
Life before and after: Editors’ work and place within the COVID-19 gig economy
Biography
Jocelyn Hargrave is an Australian-born Lecturer in Publishing at University of Derby. Her research intersects, book history (early modern to nineteenth century), editorial theory and practice, and contemporary publishing studies, with particular focus on educational and academic publishing. She is the author of Teaching Publishing and Editorial Practice: The Transition from University to Industry (Cambridge University Press, 2022), The Evolution of Editorial Style in Early Modern England (Palgrave Macmillan, 2019), and numerous articles published in international journals such as Publishing Research Quarterly, Journal of Scholarly Publishing and Media History. Jocelyn is a practising editor, with more than twenty-five years’ experience working in the publishing industry; in July 2023, she was appointed Editor of Publishing Research Quarterly.
Abstract
“Good” editorial practice—in this case, post-developmental copyediting work—is typically measured by an editor’s positive invisibility (Hargrave, 2022). Traditionally, editing has been considered a “role [that] tends to be pushed into the margins,” taking place “behind the scenes” and existing “everywhere and, therefore, nowhere” (Greenberg, 2010, p. 8); a hidden, mysterious business transparent only to those who practise it (Day, 2023). Editorial practice is hence often (mis)judged by physical invisibility on the page: that is, an absence of error. An editor’s value is predicated on their positive invisibility, an outcome of which can be their marginalisation.
With the distinction between work and home life essentially eradicated in the COVID-19 gig economy of 2020–2021, central questions posed for this context were simply “How did editors cope with the work-to-home transition?”, “Did editors become more invisible and/or maginalised during COVID?” and “If so, what was the nature of this invisibility and/or marginalisation?” Editors were contacted in 2020 and 2022 to describe their editorial practice and its potential (in)visibility before, during and after the 2020–2021 pandemic lockdowns. Their responses exposed their polarised experiences and work–life challenges, and ongoing, systemic problems in industry. 
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Introduction 
Albers and Flanagan (2019, p. 11) have observed that the “title of ‘editor’ is highly endangered. Although the editor is disappearing from the corporate workspace, the editing still happens. Each writer becomes a writer/editor working with the other members of their group. Or they work as a writer on one project and are charged with editing another.” Indeed, the present reality, particularly for in-house editors in publishing houses, is that the “percentage of the workday spent on [editing] has greatly decreased” (p. 3) because of the ongoing preference, exacerbated by the twenty-first-century gig economy, for hiring contract and freelance staff to limit project costs; this is especially the case for copyediting and proofreading. Furthermore, “good” editorial practice is traditionally—and somewhat contentiously—measured by an editor’s “positive invisibility” (Hargrave, 2022, p. 11). Traditionally, editing has been considered “a distinct activity or role [that] tends to be pushed into the margins of our attention,” taking place “behind the scenes, more hidden than the work of the by-lined author and branded publisher” and existing “everywhere and, therefore, nowhere” (Greenberg, 2010, p. 8); a hidden, mysterious business transparent only to those who practise it (Day, 2023). Owing to this (potentially wilful) neglect in understanding and fellowship, editorial practice is often (mis)judged by physical invisibility on the page: that is, editors’ visibility is a negative outcome that only occurs if editing is executed ineffectually (Hargrave, 2022; see also Grundy, 2022; Greenberg, 2015). In other words, invisibility is frustratingly perceived to be a complete absence of, most notably, grammar, punctuation and typographical errors, despite the myriad, often complex tasks that editors are required to complete from receipt of unedited manuscript to publication, no matter the print and/or online environment, or other production complications that might disrupt this work. An editor’s value is therefore predicated on their positive invisibility, an outcome of which can be their marginalisation.
Most editorial work has been conducted for many years now off-site by freelancers, namely copyeditors and proofreaders, with staff employed in-house to principally carry out commissioning, content development and project management. With the distinction between work and home life essentially eradicated in the COVID-19 gig economy, most notably for the 2020–2021 period, the main questions posed for this context have been: “How did editors cope with the work-to-home transition?”, “Were they sufficiently equipped and supported by their employers?”, “How did they conduct their editorial work, especially factoring in shifting personal circumstances?”, “Did editors become more invisible and/or maginalised during COVID?” and “If so, what was the nature of this invisibility and/or marginalisation?” The aim of this research has been therefore to reveal editors’ work–life challenges since the emergence of the COVID-19 pandemic in early 2020, during the series of lockdowns in 2020–2021 and now “post”-COVID from 2022. More specifically, the objectives of this research have been to:
discover editors work–life situation pre-pandemic and how this changed during the 2020–2021 lockdowns; this relates to, for example, the nature of support by the industry for its employees and contract/freelance staff, and employees’ access to resources when production transitioned to being entirely digital and online
determine the extent of ongoing, systemic industry problems, such as poor pay rates and working conditions, and how these have been potentially exacerbated during and “post” pandemic
gauge whether these changes have affected the publishing industry more generally and how employers have responded to these changes and their employees’ needs and circumstances.
Responses to online surveys conducted in 2020 and 2022 by copyeditors, both in-house and freelance, or those undertaking editorial-type work in industry generally exposed not only their at-times polarised experiences and work–life challenges, including the extent of their feelings of invisibility and/or maginalisation, but also ongoing, systemic problems in the publishing industry; the latter has been confirmed by Brinton (2021, p. 43): “Many challenges that publishers faced prior to the pandemic have been exposed, exacerbated, and accelerated.”
Methodology
Two online surveys were conducted for this research. For the first, editors, both in-house and freelance, were contacted in early August 2020 through the Facebook sites of professional associations and alumna pages of university publishing programmes to complete a twenty-question survey; they were asked to recount their editorial practice (that is, post-developmental copyediting work), and potential invisibility and/or marginalisation, before and during the COVID-19 lockdowns that year. More specifically, questions sought to yield information about editors’ length of experience in their specific publishing or corporate sector, how editors see themselves and how they were perceived in and by industry, editors’ experience transitioning into home-based work during the 2020 lockdowns, whether they were properly resourced and supported by their employers, and whether these experiences exacerbated any prior feelings of invisibility and/or marginalisation. Twenty-eight responses to the 2020 online survey were received from editors, both freelance and in-house, employed in the publishing industry and from those undertaking editorial-type work in the corporate sector.
For the second online survey in May 2022, again disseminated via social media such as Facebook, Twitter and LinkedIn, editors in publishing houses, freelance editors and people conducting editorial work in industry were invited to complete a more comprehensive follow-up two-part survey. Part I related to practical editorial work before and since the pandemic emerged (namely, post-developmental copyediting work); and Part II, editors’ place in the COVID-19 gig economy (that is, their potential visibility and/or marginalisation). In addition to answering the twenty questions from the 2020 survey, participants were asked an additional five questions that related to whether editors’ work–life challenges of 2020–2021 persisted into 2022 and, if so, what was the nature of these challenges (that is, had they improved, remained unchanged or worsened?) and how editors, and more generally industry, responded to mitigate these challenges. For this second iteration of the survey in 2022, fifty-one responses were received, once again from editors (freelance and in-house) employed in publishing industry and those undertaking editorial-type work in the corporate sector.
Demographics of survey respondents
As previously mentioned, the 2020 online survey received twenty-eight responses from editors, both freelance and in-house, employed in publishing houses and from those working in the corporate sector. More specifically, 32 per cent of respondents worked in educational publishing; 21 per cent were employed by academic publishers; 21 per cent also in the corporate sector; 25 per cent in trade; and 4 per cent in the education system (at a high school) (see Figure 1). Hence, responses extended across all major publishing sectors to provide a whole-industry perspective.

Figure 1 Publishing sectors in which 2020 respondents worked.
While almost double the responses for the 2022 survey, respondents’ demographics exhibited some similarities; however, perhaps not surprisingly given the enlarged response, other sectors were identified and the positions of those employed in education and trade were reversed: 25.4 per cent of respondents were employed by academic publishers; 21.6 per cent in trade; 11.8 per cent in the corporate sector; 9.8 per cent in education; 3.9 per cent for journal publishing and government departments alike; and 2 per cent for magazines. Most of the remaining 21.6 per cent of respondents decided to not select one of the multiple-choice questions (as represented by the data above) but provide an open-ended response: 7.8 per cent identified only that they worked in more than one industry; 2 per cent by a non-profit organisation; and 11.7 per cent at a consultancy firm, at university, in education grant writing, and for council news and content (2 per cent each). Nonetheless, all responses served to capture editorial experiences and challenges, both professional and personal, across industry.
When questioned in 2020 about editors’ length of experience, 21 per cent of respondents indicated that they had been employed in industry for 1–4 years; 19 per cent for 5–9 years and 10–14 years alike; 25 per cent for 15–20 years; and 19 per cent for 20 or more years (see Figure 2). Similar diversity of experience was exhibited by the 2022 respondents; however, in response to feedback received by one respondent in 2020, more options were included for the 2022 survey to attend to perceived differing circumstances, especially for those respondents employed in industry for more than two decades. Of the fifty-one respondents, 3.9 per cent were employed in industry for 1–3 years; 9.8 per cent for 4–6 years; 13.7 per cent for 7–9 years; 17.6 per cent for 10–14 years; 13.7 per cent for 15–19 years; 11.8 per cent for 20–24 years; and 29.4 per cent for more than 25 years. 

Figure 2 Length of work experience of 2020 respondents.
In terms of work arrangements before the emergence of COVID-19, especially before March 2020, 54 per cent of respondents for the August 2020 survey indicated that they were freelancers and 46 per cent were employed in-house. Similar work arrangements were evident among the 2022 respondents: 67.7 per cent were freelancers; and 35.3 per cent, in-house. Interestingly, of those employed “in-house,” five respondents indicated that they worked remotely; hybridity was therefore in evidence prior to the pandemic.
What is revealed by the 2020 and 2022 data is, as stated, the breadth of experience of respondents. Most respondents either employed as editors (freelance or in-house) in publishing or undertaking editorial-type work in the corporate sector have demonstrated knowledge of editorial work (for both the literal and conceptual page), the significant technological and administrative aspects (and complexities) of that work, how their industries function (both commercially to produce print or digital-first content and in relation to employees’ working conditions), and how their industries have evolved not just through the COVID-19 years to form part of the present iteration of the gig economy but also through years, if not decades, of pre-twenty-first-century technological development and enduring systemic pressures and inequities.
Workload and work arrangements during/since the 2020–2021 COVID-19 lockdowns
When editors were questioned about their work circumstances during the months leading up to the August 2020 survey, responses revealed significant impact to workload and work arrangements for more than half of respondents. While 14 per cent of freelancers witnessed an increase to their workload, 32 per cent reported a decrease; furthermore, 7 per cent of respondents who worked in-house before the pandemic were made redundant (see Figure 3). One aspect not teased out in the surveys was the furloughing of staff; for example, owing to publishers’ uncertainty in July 2020 about continuing financial support by the British Government, Brinton and Wilkins (2020) reported that 50 per cent of publishers interviewed for their study had furloughed staff: “there [were] concerns that, once the [government-assistance] scheme ends, publishers [would] not be able to take on the full costs, leading to staff redundances” (as cited in Brinton, 2021, p. 43). Disruption to respondents’ personal lives—such as for those with school-aged children who were home-schooled during lockdowns—resulted in loss of income; one freelancer reported the following:
Always work from home. However, I now have my two high school kids and husband also in the house at all times. This has greatly impacted my ability to work in my normal fashion. In this 2nd Melbourne [Australia] lockdown, I’m having to greatly reduce my working hours to homeschool my kids. I found in Lockdown 1 that homeschool + business was virtually untenable. While my freelance work was not affected March–July (as that work had been booked before the end of 2019), I now am not recieving [sic] the level of bookings for Aug–Dec that I would normally expect. This has halved the income I expect for the year.
Fortunately, 46 per cent of respondents witnessed no change to workload, with 32 per cent being in-house staff who began working remotely and 14 per cent who were freelancing (see Figure 3).
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Figure 3 Changes to work arrangements and workload for 2020 respondents.
Feedback from respondents confirmed employers’ immediate shift to flexible work arrangements for in-house staff to avoid potential risks. Brinton (2021, p. 44) identified the immediate shift in Britain as “overnight in March 2020” and that, “[in] some cases, this was relatively easy as staff already had the ability to work from home or at least had the minimum required to do so.” Further independent research by Guren, McIllroy and Sieck (2021, p. 12) confirmed that “the transition to work from home [for British publishers] had been largely seamless.” One respondent to the 2020 survey explained the following:
I previously worked full-time for an educational publisher, 4 days in the office and 1 day working from home. I have a long commute. When the pandemic shutdown occurred, my employer was quick to arrange for everyone to work from home. Now, the company has fewer people working in the office on any one day to maintain social distancing.
The May 2022 survey predictably evidenced editors’ continued flexible working arrangements for the 2020–2021 pandemic year. For full-time in-house staff, 29 per cent worked remotely and 8 per cent combined working in the office and from home. However, 3.9 per cent of in-house staff did report changed work circumstances: one full-time employee, as well as one working part-time, started freelancing. Those respondents who reported little professional change for the first pandemic year were freelancers (59 per cent). Similar figures were revealed for 2022, the third pandemic year, with 59 per cent freelancing, 28 per cent continuing hybrid (office–home) arrangements, and 4 per cent reported “same as before.” However, as lockdown restrictions began to ease, 4 per cent of full-time staff had returned in-house and 6 per cent former full-time staff decided to freelance (see Figure 4). 

Figure 4 Mid-2022 work arrangements for 2022 respondents.
Nevertheless, in this recent “post”-COVID environment, publishers’ positive experience of enforced hybrid/remote work arrangements during 2020–2022 means these arrangements might persist in the medium to longer term—indeed, Wyld (2022) has described the COVID-enforced hybridity as “The Age of Remote Work.” For the Australian primary educational publishers interviewed by Reid (2021) as part of her Honours research, for example, “[as] working from home has become the new normal […], the option of hybrid and/or flexible working is likely to be maintained, which is […] consistent with the trends beyond the publishing industry” (Reid and Mvra-Montoya, 2022, p. 554). This reiterates earlier observations by the International Publishers Association (2020, p. 21): “While some firms found this adaptation easier than others, flexible work modalities are apparently here to stay. Publishers increasingly view flexible work as an opportunity to access geographically dispersed talent while reducing operating expenses through more reliance on project based work and outsourcing.” 
The “task-oriented reality” of editors’ work not just encompasses their editorial practice (Hargrave, 2022, p. 12), notably liaising with authors and negotiating content on-screen and/or on the page to ensure authors’ brilliance—and their message—are communicated, but also is highly meticulous and administrative. Given the rapid transition from workplace to home in the first months of the pandemic in 2020, respondents in 2020 and 2022 were asked to report any variations to their publications’ production schedules, as well as to their administrative work and overall workload. Of the 2020 respondents, 57 per cent reported changes to production schedules; 43 per cent, the opposite. Qualitative feedback about these changes pointed to significant delays and disruptions across the industry to the physical production of books. Indeed, the International Publishers Association’s (2020, p. 21) report on the impact of COVID-19 on global publishing was unequivocal in its observations about the scale of disruption: “the pandemic wreaked unprecedented supply chain disruption on global publishing”; more specifically, the “barrage of operational challenges” included “printers [experiencing] financial difficulties due to cancelled orders, closures, and paper shortages; global freight flows [being] disrupted as transport companies navigated border closures and export-dependent publishers [not being able to] fulfil international orders” (p. 17). In turn, these supply-chain disruptions affected, for example, internal and external stakeholders’ execution of their work, publishers’ list decision-making and authors’ updating of now pre-pandemic out-of-date copy; survey respondents observed the following: 
Yes, there’s more time being allowed, depending on the projected. Offshore typesetters are still working at slightly reduced capacity, which is also slowing things down.
Schedules have been pushed out extensively as authors have been slow to submit.
Yes, in two ways. We have gained additional time, as we no longer have to allowe [sic] for printing on a large scale (which could take 5–10 working days). however, as everyone is adapting and working quite fluidly, the expectations are deadlines seems to have been changed, and tight turn around times are being requested far more often, e.g. “can I have this by COB”.
Yes—projects have stalled midway through production […] and other projects have been offered with a day’s notice rather than the usual weeks’ or months’ notice, making me wonder if the time juggle meant a previously assigned editor now faced a clash with other projects.
Start dates on some projects delayed due to academics having to switch from in-person to online teaching at short notice and then back again.
Some clients have requested a delay in their schedules to allow for inclusion of a chapter on 2020/covid (we publish corporate histories, so this year is very significant).
Yes—although publishing companies are insisting my schedules don’t change, the authors and in-house people are often not available to make this feasible.
Yes. While I was still there (until May) pub dates had been pushed out as it was unclear when travel would be possible again, and you can’t sell or make travel guidebooks if no one can travel. I believe since I’ve been gone this has changed further.
Results obtained from the 2022 survey revealed slightly greater disruption to respondents’ production schedules, with 35.3 per cent indicating no changes since COVID-19 emerged and 64.7 per cent communicating the opposite. One reason could be the composition of the 2020 and 2022 samples: namely, a higher proportion of respondents working in educational publishing in 2020 (32 per cent) than in 2022 (9.8 per cent). While minor, this variation is significant as educational publishing’s value and supply chains—in terms of acquisition of content, production processes, marketing, sale and delivery methods—are entirely different from those of, for example, trade, whose publications are not governed by calendar-year-round school demand (Hargrave, 2014a). Random sampling errors that feature such “random or chance differences between the sample and the intended population” tend to be “unavoidable unless the entire population is included in the study” (O’Dwyer and Bernauer, 2014, p. 11), and are hence not uncommon by-products of administering, in this context, anonymous online surveys over a two-year period. Nevertheless, respondents for the 2022 survey who reported variation in production schedules observed similar delays and disruptions to respondents for the 2020 survey:
It varied, especially with paper shortages/shipping delays.
As a freelancer I'm helping clients get ‘caught up’ due to staffing shortages.
I allot more time for each step and build in greater flexibility with clients and with me, to account for life issues, press issues, and illnesses. Fewer strict deadlines, more fluid targets.
Less wriggle room has been allowed for to-printer dates. I feel editing schedules have decreased slightly in time too, perhaps to give more time to printing (and marketing and publicity).
Much less turnaround time and more expectations of availability.
Production schedules were delayed at a publisher because not as many people were working in the office.
[Now] need to allow more than double the pre-pandemic timeline for manufacturing (paper/print/bind/delivery).
Early in the pandemic, eg [sic] the first 6 months, schedules were extended as people found it hard to concentrate on their writing, so extra time was needed.
In terms of overall workload for the first 2020–2021 pandemic year, varied data emerged from the 2022 survey: workloads increased for 35.3 per cent of respondents, decreased for 15.7 per cent and remained unaffected for 47.1 per cent. The most-common administrative change, particularly for those employed as in-house staff, was increased attendance at online meetings; one respondent observed, “[Lots] more meetings to discuss how the college would respond to the ever-changing news”; however, another noted that impromptu meetings “decreased significantly.” Furthermore, qualitative feedback signposts editors’ at-times polarised experiences resulting from publishers’ often haphazard reaction to the pandemic, publishers’ response to fluctuating demand for and/or authoring of content, and editors’ shifting personal circumstances as the pandemic worsened: 
I was relied on more by multinational publishers, and smaller independent publishers, for project management as well as editing.
Every department was scrambling to go full online, so books requests decreased.
Delays in hiring meant covering multiple positions and changes to workflow meant increase admin work.
Had to cover more work due to furloughed colleagues.
Many more Zoom meetings with clients, more coaching and check ins, less manuscript only/email interactions, ongoing relationships developed more than piece work.
My load from publishers increased, possibly because other freelancers had caring responsibilities that I did not, so I was just more available than they were.
Increased due to fear of turning down work, uncertainty of future work, and partner’s loss of income due to pandemic.
Work decreased by approximately 25% as a result of less research being completed and written up.
More demand—possibly because others had more time to come up with projects that required my writing and editing.
Editorial practice during and since the 2020–2021 COVID-19 lockdowns
A type of evolutionary digital non-disruption has been evident in the publishing industry since the late twentieth century, where progressive technological change—such as the emergence of desktop publishing in the 1980s, and the introduction of Word for Windows and Adobe InDesign (which effectively superseded the very popular Adobe PageMaker) in the mid-1990s—culminated in the transition to digital workflows in the mid-2010s (Hargrave, 2022). Authors’ manuscripts were being delivered via email, FTP or increasingly the cloud, rather than by CD-ROM, and scanning hand-corrected typeset pages to send to typesetters via production was starting to be abandoned in preference for electronically annotating PDFs—the “paperless office” appeared to be no longer a myth (Hargrave, 2014b). Nevertheless, it was instructive when designing the August 2020 survey to gauge the nature of digital non-disruption to editorial practice in the twenty-first-century COVID-19 gig economy.
Editors were asked first to identify how much of their pre-pandemic work was completed on paper and/or on-screen and then to compare this with their refashioned, “new-normal” COVID-19 editorial practice. Consistent with the abovementioned digital non-disruption, 64 per cent of the 2020 respondents edited entirely on-screen, from receipt of authors’ manuscript to publication, before and after the pandemic emerged; 14 per cent on-screen before and after, except for pre-press; and 7 per cent all paper before the pandemic, though all on-screen from 2020 onwards. The residual 14 per cent reported that their editorial practice had remained unchanged: on-screen edit followed by hand mark-up of typeset pages. Qualitative feedback reveals and reinforces overall digital non-disruption, as well as specific, individualised home-based digital work practices and their positive and/or more adverse affordances and impacts. Nevertheless, as the feedback demonstrates, the COVID-19 pandemic was for many a catalyst, enforcing a shift from adherence to traditional, analogue-type editorial practice to digital for a significant proportion of the editorial community; these has been observed more generally in the industry: “companies have accelerated the digitization of their customer and supply-chain interactions and of their internal operations by three to four years” (LaBerge et al., 2020, p. 1):
Entirely onscreen. We are using stamps in Adobe Acrobat and some comments tools. This seems closest to replicating paper-based, and makes it a LOT easier to check corrections against previous rounds, as the insert and comment bubble features in Acrobat are difficult to follow quickly. It’s been a lot slower, it’s more frustrating and we feel like we’re missing things we would pick up on paper. It’s also much harder on the eyes.
I am yet to work through a manuscript in 1st pages since the pandemic, I would usually spend time with an author talking about layout and editing if there is a need to cut or expand copy. I won’t be able to do this in person so not sure how this will work. I usually work collaboratively with an author which is more challenging in the current lockdown.
Yes, I would say that working from home results in more screen editing. I definitely edited more in hardcopy when I was an in-house editor. The speed and ease of editing online makes working on multiple titles from home a lot easier.
My work is completely on screen now that I work from home. The only exception is folded and-gathereds [sic] and advance copies are delivered to the company office and checked in there. We have always had some online meetings to allow people in other locations to attend. Limits on the number of people allowed in a room mean that we might meet online even with people in the same building.
Yes everything is now on screen however we have had to cease proofreading as we cannot get physical copies.
My work is all on screen now, however one of the major elements that has changed is in the nature of my final deliverables. Whereas previously I was working towards the publication of print collateral, these documents are now all being prepared in a web only/downloadable format. (with the option to print later following the easing of COVID-19 related restrictions).
The May 2022 survey yielded similar figures to those for the 2020 survey. Pre-pandemic, 68.6 per cent of respondents worked entirely on-screen from receipt of authors’ manuscript to publication; 25.4 per cent first conducted on-screen edits and then corrected typeset pages on paper; 3.9 per cent worked entirely on paper; and 2 per cent, entirely on-screen, besides the final check on paper. From 2020 onwards, data again points to the pandemic becoming a catalyst, requiring editors to relinquish more long-held analogue practices: with 68.6 per cent still working on-screen from author’s manuscript to publication, but 17.6 per cent moving entirely to on-screen. In contrast, 9.8 per cent of respondents indicated they continued to edit on-screen and complete corrections on typeset pages; others had managed to retain their analogue practices despite the physical and paper-based challenges of working remotely, as communicated by respondents earlier (see Figure 5).

Figure 5 COVID-19: A catalyst for change to editorial practice in mid-2022.
With the “scramble” (as one respondent observed earlier) in the early months of 2020 to remote working for in-house staff, it could not be assumed when designing the surveys that most, if not all, editors were suitably equipped at home to conduct their work. From employers’ perspective more generally, Brinton (2021, p. 45) reported that some publishers found the transition “more challenging with investment in equipment required,” despite employees already having “minimum equipment” to complete their work. “Minimum equipment” appears to be a misnomer though for describing editors’ technological circumstances in these early pandemic months: what was evidenced was more of a well-placed digital non-disruption, with 100 per cent of respondents to the 2020 survey indicating that they had access to, or were supplied with, appropriate technologies and support to complete their work at home, including in-house editors taking hardware home, accessing cloud-based systems such as Microsoft Teams, being provided with training and materials to upskill, and/or receiving a regular stipend to cover costs. Surveying industry more generally, LaBerge et al. (2020, p. 3) observed how the pandemic compelled industry to respond more proactively than they typically would have under less-fraught circumstances: their respondents “[said] their companies moved 40 times more quickly that they thought possible before the pandemic. Before then … it would have taken more than a year to implement the level of remote working that took place during the crisis.” For the publishing industry more specifically, employers were themselves supported by industry associations; for example, the International Publishers Association (2020, p. 13) reported that the Association of Canadian Publishers established a “free Emergency Business Consulting Program, which matched members with veteran publishers and consultants experienced in business planning, crisis response, and human resources management to develop business resilience plans.” Therefore, publishers’ efforts, both from within and outside, during these more challenging months made the seamless transition possible and were, as articulated by survey respondents, appreciated by in-house staff. Digital non-disruption was especially evident for freelancers whose employment necessitated being as technologically well-equipped as their responsibilities required: 
I already had a large main monitor and a secondary monitor at home—a better set-up than what I had in the office. I would like to explore the use of tablets for markup as it might be quicker than using a mouse for some things. I required an upgrade to OS on my laptop to try Apple’s Sidecar with my iPad. That took 4 months, and after all that I can’t make it work anyway!
I’ve received training sheets, guidance and question-and-answer correspondence to nut out how to use new digital technologies—creating screenshots and clear explanations. The main publishers I work with have very efficient staff who are confident with these technologies and well-versed for finding solutions or interim suggestions. It helps that we have an ongoing working relationship over years. 
Yes. Projects that were in development when the pandemic shutdown occurred were moved onto a digital platform and everyone given access as needed. Anything that was needed was provided. Staff were allowed to take home their work computer and/or additional screen if needed. The company already uses online project management and time tracking software so this continued as usual. During the shutdown the company paid us a small amount each fortnight to help with the cost of internet access, printing documents at home, etc.
Already had access to: computer, word processing software, online tools such as dictionaries and databases, PerfectIt, accounting software etc. No additional tools needed.
I only use word, adobe and email but as I’m freelance it’s my responsibility.
Yes. I have been freelancing from home for 10 years, so no changes were needed.
Editors’ thoughts on invisibility and marginalisation
As mentioned in this article’s introduction, editorial practice—in this case, post-developmental copyediting work—is most often measured by an editor’s “positive invisibility” (Hargrave, 2022, p. 11). Traditionally, editing has been considered “a distinct activity or role [that] tends to be pushed into the margins of our attention,” taking place “behind the scenes, more hidden than the work of the by-lined author and branded publisher” and existing “everywhere and, therefore, nowhere” (Greenberg, 2010, p. 8); a hidden, mysterious business that is transparent to those who practise it (Day, 2023). Because of this (potentially wilful) neglect in understanding and fellowship, editorial practice is therefore frequently (mis)judged by its physical invisibility on the page: that is, visibility is a negative outcome that only occurs if editing is executed ineffectually (Hargrave, 2022; see also Grundy, 2022; Greenberg, 2015). In other words, invisibility is frustratingly perceived to be a complete absence of, most notably, grammar, punctuation and typographical errors, despite editors’ myriad complex tasks from receipt of unedited manuscript to final product and any production complications that might disrupt editors’ work. An editor’s value is predicated on their positive invisibility, an outcome of which can be their marginalisation.
To understand editors’ thoughts on their place in the COVID-19 gig economy (that is, their potential visibility and/or marginalisation), respondents to the 2020 and 2022 surveys were asked, perhaps somewhat provocatively, whether they agreed that the hallmark of “good” editorial practice was invisibility. For the 2020 survey, 54 per cent of respondents agreed, 25 per cent disagreed and 21 per cent were undecided. While one respondent confirmed the wider (mis)conception that invisibility amounted to the absence of error on the page, they also ruminated on how this invisibility coloured the perceived value of editors’ work overall:
I was previously firmly in the yes camp for this. Yes, insofar as people usually notice/complain if something is riddled with errors they’d expect to be picked up by an editor/proofreader. So editors are visible when they’re believed NOT to have done their job. I wonder now, though, whether that same invisibility means the role is diminished in value. So many people assume the job can be done by anyone who can spell and owns a red pen, and there are definitely moves across the board to offshore editorial work in the pursuit of cost cutting. I expect this to increase as a result of the pandemic.
Another respondent similarly observed how editors’ value was predicated on their invisibility; the use of the adjective “grimy” evocatively expresses how editors feel they are perceived by stakeholders within industry—indeed, by their colleagues:
I wish it wasn’t the case, but yes, I fully agree. I’d love to occasionally get praise for a job I’ve done particularly well or informed feedback on a job I could’ve done better. But the reality, as I’ve seen it, is that most publishing people only really take an interest in the grimy work of copy-editors if that work causes problems (i.e. follow-up work) for them.
A third respondent articulated this more starkly: “Yes, but if there is a mistake, it’s always the editor’s fault; if it’s perfect, it's attributed to the author.” Additionally, for many of the 2020 respondents who replied positively to this question, invisibility related to readers’ reception of authors’ copy (which, admittedly, improves when prose reads smoothly without error and/or any typographical distractions on the page) and matters to do with editing a specific genre and their intended market: 
I believe good editorial practice is ensuring the author’s intended ideas are what ends up in the final manuscript. Often authors know what they want to say but it isn’t always translated to the page. In terms of copy editing—yes I agree, improving readability in an invisible way is good editorial practise [sic].
I’d agree—there is a seamless consistency where the reader does not interrupt their absorption of the material by noticing different or confusing treatment such as design elements, uniform use of terminology, plain language where required to make complex ideas clear. 
Yes. If a reader can see a disconnect between an author’s original words and an editor’s amendments, the editor hasn’t fully understood the author’s voice. Readers shouldn’t be distracted by what an editor has or hasn’t done.
In fiction, yes, because visible errors can take readers right out of the story. Not necessarily in non-fiction (which is what I edit), where a well-structured and well-referenced book is easier for a reader to note and appreciate.
I’d agree that good editorial practice should be invisible. Errors shouldn’t be obvious, the materials should be suited to the market (in terms of content, language, word choice). There shouldn’t be any glaring inconsistencies.
Respondents who disagreed with invisibility being a hallmark for “good” editorial practice shared that effective visibility ensured equally effective author liaison and correction (or, what I preferably term, negotiation) of copy. Moreover, for many respondents, visibility pertained to not just copyediting but how they executed their administrative work, especially project management. One other respondent (the final quotation directly below) also questioned why editors appeared to be the predominant stakeholder whose value was predicated on their invisibility:
Invisibility to the reader, yes. But not to the author. The author should see and understand changes clearly, and become a better author as a result. Editors should make authors better.
To a degree, yes. Although it should be recognisable to the authors that their work is often vastly improved. My job entails making authors sound their best and ensuring a consistent tone of voice across all communications, usually regardless of author, and this isn’t something readers are likely to notice—it’s more of a subconscious thing I think. I’m doing my job well as long as no one thinks, “this doesn’t sound like the School, I wonder why,” or “who wrote this garbage?”
I’ve always believed my work is to quietly help the writer produce their best work. But it’s more than that. It involves meeting deadlines, staying in touch (updates), being available and delivering high-quality work. It’s about building relationships not being invisible. I do ghostwriting sometimes. I think that’s more invisible than editing.
I agree with this in theory, as one might apply the same theory to good design, that it’s purpose is to create a smooth user/reader experience. However, I do not believe that the editor themselves should be reduced to a state of invisibility, as they are essential to the production of good work.
Interestingly, respondents to the 2022 survey were more emphatic in terms of the data yielded and their viewpoints, with 80.4 per cent agreeing that invisibility is a hallmark of “good” editorial practice (“If I wanted the glory, I’d be an author”; “Our job is to polish off the rough edges, not to insert ourselves”; “The author’s voice is paramount. I’m just making sure that voice comes across on the page with the utmost clarity”; “It’s like housework: you only notice it when it’s not done”); and 19.6 per cent of respondents disagreeing (“invisibility is impossible and not needed when working with the author. The act of editing for me is a conversation between myself and the author through the text”; “It may be true for fiction, but I edit non-fiction works and ‘good’ editing should be visible in the structure and organisation of the product. Also, in non-fiction works the editor is often credited in the preliminary pages or endmatter”). While respondents who answered positively interpreted this question mostly in terms of error on the page, others who responded negatively also emphasised that editors’ work involved much more than this reductionist aspect (“My editorial influence is more about curating a list, positioning books, and facilitating the peer review process”; “My editorial influence is more about curating a list, positioning books, and facilitating the peer review process”). 
A question that emerges from the 2022 survey evidence is why do editors perceive (in)visibility mostly in relation to error and its absence on the page, similarly to stakeholders who equate this (in)visibility to their value? One respondent appeared to reiterate this, employing polarised language to express value judgement: “Good editorial work goes unnoticed. Bad work is obvious.” Certainly, one intrinsic and intellectually satisfying role of editorial practice is to interrogate authors’ meaning and consequently correct their copy both before it is typeset and during the correction of typeset pages; however, editors’ work encompasses more than errors and/or their absence, as articulated by respondents who longed for their visibility to be recognised (“My work is important and valuable and I want it to be acknowledged”). One answer could be the publishing industry’s strategic positioning of editors to perpetuate readers’ idealised notions about how copy is produced and, in turn, publishers’ prestige (Grundy, 2022):
Reasons for keeping the editor’s work invisible have changed over time. The idea of the single author as solely responsible can be read as a result of the introduction of copyright law and a convenience for publishers. In what Dan Sinykin calls “the conglomerate era” (referring to the rise of the behemoth multinational publishers since the second world war), an invisible editor has become part of a general need to mask the workings of a publishing company that conflict with romantic notions of books and their creation.
Publishers’ cultivation of prestige through accurate copy is not a twentieth-century phenomenon: since the Renaissance, publishers and printers would “promote eminent editors of their titles to increase sales with booksellers” (Hargrave, 2019, p. 37; see also Hall, 2013; Richardson, 1994). A byproduct of this centuries-long preoccupation is editors’ equally lengthy campaign to avoid, what Greenberg (2018, p. 86) terms, “expectations of error”—because editing is an inherently human practice, “error is assumed to be expected.” As one respondent to the 2020 survey observed, “if there is a mistake, it’s always the editor’s fault.” Historic, systemic conditioning both among industry stakeholders and of readers appears to have occurred to the extent that editors feel duty-bound to justify the quality of their work, even though other stakeholders are not held to similar account. As abovementioned, an editor’s value is therefore predicated on their positive invisibility, outcomes of which can be their marginalisation from other stakeholders and/or the production process itself and, in turn, perpetuation of poorer pay and working conditions. As one 2020 respondent remarked, “[Invisibility] is a fallacy that keeps editorial work undervalued and underpaid.”
Respondents to both 2020 and 2022 surveys were asked whether editors felt they were marginalised generally in the publishing industry. For the 2020 survey, 57 per cent of respondents answered positively; 18 per cent, negatively; and 25 per cent, undecided. The nature of their marginalisation related to perceived (lack of) value of editor’s work by industry stakeholders, poor pay rates (a frequently articulated complaint) and working conditions (for example, unrealistic deadlines for the delivery of edited content), not being consulted during key decision-making (but then being required to resolve problems as a result), and fear of fewer roles available domestically as more work is offered to off-shore contractors and of in-house redundancies as continuing COVID-normal hybrid working practices mean publishers might be more likely to contract freelance editors to reduce costs:  
I don’t think editors are valued highly enough for the work done. On the one hand they can be dismissed as pedants, but on the other, the same people dismissing them expect them to work magic with sometimes terrible material, in short timeframes and for the minimal amount of money possible.
Editors are profoundly underpaid and undervalued. Freelancers are invisible to many inhouse [sic] and their needs are rarely considered.
Yes, and this is reflected in pay rates, expectations about delivery times etc.
Editors are marginalised because everyone who works in publishing wants to be an editor. What people don’t realise is that editors get paid virtually nothing for being an author’s manager and psychologist.
I’ve worked in publishing depts where people don’t understand what we do, but have put that down to the culture of corporate workplaces more than disrespect for the editorial profession. When you work in a publishing house you can also feel marginalised by publishers and authors. It’s the culture of editing, I think. We’re expected to be silently brilliant.
I know that, in the corporate world, the editor is left out of the loop until the last minute and then asked to ‘run an eye over it’ because it needs to be published immediately. No matter how much you explain to staff that editing is about global consistency and appropriateness of tone, more than spelling, and it doesn't take five minutes.
More and more redundancies in in-house editorial with work being sent to overseas typesetters who do not deliver quality work.
As has been previously observed, data yielded from the 2022 survey tended to be more emphatic: 72 per cent of respondents agreed that editors were generally marginalised in the publishing industry, whereas 23.5 per cent did not agree and 3.9 per cent (2/51) were uncertain. Those who agreed signposted identical issues to those raised by the 2020 respondents—perceived (lack of) value by stakeholders, poor pay rates and working conditions, namely being sidelined and/or overlooked, unrealistic expectations imposed on editors in regard to the delivery of work, as well as higher workloads than their colleagues in other departments: 
Valued too low (with regard to the skill levels we have ... or should have ... not all of us do).
We are always the last to work on documents when it would be far better practice to include us in the whole process.
The route to becoming an editor is insane. The level you have to work at as an assistant is so much higher than comparable roles in other departments. The workloads are horrendous.
Underpaid, subject to mission creep, treated badly by authors, considered expendable by publishers.
Editors’ salaries are lower compared to other professionals in publishing. They are often not invited to industry events, or are not prioritised, on invite lists. They are often not thanked or rewarded by executive management. Their names often do not appear in publishing catalogues when the “behind-the-scenes” staff are acknowledged.
No support from the publishing industry for editors, we are forced to be freelance for the most part but are a crucial part of the publishing process. Why is there no space for us within organisations? We have no pensions, have to market ourselves and build client networks, pursue our own CPD, all the while the publisher gains and their staff take the credit and live more comfortably and with organisational support. I love editing but hate having to go it alone.
Recent research confirms editors’ poor pay rates in comparison to other stakeholders in industry; however, such consideration needs to be viewed with a gendered lens as “publishing workers are more likely to be female” (Grundy, 2022). For example, data obtained from the Australian Publishing Industry Workforce Survey on Diversity and Inclusion (2022, p. 7) revealed that, of the 989 respondents, 84.4 per cent identified as women; 13.8 per cent, as men; and 2 per cent, as non-binary or preferred to use another term. The British publishing industry is equally female dominated, with 64 per cent of the workforce identifying as female (Watson, 2022); Watson further observed that 70 per cent of publicity, marketing, editorial and human resources roles were filled by women. However, while the publishing workforce is predominantly female, gender pay gaps persist for women. Van der Linde (2020) reported that, on average, “the lowest paid quartile of positions [in the UK] is filled to 65% by women on average” and that bonuses “are in some cases paid to an equal share of men and women but considerably higher to men.” The Publishers Weekly annual survey for 2021 related that, for the US publishing workforce, “median compensation for men [was] at $90,000, while women earned $70,000” (Milliot, 2022). Therefore, with these figures in mind, research into employment in the Australian publishing industry by Books + Publishing (2022), for example, found that editors had secured a two per cent pay increase since the previous survey in 2018, though inflation had increased by 13.9 per cent. This means that, for editors in Australia, “wages are decreasing in real terms” (Grundy, 2022) and that women are most likely to be adversely impacted by this decrease. The Publishers Weekly survey similarly pointed to editors’ poor pay rates in comparison to other stakeholders, as well as to enduring gender pay gaps in editorial (Milliot, 2022). For the first, editors with fewer than five years’ experience were paid, on average, US$46,000, though employees in sales and marketing with equivalent experience earned US$74,000. For the second, male editors grossed US$79,000; whereas women, significantly less at US$65,000.  
With enforced remote working during the 2020–2021 lockdowns and hybrid work practices from 2022, all of which significantly disrupted editors’ work–life balance, a key question for this research has been whether the COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated editors’ feelings of (in)visibility and marginalisation. For the 2020 survey, 11 per cent of respondents responded positively, whereas 64 per cent reported no change and 25 per cent were undecided. Similarly encouraging data was obtained from the 2022 survey: 15.7 per cent of respondents believed that COVID-19 exacerbated their invisibility, and therefore their marginalisation; 82.3 per cent disagreed; and 3.9 per cent were undecided. One of the reasons for this overall non-exacerbation was publishers’ proactive response in the early months of the pandemic to assist employees’ shift to remote working, as discussed earlier. However, while most editors’ (in)visibility and marginalisation remained the same during the lockdown years, 72.5 per cent of respondents to the 2022 survey observed that their employers specifically, and/or the industry more generally, failed to adequately respond since the 2020–2021 lockdowns (that is, from 2022) to mitigate their work–life challenges. When asked for their opinions about how their editorial experiences “post”-pandemic could have been improved by their employers, the issues signposted were identical to those raised earlier—that is, ongoing, systemic problems in the workplace, especially in terms of poor pay rates and working conditions; additional concerns pertained to publishers’ lack of leadership and future vision about how work was to be conducted as lockdowns eased:
Not enough recognition of how employees working remotely can impair collaboration. People are totally ignoring this problem.
Jobs could be created for developmental and copy editors like myself, talent nurtured and taken to be the fundamental part of the process that we are. It can be a lonely job so feels strange that publishers do not want to create strong collaborative communities, a feeling only increased since the pandemic.
Use of more freelancers, more management, more oversight & discussion of how to change things.
Increased flexibility with less rules, listen to us initially rather than having to conduct so many surveys, fair wages and continuous reassessment of wages, budget for the work needed to be done and in light of the economic situation.
To have been guaranteed a certain amount of work for a certain period of time, thus decreasing the “I'm never going to get any work again” concerns.
More transparency in terms of being informed of changes in work volumes.
For me, it was specific employers rather than the industry generally who seemed to forget editors were an important part of the production chain. More phone conversations or online meetings or even just more attention to emails would have gone a long way to making me, as an editor, feel like I hadn’t been forgotten.
I think employers in general should have been more flexible and understanding about the challenges of the pandemic, particularly on mental health.
I think schedules need to be more realistic. Every year, we are pressured to produce things on shorter schedules because there is a mistaken perception that working digitally speeds things up (editors still do the same work as in decades past, just using different tools). With print manufacturing timelines now being so much longer as a result of the pandemic, it is providing an opportunity to insist on more realistic timelines throughout a schedule. However, it’s too early to tell whether this will result in meaningful change.
Conclusion
Responses to two online surveys conducted in 2020 and 2022 exposed editors’ at-times polarised experiences and work–life challenges during the COVID-19 lockdown years of 2020–2021, such as furloughing of staff, increased administrative workloads, significant industry supply-chain disruptions and, in turn, disrupted production schedules that adversely impacted editors’ work. However, the publishing industry was technologically well-placed to respond to the pandemic, owing to decades-long digital non-disruption; and publishers’ proactive response during the early months of the pandemic ensured editors’ generally seamless, almost-overnight transition to remote home-based work. The pandemic also served as a catalyst, compelling editors to relinquish more long-held analogue practices, such as marking up typeset pages on hard copy, in favour of digital. The surveys, nevertheless, exposed ongoing, systemic problems in the publishing industry that have compounded editors’ long-held feelings of invisibility and marginalisation. These challenges/problems related to perceived (lack of) value of editor’s work by industry stakeholders, poor pay rates and working conditions, at times not being consulted during key decision-making, and fear of fewer roles being available domestically as more work is offered to off-shore contractors and of in-house redundancies as continuing COVID-normal hybrid work practices mean publishers might be more likely to contract freelance editors to reduce costs. Additional concerns pertained to publishers’ lack of leadership and future vision about how work was to be conducted as lockdowns eased. Particularly evocative words and phrases to communicate these challenges/problems were used by respondents across the two surveys: “busier”, “diminished in value,” “more and more redundancies,” “often felt like second-thought,” “freelancers are invisible,” “undervalued and underpaid” and “grossly underpaid.” These comments reinforce editors’ experience that, historically and into the twenty-first century, their value to and by industry stakeholders continues to be predicated on their positive invisibility. However, one of the most poignant moments of this research was editors treasuring the opportunity to be heard; that their voices were not simply part of the ether. One 2020 respondent expressed the following, which was especially meaningful to me as a practising editor and publishing-studies academic: “I can’t call myself an active member of the editing community—in fact, I’ve felt very isolated during the last several years of my work life. I’d like to try to change that. You’ll be able to tell from my responses that I’ve appreciated the rare chance to open up to an interested party about my experiences. It was as if these questions understood me.”
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Where/how do you work now, during the coronavirus pandemic?

Respondents	In-house but at home (no change)	Still freelance (no change)	Still freelance but work increased	Freelance still but work decreased	Made redundant	9	4	4	9	2	Column2	In-house but at home (no change)	Still freelance (no change)	Still freelance but work increased	Freelance still but work decreased	Made redundant	Column1	In-house but at home (no change)	Still freelance (no change)	Still freelance but work increased	Freelance still but work decreased	Made redundant	Work circumstances during pandemic (August 2020) 
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Working arrangements in mid-2022

Work arrangements in mid-2022	[VALUE]%
[VALUE]%
[VALUE]%
[VALUE]%

Still freelancing	FT flexible (IH + R)	Now FT in-house	Now freelancing (not FT)	Other	58.8	27.5	3.9	5.9	3.9	

Editorial work before COVID	[VALUE]%
[VALUE]%
[VALUE]%
[VALUE]%
[VALUE]%


Still all on-screen	Still on-screen edit; rest on paper	Still all on-screen; final check on paper	Still all on paper	Still all on-screen; some hard-copy proofing	Now all on-screen	68.599999999999994	9.8000000000000007	2	2	2	17.600000000000001	Changing editorial practice owing to COVID
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In which sector of the publishing industry do you work?

Respondents	[VALUE]%
[VALUE]%
[VALUE]%
[VALUE]%
[VALUE]%

Academic	Corporate	Education	Trade	Miscellaneous	21	21	32	25	4	Publishing sectors
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How long have you been a practising editor?

Respondents	1–4  	5–9  	10–14  	15–20  	20+  	6	5	5	7	5	Column1	1–4  	5–9  	10–14  	15–20  	20+  	Column2	1–4  	5–9  	10–14  	15–20  	20+  	Years
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