
Post-pandemic office work: Perceived challenges and opportunities for a
sustainable work environment

Downloaded from: https://research.chalmers.se, 2022-07-02 09:24 UTC

Citation for the original published paper (version of record):
Babapour Chafi, M., Hultberg, A., Yams, N. (2022). Post-pandemic office work: Perceived
challenges and opportunities for a sustainable work
environment. Sustainability, 14(1). http://dx.doi.org/10.3390/su14010294

N.B. When citing this work, cite the original published paper.

research.chalmers.se offers the possibility of retrieving research publications produced at Chalmers University of Technology.
It covers all kind of research output: articles, dissertations, conference papers, reports etc. since 2004.
research.chalmers.se is administrated and maintained by Chalmers Library

(article starts on next page)



����������
�������

Citation: Babapour Chafi, M.;

Hultberg, A.; Bozic Yams, N.

Post-Pandemic Office Work:

Perceived Challenges and

Opportunities for a Sustainable Work

Environment. Sustainability 2022, 14,

294. https://doi.org/10.3390/

su14010294

Academic Editors:

Horacio Molina-Sánchez,

Gabriele Giorgi, Dante

Castillo Guajardo and

Antonio Ariza-Montes

Received: 30 November 2021

Accepted: 23 December 2021

Published: 28 December 2021

Publisher’s Note: MDPI stays neutral

with regard to jurisdictional claims in

published maps and institutional affil-

iations.

Copyright: © 2021 by the authors.

Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland.

This article is an open access article

distributed under the terms and

conditions of the Creative Commons

Attribution (CC BY) license (https://

creativecommons.org/licenses/by/

4.0/).

sustainability

Article

Post-Pandemic Office Work: Perceived Challenges and
Opportunities for a Sustainable Work Environment
Maral Babapour Chafi 1,2,* , Annemarie Hultberg 1 and Nina Bozic Yams 3

1 Region Västra Götaland, The Institute of Stress Medicine, SE-413 19 Gothenburg, Sweden;
annemarie.hultberg@vgregion.se

2 Division Design & Human Factors, Chalmers University of Technology, SE-413 19 Gothenburg, Sweden
3 Division Digital Systems, RISE-Research Institutes of Sweden, SE-722 12 Västerås, Sweden; nina.bozic@ri.se
* Correspondence: maral.babapour.chafi@vgregion.se

Abstract: The widespread adoption of remote and hybrid work due to COVID-19 calls for studies
that explore the ramifications of these scenarios for office workers from an occupational health and
wellbeing perspective. This paper aims to identify the needs and challenges in remote and hybrid
work and the potential for a sustainable future work environment. Data collection involved two
qualitative studies with a total of 53 participants, who represented employees, staff managers, and
service/facility providers at three Swedish public service organisations (primarily healthcare and
infrastructure administration). The results describe opportunities and challenges with the adoption
of remote and hybrid work from individual, group, and leadership perspectives. The main benefits
of remote work were increased flexibility, autonomy, work-life balance and individual performance,
while major challenges were social aspects such as lost comradery and isolation. Hybrid work was
perceived to provide the best of both worlds of remote and office work, given that employees and
managers develop new skills and competencies to adjust to new ways of working. To achieve the
expected individual and organisational benefits of hybrid work, employers are expected to provide
support and flexibility and re-design the physical and digital workplaces to fit the new and diverse
needs of employees.

Keywords: office work; flexible work; new ways of working (NWoW); remote work; hybrid work;
work-from-home; COVID-19; work environment; occupational health and safety (OHS); sustainable
future work

1. Introduction

The shift to remote working and the push towards digitalisation in response to COVID-
19 restrictions has had an unprecedented impact on office work with respect to social
sustainability, in particular the work environment, organisational innovation capabilities,
and the wellbeing and performance of office workers. Previous research on the impact of
flexible work arrangements (such as flexible work time, flexible workplace, remote work,
etc.) on employees’ subjective wellbeing has generally shown positive results but has also
highlighted certain challenges of remote and flexible work arrangements from employee
and leadership perspectives.

According to a systematic literature review, the main positive effects of remote work
are increased flexibility, autonomy, job satisfaction, and a better work-life balance [1].
On the other hand, adverse effects include social and professional isolation, perceived
threats to professional advancement, long working hours in an “always-on” culture, in-
creased emotional exhaustion, limited supervision from line managers, greater cogni-
tive stress/overload, and musculoskeletal health problems (ibid.). According to a meta-
analytical review, flexible work arrangements have positive (but small) effects with respect
to physical health, reduced absenteeism, and somatic symptoms, while no significant rela-
tionship was found concerning physical activity [2]. The authors recommend customised
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arrangements with respect to flextime and flexplace to meet individual needs. A literature
review from a leadership perspective emphasises the role of management in providing
support and encouragement and generating group-level safety to ensure occupational
health and wellbeing among remote workers [3]. The authors suggest that leadership
frameworks that generally build on face-to-face interactions can also work in the context
of digital communication, especially if both workers and managers are practicing remote
work. The literature reviews mentioned above emphasise that the body of research on
remote work is limited and more studies are required to understand the implications of
remote work and how to ensure the occupational health and safety of remote workers.

When considering flexible work arrangements such as remote and hybrid work, it
is important to understand the distinction between the conditions before, during, and
after the COVID-19 pandemic. Before the pandemic, few employees worked from home
(approximately 5% in the US), and most did so by their own choice. This occurred in
a societal context where remote work was not the norm and was often stigmatised and
ridiculed [4,5]. In the EU, 3.2% of employees worked remotely on a regular basis before
the pandemic, a group mainly consisting of higher-paid and higher-skilled workers with
overrepresentation in northern Europe [6]. During the pandemic, many workers were
forced into remote working arrangements: over one-third of employees (39%) in the EU
(ibid.) and about one-half of employees in the US [4]. Several studies have been published
on remote work during the pandemic.

A study by Microsoft shows that remote work represents obstacles to collaboration
and innovation, as workers’ networks become more static and siloed, with fewer bridges
between disparate parts of an organisation [7]. While asynchronous communication in-
creases, synchronous communication decreases, which makes it harder for workers to
exchange more complex information, converge on the meaning of information, and build
relationships. By increasing collaboration time with stronger ties and decreasing time with
weak ties, workers are less likely to be exposed to new information, which is an obstacle
to innovation. The negative effects on collaboration and innovation can be mitigated over
the long term, as at the beginning of the pandemic, workers were able to leverage existing
network connections, many of which were built in person (ibid.). According to another
survey study, remote workers fear having fewer opportunities for career development and
promotions as a result of weakened ties [8,9]. Remote workers who were more dependent
on others and generally received more feedback had less positive appraisals than those
with more independent roles [8]. A study comparing managers’ and employees’ views of
remote work during the pandemic showed that managers have a more negative experience
than employees [10,11], which may possibly be due to the supervisory and work environ-
ment responsibilities. Other studies show the positive effects of remote work during the
pandemic, such as increased productivity among the majority of participants [11,12] and
positive health behaviours and outcomes such as more sleep time [13], more work posture
variability, and a higher heart rate variability indicating greater relaxation [14]. Identi-
fied disadvantages of remote work during the pandemic are a high degree of uncertainty,
health risks due to the pandemic, young children at home, constraints of home offices,
and insufficient tools and technical support [5,12]. The uncertainties that are highlighted
in the literature relate to ambiguities about the work situation and potential financial
problems [12].

According to the teleworkability index, 36% of the jobs in the EU are feasible for remote
working, even after the pandemic restrictions are lifted [6]. Several studies show that the
preferred choice for most people is to work at home 1–3 days a week, while there are
some that would like to only work from home or the office [4,5], suggesting that employers
should keep remote work as an option and not oblige employees into either full-time remote
work arrangements or office work. The widespread use of the term “hybrid work” refers to
the emerging preference of employees, but also the consequence of having some workers
remote and some on-site. This distribution of employees also requires hybrid collaborations
(i.e., “collaborative practices that involve simultaneous co-located and remote collaboration
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with phases of both synchronous and asynchronous work that spans multiple groupware
applications and devices” [15]) and hybrid meetings (i.e., time-limited and synchronous
communication sessions among co-located and remote participants [16]). Studies on the
implications of hybrid ways of working are still rare.

The full implications of the widespread adoption of hybrid work will emerge over
time. The fundamental differences in practising remote work before, during, and after the
pandemic and the limited knowledge on the implications of flexible, remote, and hybrid
work arrangements call for studies that explore the consequences of different scenarios for
office workers. Therefore, this paper aims to:

• Identify the benefits and drawbacks of remote work during the pandemic from em-
ployee and leadership perspectives;

• Map expected challenges and potentials of hybrid working scenarios to inform the
creation of sustainable future work environments.

2. Materials and Methods

This paper is based on two qualitative studies performed in collaboration with three
public organisations in Sweden. Data collection was conducted between November 2020
and May 2021 (covering the second and third pandemic waves) and involved different
research methods. The participating organisations were from the public sector, providing a
wide variety of services with some jobs that are mainly onsite and in direct contact with
citizens (patients, school pupils, etc.) and some that can be performed remotely (planning,
administration, certain meetings, etc.), both during and after the pandemic restrictions
were in force. The organisations had not yet devised a post-pandemic strategy for remote
and on-site work at the time of data collection. The two studies were triggered by a need to
identify work environment challenges and potentials for improvement that emerged as a
result of the pandemic. In total, the two studies involved 53 participants (see Figure 1 for
an overview) who worked part- or full-time from home due to the pandemic.
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Figure 1. Data collection and participants in Studies 1 and 2.

2.1. Study 1

The participating organisation in Study 1 was a public service provider in one of
the 21 regional authorities in Sweden. The organisation had implemented new ways of
working and flexible offices one year before the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic. They
had a voluntary work-from-home recommendation in place since March 2020 and later
imposed a strict work-from-home recommendation in November 2020 (the second wave of
the pandemic). This case study was nested in an existing project that focused on evaluating
new ways of working at the case organisation.

The data collection in Study 1 involved five workshops with focus groups that repre-
sented different parts of the organisation. The data was collected in Spring 2021 during the
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third wave of the pandemic. The participants were recruited from existing work groups that
collaborate on occupational health and work environment issues. In total, 46 employees
were invited to participate and 33 agreed. The participants represent staff (n = 17) and staff
managers (n = 7) from different departments, as well as internal and external facility and
support service providers (n = 9).

All five workshops were held remotely, using MS Teams and a digital facilitation tool
called Mural. Each workshop started with information on data gathering and analysis.
The discussions focused on (1) identifying scenarios to simulate work after the pandemic
using fictive work weeks and personas [17] and (2) exploring new needs, challenges, and
potentials coupled with the identified scenarios. The workshops were recorded and the
discussions were transcribed and anonymised. The content from the Mural boards was
analysed together with the transcriptions. The content analysis was based on a bottom-up
coding strategy.

The collected data from the five workshops were analysed and presented for a group
of representatives with managerial roles and service providers (some of whom had par-
ticipated in the data collection sessions). This provided an opportunity to confirm and
complement the results. In addition, online presentations were held for all the partici-
pants to communicate the findings. These presentations were also open to the remaining
employees who did not participate in the workshops.

2.2. Study 2

The second study was performed in collaboration with two Swedish municipalities.
The data collection was performed through the photo-elicitation method [18]. Participant-
generated photo-elicitation was chosen due to its potential for increasing participants’
influence over the content of the interviews and generating ricker data (ibid.). Few work-
place studies have used photo-elicitation and show that the method helps access the
participants’ sensory and aesthetic perceptions and experiences, their behaviours, activities,
values, and assumptions within a workplace [19,20].

In total, 20 employees participated in the study (nine participants from one municipal-
ity and 11 from the other municipality), representing different parts of the organisations
(construction and environment, procurement, HR, communication, IT, innovation and
development, education, culture, social and healthcare services, support services). Due to
different work profiles in municipalities (from administration/office workers, education,
social work, etc.), a mixed or hybrid work model was implemented during the pandemic.
The municipalities chose the participants themselves based on who they thought would be
relevant to include. The participants represented the top management team in Municipality
2 and a mix of levels (from top management to operational levels) in Municipality 1.

Data collection involved three steps. First, participants were invited to reflect on
their experience of working during the pandemic, changes in their work needs, the main
challenges they (individually and their teams) experienced during this period, and the
new opportunities for the future of work. They were asked to take three photos to depict
the main work challenges and three photos to represent the main opportunities for the
future of work that would be important for them personally, for their teams, and for their
organisations. They were instructed that the photos did not need to be direct representations
of their work processes and environment but could symbolically depict how they feel or
what they experienced and could thus show anything (nature, objects, people, places, etc.).
They were asked to name each photo and provide a short description.

The second step in the process was the individual interviews with the nine participants
from the first municipality, during which the researcher and each participant looked at
the photos and the participant was encouraged to share personal reflections, feelings,
and experiences of what the photos represented. Interviews were held via Zoom, with
recordings and notes taken by the researcher. Since the photos taken and described by
participants from the second municipality largely overlapped with the topics raised in the
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first municipality, and considering the limited time available to the participants, individual
interviews were not performed with participants from the second municipality.

In step three, two interactive workshops (one for each of the municipalities) were
conducted via Zoom and a digital facilitation tool called Mural. All the photo material
submitted by participants was prepared in Mural before the workshop, which allowed the
participants to work with the gathered material during the workshop. The participants
were asked to share their reflections on the photos with each other. Through a facilitated
process, they analysed and clustered the photos, identifying topics that represented key
shared challenges and opportunities for the future of work. In the end, they discussed
potential first steps to address the shared challenges and opportunities.

The data from the interviews and workshops were analysed and summarised in a
report that was shared and presented to the key contact persons from both municipalities.

2.3. Data Analysis

All workshop sessions with the focus groups and the interviews were recorded and
transcribed selectively in order to capture the major points. The data from each study were
first analysed separately. First, the transcript material, together with the content from the
Mural boards and elicited photos, was subjected to a bottom-up thematic analysis [21] to
identify emergent themes (e.g., communication challenges or ergonomic problems). Second,
these identified themes were brought together and iteratively discussed by the authors and
organised under new categories (i.e., adoption of remote work, social aspects of remote
work, leadership’s views on remote work, returning to offices after the pandemic, and
moving towards a hybrid work model).

The results are reported for common themes found in all three cases (exceptions, where
differences occur, are noted as such). Selected quotes were translated from Swedish to
English by a bilingual author for reporting purposes. Quotes that are used to exemplify our
findings are attributed to participant code names (P#) and an identifier that describes the
data collection context with WS referring to a specific workshop session and M referring to
the specific municipality participating in the study, i.e., “Quote” (P#-WS#) or (P#-M#). The
elicited photos are also used to exemplify our identified themes together with an excerpt
from the written descriptions that accompanied the photos.

3. Results

Our results are divided into four major sections: (i) the adoption of remote work as a
new way of working, (ii) the social aspects of remote work, (iii) the leadership perspective
of remote working, and (iv) returning to offices and moving towards hybrid work after
pandemic restrictions are lifted.

3.1. The Adoption of Remote Work As a New Way of Working

The participants in our studies mentioned several positive aspects with respect to
adopting new ways of working during the pandemic. Remote working accelerated the
development of digital skills as employees were forced to learn how to master different
digital work tools and platforms overnight: “There is a big opportunity for increasing our
digital competence. None of us had online meetings until March, and now we are solving everything
digitally, seeing its opportunities. As novices, it would have taken much longer if we weren’t
forced to do so because of COVID-19. We still need to learn much more about digital competencies”
(P7-M1). Suggestions were to have more tools to facilitate collaboration and introduce
digital trainers to facilitate learning and the adoption of new tools. Those with managerial
roles actively sought and shared information about the newly implemented digital tools
and encouraged knowledge exchange and experimentation with new forms of meetings.

One of the most important benefits of remote work expressed by participants was
the increased experience of autonomy and flexibility to design and adjust work time and
processes to individual needs, which in some ways increased empowerment and work
satisfaction. The participants appreciated developing skills and strategies for self-leadership
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to deal with the above-mentioned challenges: “We have now tested and appreciate more self-
leadership. To get to plan and have flexibility gives the satisfaction of being able to influence your
own work situation” (P4-WS1).

Remote work also helped increase individual productivity for many (especially those
who had well-functioning home offices), due to fewer distractions and a stronger focus on
goals and tasks in online collaboration and meetings. Many appreciated the time saved
from not having to commute, which they used for things that were usually missing at work,
such as (1) time for reflection and (2) integrating physical activities into workdays; for
example, walking, jogging, or training during lunch breaks: “I get a lot of energy from working
out at lunch time, and as a result, I can do a better job” (P5-M1). Other mentioned benefits
were (3) spending more work time outdoors, for example for walk-and-talk meetings,
and (4) more quality time with family and pets, making their daily routines easier: ”No
commuting time gives more quality time for my family and children. I have time to prepare food
for the family already during the lunch break. I can be together and more present with my children
in a way that I could not be before” (P2-M1). In addition to personal gains, remote work was
mentioned as a contributor to a reduced carbon footprint, due to reduced commuting. The
participants hoped that these new behaviours would stick and continue even after the
pandemic restrictions ended (e.g., Figure 2a).
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On the other hand, several challenges were raised with respect to remote work. A
primary challenge for both managers and employees was handling the uncertainties around
the pandemic restrictions and not knowing how long they would have to work from
home. Another major challenge was holding onto the mindset of working in an office
and following the office culture in an online format (Figure 2b), for example, by adopting
an online meeting culture and learning to raise hands, turn cameras, choose appropriate
backgrounds, use a headset, and turn microphones on/off. A lack of access to the right
technical support, infrastructure, and tools also created a lot of frustration and impeded
the adoption of these new ways of working: “Our available tools slow us down. People cannot
participate because they don’t have the right applications or internet connection, and so everything
stops. I am not tech-savvy and get very frustrated when it happens” (P6-M1). A sudden need to
learn many new tools and ways of working in a short time span created stress for some
and raised awareness of the lack of digital skills in general.

Remote work required more planned meetings instead of the face-to-face check-ins
that used to take place more spontaneously in the office corridors. This, together with
the convenience of working from home, led to back-to-back meetings without the natural
breaks that were integrated into an office context by having to move between meeting
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rooms. Therefore, the participants had difficulties dealing with cognitive overload and
exhaustion from back-to-back online meetings. It was also considered hard to switch off
in an “always-on” culture, overcoming the fear of missing out and feeling that one has
to “be available all the time, always answering e-mails and receiving notifications from early in
the morning until night. It creates stress, especially since we are not good at putting the phone on
silent mode” (P3-M1). This was linked to the challenge of setting clear boundaries between
private life and work life in a situation where work is always within arm’s reach, especially
for those who had younger children or did not have functioning home offices. Most of the
participants did not have ergonomic workstations at home and had not received support
from their organisation to set up a workspace.

Remote work was also experienced as more monotonous, lacking the stimulation and
input one receives in the office. Some of the participants also felt alone in everyday decision
making and received limited feedback on their work: “Should I call someone and disturb them
with my minor questions now? No. I don’t do it. You don’t feel confident in your decision-making
when you can’t ask your questions. When you have worked with people for a while, you gain a
collective understanding, and it feels we are moving away from it” (P13-WS4). Since seeing the
impact of work on other people and the external environment was more difficult for some
of the participants when working remotely, this created an experience of a lack of meaning
in their work. This was, however, dependent on the type of work the participants were
engaged in: those who worked with healthcare administration, dealing with the pandemic
crisis, found remote working meaningful as they were, directly and indirectly, contributing
to managing the crisis. The continuation of full-time remote work after the pandemic was
considered challenging in terms of creating meaning, engagement, and motivation.

To handle the above-mentioned challenges, the participants felt that they had to be
more proactive and practice self-leadership to manage their own workload, set good habits,
achieve mental and physical wellbeing, and find a sustainable balance between productivity,
wellbeing, and learning and development.

The identified opportunities and challenges of remote work as a new way of working
are summarised in Table 1.

Table 1. Adoption of remote work: identified opportunities and challenges.

Opportunities of Remote Work Challenges of Remote Work

• Use of new digital tools that improve team
collaboration

• Accelerated development of digital skills
• Increased autonomy, flexibility, and

empowerment
• Accelerated development of self-leadership

strategies
• Increased individual productivity
• Time saved from commuting can be used for

more reflection and learning
• Easier to integrate physical exercise and walks

into the workday
• Working outdoors in nature
• More quality time with family, pets, friends
• Reduced carbon footprint

• Navigating uncertainty
• Challenges with changing mindset and culture from office work to

remote work
• Insufficient technical support, infrastructure, and digital tools due to

old IT systems, strict cybersecurity measures and obstacles in
procurement of new IT systems

• Limited digital skills and too many new tools to learn
• Dealing with cognitive overload and exhaustion from back-to-back

meetings
• Constant availability and notifications
• Setting boundaries in terms of work time
• Poor workstation ergonomics and preconditions of home offices
• Self-motivation in the absence of stimulation and meaningfulness
• Lack of support in decision making and feedback on work

progression
• Establishing good habits (to address lack of breaks and limited

physical activity)
• Balancing task-specific productivity with creativity, learning and

development

3.2. Social Aspects of Remote Work

Several benefits were discussed by the participants with respect to online collabora-
tions. In general, the meetings were perceived as more structured, with clear agendas and
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goals. The participants from geographically distributed teams mentioned that they had
become closer as a group and had better cohesion as they spent more time together online.
Some of the participants mentioned that collaboration with other parts of their organisation,
and even with other organisations, was easier than before. Participation in meetings was
also easier as everyone took up equal space on the screen and had equal opportunities to
contribute to the conversation by raising their hand or writing chat messages. The transi-
tion to remote work involved not only learning about new tools but also gaining insights
into the different preferences of colleagues for communication and collaboration, which
enabled a more customised interaction between team members. To enhance team spirit and
knowledge sharing, which otherwise occurred organically at the office, the participants
proactively sought ways to gather team members online for team building activities such
as coffee breaks, knowledge-sharing sessions, yoga, quizzes, and other ways to enable a
more personal connection with colleagues online. Another example was walk-and-talk
meetings, which allowed for combining work with socialising in a more relaxed, outdoor
environment.

At the same time, the social work environment was one of the aspects that was most
negatively affected by remote work. Many participants reported feeling lonely, isolated, and
disconnected from colleagues and missed the informal socialising, having fun together, and
developing personal relationships with colleagues at the office (Figure 3a). The participants
felt that they were losing their connection with their colleagues due to communication
challenges, as well as limited spontaneity and informal social interactions: “Standing by the
coffee machine and discussing trivial things. Now you have to book a time for everything. Meeting
each other physically helped us mirror each other, provide feedback and reflect together. All these
human aspects are missing now” (P7-M1). This made it more difficult to build trust and
relationships and especially to establish a connection with new team members: “We have
a project where there are two of us who knew each other very well, and four new colleagues who
support us. We’ve never met them in person. It is very weird to create a stable project group when
you never meet each other” (P15-WS4). The participants also found it difficult to express their
feelings, to use the right tone (in video meetings or written communication), or to read the
subtle signals in video calls in order to get a sense of what attendees’ nonverbal signals
were saying (even more so when cameras were not used, e.g., in larger meetings), which
also created a greater sense of disconnection. Many mentioned that it was more difficult to
understand what was happening around them, and how colleagues were feeling: “To see
how people are doing, and for them to see how you are doing. Not quite the same digitally” (P12-
WS3). Some also mentioned a decreased understanding and overview of team progression
and what others were doing, as well as limited feedback in the team: “Now, I know less about
what everyone else is dealing with. I have lost touch” (P6-M1).

Despite some efforts, less time was dedicated to team building and fun activities, as
remote working was more goal-oriented: “Our meetings are more structured and efficient
now. But the clock is always ticking in the background. You want to get to the point as fast
as possible. Meetings take only half the time they used to, and as a result, you get more
time for other things, but it is not good for our shared development” (P7-M1).

Group creativity was also perceived as difficult to achieve in online formats: “Meetings
where you need deeper discussions so that you can take a leap together” (P8-WS2). The avail-
able tools for digital collaboration and the knowledge for digital facilitation were other
hindrances, leading to a general lack of creative and dynamic online meetings, as more
structure was introduced to the meetings (Figure 3b). Therefore, the participants were
concerned that knowledge exchange and learning was limited in comparison with working
at the office: “When you are in the same place, you hear the same sounds, see the body language,
smell the same things. It creates a collective feeling that is not possible to achieve digitally. We are
on a journey together and need to pause and check in sometimes. We have lost our playfulness. We
worked on whiteboards when we met in person and left them there for people to continue building
on ideas. It is a process that is difficult to capture and maintain digitally” (P9-M1).
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In addition, the participants mentioned either an increased sense of distance between
themselves and their managers or a feeling of being micro-managed through intensified
attempts at control: “It has been more or less up to our managers to interpret the recommendations
and to what extent they allow flexibility” (P8-WS2). They also felt an increased distance
and a disconnect from colleagues from other parts of the organisation, as they had fewer
opportunities for spontaneous interactions with colleagues outside their own groups, which
risked creating information silos: “Collaboration between groups is almost non-existent now. You
bumped into each other at the coffee breaks. Our digital breaks are only within our group” (P9-WS2).
In general, the overall “we-feeling” of a shared culture and purpose was weakened: “You
can forget that you are a part of something larger. Sometimes, you almost forget your purpose
and function. The sense of belonging to a context is strengthened when you are at the workplace”
(P16-WS4). The participants felt that they no longer had a nuanced and thorough grasp
of organisational aspects, as most information was shared in written forms or presented
formally, adding to the general feeling of disconnection from the organisation. These
findings are summarised in Table 2.

Table 2. Social aspects of remote work.

Work Environment Opportunities Work Environment Challenges

• New forms of socialising (online social activities,
working outdoors, etc.)

• Collaborating with people from other parts of the
organisation, which was harder before due to
geographic distance

• More structured meetings
• Cohesion in geographically distributed groups and

increased inclusion and participation
• Becoming more pro-active in booking time for

collective knowledge sharing and online coffee-breaks
(things that happened spontaneously at the office)

• More possibility to adjust different ways of
collaborating to different needs of team members

• Difficult to grasp what is happening to colleagues, how they feel
• Disconnection from own team, other groups and the organisation due to

limited spontaneous interactions
• Feeling disconnected from manager or overly micro-managed (depending on

the manager)
• Grasping nuanced insights about the organisational aspects due to an

increased use of written communication
• Less time dedicated to team building and doing fun things together (remote

work is more goal and task oriented)
• Building trust and relationships is harder, especially with new employees
• Lower understanding and overview of what others in the team are doing
• Limited feedback in the team
• Insufficient tools and skills for online collaborations and creative activities
• Limited knowledge sharing, which happened organically at the office
• Getting a sense of the audience/attendees (especially in larger meetings)
• Frustrations with online meetings: poor internet connections, meeting hygiene

or limited familiarity with the tools
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3.3. Leadership Perspective on Remote Work and Managers’ Work Environment Responsibilities

The staff managers’ ways of working and work conditions changed in a similar
manner in comparison to their employees. The positive changes included (i) having more
time for reflection and strategic work due to reduced commuting and (ii) possibilities for
collaborations and knowledge exchange with other managers across physical borders: “It
has been more peaceful for me. I have more structure, more time for reflection and for strategic
planning. I also have had more time for networking, for example, with other financial offices. If
everyone takes advantage of this situation with more time for reflecting and networking, we should
improve our organisation with a better understanding of our surrounding context” (P8-M1).

The identified negative changes were: (1) having longer working hours due to the
convenience of remote working and the “always-on” culture imposed by digital tools;
(2) increased screen time and having back-to-back online meetings without breaks; (3)
limited exchanges with colleagues outside one’s own work group, specifically among the
participants who had on-site collaborations with other groups; and, most importantly,
(4) the challenges in fulfilling their work environment responsibilities in a remote work
context, i.e., identifying and addressing employees’ work environment issues. The latter
challenges are described below and summarised in Table 3.

Table 3. Managers’ responsibility for employees’ remote work environment.

Opportunities Challenges

• Increased autonomy and development of
self-leadership skills among employees

• More regular and planned follow-ups with
employees

• Improved meeting culture, structure and
inclusivity in distributed teams

• Supporting the diverse needs of employees
• Reading subtle signals and sensing how employees really feel
• Increased manager-employee distance
• Identifying and supporting employees who experience anxiety, stress,

isolation, overwork, etc.
• Letting go of control/oversight and practicing trust-based leadership
• Finding new ways to motivate employees
• Creating a ‘we-feeling’, a sense of belonging and a shared culture
• Providing employees with an understanding of the bigger picture of

the organisation
• Navigating increased uncertainty and complexity (not always having

answers)

According to the participants with managerial roles, the widespread implementation
of remote work had led to increased autonomy for employees but posed new demands
in terms of supporting employees’ adoption of self-leadership strategies. Remote work
entailed an increased distance between managers and employees, requiring managers to
adopt a trust-based leadership style and let go of control and traditional oversight: ”I think
many managers will have to operate with trust and move away from traditions. There has been a lot
of talk about flexibility and trust, but it is only now that we have started practising it” (P2-M1).
The participating employees had similar comments: “There is an increased demand on us to
be flexible with self-leadership, and this in turn demands a lot from our managers. To both give us
the space and catch up on us when we need it” (P11-WS3). While this was generally seen as
a positive development, the staff managers pointed to various challenges with respect to
their work environment responsibilities when employees work remotely for a sustained
period:

• Reading and interpreting subtle signals in online meetings and phone calls and getting
a sense of how employees really feel.

• Identifying and supporting those employees who experience anxiety, stress, isolation,
overload, overload, etc., despite difficulties with reading subtle signals in video calls.

• Creating group cohesion, for example, in Figure 4a: “Our major need is now to care for
our community and create situations for play and fun, so that we don’t only focus on our
Excel files. There is no slack in online meetings. You ‘cut the crap’. In face-to-face meetings,
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anything can happen. We have to find such nuances and the ‘we-feeling’ when working online”
(P6-M1).

• Navigating increased complexity and personalising leadership styles to support the
diversity of individual employees depending on their needs, tasks, and preferences.

• Finding strategies to motivate employees.
• Ensuring employees feel a shared sense of purpose and understanding of the bigger

picture in relation to the organisation: “It feels quite lonely when you sit alone in a wardrobe
and work, like I do. [ . . . ] We have to learn to collaborate better and focus on the main goals
of our work. Many don’t know that they work with similar tasks and contribute to a larger
purpose” (P9-M1).

• Developing new leadership skills that allow one to adapt quickly to constant changes
and find innovative solutions: “Flexibility, responsiveness and creativity are leadership
qualities of the future” (P4-M1).
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Some staff managers mentioned having more regular follow-ups, by phone or virtu-
ally, to fulfil their responsibilities for their employees’ work environment: “You have the
responsibility to follow-up as a manager. Before, I went around the office and had an overview of
how things were going. Now, I need more control and have to be more clear about my responsibilities
and purpose as a manager. It is mutual. They also expect me to follow up and have a need to be
seen. The communication will have to be more flawless now, as we rely more on e-mails and phone
conversations” (P8-M1). These online check-ins were perceived as effective (Figure 4b), but
since they replaced the spontaneous office follow-ups, the managers “had to plan much more
than you had to before” (KR-WSL). Those managers who had semi-distributed teams prior to
the pandemic appreciated these developments, as remote work required every group mem-
ber to participate from their own device; the social environment of these semi-distributed
teams had improved both in terms of structure and inclusivity. However, concerns were
raised about employee turnover and challenges with creating loyalty when groups are
distributed and lose their ties with each other.

3.4. Return to Offices after the Pandemic and Moving towards the Hybrid Work Model

The participants mostly expected a transition into some form of hybrid work model,
working a few days per week remotely and a few days onsite at an office depending on
their work tasks: “I think we will work at a variety of locations in future. We will need smaller
offices in general but larger meeting rooms. We will evaluate more what works better at home and
at the office” (P1-M1). They expect that learning from the pandemic will enable them to
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take advantage of a more expanded idea of the workplace in the future; for example, as
described in Figure 5a: “We will use nature more as a room to work. We should create more
flexibility, and work in the car, or in the parks, seeing the workplace as ever changing” (P4-M1).
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From an individual perspective, returning to the office is expected to (i) provide a
more ergonomic workplace in contrast to the home office, for example, as depicted in
Figure 4b; (ii) re-introduce variation in the workday; and (iii) increase physical activity in a
natural way as employees move between different parts of the office and travel/walk to and
from the office. More importantly, meeting colleagues at the office, informal socialisation,
and spontaneous interactions were what the participants looked forward to the most. With
the right support and flexibility to combine remote work and time with colleagues in the
office, the participants expect to find a better work-life balance in future.

On the other hand, some participants were concerned that going back to the office
would lower their autonomy and productivity, as they had developed new, well-functioning
routines and become accustomed to the convenience and efficiency and enjoyed a home
office free from distractions, despite the limited ergonomic support. Here, the specifics of
the Swedish model should be highlighted, as kindergartens and schools in Sweden have
been open during the pandemic, which enabled most people to work without distractions,
as long as their children did not have symptoms of illness. The participants also mentioned
that finding a balance between work at home and at the office may be challenging, as
changing routines and finding a new structure for work can be demanding for some.
It was also mentioned that an initial eagerness to meet colleagues may be experienced
as overwhelming and counterproductive, triggering a recoil effect, and requiring new
boundary-setting strategies to ensure work gets done. What further lowers the motivation
of participants to go back to the office are the limitations in the design of the physical
work environment. To summarise the individual views, the employers are expected to
provide more flexibility, autonomy, ergonomic support for the home office, and improve
the physical work environment at offices to achieve a well-functioning hybrid solution.
The following issues were raised as things that need to be addressed to improve the hybrid
work environment:

• Worries about potential infection risks, which will put pressure on the employers
to ensure a safe workplace where distancing will be possible: “It is not appropriate to
have a flexible office, where everyone moves around and can sit anywhere. We should have
dedicated spaces for different groups to minimise the risk of having one group that infects
everyone else” (P6- WS2). Otherwise, the organisation would be more vulnerable and
at risk of having more employees on sick leave than what is ideal.
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• The ergonomics of home offices: “Home offices are never as good as the ergonomically
designed workplace. I have had pain in my hand, forearm, back and shoulders because of the
mouse I use. I try to have different postures and use a smaller mouse” (P2-M1). Employers
are therefore expected to take a more proactive approach to support employees with
guidance and a means to ensure better home office ergonomics: “Many of us need better
ergonomics, if we are to work from home (P15-WS4).

• The design shortcomings of offices, such as limited spaces for uninterrupted online
meetings at offices due to few individual rooms, open spaces with unwanted distrac-
tions, spaces that are perceived as more sterile than the home environment, and (for
some) the inconvenience of clean-desking as opposed to working from home.

From a group perspective, the main benefits of going back to the office are increased
opportunities for spontaneous and planned forms of socialising, which strengthens group
cohesion and facilitates knowledge exchange, collective learning, and creative collaboration
with colleagues: “I think we will use the office for things we can’t do at home, like thinking and
creating together” (P9-M1). The participants reflect that spending face-to-face time provides
better conditions for building the social fabric, understanding and connecting with each
other, and creating a sense of belonging: “To get back to more creativity, as the online meetings
feel a bit robotic. I miss the co-creation” (P13-WS4). Building relationships, especially with
new colleagues, is also expected to improve.

The main challenge from a group perspective was about finding ways to coordinate;
for example, deciding on days for everyone to meet at the office or agreeing on what tasks
are better suited for office or remote work despite individual differences and preferences.
Another issue was dealing with asynchronisation and creating a culture that unites people,
despite the physical place of work, and ensures that people are not excluded from corridor
decisions and announcements when they work from home: “There may be a fear of missing
out, when people go back to the office. What will everyone talk about? And what info will be
exchanged? You don’t have the FOMO when everyone works from home” (P17-WS1). One of the
situations that can lead to the exclusion of colleagues is the so-called “hybrid meeting”, as
participants in online meetings where everyone connects via their own laptops perceived
them to be more inclusive. The participants expected that office design and provided
technologies would need to improve to meet the needs of mixed participation and the
creation of a social hub for collaboration and creativity: “We need more small rooms and more
open spaces for working, creating and thinking together” (P3-M1).

From a leadership perspective, the benefits of returning to offices mainly concerned
communication and social aspects; that is, solving problems on the go instead of having
back-to-back meetings: “Being at the workplace results in having fewer meetings” (RS-WSL), and
“you can address those smaller questions in between meetings” (KR-WSL). Those with managerial
roles felt that they can fulfil their work environment responsibilities better on-site, as they
can see and sense how employees feel and detect problems that are difficult to communicate
online. Returning to the office was also considered a way to make the onboarding of new
employees easier, as participants experienced challenges with integrating new hires during
the pandemic. The participants found the hybrid format effective, as it allows them to
choose a way of working that fits the purpose, instead of following old routines: “We used
to book a meeting for everything and travelled around in the city even when unnecessary. Now, you
can make more active choices, and think about why we should meet” (P6-M1). The location of
work was seen as a secondary question: “It is better to focus on the tasks one should do to get
paid. If you do it at home, at the office, at a café or in a bathtub is a secondary question” (DS-WSL).
This, over time, would turn offices into social hubs for meetings and group activities, while
also providing opportunities to recruit from other locations, and by extension, access to a
larger talent pool. In general, a hybrid format was considered to contribute to the social
and environmental sustainability goals better than fully remote or fully on-site work.

According to the managers, the main challenges of the hybrid model would be (i)
ambiguities concerning whether there would be organisational policies; (ii) addressing
worries, frustrations, and disappointments due to, for example, distractions or colleagues
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not showing up at offices when one does; (iii) clarifying when employees should be at the
office or not despite different individual preferences; (iv) implementing guidelines and
expectations for the use of the office, especially among those who had shared solutions;
(v) handling the logistics of having an uncertain number of employees for meetings at
offices; and, most importantly, (vi) ensuring inclusion and equality by giving everyone
similar opportunities and support regardless of their work location. Several variations
on hybrid policies were discussed, such as providing employees with the opportunity
to choose depending on their tasks and preferences or having a certain number of office
days per week, despite employee preferences. The ideas for the latter included fixed days
to ensure that group members meet in person, flexible days that employees can choose
from, and rotating days for different groups to avoid crowding at offices. This also raised
discussions about payment models for facilities and services, namely, whether the groups
that predominantly work remotely should have to use their budget for facilities to the same
extent as those who are mainly at offices. One suggestion was to provide limited access for
remote groups for their social activities. These suggestions, in combination with suggested
areas of improvement from individual and group perspectives, provide opportunities to
transform and adapt office spaces to meet the new, diverse, and emergent needs of hybrid
work.

Table 4 summarises the opportunities and challenges with respect to returning to
offices and hybrid working from individual, group, and leadership perspectives.

Table 4. Return to offices after the pandemic and moving towards the hybrid work model.

Work Environment Opportunities Work Environment Challenges

Individual and group level

• Expanded and diverse workplaces and spaces to support
different tasks

• Better ergonomics at offices
• Increased physical activity at work
• Getting collegial support in a more spontaneous manner
• Work-life balance

Individual and group level

• Risk for a decreased autonomy
• Decreased individual productivity and a lack of

motivation to go back to the office
• Finding the right balance between work from home and

the office
• Feeling excluded if one is not in the office
• Sub-optimal office design
• Worries for infection risks
• Limited ergonomic support at home

Group level

• Better conditions for spontaneous meetings, socialising,
in-depth discussions, creativity, knowledge exchange, and
collective learning

• Better conditions for building the social fabric,
understanding of and connection with each other, and
creating a sense of belonging

Group level

• Can be difficult to coordinate
• Difficult to agree on ways of working
• A-synchronised communication can have a negative

impact on information flow
• Invisible groupings between office and remote workers
• Office designs and meeting culture not adjusted for

inclusivity in hybrid formats

Leadership level

• Spontaneity and variation instead of back-to-back online
meetings; better communication

• Seeing/detecting what is not seen and can be a challenge
in remote work

• Easier onboarding of new employees
• Better work conditions and easier to fulfil work

environment responsibilities
• Focus on performance and tasks despite place of work
• Office becoming a social hub
• Easier to recruit new employees from other locations
• Contributing to social and environmental sustainability by

combining office and remote work possibilities

Leadership level

• Ambiguities and lack of organisational guidelines and
policies on hybrid work

• Addressing employees’ worries, providing support for
finding new routines and handling frustrations

• Clarifying when employees should be at the office
• Implementing rules and guidelines for usage of offices to

ensure safety and productivity of employees
• Handling logistics of an uncertain number of employees at

offices
• Inclusion and equality (ensuring equal opportunities

despite place of work)
• Creating attractive and cost-efficient solutions for the

hybrid work environment
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4. Discussion

The two studies presented here provoke some interesting practical and theoretical
questions for future research about employee wellbeing and organisational outcomes. How
much remote work is healthy and creates good conditions for balancing productivity with
wellbeing, social connection, and learning and development? Consistent with other studies
on remote work during the pandemic, our results suggest that some employees thrive
in a fully remote work environment while others do not [11,22]. Our results are indeed
coloured by the pandemic restrictions in contrast with earlier studies on remote work,
where employees had opportunities to meet with their colleagues. The disruption caused
by the pandemic has certainly challenged the era of a one-size-fits-all, 9 AM–5 PM work
time at the office, with increased expectations among employees for greater flexibility. This
new era will have implications from human factors and occupational health and work
organisation perspectives [23]. As more organisations implement some form of hybrid
work model in response to these expectations, there will be more data to understand
what works best for different groups of people with different working conditions in order
to achieve well-functioning work environments. Below, we discuss our results and the
questions for future research from a health promotion perspective.

4.1. Sense of Coherence in Remote and Hybrid Work Models

From a health promotion perspective, three factors are essential for achieving a sense of
coherence. These factors relate to the basic psychological needs, namely comprehensibility,
meaningfulness, and manageability [24,25], and are relevant to consider in the context
of hybrid work. Comprehensibility refers to how well a work situation is perceived as
structured, consistent, and clear. Workers may perceive hybrid models as unstructured,
inconsistent, and ambiguous, especially in comparison to full-time remote or on-site work.
This can pose new work demands, such as additional coordination tasks and constantly
having to interpret and decide what to do, where, and when. In addition, between and/or
within-group differences in terms of flexibility may be interpreted as organisational injustice
and even create friction. This friction will be interesting to explore in order to find a balance
between individuals’ needs and organisational outcomes. As remote working options can
provide competitive advantages, it is likely that organisations will provide greater flexibility
and customisation to attract top talents and to win the global “war on talent”. Earlier studies
on work-from-anywhere show that geographical flexibility benefits both individuals and
organisations [26]. On the other hand, organisational injustice can lead to decreased
loyalty and increased turnover. How can organisations create structured, clear, consistent,
and fair hybrid solutions, preventing potential friction that might arise between those
working more from the office and those working more from home/elsewhere?

Meaningfulness refers to the extent to which one feels that a work situation is worthy
of commitment and engagement [24,25]. Our results indicate that remote workers risk
losing the big picture of what is going on in the wider organisation and how their work
contributes to the overall organisational outcomes, as they can be enclosed in their individ-
ual bubbles at home for a sustained period. Instead, they focus on specific tasks, projects,
and the immediate team context. As studies indicate, full-time and sustained remote
work can also weaken social ties [7]. This can, over time, lead to loneliness, isolation and
disengagement. In a study by Bloom and colleagues [27], about 50% of the experimental
work-from-home group refused the offer to work from home permanently due to their
concerns over loneliness and a lack of social contact at home. It is important to note that
loneliness is found to be a significant negative predictor for task, team role, and relational
performance [28], and remote workers experience anxiety about being forgotten [29]. The
risks of negative health consequences also increase if workers continue to experience loneli-
ness and disconnection at work. A key question to explore in future research is how can
organisations provide support for a fulfilling social life, connection, and belonging and
meaningfulness in a hybrid work model?
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Manageability describes the extent to which individuals feel in control of their work
situation and are able to make decisions that allow them to cope with work demands,
according to their preferences and available resources [24,25]. Our results highlight several
aspects that relate to manageability. First, the participants in our studies—as well as in
other studies [11,12]—appreciated the flexibility with respect to time and place of work
and generally reported an increase in their individual productivity. It can be argued that
reducing flexibility may have a negative impact on both productivity and wellbeing. Here,
it is relevant to mention the study by Bloom and colleagues [27], which showed (1) a 13%
increase in productivity among a randomly selected work-from-home group, relative to an
office control group, and (2) a 22% increase in productivity when employees chose whether
they wanted to work from home or in the office. A relevant question to explore is whether
the positive effects of increased autonomy with respect to the time and place of work are
long-lasting, and how would employees respond to decreased autonomy if organisations
limit remote working options?

Manageability also refers to one’s own competence, abilities, and the drive to chal-
lenge oneself in coping with work demands. Full-time remote work presents challenges
for the development of (a sense of) competence, due to limited opportunities to receive
feedback on task performance, reduced support and guidance, and limited exchanges with
supervisors and co-workers in comparison with on-site office work. While hybrid models
can provide a trade-off between the desired flexibility and social resources, it poses new
cognitive demands that require additional attention, information processing, decision mak-
ing and problem-solving; examples include information overload across digital channels,
back-to-back online meetings, the “always-on” culture, handling distractions at home and
at offices, and finding new ways to ensure effective solitary work and fruitful collabora-
tions. According to the Job Demands-Resources model by Bakker and Demerouti [30], an
imbalance between the demands and resources that employees are subjected to causes
occupational strain and health impairment, while a balance creates motivation. Autonomy,
effective communication, and work-life balance are found as important job resources in
flexible ways of working, for example in [31]. However, in order to manage the additional
demands of remote work and benefit from the increased flexibility, employers will have to
provide support and help employees to develop self-leadership skills and boundary-setting
strategies. Whether these strategies are enough to create a balance between work demands
and resources remains unclear.

The physical and digital work environments are other aspects that influence man-
ageability in remote and hybrid work models. Our results suggest that shortcomings in
the design of office environments discourage employees from returning to offices. These
shortcomings relate to trends in office design such as open-plan and flexible offices with
non-assigned workstations, which generally fail to provide workspaces for concentration
and uninterrupted work [32], especially as remote workers have become accustomed to
the peace and quiet of home offices during the pandemic. Various studies on office envi-
ronments show the importance of design for the wellbeing and health outcomes of office
workers [33–37]. Design improvements to office environments will be necessary to meet
the needs of hybrid workers. Similar to another study [29], our participants adjusted their
living spaces for remote working depending on the conditions and affordances of their
homes. Remote and hybrid work models pose new questions with respect to the design of
future homes, namely, the location, lighting conditions, ergonomics, and the dedication
of a space for a home office. Digitally mediated remote and hybrid work also poses new
cognitive demands on workers, such as difficulties interpreting body language and facial
cues, or seeing oneself and others in a close-up view, which can act as a stressor [38].
Recent developments, such as the metaverse and the general potential that VR-based
environments can provide, are highlighted as potential solutions for generating a sense
of presence and team belonging in comparison with traditional video meetings [39]. The
design of physical, digital and virtual work environments in remote and hybrid settings
will have to meet the different needs of employees and ensure inclusivity, as employees
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will, by default, have different pre-conditions, preferences, and abilities. Organisations that
get this right may be able to reap the greatest benefits from both remote and office work.
The overarching question to address in future research concerns creating a manageable
work environment for employees: what individual, group, and organisational strategies
and resources are required to promote health and wellbeing and cope with the demands of
hybrid work models?

4.2. Implications from a Leadership Perspective

From a leadership perspective, a challenging question to tackle is whether increased
flexibility and increased individual performance benefit the overall organisational perfor-
mance, as the “whole may indeed be greater than the sum of the parts”. Our results and most
previous studies on remote work focus on individual productivity outcomes, while the
effect of remote and hybrid work on team and organisational performance remains unclear.
More research will be needed to determine how increased flexibility and different hybrid
models affect team/organisational performance.

Our results show that managers struggled to find a balance between letting go of
control while simultaneously providing support and fulfilling their work environment
responsibilities. To ensure the occupational health and wellbeing of remote workers,
managers play a critical role in providing support, encouragement, and generating group-
level safety [3]. Recent studies show that destructive leadership—for example, excessive
requests or unethical monitoring—in remote work has a negative effect on employee
wellbeing and job satisfaction, reducing the positive effects of remote work [40]. Therefore,
more research is needed to help develop trust-based leadership strategies in remote work
to ensure employee wellbeing, performance, and output quality, as also mentioned by [41],
while providing supportive resources to promote the health and safety of remote and hybrid
workers. Previous studies show that remote workers feel a need to make their contributions
visible in order to earn their managers’ trust [29], which should be acknowledged in
the feedback provided by managers and supervisors. In line with other studies, our
results show that managers need more support handling the additional tasks, increased
complexities, and new demands that hybrid and remote work imply [10], in order to adjust
their leadership style.

4.3. Implications for Achieving Sustainability Goals

In addition to the above-mentioned social and organisational aspects, sustainability
issues related to the consumption of energy and resources will be central in the hybrid
work model. On one hand, continued remote work or a shift to hybrid work is likely to
contribute to carbon emission reductions as a result of reduced commuting [42]. These
reductions may, however, be negated as a result of new work and living trends. Hybrid
work may also encourage the increased consumption of office furniture and equipment in
order to maintain functioning workspaces both at home and at the office. It also requires
more energy consumption at home (ibid.). Another indirect negative consequence is
a potential increase in car ownership and usage among the large number of workers
that are moving away from cities to the countryside. Long-haul flights for on-site team-
building activities for distributed teams who work from anywhere may be another negative
consequence. It is important to identify potential conflicts, synergies, and trade-offs in
implementing sustainability goals [43]. How can organisations take responsibility for
social and environmental sustainability goals when planning for future ways of working,
instead of merely focusing on their production emissions?

4.4. Study Context and Limitations

The results of the two studies presented in this article to a large extent show a polarised
view of remote work, confirming results from other studies about remote work during the
pandemic, for example [11,12,22], but the results may, to a certain extent, be specific to the
Swedish public sector. First of all, the public sector, in general, includes a wide variety
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of professions—some that primarily require direct contact with citizens (patients, school
pupils, etc.) with certain administrative tasks that can be performed remotely. On the other
hand, there is a large portion of administrative staff and knowledge workers in the public
sector that will likely work according to a hybrid model after the pandemic, mixing remote
and on-site work. This is further facilitated by a high level of digitalisation in Sweden,
given that the country has the third-highest score in the Digital Economy and Society Index
measured by the EU Commission [44]. The rather non-hierarchical organisational culture
and the new trust-based public management in Sweden is also worth mentioning, as it
promotes trust-based leadership [45] instead of control-based leadership, which is more
conducive to remote and hybrid work models.

Some limitations of our study are discussed here. First, we used a case study approach
(1) to understand complex interrelations between studied phenomena, (2) to develop
thick descriptions that represent different perspectives, and (3) in a setting where the
research had little control over the studied events but was interested in naturally occurring
variability [46,47]. Second, our multiple-case studies enabled comparisons and allowed
for propositions based on varied situations, contexts, and perspectives, preventing the
idiosyncrasies of findings from single cases [45]. Third, we relied on interview-based
qualitative studies with the purpose of providing deeply context-specific, rich accounts of
the participants’ perspectives of a situation [48]. Therefore, subjectivity was inherent in our
data collection [47]. Fourth, our qualitative data-collection methods involved generative
activities and digital facilitation. These generative activities encourage participants to
reflect on a deeper level and talk about what they feel and desire [49]. While different
generative methods were utilised in the two studies (fictive scenario creation in Study 1
and photo-elicitation in Study 2), the depth and variation of participants’ reflections were
similar between cases.

5. Conclusions

Our results on the perceptions of employees and managers with respect to new ways
of working during and after the COVID-19 restrictions indicate that the era of a one-size-
fits-all office-based work structure is over, giving rise to more customised and hybrid work
models in the future. Employees with jobs that can be performed remotely have increased
expectations about flexibility with respect to time and place of work. Our results present
a mixed picture of new ways of working, exemplifying both a range of new possibilities
and challenges that remote and hybrid work models pose from employee, managerial,
and organisational perspectives. Social aspects of work are among the major challenges of
remote work, which is why we can expect that the offices of the future will focus more on
filling that gap, becoming places for building relationships, creative forms of collaboration,
and strengthening a sense of shared purpose and culture. Both employees and managers
will have to develop new skills and competencies to adjust to the new ways of working and
to find the best way to utilise the opportunities of hybrid work. Organisations will have to
consider sustainability implications when developing guidelines for hybrid work, both in
terms of social and ecological aspects. They will also have to re-design both physical and
digital workplaces to fit the new and emergent needs of employees in hybrid work models.

Our discussions pose several questions and lay out several potential paths for future
research. One is concerned with finding a balance between the amount of remote and
office-based work for employees, depending on a variety of work-related and individual
pre-conditions. Another important question is the trade-off between organisational goals
and individuals’ needs and preferences for sustained remote work, but also whether and
how increased flexibility actually affects team and organisational performance.
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