting to meet your own 
needs and create an effective 
video experience. 

Window placement is worth 
considering, as well. Views of the 
natural world can be soothing, 
inspiring, and provide a much-
needed mental break when you 
can’t be out there yourself.  CAST 
Architecture’s Hammer says that 
“having a space … that can be 
connected to views and nature is 
a definite bonus” for people liv-
ing and working in the Methow. 
“The opportunity to visually, 
even physically, connect an of-
fice to the outdoors is quite nice.”

Hammer goes on to say, “In the 
current and, I assume, the post-
COVID world, I believe home 
offices will see a lot more impor-
tance in terms of a dedicated 
office. Several firms have com-
mitted to remote work forces in 
perpetuity.”

The world of work has prob-
ably changed forever, and with 
some planning, doing your work 
at home can be productive with-
out interfering with all the other 
facets of life, or impinging on the 
pursuits that brought you here in 
the first place.
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