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Abstract


The COVID-19 pandemic has hit organizations and employees in every sector worldwide in unprecedented ways. It became extremely difficult for organizations and employees across sectors to operate under increased mobility restrictions. The pandemic effectively disrupted previous operational models and imbued changes such as telework and digital adoption that are pervasive and may potentially last beyond the pandemic. Amid these circumstances, it was essential to ask how organizations and employees will sustain themselves in the post-COVID-19 ”new normal”. Although so much research is conducted about COVID-19, there is no comprehensive view of the changes at the meso (organizational) and micro (individual) levels. This article aims to explain this using the emergency-learning-institutionalization-new normal (ELIN) framework, which is based on the timeline of the pandemic. The article aims to bring forth the overall trends in how organizations and employees are adapting to the pandemic, the lessons they have learned, and how they will change and adapt in a post-COVID-19 “new normal”. We have analyzed existing policy papers, articles published in business, public administration, nonprofit journals, and other studies to achieve this. We find an increasing trend towards the adoption of telework and digital tools at both meso- and micro-levels. The effective implementation of telework policies and digital transformation plans at the meso-level will ensure the sustainability of organizations and jobs in the new normal. Although these trends vary across sectors and within and across countries, there is an overall increase in the flexibility of organizations and employees in adopting new solutions, making them more open to innovation. The article makes important recommendations for organizations to make these transitions more sustainable in the medium and long term.
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1. Introduction


The COVID-19 (or Coronavirus Disease 2019) pandemic is one of the most unprecedented health crises of the 21st century. The disease, which originated in the city of Wuhan (China) in December 2019 [1], turned out to be a VUCA (volatility, uncertainty, complexity, and ambiguity) event which shocked and distressed every segment of human civilization [2]. As of July 2021, it has infected more than 233 million people and killed more than 4.7 million people [3]. Governments worldwide implemented strict lockdowns, contact tracing measures, and digitization to save lives while ensuring continuity of essential services [2]. The intensity and duration of mobility restrictions significantly impacted on organizations and employees across sectors [4,5].



The continuity of services during COVID-19 became challenging across the public sector [6,7,8], private sector [9,10,11,12,13], and non-profit sector [14,15,16]. Even basic services such as healthcare [17], education [18], public administration [8], food delivery [19], and community services [14] were affected. To overcome challenges, organizations had to reconfigure their resources, systems, and manpower (employees) [4,5]. Employees were faced with unexpected changes to their work environment, and many had to adjust themselves to remote work structures [4,5] and adopt digital solutions to ensure service continuity [14,17,20], whereas others in sectors such as manufacturing were forced to continue work on the field [21]. Many employees faced pay cuts, and some even lost their jobs during the crisis [5]. However, on a positive note, the pandemic allowed organizations to develop resilience, as they responded, recovered, and tried to recreate themselves after the pandemic [13,22]. The duration, intensity, and implications of the COVID-19 pandemic offer a significant opportunity for organizations and employees to imbibe change [6,7,16,20,22]. Motivated by these ideas and developments, the article aims to answer the following research question: How has the COVID-19 pandemic affected organizations and employees across different sectors? Thus, the unit of analysis in this research is organizations and individuals (employees).



Organizations and employees evolved in their responses to the crisis throughout the lifecycle of the pandemic. Based on this idea, we introduce the emergency-learning-institutionalization-new normal (ELIN) framework, which helps explain this transition. Unlike some studies that look at sustainable transition as a cycle of change [21,23], the ELIN framework describes the pandemic as a disruption that elevates the response of organizations and employees to a new level—i.e., a post-COVID-19 “new normal” (see Figure 1). We propose that the principles of organizational sustainability will change significantly in the pre-and post-COVID-19 situations since COVID-19 was a major disruption for organizations and employees. Despite growing research on this topic [4,13,22,24], there is a need for a more comprehensive understanding of the changes organizations and employees have undergone during the pandemic.



The rest of this article is organized as follows. The following section will define and discuss the “new normal” and present the framework used in this article. After this, the impact of the pandemic on the meso- and micro-levels is discussed in detail (Section 3 and Section 4). In the discussion section, we summarize our findings, discuss implications for future research, make recommendations, and end the article with a conclusion.




2. New Normal and Conceptual Framework


From the context of this paper, the new normal can be defined as a situation where the nature/behavior of organizations/employees has changed in response to the new health, social, and economic realities in a post-COVID-19 world. The new normal also signifies fundamental shifts in operations and behavior of organizations and employees, respectively, due to the sustained nature of the COVID-19 pandemic, which has lasted for more than a year. The new normal is also a transitionary phase where changes will be implemented and perceived at varying paces, scale, and intensity across organizations, sectors, and countries. It indicates a significant change in the existing model but does not limit the extent of change that can be achieved. This means the new normal, is an ideal opportunity to undertake and push for pathbreaking changes, or innovations, at the operational, structural, and behavioral levels. While challenging, such changes can embed more resilience into organizations and engender flexible attitudes and adaptive behavior at the meso- and micro-levels.



To identify changes that may outlast the pandemic and continue to be a part of service delivery in the new normal, the article uses the term “institutionalization”. Institutionalized changes are the ones that have been adopted by organizations and/or employees based on their experience of the crisis and will continue to be a part of the system and thus becomes a new normal. Such changes allow organizations to build resilience to similar events in the future [25]. This approach adds to the growing literature on the long-term impacts of VUCA events on the structures and personnel employed across sectors [2,26].



The above figure represents the emergency-learning-institutionalization-new normal (ELIN) framework. The emergency phase represents the knee-jerk reaction of organizations to the pandemic and the nationwide lockdowns imposed by governments. Many of the organizations that implemented telework during this time experienced significant disruptions to their operational model. Most sectors were reacting to this phase through their existing structures and processes. In the private sector, this led to firms not being able to bear the operating costs and employee salaries, which resulted in layoffs and temporary or permanent closures [27].



Organizations that survived the response phase entered the learning phase, where they started “to reimagine their business models, daily operations, and communication channels” [28] (p. 1). This is the phase where organizations started adopting technology-based solutions and promoted responsible behavior through “cashless payments, click and collect practices, a physical distancing between customer and employee, improved sanitation practices”, and other methods which varied from one context to the other [29] (p. 7). This phase marks a proactive approach by organizations to ensure the safety of their employees, customers, and common citizens by experimenting with new ideas and solutions. Examples include the increased adoption of telemedicine and digital solutions in the healthcare sector [30], new citizen-led community engagement initiatives by governments [31], and enhanced mobile ordering systems observed in the food delivery businesses around the world [29]. Interestingly, solutions that are effective against the pandemic were adopted more widely by organizations (see Figure 2), indicating a trend of adaptive innovation across organizations [32,33,34,35,36,37]. In turn, these helped organizations to bring about changes that will shape their operations in the new normal.



From a broader perspective (as observed in Figure 2), the pace of the pandemic was the key determinant of how organizations and employees responded to the pandemic, followed by global, national, and sectoral responses. From a system thinking perspective, the learning or adaptation of different sectors can be explained by the response effectiveness across each of these layers, as shown in Figure 2. Although the article’s main focus is the employee and organizational response (micro- and meso-levels), the other responses also affect employee and organizational response. Each layer had multiple entities trying to control the pace of the pandemic. While successful responses were imbibed into the system as best practices, failures forced organizations to adopt new solutions or replicate effective solutions implemented by others as part of the learning phase [25,38]. Survival pushed many organizations and employees to change ingrained processes and attitudes and adopt innovations and behavior patterns [39,40,41].



In the institutionalization phase, the lessons learned in the learning phase became more embedded. The adoption of new organizational policies and operational models indicated a fundamental shift from the pre-COVID-19 era. The public sector, in particular, saw incredible transformations such as the emergence of e-courts, where court hearings were shifted to virtual platforms, thus saving immense resources [42]. While some organizations and employees adapted changes to become more resilient to potential future crises [43,44], others future-proofed their models to all kinds of crises by transforming themselves into agile and innovative institutions [45]. This was especially true for organizations in the healthcare sector that have undergone a fundamental shift in thought process from “this is what we have always done” to “this is what we are going to try.” Institutionalization is strongly observed in sectors that were most affected by the pandemic [46] and hence may have significant differences across countries, sectors, and organizations.



2.1. Sustainability of Changes in the New Normal


Learning and institutionalization comprise the changes in organizations, which can continue to evolve perpetually in the new normal. Interestingly, the new normal can be perceived as a situation where organizations may start to own and lead the change continuously, even after the threat of the pandemic begins to subside to some extent. It is here when changes learnt and institutionalized by organizations in the above phases can become more sustainable. However, there are challenges where each organization and its different departments will have their own pace of adaptability and proactiveness to the changes ensued by the pandemic. Moreover, in some situations, they may not be able to adopt all changes, although technology adoption being highly disruptive may be an irreversible change for many organizations [46].



The pandemic has also enhanced the intra- and inter-organizational learning sphere through enhanced collaboration and co-production activities observed across sectors. This created a dynamic and multidimensional learning sphere where new solutions and innovations were adopted to survive against a common threat, as per contextual needs and realities [38]. During the pandemic, most organizations have tried to learn from each other and adopt best practices. If continued, the process can make organizations and employees more resilient and help create sustainable working models and solutions in the long run [47].



Since the pandemic broke out, one of the key characteristics of the new normal for organizations and employees is telework and digital adoption, which are the cross-sectoral changes that emerged in response to COVID-19. According to sources, telework is a work arrangement that allows an employee to perform work, during any part of regular, paid hours, at an approved alternative worksite (e.g., home, telework center). It is an essential tool for achieving a resilient and results-oriented workforce. At its core, telework is people doing their work at locations different from where they would generally be doing it. This makes sense when someone considers that “tele” comes from the Greek word meaning “from a distance”—when combined with work, it means “work from a distance”. In the current context, telework can be undertaken using the Internet, email, messaging, telephones/mobile phones, and other fast communication channels [48]. On the other hand, digital adoption occurs when an organization invests in new technology, adopts a digital mindset, and evolves processes so users can maximize proficiency on a given software or app [49]. The adoption of digital self-help menus, customer communication, and cross-team meetings are good examples. The following sections (Section 3 and Section 4) discuss how the adoption of telework and digital adoption has affected organizations (meso) and employees (micro) across sectors.





3. Meso-Level Changes


Crisis events can lead to learning and change at an organizational level [50]. It is also true that organizations do not always learn from a crisis [51] and do not prepare for it [52]. However, the failure of an organization to learn from a catastrophic event such as COVID-19 can have immense social, political, financial, and individual costs within and beyond itself [53]. In events such as the COVID-19 pandemic, organizations face the fundamental challenge of protecting their employees, their most important resource [54]. This led many organizations to adopt people-centric approaches, embed greater flexibility in processes, digitize operations, increase collaboration, and integrate nimbleness while responding to uncertain situations [55].



3.1. Telework


Before COVID-19, organizations were hesitant to adopt telework due to uncertainty regarding its benefits [56,57,58]. The factors that hindered adoption earlier were lack of preparedness and technological limitations [59]. Telework also alters the employment and psychological contract between organizations and their employees [60]. As a result, they were cautioned that it could impact employee effectiveness [61]. However, it was not completely opposed, as some studies also highlighted the potential benefits of telework [62,63,64] and observed that telework can have positive organizational outcomes such as improved productivity, retention, turnover intent, commitment, and performance.



During COVID-19, telework quickly enabled organizations to protect their employees from infections [56,65,66]. Since it was a different model, many organizations struggled in the beginning [44,65]. While some organizations were proactive, others were emulating and reaching out to their peers to support their transition [55]. Within a few months, many were able to implement procedures to improve telework adoption [56,60], even in developing countries [54].



Interestingly, those organizations that already had a telework program in place were able to better adapt to the new working model [54] compared to others who were ill-prepared [51]. In the adoption of telework, although uniformly recognized across countries and sectors, inherent organizational preparedness and resources played a crucial role in actual adaptation [54]. In particular, technology infrastructure played an important role and posed challenges for organizations that did not have enough time to implement it [59]. Cybersecurity became more crucial and was compromised in many cases, which increased the risks associated with cyber-attacks and sensitive data breaches during the pandemic [66]. Some organizations also suffered from inadequate or poor supervision [67]. All this indicates that telework should be approached as an organization’s integral long-term strategy, rather than as a response mechanism in times of crisis.



Despite the challenges, the wider adoption of telework enunciated positive changes such as a greater awareness of employee well-being, a more inclusive work environment, and values-based leadership in organizations [56,68]. Many organizations were thus encouraged to develop policies that integrate telework as part of their working model [69]. In many cases, such policies included details of telework training, implementation, and management, making it easier for employees to adopt [57].



Due to wider cross-sectoral adoption, experts observe that telework will generate long term changes in organizations [62,63,70], and the new normal may see organizations adapting hybrid working models with a combination of office work and telework, depending mainly on final outcomes to be achieved, resources available, and risks involved.




3.2. Digital Adoption


Digital adoption is a vital part of organizational transformation, even before the pandemic [71,72,73]. However, a lack of understanding of the relevance of digital solutions, the absence of digital strategies, a lack of skills, and the perceived cost and risk of change were the key barriers to adoption faced at the meso-level [74]. Interestingly, organizations that adopted digital solutions before COVID-19 were able to adopt digital tools more effectively during the pandemic [71,72,73], whereas those that were lagging earlier accelerated their efforts as a way of survival [45]. Despite this, digital adoption remained uneven across organizations (within and across countries) owing to resource constraints [75] and a lack of crisis preparedness [76].



Going forward, experts suggest that the pandemic would accelerate digital transformation across organizations [77], although it may not be uniform across organizations since many adopted digital tools for the sake of operational continuity rather than to enable innovation and resilience [78]. Experts suggest that the nature and capacity of organizations can be vital in enabling digital transformation [79]. Efforts to upgrade technological infrastructure at an organizational level and the deployment of adequate technological support for employees can be key factors in enabling wider adoption [80]. However, since such capacity does not evenly exist across organizations, there are bound to be differences in the pace and extent of digital adoption at the meso-level.



Cybersecurity is another primary concern for organizations that aim to digitize their operations further. The lack of well-planned and well-resourced telework programs have exposed organizations to cyber threats during the pandemic, which is expected to increase in the future [81]. Research, however, suggests that cross-sectoral collaboration can help organizations overcome their capacity and skills gaps [82,83]. The private sector has been particularly active in developing new and exciting use-cases of advanced technologies, including cybersecurity.



For sustainable digital adoption, organizations need to address the growing digital divide within and across sectors. The deployment of adequate technological infrastructure and resource support will be key in enabling wider adoption of digital tools as part of work in the new normal [24,84]. Going forward, the role of cybersecurity as “an essential sustainable economic development factor” will continue to evolve and affect how organizations adopt and absorb digital solutions as part of their processes [81] (p. 4).





4. Micro-Level Changes


The sudden transition of the working model has had a significant impact on employee attitudes and behavior [85]. Employees had to work under limited resources, especially in a situation where established rules, routines, or peer expectations had been disrupted and, in some cases, suspended [85]. Research suggests that 93 percent of all employees adopted telework during the pandemic, driven especially by the public sector and services segment across countries [86].



4.1. Telework


Even before the pandemic, telework was beneficial since it provided greater freedom and autonomy, flexible hours, avoided commuting, increased productivity, provided proximity to the family, and improved the quality of work [63,87]. However, adoption was not widespread at the time due to resistance from employees at the managerial levels. Some of the factors highlighted by them included trust issues [87], productivity losses, underperformance [88], inadequate technology [89], and the need for compliance with existing policies [90]. According to a report by Eurofound and ILO (2017) [88], around 2 to 40 percent of employees had some form of exposure to telework before COVID-19, depending on the country, occupation, sector, and frequency. However, the pandemic created a dire situation where employees were forced by organizations to adopt telework, and to some extent, this improved their perception of the model [59]. However, inherent challenges to this transition remained in the form of reluctance to changing working models and lower incentives to those who adopt [80]. In addition, the model was not equally received across different segments of employees, and there were age and gender-related differences that were observed [87].



It is widely recognized that organizational policies and managerial support have increased the adoption of telework among employees significantly during the pandemic [24,51,54]. However, since adoption was not a choice for employees and they did not have enough time to prepare for the transition, many employees were faced with “computer (and other IT) problems, work-home conflict, unfavorable work conditions, and role conflict” as a result (p. 9, [85]) [86]. Moreover, telework was not an option for all job types. It was more common among high-skilled groups such as professionals and managers and was not feasible for low-skilled groups such as machinery operators, drivers, and laborers [59].



According to the Global Work From Home Experience Survey Report, 68 percent of employees have indicated success in teleworking. As observed in employee surveys, the benefits of telework commonly include better quality of life, work–family balance, greater autonomy, and reductions in costs, stress, and commuting time [90,91]. An empirical analysis of the between-person and within-person effects of telework indicates that telework leads to lower stress, lower work-to-home conflict, higher work engagement, and higher job performance among employees on teleworking days compared to non-teleworking days [24,92].



However, a key challenge for telework adoption among employees is the continuing collective preference for office-based work. Research also indicates that long durations of telework can harm relationships with coworkers and affect the affinity of employees with their organization [87]. Observed mainly in the public sector, this can be a barrier to the widespread adoption of telework [93]. Other challenges include “the lack of resources related to support infrastructures, such as the internet or a printer, and the reconciliation of teleworking with family life/household chores/dedication to children and time/schedule management” [94] (p. 1). The increased frequency and intensity of telework has been associated with blurring of lines between family and work for employees [87] and can have an impact on the well-being of employees and their work performance [24,87].



Despite this, given the fact that telework has served an essential role during the pandemic to keep employees safe, organizations can consider enablers such as quality communication with the team, greater autonomy, and managerial support [95]. The eventual integration of telework in organizations would require the better management of teleworking employees [24,96,97,98,99]. This can be in the form of establishing telework policies that can enable employees to show greater acceptance of the model [86,100]. Telework policies also tend to increase employees’ awareness of its benefits and encourage them to learn new skills [67]. Organizational and individual support for teleworking employees, embedded as part of these policies, can help increase job satisfaction and reduce psychological strain caused by social isolation [99,101].



Over the long term, telework adoption at the micro-level depends on “the extent that the crisis catalyzes wider and smarter adoption of efficient telework practices, raising worker well-being” [102] (p. 3). As per the Global Work-from-Home Experience Survey, telework adoption was 31 percent before the pandemic, 88 percent during the pandemic, and has been forecasted to touch 76 percent after the pandemic [95]. In short, while resistance to telework has gradually decreased in the learning phase [103], challenges to the institutionalization of telework at the micro-level remain [104]. Interestingly, for developing countries, the benefits of telework may be greater since it can alleviate traffic congestions and provide environment-related benefits to employees, which can lead to greater adoption of the model in the long run [105]. Hence, going forward, the sustainability of telework adoption will depend on organizations’ (or meso-level) adoption of robust management and telework policies [89,106].




4.2. Digital Adoption


Before COVID-19, digital adoption was favored but not well-managed across all countries, sectors, and organizations [107,108]. Employees, too, found adoption challenging in the initial years due to privacy concerns and the mental pressure it exerted on them [109]. Performance expectancy, effort expectancy, social influence, and facilitating conditions [110] in addition to security, trust [111], and personal innovativeness [112] were found to be the key factors influencing the adoption of digital solutions at the micro-level. The extent of individual adoption has also been found to depend on employee characteristics such as their age, education, gender, income, self-efficacy, and other demographic and psychological variables [110]. Lastly, the nature of technology in terms of its observability, compatibility, job relevance, internal environment, and external environment were also significant predictors of whether employees would adopt digital solutions [113].



During the COVID-19 pandemic, digital solutions became increasingly compatible and relevant to employees’ work across sectors. The internal environment of organizations, influenced by the pandemic and the global and national policy environment, became conducive for pushing digital adoption at all levels of the economy, across countries (see Figure 2). Decisions at the meso-level played a vital role in making digital adoption mandatory for employees at the micro-level [56]. While those who were skilled in basic digital applications were able to transition quickly and efficiently, many found it challenging owing to a lack of preparedness and the pace of adoption expected from them. Adoption was especially hard for employees who were not digitally literate [67]. In developing countries, digital adoption was higher among employees at higher levels of organizations compared to lower levels [56]. Specific tools such as social media [114,115] and video conferencing [75,116,117] was perceived to be beneficial, and employees were expected to use them for collaboration and decision-making processes



According to Lebopo, C. M., Seymour, L. F., & Knoesen, H. (2020) [58], factors such as top management support, computer experience, perceived usefulness, behavioral intention, and user support were enablers of digital adoption at the micro-level. Digital tools improved communication, reduced complexity, and increased productivity of employees during the pandemic [118]. However, it also led to an increase in disparities among employees across and within organizations in terms of access and capacity to use digital tools. The digital divide among employees will be more of a challenge for organizations in developing countries compared to those in developed countries. A lack of adequate training and resources will be a key problem for organizations that are financially weak and are faced with developmental and contextual barriers [119,120]. Another key implication of the digital divide is the lack of capacity to avert cyber threats, which will be further exacerbated by the lack of technical capacity, the failure to meet minimum safety standards, poorly configured home ICT devices, a lack of education, and gaps in employee digital literacy [81].



Interestingly, the pandemic has led to a significant improvement in the perception of digital technologies across sectors [121]. Employees have become more accepting of advanced technologies such as artificial intelligence [122], which in turn may potentially fuel more curiosity and motivation to learn them. Basic cyber safety measures can mitigate cyber threats and risks posed by attempts towards data theft. Going forward, it is expected that organizations will not only prioritize digital skill development among employees but also engage in greater partnership with leading technology firms to implement it effectively [123]. Private sector expertise, especially in terms of cybersecurity, if provided to employees, can lead to increased trust in digital systems and a broader adoption of digital solutions.





5. Discussion


5.1. Summary


The article finds that the COVID-19 pandemic has accelerated telework and digital adoption across sectors and contexts at the meso- and micro-levels. We observe that telework adoption at the meso-level has been widespread and is perceived positively for long-term adoption. However, at the micro-level, telework adoption remains challenging and dependent on meso-level policies and support. In the case of digital adoption, the growing threat of cybersecurity at the meso-level and the digital divide at the micro-level can threaten future goals for digital transformation. Overall, the impact of COVID-19 on organizations with respect to telework and digital adoption is straightforward to explain. On the other hand, the pandemic’s impact on the micro-level is complicated by the diversity of factors involved.



Table 1 indicates positive, negative, and uncertain trends observed across sectors at the meso- and micro-levels. The key takeaways from the table are as follows:




	
Implementation of telework policies at the meso-level has a direct or significant impact on adoption of the model at the micro-level;



	
Increase in digital divide at the meso-level is magnifying the skill gaps at the micro-level which call for digital skill development programs;



	
Acceptance of telework and digital adoption has increased significantly at the meso as well as the micro-level;



	
Social isolation resulting from telework can drive organizations to adopt hybrid working models;



	
Cyber threats can undermine trust in digital solutions and its benefits.









5.2. Implications


The pandemic has pushed many organizations to achieve more within short timelines. As a result, the innovation, productivity, and sustainability of organizations has increased in the learning phase of the pandemic, despite severe resource constraints and pressure [6,124]. Even at the local level, organizations have become more agile and adaptive, leading to the improved efficiency of operations [55]. Many public organizations collaborated actively and spontaneously with community-based organizations [125] and the private sector [126] for effective responses to the pandemic. Increased collaboration with different stakeholders has allowed organizations to overcome their lack of resources and widen their skill base [126]. Thus, a crucial contribution of this study is to understand and analyze the impact of COVID-19 on organizations and employees across public, private, and non-profit sectors. By bringing together meso- and micro-levels, the article aims to bring forth the more pervasive long-term changes across sectors. This approach also helps the article to overcome the lack of ‘level diversity’, generally observed in administration studies, which is known to limit research to just one level while overlooking the others [127,128].



This approach is essential since an issue at one level can generate effects at other levels [128,129,130]. For example, while national culture affects employees’ behavior [131,132,133], public, private, and non-profit organizations can also affect regional and national policies of governments and societies [133,134,135]. Therefore, including the different levels of analysis is crucial to understanding how employees (micro-level) and organizations (meso-level) have been affected by the COVID-19 pandemic.



While collaborations enabled organizations to overcome resource constraints, in many cases they did not help in terms of financial constraints. This has severely challenged organizations in terms of operational and service continuity [78]. Many organizations in the private sector have resorted to job cuts and permanent office closures in poorly resourced locations. Issues that were not addressed in the learning phase may potentially continue to affect organizations in the institutionalization phase and the new normal. Experts have found that the financial uncertainty of organizations is a result of sustained low investments in productivity since before the crisis [136]. Interestingly, telework and digital adoption can have an impact on the long-term sustainability of organizations [137] by reducing costs and enhancing productivity of organizations and employees.



Drawing from Table 1, we can expect positive changes to improve operations at the meso-level and change behavior at the micro-level, thus making them sustainable in the long run. Some overarching themes that can be identified include the following:




	
Reduction in the gap between organizational policies and employee well-being:



	○

	
With telework becoming an integral part of organizational policies, it is expected to see less employee resistance to it;




	○

	
Organizations maybe more willing to adopt hybrid working models, to overcome negative micro-level effects like social isolation;







	
Acceleration of digital adoption at meso- and micro-levels:



	○

	
Organizational thrust for digital transformation;




	○

	
Active managerial support for employees to adopt digital solutions as part of work;




	○

	
Greater awareness and acceptance of digital solutions by employees.












As highlighted earlier in Section 2.1, technology adoption will be irreversible, even in the new normal. Since it is an emerging phenomenon, technology is expected to evolve and reduce negative impacts such as cyber threats and digital divides in the longer run. Moreover, the perceived benefits of digital solutions being higher than their negative effects, organizations, and employees can be expected to see sustained adoption and change going forward.



In this article, the attempt of taking stock of COVID-19-related research was made with a particular focus on learning and the institutionalization of telework and digital adoption among organizations and employees. Although the challenges related to telework and digital adoption may be different in different sectors, especially with respect to security and privacy [88], most organizations have implemented some type of response to the situation. Future studies may explore the adoption rate of telework and digitalization across different sectors while collecting new datasets because organizations are heterogenous, even within the same sector [138,139,140]. Similarly, organizations in the non-profit sector operate differently from specialist public organizations such as the treasury and the central bank. Therefore, future research may focus on a particular sector to analyze how COVID-19 has affected the work process within a specific type of agency.



Future research may also look at national (macro-level) differences [141,142,143,144,145]. Although extant research and existing secondary data could shed light on the emerging trends and implications for organizations, generalized conclusions should be considered carefully. Not only because it could be too early to make general implications at this point but also because the impact of the pandemic varies significantly across countries. This is particularly the case when comparing developed and developing countries since previous research highlights considerable divergence in state capacity and state capabilities [146,147].



Earlier research questioned whether working from home will remain a “normality” for employees in the future [89]. While governments will learn to tackle the spread of the virus with vaccine developments and other measures, it remains unclear how organizations and employees will react to the “new normal”. In general, the adoption of telework and digital tools will become more pervasive in the coming years—a unique effect of the pandemic.



Previous research also suggests that working from home during COVID-19 has negatively affected the motivation of employees [148]. Job satisfaction and general work performance, as highly correlated variables [149,150,151], present considerably serious challenges for managers who attempt to retain standards despite changing circumstances. Managers in organizations also face challenges associated with monitoring, communicating effectively, and forming positive organizational cultures. The effects of all these factors related to motivation, satisfaction, and well-being are yet to be studied. Recent studies on the pandemic have analyzed how COVID-19 and related policies have been affecting individual attitudes, well-being, and behavior in different organizations and countries [152,153,154,155,156,157]. Thus, future studies may analyze how COVID-19 is affecting employee attitudes, well-being, and behavior in different organizational settings in different countries.



Communication is another front to consider since it is of paramount importance in times of the pandemic. To begin with, timely communication proved to be as important as timely decision making, particularly when dealing with the rapid spread of the virus. Such communication could also prevent the spread of false information and panic behavior among citizens. Instances such as the panic buying of food provisions in excessive volumes by the population caused a shortage of food supplies in many countries. The ability of organizations to adapt and deliver its message through effective communication strategies is an area that needs to be revisited considering the vast number of case studies that resulted due to the pandemic.



Research on employee motivation is one of the more popular areas of administration studies [145,158,159,160,161,162] and business research [163,164,165,166,167]. However, with changing working conditions, particularly in the pandemic era, there is a need for more studies and increased attention towards employee well-being [6,102]. Hence, the implementation of telework and digital adoption should go together with improved mechanisms of monitoring, employee well-being, and job satisfaction. In what follows, we complement our findings with structured recommendations to help organizations implement telework and digital adoption for the long term.




5.3. Recommendations


	
Improve remote work infrastructure for employees.






Organizations should create the necessary infrastructure for employees to adopt telework [88] and potentially hybrid working models in the future. They should prioritize the psychological well-being of employees through adequate social support [168]. This will reduce the psychological strain caused due to social isolation, which many teleworkers faced during the COVID-19 pandemic [99]. Organizations should also consider innovative solutions to help employees overcome their resistance to telework [169,170,171], since it will enable them to implement more flexible working models in the future [24,172].



	2.

	
Use digital tools to improve communication and workflow within organizations.







Organizations should use digital tools to enhance employee engagement, job satisfaction, and motivation. Sector-specific digital social networks can also be used to facilitate interactions among employees based on common interests and provide a strong basis for collaboration and learning [173]. Organizations can experiment with digital communities that can learn and grow actively while overcoming the negative impact of teleworking structures.



	3.

	
Deploy additional resources at the organizational level for digital transformation.







Organizations need to update their information and communication technology (ICT) resources and talent for enhanced digital adoption. Through a systematic approach to digital adoption, organizations can achieve significant productivity gains, as observed during the pandemic [82,174]. Organizations should leverage innovative digital transformation tools developed by the private sector, including digital accounting tools, project management software, and various collaboration and communication platforms. To accelerate digital transformation, organizations should pay special attention to the evolving landscape of cyber threats. They should try to adopt and embed cybersecurity tools and services as part of digital processes in order to ensure trust and safety of data and operations at the meso-level.



	4.

	
Collaborate with technology firms and academic institutions to enhance the digital skills of employees and overcome the digital divide.







Many organizations are aware of the need to upskill employees to enable digital adoption at the micro-level [120] but lack the necessary resources to achieve this [175]. Given that the private technology firms are well-resourced and have rich experience in conducting such programs, organizations should collaborate with them to skill their employees in basic as well as advanced digital tools, including cybersecurity. According to experts, unskilled employees pose a significant threat to an organization’s cybersecurity, and hence it should be an integral part of skill development initiatives. Digital skill development in employees is an effective way of overcoming the digital divide within organizations. Organizations can also consider digital open-access resources to help employees bridge their skill gaps faster [176]. Such efforts are likely to enhance employee productivity and make their jobs relevant and sustainable in the long term.





6. Conclusions


This conceptual study analyzes the changes induced by COVID-19 at the meso (organizational) and micro (individual) levels. More specifically, we have aimed to answer the following research question: How has the COVID-19 pandemic affected organizations and employees at the meso- and micro-levels? The changes are classified based on the emergency-learning-institutionalization-new normal (ELIN) framework, which is derived from the timeline of the pandemic and captures its effects across organizations. Telework and digital adoption have been widely adopted by organizations and employees during the pandemic, and going forward, they will increasingly become the norm. However, there are variations in implementation due to a lack of resources and preparedness among organizations, which can vary across sectors and contexts. In addition, employee-level factors will further drive the variable uptake of telework, and the digital divide will continue to increase among employees within and across sectors and contexts. On the positive side, the pandemic may lead to sustainable policies promoting telework and digital transformation at the meso-level, and greater awareness and adoption of work-life balance at the micro-level. To adapt to a new normal, organizations will need to implement employee-centric policies and co-produce solutions as they navigate the uncertainties of the pandemic. Employees will be required to constantly upskill themselves and continuously adapt to a changing work environment. While this may result in greater resilience at the meso-level, the impact on the micro-level remains uncertain and will require further exploration.



A limitation of this article is that it does not base its findings on primary data and statistical analysis but instead relies on secondary research. It is a conceptual paper that draws its purpose from the work of Gilson and Goldberg (2015) [177] (p. 127), where they state that “conceptual papers do not have data because their focus is on integration and proposing new relationships among constructs. Thus, the onus is on developing logical and complete arguments for associations rather than testing them empirically.” Similar to other conceptual studies, this article does not aim to make methodological contributions, let alone using it [177,178]. Another limitation of this article would be the lack of systematic review, which future studies can employ (including PRISMA methods) to further explore the topic. Fortunately, several studies have recently used systematic reviews such as bibliometric analysis of management and social science research in general [179,180,181,182,183,184,185] and COVID-19 research in particular [186,187,188]. However, as what we know about the effects of COVID-19 is still limited, and there are growing studies on the effects of COVID-19 on employees, organizations, and countries, future studies may use a systematic review approach such as the PRISMA method to choose a literature search based on a research question in a particular time period. Moreover, since the pandemic is still evolving, there is a possibility of new and interesting changes taking shape at the meso- and micro-levels, which this article may not have captured.



Despite these limitations, the article serves as a useful reference for future research that may be based on primary data collected at the organizational or sectoral level to better understand the meso- and micro-level impact of the pandemic. Future research can collect data from specific contexts, sectors, and organizations to test the framework presented here. They can also use specific case studies to analyze the impact of telework and digital adoption at the meso- and micro-levels. Furthermore, because this study’s focus is at the organizational and employee level, future studies may analyze other responses at the national and global levels to the pace of the COVID-19 pandemic using a comparative or international perspective.
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Figure 1. The emergency-learning-institutionalization-new normal (ELIN) framework for discussing the impact of COVID-19 on service delivery. 
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Figure 2. Factors affecting responses to COVID-19 across sectors. 
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Table 1. Trends at the meso- and micro-levels that are likely to continue in the new normal.
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Telework

	
Digital Adoption






	
Meso

	
Increased attention to employee well-being as a policy (+)

	
Acceleration of digital transformation (+)




	
Implementation of telework policies (+)

	
Increase in digital divide (−)




	
Adoption of hybrid working models (+)

	
Rise in cyberthreats (−)




	
Micro

	
Decreased resistance to telework (+)

	
Greater acceptance of digital solutions (+)




	
Social isolation (−)

	
Managerial support increased adoption (+)




	
Success depends on meso-level policies (?)

	
Urgent need for digital skill development (−)








(+) positive change, (−) negative change, (?) uncertain.
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