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Abstract

:

“Stay at home” orders during the COVID-19 pandemic radically changed the day-to-day operations of many organizations and moved employees from offices to homes. The sudden crisis forced companies to reformulate their operations. Enabling employees to work from home has become a necessity for both business continuity and survival. The unexpected crisis has also proved to be beneficial for some aspects of economic activity. This research focuses on identifying and measuring the benefits of and barriers to remote work from an organizational perspective, as perceived by managerial staff in Poland. We investigate the factors that influence the assessment of the scale of benefits of and barriers to remote working. The study examines the impact of various factors on the benefits of and barriers to remote working, such as a company’s previous experience with remote working, the support provided to employees by the company, the monitoring of remote working effects, and the implementation of new IT tools. These results suggest that the way the company and employees are managed in a crisis, the approach of superiors to the evaluation and control of effects on work, and the adaptation of support to the real needs of employees, all play fundamental roles. The factors examined that influence the perceived benefits of or barriers to remote working from an organization’s perspective contribute to adoption theory.
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1. Introduction


The development of flexible work arrangements had already been the subject of growing research interest for some time prior to the COVID-19 pandemic [1,2,3,4]. The intensive development of communications technology and mobile devices reduced the need to provide work in a fixed workplace and created favorable circumstances in this regard. In addition, the proliferation of flexible work arrangements was driven by employers’ recognition of the potential benefits, such as reduced costs and increased economic outcomes, and by their response to employees’ needs and preferences. Globalization processes and increasing market competition have also played significant roles in the introduction of new business models and work models [5].



Remote working is one of the flexible forms of work arrangements used to produce and deliver work output. Its applications can appear in different forms and be described with various terms, such as telework, telecommuting, ICT-based mobile work, mobile eWork, mobile virtual work, homeworking, or home-based work. Although the literature distinguishes between and classifies different forms of remote work [6], it usually refers to work outside an employer’s premises, supported by ICT technology tools.



Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, remote work in EU countries was done occasionally and by relatively few employees. According to a 2020 EC report [7], in 2019 only 5.4% of employees in the EU-27 usually worked from home, while 9% worked from home at least sometimes. Polish workers ranked slightly below the EU-27 average in 2019 for those who usually worked from home (4.6% of employees) and above the average for those who sometimes worked from home (9.8%) [8].



The diffusion of remote working as a form of alternative agreed working relationships between employer and employee varied across sectors, occupations, and work roles. Adopting this form of work required the employer to provide adequate technical support, transfer a large measure of autonomy to the employee, and overcome the absence of direct control. Therefore, remote working was often seen as a privilege for managers and sufficiently long-tenured professionals, accompanied by an established trust between employer and employee [9]. From an industry perspective, it was the ICT sector, knowledge-intensive business services, the education sector, and publishing-related activities that enjoyed a much higher degree of remote work than other types of work [7]. The ICT sector, in particular, has been and remains an example of progress and innovation in this field. On the one hand, it develops technologies that change work and socio-economic life; on the other hand, it independently and pioneeringly applies its inventions to employment and work organization. Simultaneously, these technologies and practices are spreading to other sectors [10].



The COVID-19 pandemic changed these perspectives radically. Working from home has ceased to be a privilege and has often become a necessity. Government recommendations, subsequent lockdowns, and the determination to maintain business continuity while ensuring employee safety have forced many companies to implement remote work to the greatest possible degree. Although teleworking was already well known as an effective way to ensure operational continuity for businesses in complex disaster environments (primarily during natural disasters) [11], until the pandemic a number of companies had very limited experience with remote work. This observation applies to both the private and public sectors, although it is more applicable to the latter. Remote working or hybrid-working have begun to be used on a widespread scale even by entities that were not adequately prepared for such arrangements, either technically or organizationally. However, the prolonged period of the pandemic, after the first months of shock, resulted in successive adaptation of both employees and employers. Companies have accelerated the digitalization of their business processes and learned to operate effectively in the new conditions. In addition, employees and employers have seen the benefits of remote working, even while barriers still exist.



Our research grew out of the need to reassess the benefits of and barriers to remote working, focusing on the context of its spread in response to the COVID-19 pandemic. We focus primarily on the benefits and barriers from the organizational side, as seen through the eyes of managers. As Pérez et al. [12] argue, the managers’ perspective provides an important framework for studying remote work as a human resources innovation and considering its adoption by organizations. Schofield and Peel [13] stress that managerial approval is critical in the uptake and success of teleworking. Thus, the main objective of our research is to identify the benefits of and barriers to remote working, including the managerial and organizational perspectives. Our survey answers the following questions: (1) what are the benefits of and barriers to remote working in Polish companies, and (2) what factors increase the benefits of or reduce the barriers to remote working? In particular, we aim to find out whether the nature and intensity of remote working in an organization before the COVID-19 pandemic has affected current outcomes. We also examine whether organizational support, the implementation of new technological tools, and the monitoring of remote working actually increase benefits and reduce perceived barriers to remote working, as assessed by managers.



Our research is part of a broad discussion of new technologies and their impacts on work, employment, human resources management, and organizational performance in the era of the COVID-19 pandemic and beyond [2]. In particular, but not exclusively, it contributes to research on the themes of control of, surveillance of [14], and support for employees working from home [15,16]. Access to new technological tools reduces barriers to remote working, while job monitoring (not necessarily tailored to new forms of work) increases them. Moreover, the benefits of working from home appear to be higher for firms that had less experience with this form of work before the pandemic, relative to those firms that worked remotely on a larger scale. In turn, greater experience with remote working before COVID-19 lowers the barriers to this form of work during the pandemic.



The article consists of four sections. The first section includes a literature review on the benefits and barriers of remote working. The second section presents the sources and characteristics of the data and methods used. The third section provides the results and a discussion of the research, and the fourth section presents our final conclusions.




2. Literature Review


Although remote work is described in various terms, and its forms vary in detail, “teleworking” and “telecommuting” are the most general and commonly used terms [17]. The origins of remote work can be traced back to Jack Nills [18,19], who introduced the terms “telecommuting” and “telework” and initially popularized the idea of “moving the work to the worker” as a remedy for traffic congestion that resulted from workers going back and forth between home and work, and as a way to reduce energy consumption [20,21]. Since then, remote work has gained growing interest from scholars. Important threads of research in the field include the benefits and pitfalls of remote work, as well as the driving forces behind it [17,22,23,24,25].



In general, the literature provides a set of factors and conditions affecting the adoption and effectiveness of remote work. They are listed below [26,27,28,29]:




	
the employee (in terms of individual personal characteristics, attitudes, values, and needs, as well as family circumstances and the physical conditions for working at home);



	
the nature of the work (job “teleworkability”, including highly autonomous and complex jobs performed by professionals and less autonomous work that can be done at home and be easily audited and managed remotely);



	
the organization and its culture (whether remote working fits into the organization and its strategy, goals, and control mechanisms, and how supportive the organizational culture is);



	
the supervisor’s management style (e.g., the willingness of supervisors to agree to employees working from home, appropriate levels of trust between supervisors and employees, the ability to extend autonomy and reduce direct control of work in favor of alternatives that are often indirect, control mechanisms, providing support to the employee); and



	
the technological capacities (e.g., availability of technological solutions and tools, employee technology support, data security).








As Clark [30] points out, telecommuting is primarily for experienced and high-performing employees performing work that does not require constant interaction with co-workers, close supervision, or frequent assignment of tasks. Desirable characteristics teleworkers may possess include self-reliance, strong motivation, focus, self-discipline, and being well-organized [17]. An important driver compelling companies to embrace telework adoption is the attitude of managers towards telework and its challenges [31]. Thus, one of the most important factors for the effective application of teleworking solutions is the support delivered by managers and supervisors [32,33]. Similarly, due to the greater dependence of remote workers on technology, technical assistance is an important condition underpinning favorable outcomes of teleworking [33].



From the early days of remote working in business and academia to the present, one of the primary research threads has been the benefits of and barriers to this form of working. Picking up this thread in subsequent studies is important, as some of the effects observed are ambiguous and depend on individual employee-employer-family circumstances and the motives behind choosing to work remotely. The best recent example is the COVID-19 pandemic, which has unsettled previous assumptions regarding remote working. It was generally believed that the decision to work remotely should be voluntary, and the employer should have the capacity to reap benefits from remote work.



Traditionally, the benefits and disadvantages of remote working have been discussed in relation to three areas: the environment/society, the employee. and the organization [34,35]. Commonly stated environmental and social benefits are those resulting from a reduction in car traffic and less strain on the transportation infrastructure. The possibility of remote working also has a positive impact on the labor market by creating alternative employment opportunities for people who have been excluded due to disability or other special needs [24]. Nevertheless, remote working also carries serious social challenges, including the risk of creating a disconnected society by cutting people off and isolating them from each other [23], which becomes an even more pressing problem in light of repeated lockdowns and the need to maintain social distancing.



The perspective most often examined in the literature is that of the employee. Researchers have identified numerous benefits and drawbacks of teleworking for individuals. Some may appear contradictory, as a result of individual employees’ situations, family circumstances, the nature of the work, and the specific characteristics of the organization [27]. Examples of advantages of telework for employees are time-space flexibility, enhanced work autonomy, more favorable working conditions, time and cost savings, fewer distractions, less stress, and increased time for family and social responsibilities. Such benefits can result in greater job satisfaction, improved work-life balance, and greater wellbeing [22,23,36]. However, not all of these benefits are guaranteed. The home environment is full of distractions, and conditions at home are not necessarily more conducive to work than conditions in the office; multiple roles often overlap (work, family, and social), the boundaries between work and non-work time blur, feelings of isolation and loneliness may arise, longer work hours and increased workloads may occur, time management issues may develop, and concerns about job insecurity may increase [22,23,25]. These problems may sound familiar to the multitude of people who are forced to work remotely during lockdown; from an individual perspective, the benefits of working from home do not necessarily outweigh the drawbacks. The impact of remote working on job satisfaction [37,38,39,40,41], work-life balance [42,43,44,45,46,47], employee wellbeing [48,49,50], and work-family conflicts [17,51,52,53,54] are still developing areas of research, and indeed have lost none of their relevance in the light of the COVID-19 pandemic. On the contrary, the scholarly work carried out during the pandemic bears out previous findings and extends them in the context of the new reality [4].



The importance of research on the effects of remote working for employees is also compelling with respect to the benefits for organizations that implement remote working models. For example, there is empirical evidence that higher job satisfaction translates into less turnover and increased work performance [55]. While employee wellbeing is arguably one of the motives for employers to implement and expand teleworking, the main incentive, according to Baruch [36], is cost-effectiveness, i.e., reducing costs. Indeed, as many employees working from home during the COVID-19 pandemic have experienced, teleworking done in the absence of alternatives simply shifted some costs to the employee. Likewise, the benefits and drawbacks of remote working are not indisputable for employers. For organizations, the possible benefits of remote working, often mentioned in the literature, include higher productivity and work quality, less absenteeism, greater loyalty, increased commitment and morale, reduced office space, simplified recruitment, the retention of skilled employees, and lower unit work costs [36,56].



As mentioned above, achieving a certain range of benefits is determined by a number of factors, and it is far from straightforward. For example, an increase in organizational commitment can occur due to support provided to employees in dealing with family problems faced while teleworking [57]. Implementing and expanding teleworking programs presents companies with a number of challenges. The main ones highlighted in the literature include formal preparation on the part of the organization (in terms of policies, objectives, and procedures), the creation of an appropriate infrastructure, maintenance of IT tools and equipment (e.g., ensuring secure access to data and systems, repairing and maintaining equipment located in employees’ homes), re-modelling processes, designing work, creating rules and communication paths, developing methods for monitoring and measuring performance, and preparing managers and employees to work in the new environment [58].



The benefits and challenges of remote working, as well as the adaptation factors, grew out of observations and research conducted before the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic. While they remain relevant, the conditions under which remote working took place were extremely different. During the COVID-19 pandemic, people were more or less forced to work from home and endure lockdowns, working overnight, full-time and in total physical isolation. There was little or no time for organizations, management, and employees to prepare, no clear prospects for the future, and enormous amounts of stress and uncertainty [59]. Interestingly, despite developing interest in remote working, it was a new experience for most employees and employers. Given these particular circumstances, and the fact that remote working has now become a requirement and a necessity rather than a relatively voluntary choice or even a form of reward and a sign of trust for the employee, Wang et al. [4] emphasize the strong need to review previous findings and conduct new research on remote working in the context of COVID-19. Our research responds to this demand. We seek to assess the benefits and barriers to remote working as perceived by executives and the impact of such key factors as employee support, implementation of new technological tools, and monitoring remote work on the scale of perceived benefits and barriers. The types of factors examined include those that are important for a company’s interests. We consider the lack of preparation and experience with remote working, and its relatively low prevalence, before the COVID-19 pandemic.




3. Data and Methods


Our survey was conducted among the managerial staff of companies representing various manufacturing and service sectors in Poland. The respondents were both private and public sector entities. In terms of enterprise size, measured by the number of employees, the sample included a full cross-section of enterprises, from those with fewer than 10 employees to companies with upwards of 250 employees. The geographic scope of companies’ activities included local/regional markets, domestic markets, and international markets.



The data collection was conducted between May and July 2020 using the CAWI (Computer-Assisted Web Interview) technique. The research sample totaled 230 respondents. The questionnaire was addressed to managers with at least several years of experience in their respective companies. The gender structure was slightly more male (about 55%) than female. The research sample is described in Table 1.



3.1. Measuring the Benefits of and Barriers to Remote Working—Methodological Remarks


The survey was focused primarily on identifying the benefits and barriers to remote working during the COVID-19 pandemic; accordingly, respondents were asked to answer two questions:




	
do you recognize the positive effects of remote working in your company?



	
do you recognize specific difficulties in your company transitioning to remote working?








For both questions, the questionnaire contained a closed set of statements (see Appendix A and Appendix B), to which the respondents were asked to provide answers according to the 5-point Likert scale. The benefits of remote working include advantage for both the company and employees. The direct benefits for companies include investments in IT infrastructure, the introduction of new tools and solutions for remote work, and moving part of a company’s activities online. Indirect benefits include improved flexibility of organizational structure, diversification of products and services, increased expenditure on research and development, and cooperation with external entities on innovation. The benefits for employees include the development of digital skills through company-organized training, the creation of new jobs supported by remote work, and the ability to balance professional work more easily with household duties. Barriers to remote work include technical hurdles, such as the lack of an adequate IT infrastructure and hardware and lack of IT funding; organizational barriers, such as access to a company’s documents in electronic form, the lack of appropriate procedures and guidelines, and internal communication difficulties; and social barriers, including the reluctance of management and employees to engage in new forms of work, the lack of digital skills, difficulties in motivation, and the maintenance of employee efficiency.



The rapid uptake of remote working may be beneficial for those employers and employees seeking greater workplace flexibility. The most widespread benefits of remote working are building a flexible organization and moving some business activities online. The least common benefits, while still being perceived as beneficial by 70–80% of the respondents, include the development of investment in IT infrastructure and solutions for remote working, as well as increased work efficiency.



Overall, the respondents believed the benefits of remote work decidedly outweigh the barriers. The most frequently observed barriers in the respondents’ companies include lack of funds for investments, the need to develop instructions for employees, and difficulties in maintaining employee efficiency. The least cited barriers include the reluctance of management and employees to perform remote work. Full statistics for respondents’ ratings are provided in Appendix A and Appendix B.



Two indices were constructed based on the respondents’ ratings: the remote work benefits index and the remote work barriers index. The methodology used for building the indexes was as follows:




	1.

	
We conducted a Principal Components Analysis (PCA) to reduce the initial number of index-eligible variables. The PCA for the statements reflecting the benefits of remote working showed eigenvalues for the first five components as follows: 2.4034; 1.0159; 1.0032; 0.9634, and 0.6789. The Kaiser criterion indicates three principal components, which explain 78.15% of the total variance, with the first component explaining 57.76%, the second 10.32% and the third 10.06% (see Table 2).









The eigenvalues for the first five principal components of the barriers of remote work were: 3.2426; 1.3998; 0.6629; 0.5966, and 0.4241. The Kaiser criterion thus indicates two components, which explain a total of 89.1% of the total variance. The first component explains 75.1% of the variance while the second component explains 14% (see Table 3).



	2.

	
Based on the results of the PCA, only the variables forming the first components, PC1(A) and PC1(B), were used to construct the remote work benefit index and the remote work barrier index, respectively (see Appendix A and Appendix B). Thus, benefits No. A1 and A4 and barriers No. B5 and B6 were omitted. Both synthetic measures were created in the same way. Each possible answer was assigned a numerical value: “definitely not”—0; “rather not”—1; “hard to say”—2; “rather yes”—3; “definitely yes”—4. The numerical values of the remote work benefit index are expressed by a number between 0 and 32 (based on 8 statements), and the synthetic measure of the remote work barrier index is expressed by a number between 0 and 48 (based on 12 statements). The higher the numerical score, the greater the difficulty/benefit of working remotely, according to respondents.








3.2. Estimation Strategy and Characteristics of the Variables


To empirically test the impact of remote working experience before the COVID-19 pandemic and remote working arrangements on the scale of benefits of and barriers to remote working, a study was conducted using a linear regression model. In the first model (mod 1), the dependent variable is the remote work benefit index (BI1), and in the second model (mod 2), the dependent variable is the remote work barrier index (BI2). The same set of dependent variables was used in both models, where the experience with remote work before the pandemic is reflected by the pre-COVID-19 variable, and the organization of remote work in the company during the pandemic is characterized by a set of binary variables: Support, Monitoring, and Technology. In addition, the model includes a set of control variables that characterize both the respondents (see Table 1) and the entities they represent (see Table 4).



The regression model takes the following form:


     B  I n  =    β 0  +  β 1  G e n d e r +  β 2  S e n i o r i t y +  β 3  E m p l o y e e s +  β 4  P r o f i l e +  β 5  O w n e r s h i p +  β 6  A r e a      +  β 7  P r e C o v i d 19 +  β 8  R e m o t e C o v i d 19 +  β 9  S u p p o r t +  β  10   M o n i t o r i n g +  β  11   T e c h n o l o g y + ε     



(1)




where   B  I n    denotes the dependent variables BI1 and BI2 (benefit and barrier indexes),   G e n d e r   denotes the sex of the respondent,   S e n i o r i t y   describes the length of the respondent’s work experience,   E m p l o y e e s   concerns the number of company employees,   P r o f i l e   distinguishes between service companies and manufacturing companies,   O w n e r s h i p   indicates the public and private entities,    A r e a   denotes the extent of the market in which the company operates,   P r e C o v i d 19   refers to the company’s experience in remote work before the COVID-19 pandemic,   R e m o t e C o v i d 19   reflects the scale of remote work at the company during the COVID-19 pandemic,   S u p p o r t   indicates whether employees receive any kind of help from the company in remote work,   M o n i t o r i n g   shows whether the company is monitoring the effects of remote working,   T e c h n o l o g y   reveals whether the company has implemented new tools to assist with remote working,  ε  is the error term, and    β 0  , … ,    β 6    are the parameters of the model.





4. Results and Discussion


We examined the influence of differentiated factors on the level of benefits of remote working. We concluded that, according to the results of the multiple linear regression model, the significant (p < 0.05) independent predictors of the level of benefits of remote working are seniority, company size, industry, operational scope, intensity of remote working before COVID-19, number of employees working from home during the pandemic, and implementation of new technological tools for remote working in the company (see Table 5).



Although the literature suggests that women favor remote work more than men [20], in our study the gender of the respondent did not influence the assessment of the benefits or drawbacks of working from home. These results are in line with the findings of Nakrošienė et al. [60], who found that women were less likely to perceive the advantages of teleworking, although the regression coefficient did not reach significance.



Executives with more seniority (i.e., with more than 15 years’ experience) rated the benefits gained by the company from working remotely higher than did those with less seniority. The regression parameter is 1.504, thus raising the level of benefits from remote working by an average of 1.504 points in relation to executives with seniority of 6–15 years. This finding falls within the discussion of the role of experience in the use of information and decision-making by practicing managers. Experience has been proven to be an important determinant of managerial behavior for relatively non-programmed decisions [61], and seniority is used in the literature as a proxy measure for predictors of the adoption of telework [3,62]. In new and crisis conditions, such as the pandemic, longer managerial experience makes it easier to cope with the unknown and to view emerging opportunities more positively.



The size of the respondent’s company also influenced their assessment of the benefits of remote working. For companies with between 50 and 249 employees, the regression parameter is 3.356, raising the level of benefits of remote working by an average of 3.356 points over employment of less than 50 people. The effect is even stronger for larger companies with more than 250 employees and is consistent with the research-supported observation that larger companies show better adoption of new technologies [63,64], which are key to effective remote working. However, the impact of company’s size on the adaption and diffusion of teleworking in the company is not straightforward. For example, Pérez et al. [12] confirmed that the potential for teleworking is influenced by, among other things, the company’s use of information and communication technologies, its degree of innovation, and its size. However, the effect of firm size on the diffusion of remote work within a firm was negative when compared to our study, meaning that small companies tend to adopt telework more than their large counterparts. This stands in contrast to our findings, where firm size is positively correlated with the perceived benefits of remote working. Nevertheless, further research has not confirmed that firm size is a differentiating factor between teleworking adopters and non-adopters [65].



Operating a company in the industrial sector lowers the level of remote working benefits by an average of 2.392 points compared to the service sector. This is because manufacturing is not suitable for remote working. Even if some jobs allow work to be transferred to the home, the core part of manufacturing business must be carried out on company premises. This can create additional problems in managing a workforce, some members of which work from home while others are unable to take advantage of this option (see Table 5).



The domestic and international reach of a firm, compared to local/regional reach, also increases the benefits of remote working as perceived by managers This characteristic of a firm, together with its size, is likely to be related to the firm’s competitive advantage, resources, and ability to absorb innovation [66].



An interesting finding concerns the amount of remote working that was done in companies before the pandemic and the effect this had on the perception of benefits. The mid-scale of remote working before COVID-19 reduces the benefits by an average of 6.078 points, compared to the small-scale of remote working. This finding runs counter to the theory of a firm’s absorptive capacity, which is largely a function of the level of prior knowledge and experience and is central to firms’ abilities to innovate [63,67]. Our research shows that the magnitude of perceived benefits may be greater in firms that are just discovering the potential of remote working implemented on a required basis, as opposed to firms that engage in remote work on a voluntary basis. This phenomenon can be interpreted not so much in the category of innovation leadership, but rather as a process of second-hand learning to catch up to innovator firms to remain competitive in a crisis environment [68]. In contrast, our research results show that a high proportion (over 60%) of employees working from home negatively impacts the scale of benefits, reducing it by 6.18 compared to companies with up to 20% of employees working remotely.



Company support provided to employees in working from home, and monitoring the effects of remote working, are negatively correlated with the scale of perceived benefits, but they are not statistically significant. This finding is also surprising given that the first factor determining the success of teleworking is the support provided by the company and its supervisors [69]. That support encompasses not only help in performing duties, but also technical support [69]. The issue of monitoring has been less frequently discussed in the literature, but studies conducted during the pandemic show that monitoring was positively perceived by employees [4]. In our research, only the company’s implementation of new IT tools to support remote working has a negative and statistically significant impact on the level of benefits, reducing it by 5.198 compared to entities that did not implement new IT solutions.



Turning to the analysis of factors affecting managers’ perceptions of barriers to remote working during COVID-19, it can be concluded that, as with the benefits, statistically significant predictors of barriers include seniority, company size, industry, operational scope, frequency of remote working before COVID-19, number of employees working from home during the pandemic, and the implementation of new technological tools for remote working in a company. In addition, the evaluation of barriers to remote work is also influenced by a company’s support for and its monitoring of the effects of remote work (see Table 6).



Those managers with a longer tenure (more than 15 years) identified more benefits of remote working, as well as a larger number of barriers. The regression parameter for this variable is 3.457; therefore, it raises the level of barriers to remote work by an average of 3.457 points over the 6–15 year seniority. The implication is that experience shapes the evaluation of phenomena, perhaps causing them to be more realistic. Similarly, company size has a positive effect on perceived barriers: the larger the company, the greater the perception of the number of barriers to remote working, compared to the smaller enterprises (up to 50 employees). In addition, the fact that a company belongs to an industrial sector, which naturally limits the possibility of working from home, increases the number of barriers perceived.



With respect to the spatial extent of operations, only an international scope affects the perception of barriers, lowering it by an average of 5.071 points relative to local/regional extent. While the average scale of remote work before COVID-19 lowered the perceived benefits relative to the low frequency of remote work, the opposite was true for barriers. The moderate remote work scale before COVID-19 lowers the level of barriers by an average of 4.13 points relative to the low scale, which is consistent with the dependencies reported in the literature and the role played by experience. Moreover, the more extensively people worked from home during the pandemic, the lower the barriers they perceived. If the percentage of employees working remotely during the pandemic is between 21–60%, that reduces the level of barriers to remote working by an average of 2.1 percentage points when compared with the percentage below 20%, whereas if more than 60% of employees work remotely, the level of barriers decreases by an average of 9.492 percentage points when compared to the percentage below 20%.



The impact of the three most important factors that are assumed to increase the effectiveness of working from home (i.e., support provided by the company, monitoring, and the implementation of IT tools that enable remote working) is mixed. As expected, remote work support received by employees lowers remote work barriers, by an average of 6.623 points. There is some evidence to support this claim in the literature. Haines et al. [33] found that remote workers report more positive outcomes when they experience broad-based support (supervisor support, technical support, and family support). The impact of monitoring on the scale of barriers to remote work is vastly different, raising it by an average of 17.499 points. Examples can be found in the literature to show the importance of adapting monitoring methods to the specifics of flexible work arrangements [1]. As Lautsch et al. [70] indicate, based on findings in the literature, managers must learn how to supervise, maintain contact with, and demand performance from subordinates who work from home. In doing so, supervisors must confront the increasing complexity of managing mixed workgroups when a company has some of the team working remotely and others working from the office [70]. Haphazard or unskillful monitoring can pose additional challenges for employees. The last factor examined, a company’s implementation of IT tools supporting remote work, was consistent with expectations, lowering the level of barriers to remote work by 9.47 points on average.




5. Conclusions


As the intensive research done on remote working before 2020 shows, the benefits of and barriers to remote working vary, depending on the organization, the type of work, the employee’s particular context, and the attitudes of supervisors, as well as on the specific circumstances and the remote working models that are used. The considerable research work done in this area to date, the difficulty in comparing results, and the lack of homogeneous conclusions pose challenges for both researchers and practitioners. The COVID-19 pandemic has disrupted not only social and economic life, but also the world of science. It has reoriented research, the findings of which are being confronted with a new reality, as evidenced by research on flexible working and remote working. The benefits and challenges of working from home, which has become a common experience for employees and organizations, is one of the emerging topics of this research. In addition, the questions of which companies have benefited most from remote working, and what scale of benefits has been achieved, depends on this research. Our research attempts to answer, at least in part, these questions.



This study contributes to the debate on the overall benefits and barriers of remote working, given the current pandemic challenges. The survey results presented in this article indicate that respondents appreciate the changes that have occurred at an accelerated pace in companies, especially in terms of adapting to radical change. The results positively assess the response when an organization moves part of its operational activity online and works to diversify products and services, indicating an increase in its flexibility. Managers also recognize the challenges that threaten a company’s ability to adapt smoothly to the new reality. In particular, they recognize the lack of sufficient funds for investment, organizational preparation, and procedural preparation, and see the new working model as problematic. However, the overall assessment of the changes by organizations and managers is very positive. We conclude that the pandemic has accelerated the desired changes within organizations, which shows that companies have the capacity to adapt and develop and that crisis situations may give rise to positive changes [68].



Analyzing the level of benefits of remote working according to managers’ ratings, it is clear that companies with more extensive experience with remote working before COVID-19 (pre-COVID-19 mid-scale) benefited less from the crisis than those with less experience prior to 2020 (pre-COVID-19 low-scale). Moreover, neither the support given to employees in relation to remote working by a company, nor the monitoring of remote working, affected the level of perceived benefits. The scale of perceived barriers to remote working was perceived to be lower when a company had more experience with remote working before the pandemic. The support of remote working by a company and the implementation of new IT tools to enable remote working reduce the barriers, while the monitoring of the effects of remote working increases them. These results suggest that the way a company and its employees are managed in a crisis, the approach of superiors to the evaluation and control of work effects, and the adaptation of support to the real needs of employees, all play fundamental roles. In short, the factors examined that influence the perceived benefits of or barriers to remote working from an organization’s perspective contribute to adoption theory [71].



However, these findings require further in-depth research, as our study has some limitations. One limitation is that some of the independent variables were analyzed in a general way, without considering detailed dimensions, scales, or component levels. Therefore, it is recommended that in future studies some variables should be considered in more detail, e.g., the variable “Support” could be differentiated into “Daily” and “Weekly”. Similarly, the variables “Monitoring” and “Technology” could be further differentiated to allow more detailed conclusions to be drawn. Another limitation was the inclusion of all companies that were interested in participating in the survey, without limiting the survey to the industrial or service sectors. In this study, industry was only one of the characteristics of the respondents. Future research could focus on one of the sectors to further explore the research problem, as the characteristics of the manufacturing and service industries are different.



In addition, our study does not include a detailed analysis of managers’ work experience. Further identification of managers’ responsibilities or seniority could shed more precise light on the results. For example, managers have different levels, such as senior and junior managers, and the advantages and disadvantages of remote working for managers at each level will be different. Depending on the level of a manager, the impact of different factors on the remote working environment may also be different. To explore these issues, qualitative research is needed to enrich these research findings. Furthermore, we focused on a general and quantitative capture of the benefits of and barriers to remote working during COVID-19, and the factors influencing their levels, but we did not provide for a qualitative assessment of companies’ adaptation processes to the new circumstances. This will require attention in future research. In addition, studies are needed that analyze not only short-term outcomes but also long-term effects over years. It is necessary to conduct such future studies over a longer period of time to assess the factors identified in this study, as this could provide a much more comprehensive assessment of benefits and barriers.
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Table A1. Specification of statements for building the synthetic measure “remote work benefit index” and their evaluation by respondents.






Table A1. Specification of statements for building the synthetic measure “remote work benefit index” and their evaluation by respondents.





	
No *

	
Statements

	
Structure of Responses (%)

	
Rank (as Assessed by Respondents)




	
Remote Work Benefits

	

	






	
A1

	
Building a flexible/learning organisation

	
definitely not

hard to say

rather yes

	
0.43

0.87

98.70

	
1




	
A2

	
Diversification of services or products

	
rather not

rather yes

	
8.70

91.30

	
3




	
A3

	
Investments in IT infrastructure and solutions for remote working

	
definitely not

rather not

hard to say

rather yes

	
12.17

14.35

0.87

72.61

	
10




	
A4

	
Moving some business activities online

	
definitely not

rather not

rather yes

	
0.43

3.48

96.09

	
2




	
A5

	
Increased R&D spending

	
definitely not

rather not

rather yes

	
9.57

2.17

88.26

	
5




	
A6

	
Co-operating with external entities on innovation

	
definitely not

rather not

hard to say

rather yes

	
13.48

0.43

0.87

85.22

	
7




	
A7

	
Training for employees in advanced digital technologies

	
rather not

hard to say

rather yes

	
10.00

11.30

78.70

	
4




	
A8

	
Creating new jobs based on remote working model

	
definitely not

rather not

hard to say

rather yes

	
16.52

0.43

1.74

81.30

	
8




	
A9

	
Increasing work efficiency

	
definitely not

rather not

hard to say

rather yes

	
16.96

0.43

2.17

80.43

	
9




	
A10

	
Possibility to combine professional work with household commitments

	
definitely not

rather not

hard to say

rather yes

	
0.43

16.08

2.61

80.87

	
6








* Retained order of statements according to original survey form. Source: authors’ own study.
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Table A2. Specification of statements for building the synthetic measure “remote work barrier index” and their evaluation by respondents.






Table A2. Specification of statements for building the synthetic measure “remote work barrier index” and their evaluation by respondents.





	
No *

	
Statements

	
Structure of Responses (%)

	
Rank (as Assessed by Respondents)




	
Remote Work Barriers






	
B1

	
Insufficient IT infrastructure

	
definitely not

rather not

rather yes

	
13.91

77.39

8.70

	
6




	
B2

	
Shortage or lack of computer hardware

	
definitely not

rather not

rather yes

	
17.83

73.91

8.26

	
7




	
B3

	
Lack of ability to perform certain duties remotely due to limited access to company documents

	
definitely not

rather not

hard to say

rather yes

definitely yes

	
27.39

62.17

0.43

9.13

0.87

	
8




	
B4

	
No possibility to work remotely at some workplaces

	
definitely not

rather not

rather yes

definitely yes

	
30.00

60.43

8.70

0.87

	
9




	
B5

	
No safety procedures

	
definitely not

rather not

hard to say

rather yes

	
28.70

61.74

0.43

9.13

	
9




	
B6

	
Lack or limited funds for investments

	
definitely not

rather not

rather yes

	
14.78

61.30

23.91

	
1




	
B7

	
The need to prepare instructions for employees

	
definitely not

rather not

hard to say

rather yes

	
12.17

64.78

6.96

16.09

	
2




	
B8

	
Lack of transparency in terms of work and progress

	
definitely not

rather not

hard to say

rather yes

definitely yes

	
30.00

46.96

13.48

8.70

0.87

	
6




	
B9

	
Reluctance of managers or team leaders to work remotely

	
definitely not

rather not

rather yes

	
29.57

60.86

9.57

	
10




	
B10

	
Reluctance of employees to work remotely

	
definitely not

rather not

rather yes

	
30.43

60.43

9.13

	
11




	
B11

	
Difficulties in maintaining employee efficiency

	
definitely not

rather not

hard to say

rather yes

	
15.65

72.17

2.61

9.57

	
3




	
B12

	
Decrease in employee motivation and commitment

	
definitely not

rather not

rather yes

	
15.65

74.35

10.00

	
5




	
B13

	
Employees lack sufficient digital skills

	
definitely not

rather not

rather yes

	
14.78

75.22

10.00

	
4




	
B14

	
Internal communication challenges

	
definitely not

rather not

rather yes

	
16.52

73.48

10.00

	
6








* Retained order of statements according to original survey form. Source: authors’ own study.
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Table 1. Profile of respondents.






Table 1. Profile of respondents.





	Criteria
	Sub-Criteria
	Frequency (%)





	Gender
	Man

Woman
	55.22

44.78



	Position held in the company
	Company owner/partner

President/Member of the Management Board

Director

Manager
	2.17

8.79

44.78

44.35



	Total seniority
	6–15 years

over 15 years
	28.70

71.30







Source: authors’ own study.
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Table 2. Benefits of remote work—PCA results.






Table 2. Benefits of remote work—PCA results.





	
No.

	
Parameter

	
PC1(A)

	
PC2(A)

	
PC3(A)






	
A1

	
Building a flexible/learning organization

	
−0.003

	
0.86

	
−0.104




	
A2

	
Diversification of services or products

	
0.808

	
0.139

	
0.225




	
A3

	
Investments in IT infrastructure and solutions for remote working

	
0.693

	
−0.272

	
−0.301




	
A4

	
Moving some business activities online

	
−0.126

	
−0.171

	
0.871




	
A5

	
Increased R&D spending

	
0.583

	
0.386

	
0.201




	
A6

	
Cooperating with external entities on innovation

	
0.912

	
−0.041

	
0.002




	
A7

	
Training for employees in advanced digital technologies

	
0.889

	
0.07

	
0.081




	
A8

	
Creating new jobs based on remote working model

	
0.958

	
−0.067

	
−0.031




	
A9

	
Increasing work efficiency

	
0.95

	
−0.073

	
−0.04




	
A10

	
Possibility to combine professional work with household commitments

	
0.919

	
−0.065

	
−0.043




	
% Explained Variance

	
57.76%

	
10.32%

	
10.06%




	
Cumulative

	
57.76%

	
68.08%

	
78.15%








Source: authors’ own study.
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Table 3. Barriers to remote working—PCA results.






Table 3. Barriers to remote working—PCA results.





	
No.

	
Parameter

	
PC1(B)

	
PC2(B)






	
B1

	
Insufficient IT infrastructure

	
0.832

	
−0.444




	
B2

	
Shortage or lack of computer hardware

	
0.845

	
−0.314




	
B3

	
Lack of ability to perform certain duties remotely due to limited access to company documents

	
0.961

	
−0.004




	
B4

	
No possibility to work remotely at some workplaces

	
0.952

	
0.028




	
B5

	
No safety procedures

	
0.943

	
0.047




	
B6

	
Lack of or limited funds for investments

	
0.265

	
−0.924




	
B7

	
The need to prepare instructions for employees

	
0.576

	
−0.669




	
B8

	
Lack of transparency in terms of work and progress

	
0.873

	
0.086




	
B9

	
Reluctance of managers or team leaders to work remotely

	
0.972

	
0.041




	
B10

	
Reluctance of employees to work remotely

	
0.932

	
−0.009




	
B11

	
Difficulties in maintaining employee efficiency

	
0.9

	
0.325




	
B12

	
Decrease in employee motivation and commitment

	
0.933

	
0.295




	
B13

	
Employees’ lack sufficient digital skills

	
0.933

	
0.371




	
B14

	
Internal communication challenges

	
0.927

	
0.292




	
% Explained variance

	
75.1%

	
14%




	
Cumulative

	
75.1%

	
89.1%








Source: authors’ own study.
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Table 4. Characteristics of the independent variables used in the analysis.
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Variable

	
Description

	
Frequency






	
Employees

	
The size of workforce

	
under 10 employees

10–49 employees

50–249 employees

over 250 employees

	
5.65

23.91

63.48

6.96




	
Profile

	
Company sector

	
manufacturing companies

service companies

	
28.45

71.55




	
Ownership

	
Form of company ownership

	
Public

Private

	
27.65

72.35




	
Area

	
The scope of the company’s activities

	
Local/regional market

Domestic market

International market

	
26.95

44.35

28.70




	
Pre-COVID-19

	
The scale/experience of remote working in the company before the COVID-19 pandemic

	
Small-scale

Mid-scale

	
38.26

61.74




	
Remote-COVID-19

	
Percentage of company employees working remotely during COVID-19

	
up to 20%

21%–60%

over 60%

	
36.09

45.21

18.70




	
Support

	
Whether the company supports its employees in remote working on a daily basis

	
No

Yes

	
39.13

60.87




	
Monitoring

	
Whether the company monitors the effects of remote working

	
No

Yes

	
46.09

53.91




	
Technology

	
Whether the company is introducing new tools for remote working

	
No

Yes

	
46.09

53.91








Source: authors’ own study.
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Table 5. Benefits of remote working, regression results.
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Variables

	
Parameter

	
95% CI

	
p






	
Gender

	
Man

	
ref.

	

	

	




	
Woman

	
−0.027

	
−1.06

	
1.006

	
0.959




	
Seniority

	
6–15 years

	
ref.

	

	

	




	
over 15 years

	
1.504

	
0.194

	
2.814

	
0.026 *




	
Employees

	
under 50 employees

	
ref.

	

	

	




	
50–249 employees

	
3.356

	
1.967

	
4.745

	
<0.001 *




	
over 250 employees

	
4.509

	
1.912

	
7.107

	
0.001 *




	
Profile

	
service companies

	
ref.

	

	

	




	
manufacturing companies

	
−2.392

	
−4.116

	
−0.668

	
0.007 *




	
Ownership

	
Private

	
ref.

	

	

	




	
Public

	
2.255

	
−0.77

	
5.28

	
0.146




	
Area

	
Local/regional market

	
ref.

	

	

	




	
Domestic market

	
6.849

	
4.238

	
9.461

	
<0.001 *




	
International market

	
5.665

	
2.835

	
8.495

	
<0.001 *




	
Pre-COVID-19

	
Small-scale

	
ref.

	

	

	




	
Mid-scale

	
−6.078

	
−7.69

	
−4.466

	
<0.001 *




	
Remote-COVID-19

	
up to 20%

	
ref.

	

	

	




	
21%–60%

	
0.207

	
−1.269

	
1.682

	
0.784




	
Over 60%

	
−6.18

	
−7.8

	
−4.56

	
<0.001 *




	
Support

	
No

	
ref.

	

	

	




	
Yes

	
−1.763

	
−3.773

	
0.246

	
0.087




	
Monitoring

	
No

	
ref.

	

	

	




	
Yes

	
−1.763

	
−3.773

	
0.246

	
0.087




	
Technology

	
No

	
ref.

	

	

	




	
Yes

	
−5.198

	
−8.656

	
−1.739

	
0.004 *








* statistical significance (p < 0.05); Source: authors’ own study.
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Table 6. Barriers to remote working, regression results.
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Variables

	
Parameter

	
95% CI

	
p






	
Gender

	
Man

	
ref.

	

	

	




	
Woman

	
0.869

	
−0.536

	
2.274

	
0.227




	
Seniority

	
6–15 years

	
ref.

	

	

	




	
over 15 years

	
3.457

	
1.674

	
5.239

	
<0.001 *




	
Employees

	
under 50 employees

	
ref.

	

	

	




	
50–249 employees

	
3.41

	
1.521

	
5.3

	
0.001 *




	
over 250 employees

	
5.95

	
2.416

	
9.483

	
0.001 *




	
Profile

	
service companies

	
ref.

	

	

	




	
manufacturing companies

	
9.225

	
6.88

	
11.57

	
<0.001 *




	
Ownership

	
Private

	
ref.

	

	

	




	
Public

	
4.03

	
−0.085

	
8.146

	
0.056




	
Area

	
Local/regional market

	
ref.

	

	

	




	
Domestic market

	
−0.717

	
−4.27

	
2.836

	
0.693




	
International market

	
−5.071

	
−8.921

	
−1.221

	
0.011 *




	
Pre-COVID-19

	
Small-scale

	
ref.

	

	

	




	
Mid-scale

	
−4.13

	
−6.323

	
−1.937

	
<0.001 *




	
Remote-COVID-19

	
up to 20%

	
ref.

	

	

	




	
21–60%

	
−2.1

	
−4.106

	
−0.093

	
0.042 *




	
Over 60%

	
−9.492

	
−11.695

	
−7.288

	
<0.001 *




	
Support

	
No

	
ref.

	

	

	




	
Yes

	
−6.623

	
−9.31

	
−3.935

	
<0.001 *




	
Monitoring

	
No

	
ref.

	

	

	




	
Yes

	
17.499

	
12.168

	
22.831

	
<0.001 *




	
Technology

	
No

	
ref.

	

	

	




	
Yes

	
−9.47

	
−14.716

	
−4.225

	
<0.001 *








* statistical significance (p < 0.05); Source: authors’ own study.
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