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Abstract 

This thesis discusses how team leaders in the technology industry understand their function within and 

shall adapt to the growing virtual work environment, whereby work-life balance is becoming a greater 

focus. The research will be illustrated in a cross-sectional case study on Google, Microsoft and 

Salesforce. It includes a thorough literature review on leadership, management and work-life balance 

theories and their relation to a virtual work environment. Knowledge was gained using mixed methods, 

gathering data mainly through semi-structured in-depth interviews, with team leaders within the three 

case companies and experts in the field of technology and virtual leadership, along with the collection of 

secondary data. Finally, we identify key factors that will serve team leaders in the technology industry 

as guidelines to successfully execute their role in a virtual environment. We outline 3 key factors that 

deserve a growing focus by team leaders: (1) develop a strong emotional intelligence, (2) fostering a 

psychologically safe environment among the team and (3) co-create the Remote Work Framework. 

Firstly, strengthening emotional intelligence entails six separate skills, being the ability to regulate ones’ 

own emotions, being self-aware of own strengths and weaknesses, showing motivation, being empathetic 

towards team members, the ability to socially engage with the team and build trust. Secondly, to allow 

the team leader to use the emotional intelligence, in order to extract social cues better online, it is vital to 

establish a psychologically safe environment, where team members feel comfortable to voice concerns, 

questions or ideas without fearing vulnerability. Thirdly, we present a Remote Work Framework, 

answering the questions: what, where, how and when. This framework shall guide team leaders in 

practical terms to align their virtual team on working patterns and communication, in order to foster team 

coordination.  
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1 Introduction 

The rise of the COVID-19 pandemic has shed new light on leader’s capabilities, radically exposing 

successful and unsuccessful leadership, where the new KPI was the actual lives of people (Institute for 

Business Value, 2020; Maak & Pless, 2006). Furthermore, people around the world have been forced 

into a rapid adaptation of working remotely. It can be argued that it is the most drastic transformation 

that the global workforce has had to overcome since the World Wars (Ozimek, 2020; The World bank, 

2020). It is impacting hiring managers in their choice of talent acquisitions and a key challenge will be 

to find a balance between offering people flexibility while at the same time keeping business performance 

high, as it was highlighted by an informant of this study: 

“There's no question of going back to mandating everybody to be in the office, to really stay 

connected with employees and to really get the type of employees that we want, we'll have to be 

very flexible, but at the same time, we've got a business to run” (George – Company Blue) 

LinkedIn announced that the ‘remote’ filter on their platform has increased more than 60% and remote 

job applications has doubled globally since early March 2020 (Fogarty et al., 2020). This new trend might 

promote organizations to not be purely limited to geographical regions or silos among office buildings. 

This is notably relevant for the technology industry (hereafter tech-industry), which perhaps due to its 

nature of work, has adapted with positive results to these changes. Microsoft, for instance, released their 

Q3 2020 earnings in the middle of worldwide lockdowns showcasing an increase of 35% year on year.  

The CEO, Satya Nadella’s reasoning behind the growth is that “as COVID-19 impacts every aspect of 

our work and life, we have seen 2 years' worth of digital transformation in two months” (Microsoft, 

2020b; Sneader & Singhal, 2021). This fast-paced digital transformation is highlighted in Facebook’s 

new strategy on “build with us from where you are”, where the company emphasizes recruiting people 

for remote positions (Facebook, 2020). Mark Zuckerberg, Facebook’s CEO, has given out that its 

employees will continue to work remotely until the summer of 2021, and that he further projects that half 

of Facebook’s workforce will work remotely within the next 5 to 10 years (Facebook, 2020; Koran, 

2020). However, with the progress of vaccination programs and easing of restrictions, the summer of 

2021 is bringing along a tension point and backlash between executives that are demanding their 
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employees to go back to the office and internal oppositions (Tsipursky, 2021b). As most of their 

employees have gotten used to managing their own time and work-space, the workforce is demanding 

more flexible working patterns and continued remote work (Cadman et al., 2021; Kelly & Lerman, 2021). 

Thereby, other tech companies such as Slack, Square and Twitter have gone even further and promised 

that their workers can work from wherever they feel the most productive even after the pandemic 

(Heather Kelly, 2020; Kelly & Lerman, 2021; Zoe Schiffer, 2020). This growing demand and offering 

of remote work, hints to a so-called ‘new normal’, that literature advocates for to solidify post pandemic 

(Clancy, 2020; Economist, 2020; M. W. Johnson & Suskewicz, 2020). This worldwide shift towards a 

remote, online and internationally dispersed workforce poses great challenges towards team leaders in 

today’s organizations. Having to already manage the ongoing uncertainty posed by today’s fast changing 

environment and the current pandemic, the new online setting has changed the way people communicate, 

collaborate and attract talent. This new way of organizing across distance, with the support of technology, 

has implications for how leadership is performed (Arvedsen, 2021). Though supporting collaboration 

across distances, mediated collaboration can cause challenges, due to lack of bodily cues, gaze, and 

minimal responses, which are aspects that are known to be extremely important for communication. 

Further, organizing teams across distances creates a complex context, wherein team members miss out 

on the benefits of team proximity, small talk, and shared office space, which are otherwise available 

when assembled (ibid.).  

For more than 250 years we have observed an environment where change has been relatively slow, 

predictable and leadership took a function of control (April & Hill, 2000; Tetenbaum & Laurence, 2011). 

This era is coined as the industrialized leadership model, where hierarchy and a top down method prevails 

(Tetenbaum & Laurence, 2011). According to Tetenbaum and Laurence (2011) the progression from a 

‘Newtonian’ paradigm of control and equilibrium that defines the industrialized model to one of chaos 

and disequilibrium, has changed organizations structures considerably, but they have only minimally 

changed their leadership styles and practices. We are experiencing a shift from classical organizational 

structures to the virtual organization, a boundaryless organization that largely uses information and 

communication technology (hereafter ICT) as a mediator for communication across borders. This method 

of communication is deemed to be well suited for this new hypercompetitive environment, characterized 



 
8 

by rapid change (D’Aveni & Gunther, 1994; Gilson et al., 2015; Ilinitch et al., 1996; Mowshowitz, 1994; 

Walsh, 2020; Walters, 2000).  

In combination with a widely new focus on work-life balance since the 80s and a new ‘flexibility 

demanding’ generation of millennials (Kumano, 2020; Vuleta, 2020a) many advocate for a change in 

leadership traits, practices and styles, but how such are defined is still in discourse (April & Hill, 2000; 

Arvedsen, 2021; Avolio & Kahai, 2003; Gilson et al., 2015; Tetenbaum & Laurence, 2011). This 

adaptation period was further accentuated by an informant of this study, humorizing the shift from work-

life balance to work-life integration: 

“We're not working from home, we're sleeping at the office” (Helena – Company Blue) 

This modern trend of remote work is showcased further in recent studies from the World Economic 

Forum that has demonstrated that, although on a global study, 99% of people admitted to the willingness 

to work remotely at least some of the time for the rest of their careers (Douglas Broom, 2020). However, 

there seems to be a mismatch between manager’s beliefs and their employees on the successful 

implementation of remote working (ibid.). For instance, three quarters of employers believe they are 

helping their staff to learn new skills to adapt to the new situation, however only 38% of employees agree 

(ibid.). Furthermore, 86% of employers believe their guidelines for remote work expectations are clear, 

only the mere half of employees say so (Douglas Broom, 2020; Institute for Business Value, 2020). 

Further research shows that the introduction or termination of remote work does not have a significant 

effect on the work-life balance, which is considered to be impacted by individual interests and 

preferences. However, it was shown that a long-lasting or indefinite remote work set-up has a negative 

impact on work-life balance of the people that took part in the study (Bellmann & Hübler, 2020). Another 

closely related measurement, is job satisfaction, the underlying necessity for high job satisfaction when 

it comes to remote work, is that there needs to be fixed contracts and governance around the remote work 

and whether the work is performed within the agreed working hours. If the job goes above those 

contractual hours, it results in negative correlation with job satisfaction (Bellmann & Hübler, 2020). In 

other words, if the job expectations exceed the contractual hours, the job satisfaction decreases, although 

one might be more flexible within the designated working hours. Generally, there seems to be a need for 

structure around it for it to work efficiently. There is no clear solution for what the coming years will 
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bring, but there needs to be a strategy for remote planning in the future where companies establish a 

vision for their ideal work set up and test those processes and benchmark to the ‘best in class’ and have 

the ability to pivot their vision and methods, which will be of interest to investigate further in this study 

(Mark & Suskewicz, 2020). 

The analysis of this paper will serve as a source to offer solutions that aim to counteract the identified 

challenges of remote work and identify the opportunities that lie in this change, in order to understand 

the progress of the widespread use of this new type of digital work. Given the novel nature of this study, 

the results can be of interests for professionals within the industry on how they can utilize the benefits of 

remote working and adapt optimally to its challenges. Especially within the tech sector, which is on the 

forefront of digital transformation, in gaining strategic insights to secure the survival of the firm post 

pandemic. Secondary target audiences can be academics within leadership and management studies that 

are interested in the development of new leadership skills within the virtual management of remotely 

working teams. Lastly, social stakeholders such as people that work remotely should be interested in this 

study, from how their work environment is evolving. 

Research in this area is limited and the implications of these developments are still unclear, as they are 

developing in recent years and even more rapidly so during the data gathering period of this research in  

2020/21. Thus, this topic aims to investigate the impact of virtualization on tech companies and its team 

leaders to fill relevant knowledge gaps and determine its potential for future strategic implementation 

after the pandemic restrictions.  

2 Problem formulation 

We are currently in a transformational phase, from the way we have worked since the industrial 

revolution based on the infamous split of our 24 hour days into the ‘8-8-8’ concept, meaning eight hours 

of work, eight hours of recreation and eight hours of sleep (Ward, 2017). This current phase of increased 

remote work globally, has been even further accelerated by the COVID-19 pandemic that we have 

experienced in the past year. We are aware that after the pandemic, some organisations might return to 
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the office. Other companies might reconsider their organisation structure and move towards an increase 

work from home (WFH) in hybrid, rotational and flexible models etc. Or even a fully virtual organisation 

set up with a concept of ‘work from anywhere’ (WFA) (Choudhury et al., 2020).  

We acknowledge that along that spectrum of WFH and WFA there will be different models that will 

arise. However, for the scope of this research we are interested in researching the current state of affairs. 

Particularly, where the data gathering of this research happened during a global pandemic. The latter has 

arguably acted as a ‘simulator’ of a fully remote work environment, where all of our interviewees were 

obliged to adapt to working completely from home due to the restrictions and forcefully closed offices. 

Our interest lies in examining what capabilities are expected from team leaders to adapt to these arising 

remote work set ups in the long term.  

In this paper when we talk about leaders and leadership, we delimitate our meaning to ‘team leaders’. 

Thereby, people that have personnel and management responsibilities and a team reporting to them. 

Therefore, the focus is less on leadership on a company-wide vision level and strategic influence but 

more on the leader to individual, and how to make them function well within teams, as well as evaluating 

the development through the increase of remote work. We want to investigate the impact that 

virtualization has on a consolidated view of leadership and management and how these functions 

accommodate the work-life balance change of their employees. We will be writing from an employer’s 

perspective, investigating what it means to be a team leader under these new circumstances. Aiming to 

provide an answer to challenges such as how can team leaders foster better virtual team collaboration? 

And how do you accommodate to your employees’ needs with an increased focus on work-life balance? 

We delimitate our area of research on companies based in Europe, and more specifically within the 

technology sector.  

Before we explain our thought process in reaching our topic of interest to research, we must first define 

the term virtualization. The term is most common in computing, where virtualization refers to the act of 

creating a virtual version of, for instance, networks, computer hardware and storage devices (Drutskoy 

et al., 2013). Information Systems researchers have defined “virtual” as: outsourcing key components of 

production; forming virtual teams from diverse locations to solve problems; and working from home 

(Chudoba et al., 2005, p. 280). Generally, an underlying assumption to the term ‘virtual’ has been the 
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element of distance (ibid.). We will translate these interpretations of virtualization to the entire business, 

where the office and employees are virtual and use a technological medium to interact and communicate 

in the new virtual space of remote working.  

We chose the technology sector, as it provides direct access to relevant resources necessary to facilitate 

the transition to remote work and virtual offices. This paper will focus on Google, Microsoft and 

Salesforce as case studies to represent that sector. We acknowledge that there are more companies within 

the field, however we base our choice on brand recognition, revenue, and the fact that these three 

companies have all their own professional communication tools. Google has Google meet, Microsoft has 

Microsoft Teams, and lastly Salesforce has recently acquired Slack (Google, 2020; Microsoft, 2020a; 

Salesforce, 2020; Slack, 2020). Additionally, as touched upon the reason why focusing on the tech sector, 

is that the industry has shown the highest willingness to extend the virtualization of offices and work in 

the future. Not only is that our viewpoint, but also according to our extensive literature review, partly 

presented in the introduction this assumption was formed. Another reason was the fact that tech 

companies have had a focus on employee benefits and work-life balance, due to a high talent competition, 

caused by large employee turnover in the industry (T. Johnson, 2018). It led to the current dilemma that 

companies invested into expensive amenity filled campuses to attract high profile talent, which might 

now become obsolete. Even though some companies’ work approach has fully shifted from an on-site 

office concept to a fully remote business model, it is still an industry that has seen tremendous growth 

despite a worldwide pandemic. For instance, the top four companies within the tech sector: Amazon, 

Apple, Google and Facebook reported a 38 billion USD in profits from the most recent Q3 reports and 

almost 240 billion USD in revenue (Dana Mattioli, 2020; Kari Paul, 2020; Rani Molla, 2020). These 

numbers are all the more remarkable, in a worldwide recession where other industries are merely staying 

afloat (ibid.). “Tech companies may grow more slowly in a post-pandemic economy, but they remain 

strong”, writes Steve Lohr – technology journalist at The New York Times (Lohr, 2021). According to 

him, the performance of the tech sector is still outstanding (ibid.). The shares of Amazon, Alphabet 

(Google’s parent company), Microsoft and Facebook are up between 50 percent and more than 70 percent 

since 2020 (ibid.). Also Salesforce has presented strong Q1 results in FY’22, with 23% year-over-year 

growth (Salesforce.com, 2021). 
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What guided our thought process behind the problem formulation is that we would like to investigate the 

role of team leaders, and their function in a world where remote work is increasing. Followed by the 

increased demand of people for flexible working patterns and the willingness to work from home 

(Douglas Broom, 2020; Fogarty et al., 2020). Due to the unpredictability of the future of work, it is 

merely impossible to answer the question with facts. Therefore, the research is aimed at filling relevant 

knowledge gaps by focusing on consolidated leadership and management implications in relation to the 

future of work with the team leaders’ reflections on the impact that the remote-workforce experiences in 

relation to their work-life balance.  

The reasoning behind choosing this focus lies in the consequential shift to online, which calls for new 

leadership capabilities, in order to meet the needs of a remote workforce. Lastly, this novel concept of a 

virtual organization under a potentially new form of leadership, has already made employees experience 

their personal- and work-life merge to an extent never seen before. With the line between professional 

and personal life becoming increasingly blurred in times where your home office is the place you live at, 

the topic of work-life-balance and how leaders can best accommodate to the new needs of their 

employees, will be a focal point of this research.  

This research will, through the support of theoretical and empirical foundation aim to discuss and provide 

an answer to the following research question: 

How do team leaders in the technology industry understand their function in a remote work setting with 

an increased focus on work-life balance and how shall they adapt their skills and practices accordingly? 

The way we will analyze leaders’ function in a remote work setting, is by looking at the opportunities 

and challenges that arise with remote work, from a team leader perspective on his or her role and its 

relation to work-life balance. With the term function, we mean the combined view of leadership and 

management coming together in a dual role within a team leader. This can have implications on a team 

leaders’ leadership skills and managerial abilities to implement necessary systems to allow for a 

competent team coordination and collaboration in a virtual work environment.  



 
13 

3 Thesis structure 

The first two sections served as an introduction and problem delimitation to the study, where we 

presented the general scope and aim of the thesis. The remainder of this thesis is organized as follows: 

we will review the literature to help us frame the theoretical scope to answer the formerly outlined 

research question. We decided to divide the literature review in three subsections. Firstly, we will delve 

into what has been written on the topic of leadership theories, that encompasses the evolution of 

leadership reaching a new era, followed by theories that focus on leadership in a virtual context, and 

leading through ambiguity and lastly we will touch upon leadership in relation to emotional intelligence. 

Second sub-section will be on management theories and how to manage change more specifically in a 

remote environment. Last sub-section of the literature review will be on work-life balance, its origin and 

evolution and current trends. The literature review is essential to underline the focus of the paper and 

provide an understanding of the evolution of theories, which we outline in our theoretical framework 

section which follows the literature review, the theoretical framework will consequently guide our 

analysis.  

The methodology section applies the ‘Research onion’ (Saunders et al., 2019). It starts with identifying 

the purpose of research, moving on to our philosophy of research, our research approach, methodological 

choice, strategy, time horizon and data collection. This is completed by a research ethics and criteria for 

research evaluation section. This element serves as a holistic view of the methodological choices we 

made as well as the process for data collection, coding and analysis structure of the data collected. It 

further highlights potential biases and limitations that may arise during the development of this research. 

These biases are something that we, as researchers strive to limit to the best of our abilities for the validity 

and credibility of the research findings.  

The following section is the analysis, which serves as a findings section from the interviews conducted 

for this research. This section follows the structure of the theoretical framework of the paper, starting 

with the ‘leadership and management’ findings, highlighting the challenges and opportunities along with 

the team leader implications that we discovered from the data collection. The second sub-section of the 
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analysis focuses on the ‘work-life balance’ findings, following the same structure of identifying potential 

challenges and opportunities and linking it back to the team leader implications.  

The discussion section unifies the findings of the research presented in the analysis and links it to the 

theories from the literature review. This will provide a ground to discuss and determine an answer to the 

research question. Following that we will introduce a remote work framework that we created as a 

practical tool serving as recommendations to team leaders, in particular to adapt to the new virtual work 

environment, by overcoming potential challenges and make the best use of opportunities that lie in the 

increase of remote work.  

The conclusion and final section of this paper will sum up the findings from the research and answer our 

research question, along with identifying the limitations of the paper and suggestions on future research.  

4 Literature review  

The objective of this section is to gather and align current knowledge within the field of remote work 

and its impact on leadership and work-life balance. The goal of this study is not to falsify or revise former 

theories, but to identify potential gaps in the literature to answer the research question on how team 

leaders can adapt to the “new normal” of increased virtualization in the workplace. As research in the 

area of remote work policies is still a relatively unresearched field, mostly focusing on understanding its 

impact on employee’s work attitudes and performance, we will review a set of classic literature to build 

a necessary knowledge foundation for this project (Rockmann & Pratt, 2015). The current COVID-19 

pandemic has put a new emphasis on this topic, due to a significant increase in remote work 

implementations caused by national lockdowns (Phillips, 2020). Literature around the management of 

virtual teams, offsite organizations and discourse on the next ‘new normal’ are receiving heightened 

interest (Clancy, 2020; Economist, 2020; Gardner & Matviak, 2020; M. W. Johnson & Suskewicz, 2020). 

Due to the fact that the current debate around remote work in relation to the pandemic is rather new, there 

are many knowledge gaps to fill. The review of classic literature functions as a base to extract relevant 

theoretical elements useful to answering the research question. The review will begin by exploring the 
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discourse around leadership styles necessary to be successful in a ‘hyper competitive’ world (D’Aveni 

& Gunther, 1994). Next, novel findings on leadership in a virtual setting and remote management 

practices will be examined. Hereby, a focus will lie on what it means to lead through ambiguity and to 

lead with emotional intelligence. Furthermore, the current practices of remote work and its effects on 

work-life balance will be touched upon for further development in the analysis. 

4.1 Leadership theories 

4.1.1 The Evolution of Leadership Reaching a New Era 

Our focus for the study is the role of team leaders, an element which we found important to investigate, 

because it is a vital link between navigating team members through this new work environment and 

employees’ work-life balance (Buchanan, 2017; Davidow & Malone, 1992; L. Golden et al., 2012). For 

an organization to run successfully it is not only the structure that must adapt to its environment, size and 

technology but also the leadership traits, skills and execution that need to adapt to external and internal 

change (Miles & Snow, 1984). In fact, it is essential for organizations to have a tight fit between their 

strategy, structure and leadership to be competitive and successful in the long run (ibid.). Indeed, all these 

elements go hand in hand. “[…] True leaders manage, develop, and grow organizational capabilities” 

(Nadler & Tushman, 1997, p.223). Demonstrating outstanding leadership means to reveal the ability to 

envision, articulate, and implement radical change in the absence of an immediate threat (Kotter, 1990; 

Nadler & Tushman, 1997). With the design shift towards a virtual organization, leaders are confronted 

with many challenges to lead not only across geographic boundaries but virtual boundaries as well 

(Avolio & Kahai, 2003; Zigurs, 2003). According to the authors, the introduction of advanced 

communication and information technology has changed the leadership systems in organizations and 

requires a new way of leading (Avolio & Kahai, 2003). Particularly, it changes the way information is 

collected, stored, interpreted, and spread (ibid.). This in turn, changes the way people are influenced and 

how decisions are made in organizations (ibid.). The new way of “[…] virtual team leadership is 

typically not under the control of any one person but is expressed through the interplay of team members 

and technology” (Avolio et al., 2003, p. 349). 
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To discuss optimal leadership traits, it is first important to establish how we understand the term. When 

someone asks the question “what is leadership?” people tend to answer by assimilating leadership 

preconceptions to individuals and leader centered focus.  Giving instances of good leaders throughout 

time or strong leader centered adjectives. If someone would ask, “what is football” you most likely would 

not answer that question by it is ‘Cristiano Ronaldo’ or ‘Lionel Messi’, you would rather explain that it 

is a sport played in a field with 22 players on the pitch and the aim is to score more goals than the 

opponents. In other words, you would explain the process and the function of the sport, rather than 

individual stars or players within the sport. This analogy is to present the possible human bias with regard 

to leadership, that we tend to romanticize leadership values and give leaders total credit or blame for the 

functioning and dysfunction of organizations (Meindl & Ehrlich, 1987). Whereas, as highlighted in the 

“7 surprises for new CEO’s” (M. E. Porter & Lorsch, 2004) the authors highlight the illusion of authority 

that CEO’s can experience when reaching the top executive position, for instance that even if you are the 

leader of the company you still answer to the board of directors that have the power to let you go and 

ultimately you as a person are filling a position of leadership that is replaceable (ibid). Follet (1926), 

wrote a well-known paper on precisely this ‘illusion of authority’. According to her, leadership can be 

found in every function, and it does not exceed that specific role or task but is determined through the 

expertise and knowledge of the person within that function (Follet, 1926). This concept is called 

‘cumulative authority’, which rejects the idea that the head of an organization delegates authority to the 

rest of the organization, rather that the delegation is done to specific departments, and that each 

department holds various functions that assume responsibility related to their function (ibid.). Her 

concept of leadership relying on functions rather than final authority, has created a base for further 

development on the concept, which is called relational leadership (Uhl-Bien, 2006), distributed 

leadership (Peter Gronn, 2002) or shared leadership (Pearce & Conger, 2003). The relational leadership 

theory (RLT) was introduced by Mary Uhl Bien (2006), following Follet’s logic in that the leadership 

would adhere to professional functions rather than an individual. That theory in Uhl-Bien's perspective 

opens a shift towards a post-industrial model for leadership. Thereby, moving away from hierarchies to 

focus on broader forms of relational dynamics than the dyadic form of ‘leader follower’ approach (Kotter, 

1990; Uhl-Bien, 2006). Moreover, it allows us to look at leadership as a process of structuring 

organizations (Uhl-Bien, 2006). This view is especially relevant to virtual teams and ‘distance 

leadership’, as virtual teams are often ascribed with high levels of autonomy, since direct control due to 
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the virtual barrier is near to impossible (Zigurs, 2003). According to Zigurs (2003) the concept of 

leadership as a process related to individual expertise and knowledge. The latter being a useful way to 

investigate how each member of a virtual team can influence the entire team’s direction and performance. 

Viewing leadership as a shared system implies that individuals can rotate and share leadership roles and 

responsibilities. Thereby, leadership itself becomes a collective effort distributed across the team (Zigurs, 

2003).  

The above-mentioned literature on the modern view on leaders and relational leadership will guide the 

analysis of this paper. More explicitly, it should focus on multidimensional communications, amongst 

the team members and team leaders and co-creation of leadership to move collectively towards shared 

organizational goals (Bathurst & Ladkin, 2012). This is especially important in remote team leadership, 

as highlighted above, it cannot be done in a unilateral direction of leader to follower, but there needs to 

be a multilateral co-creation of methods of working for the firm to be successful in the change 

implementation.  

4.1.2 Leadership in a Virtual Context 

With the growing distance between employees, such as adding levels of virtuality and geographical 

distance the question arises how leaders manage the challenges that originate from remote work? Having 

established that the new post-industrial era requires a new type of dispersed leadership, we will now 

explore this type of leadership specifically in virtual contexts. Carson et al. (2007) claims shared 

leadership to be closely connected to improving team performance in general. Particularly, within virtual 

teams, shared leadership has been proven to be crucial to its effectiveness (Carson et al., 2007; Hoch & 

Dulebohn, 2017) as well as to have a positive correlation with virtual team performance (D’Innocenzo 

et al., 2016; Taggar et al., 1999). Research on leadership in virtual teams centres around team 

effectiveness and performance with a focus on the influence leadership has, among other factors, on team 

coordination, clarity of task, purpose and motivation (Gilson et al., 2015; Greg & Manz, 1995; Kiely et 

al., 2010). However, less attention is paid as to how exactly this is achieved (Arvedsen, 2021).  
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The virtual context presents a particularly complex environment in which interlocutors often experience 

discontinuities, which influence team collaboration. Several studies have shown how interactions within 

the virtual space were specifically challenging due to the ICT mediated collaboration causing a lack of 

body language cues (Gilson et al., 2015; Savu, 2019). The challenge of lack of visibility was, for example, 

demonstrated in a study by Fineman, Maitlis and Panteli (2007), which revealed the difficulty of sharing 

and ‘reading’ emotions within the virtual context. Hence, the virtual context has interactional limitations 

that can complicate the interaction needed to motivate the team members, give support or simply 

accomplish work (Fineman et al., 2007).  

From the perspective of relational leadership theory and the new virtual setting, we found out that the 

function of ‘leadership’ should be performed collectively. With a new virtual context where 

micromanagement is near to impossible and ICT creates a barrier for employees to not be able to tap on 

their team leaders’ or colleagues’ shoulders, the need for individuals to assume a certain autonomy in 

their work in this new set up is evident (Arvedsen, 2021). In the following we will review the importance 

of autonomy and self-management needed when people work ‘alone’ at a distance. The addition of self-

management to the research field within leadership studies, bears certain similarities with relational 

leadership discussed above. Namely, replacing the individual superior rank of team leaders to be more 

distributed and empower employees (Shipper & Manz, 1992). However, this transition is ambiguous as 

it requires the shift from being expected to follow guidelines and standards of compliance to complete 

tasks, towards having to demonstrate self-determination and problem-solving skills. Altogether 

demonstrating the organization that the self-managed employees have an improved well-being and 

productivity than under direct formal leadership (Lopdrup-Hjorth et al., 2011).  

With regards to team dynamics and autonomy, Taggar et al.’s (1999) study showed that the team’s 

performance will be significantly higher if each team member demonstrates leadership skills and that a 

single competent team leader does not offset the lack of leadership capabilities of the team members. 

They define autonomous teams as “teams taking responsibility for completion of variety of tasks, 

including team maintenance functions (e.g. conflict resolutions and team/individual performance 

feedback)” (Taggar et al., 1999 p.900). The leader’s role in that setting differs from the dyadic form, of 

leader-follower to being more of a mentor that makes sure to get the adequate resources to get the job 

done and guide the team’s initial problem formulation (Seers, 1989; Taggar et al., 1999). Perhaps we will 
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see fewer fixed professional roles and the work environment might develop into working as a team in 

flexible negotiated roles to get to an end goal rather than following individual leaders. Although there 

will be need for a ‘leader’ to emerge, which will be in a form of project manager or other similar positions, 

all members of the team can still assume leadership traits to some extent as active members of teams and 

assuming a shared engagement in completing the tasks at hand (Oh, 2012).  

Although, the definition of autonomous teams seems to suggest they are exempt from formal leadership, 

on the contrary, the behaviour of its team leader is the cornerstone of the team performance (Greg & 

Manz, 1995). This emergence of leadership is also characterized by the motivation to lead, within each 

individual. Some research shows that it is rooted in internal differences, called the “need for closure” 

rather than seniority (Oh, 2012). Another research within self-managing teams, believes there is a 

difference in the willingness to lead and be led with regards to seniority. Showing that team members 

that have a higher seniority want to be led in a coaching form, conversely the ones with less experience 

prefer to be led with directive behaviour (Stoker, 2007).  

The intriguing question that will be explored in the research is to investigate what the most appropriate 

leadership dynamic is needed to give people autonomy while at the same time being there for them as a 

leader in a form that suits the individuals best for the benefit of the team’s success and health.  

4.1.3 Leading through Ambiguous Environments 

Not only must there be a new focus on relational leadership and autonomy, especially in a new virtual 

context, but this transformation phase into the new virtual work environment calls for team leaders’ 

ability to navigate the team members in a stress minimizing way. Some being casted into an unforeseen 

path due to the pandemic, which creates a whole new level of uncertainty of how this new work style 

will evolve, which makes it vital to develop the ability to lead through ambiguity. Due to the rise of a 

world of increasing chaos, hyper competition, ambiguity and change it is important to rethink the 

concepts of leadership and redefine the necessary skills important to accomplish success (April & Hill, 

2000; Ilinitch et al., 1996; Tetenbaum & Laurence, 2011). Especially, within the tech industry, whereby 

several remote work models are still being in a testing phase and the future of work still being undefined, 
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team leaders should navigate through these ongoing changes until the adaptation of a remote workforce 

post COVID-19 (Choudhury et al., 2020). 

According to Tetenbaum and Laurence (2011) a leader in the 21st century must adopt the notion of 

‘adaptive leadership’ to remain successful and manage the uncertainty, chaos and complexity this new 

era has to offer. To adapt to such often unexpected changes in the landscape means to lead the team 

through doing something it has never done before. This adaptive challenge can require changes in a 

team’s core culture, such as values, beliefs, and behaviours (ibid.). To navigate through these challenges 

the authors take a large focus on fostering communication as an adaptive leader in three ways. Firstly, 

by involving a diverse set of stakeholders in the discussion to foster innovation (Tetenbaum & Laurence, 

2011). Secondly, the heterogenous team should be encouraged to have conflicting perspectives.  Thirdly, 

it is vital to create an environment where employees feel comfortable to have an open and honest 

discussion despite the opposing views (Arvedsen, 2021; Chang et al., 2012; Pitts et al., 2012; Tetenbaum 

& Laurence, 2011). Other literature refer to this as creating ‘psychological safety’, a concept that an 

employee will not be punished or embarrassed for speaking up with ideas, questions, concerns or 

mistakes (A. C. Edmondson, 2008, 2020b, 2020a). 

It is natural for us humans to seek stability, convenience and create an environment of control, however 

with the latest developments moving towards an ever-evolving 21st century, people are confronted with 

increased stress due to rapid changes (Wisse & Sleebos, 2016). An adaptive leader must manage the 

stress of self, others and the organizational system, which he or she can achieve in five ways according 

to Tetenbaum & Laurence (2011). Firstly, when leading a company through change, an adaptive leader 

can reduce the stress of their team by implementing regular check ins, where people are allowed to openly 

discuss the change process. Secondly, adjusting the pace of the change initiative depending on the 

resilience of the employees can help reduce the stress. Thirdly, it is crucial to frame problems and 

concentrate the focus on the right issues. In relation to this, it is also the role of the leader to direct 

attention to relevant issues and manage the information flow. As a fourth point, since navigating through 

an ambiguous change process is usually rather chaotic, it is important to be able to structure such an 

unstructured process. Even though leading change in an era of chaos is to allow for self-management, 

emergence, experimentation, and disorder, there are several methods to contain the resulting stress as the 

work unfolds. Setting clear deliverables for every phase, or process by defining boundaries, setting 
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milestones, tracking results, holding people accountable and reaching a conclusion after every meeting 

is essential. Additionally, feedback plays an important role to constantly readjust the process to what 

worked and what did not. The fifth and last point, to manage the stress resulting from an ambiguous 

adaptation process an adaptive leader must build trust with his or her team (Breuer et al., 2016; Fteiha & 

Awwad, 2020; Tetenbaum & Laurence, 2011). Literature around trust in virtual team collaboration, claim 

trust to be an important requirement, as ICT mediated collaboration often carries feelings of uncertainty 

and perceived risks (Duarte & Snyder, 2001; Jarvenpaa et al., 1998).  

There are many different definitions of trust, which makes it an abstract concept. Hsu et al. (2007) 

attempted to make the term more tangible and claim that mutual trust is measured by commitment, which 

can be understood as a kind of emotional bond. It is like so-called identification-based trust, which 

measures trust by the level to which one can identify personally with another person (ibid.). However, 

trust in a team context is resulted from members’ competence and kindness, which enable effective 

knowledge creation and sharing in social networks (Abrams et al., 2003). An often used term is ‘affect-

based trust’, which promotes social and emotional ties and enhances shared values, mental models and 

perceptions (Chowdhury, 2020; Hsu et al., 2007; McAllister, 1995). Affect-based trust is built through 

frequent social interactions to enable the creation of emotional ties and allow for sensitive personal 

information, ideas and knowledge to be shared in later stages of a relationship (Chowdhury, 2020; 

McAllister, 1995). This in turn improves team members’ understanding of each other, creates emotional 

openness and decreases anxiety towards showing signs of vulnerability (ibid.). To illustrate, in a social 

interaction there are two roles when it comes to the formation of trust, an evaluating person and a person 

being evaluated upon their trustworthiness (Abrams et al., 2003). If person A shows a high level of 

citizenship behavior towards a colleague, such as doing voluntary favors and offering help at work 

outside their own contractual tasks the evaluating person B will be more likely to develop trust for that 

evaluated person A (Abrams et al., 2003). 

For the purpose of this study, going a step further a study from Breuer et al. (2016) demonstrated that 

trust is even more important in virtual teams than in face-to-face interactions. This is because team trust 

has a positive effect on work coordination within virtual teams, which makes them more effective and 

perform higher (Breuer et al., 2016). The communication barriers created by the new remote work 

environment, such as less face-to-face time, perhaps not knowing all team members and 
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miscommunication because of lack of non-verbal indicators, can problematize the formation of trust 

(Rose, 2016). Trust is a key element for team commitment, which is why trust relationships become 

increasingly important the more virtual organisations become (Handy, 1995; Jarvenpaa et al., 1998; Rose, 

2016).  

This paper aims to understand how team leaders in the new virtual setting can successfully navigate their 

team through this increasingly ambiguous environment, caused by the lack of team proximity. It will be 

of interest how team leaders in reality view the need for building trust and managing their team’s stress 

levels to counteract the growing uncertainty at work.  

4.1.4 Leadership and Emotional Intelligence 

Navigating through a vastly changing environment, especially in a fast-moving industry such as 

technology and managing the current shift to a remote work business model is a challenging task for 

leaders. We have learned from the previous sections that building trust, sharing leadership 

responsibilities, managing stress, communication and expectations are essential to lead a virtual team. 

This can be made possible by creating an environment where employees feel comfortable, supported and 

confident in executing their self-leadership, and speaking up about their ideas, concerns, questions and 

mistakes. Such an environment is also referred to as ‘psychological safety’, which becomes especially 

relevant, as the technology through which the virtual collaboration is mediated, ICT, can cause crucial 

interactional limitations in work collaboration (A. C. Edmondson, 2020a; Heather Kelly, 2020). For 

example, the difficulty of sharing and ‘reading’ emotions within the virtual context, due to the virtual 

barrier, can have great impact on communication (Arvedsen, 2021). On the one hand a leader should be 

able to create a space where people feel encouraged to speak up and share their opinions, feelings, 

mistakes and thoughts. On the other hand, in order to do so leaders must develop their empathetic skill 

set in reading emotions over the screen to understand and engage his or her team members to voice their 

opinions (Arvedsen, 2021; A. C. Edmondson, 2020b; Haiyan & Walker, 2014).  

‘Empathy’ has in recent years gained increased recognition for its significance as a leadership quality 

(Chang et al., 2012; Fteiha & Awwad, 2020; Goleman, 2005, 2019; Taggar et al., 1999). Several studies 
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agree that empathetic leaders improve mutual communication, create trust between the leader and the 

follower and enhance virtual team performance (Chang et al., 2012; Goleman, 2019; Haiyan & Walker, 

2015; Pitts et al., 2012). Empathetic leaders not only sympathize with the people around them they use 

their emotional intelligence to keep their team in a positive spirit, and improve their confidence and 

motivation, which in turn has also been verified to support coping with stress (Fteiha & Awwad, 2020; 

Goleman, 2005, 2017). This new line of leadership studies created a whole new perspective on leadership 

– the notion on leaders having to not only direct and delegate followers activities but also to pay attention 

and listen to the followers’ emotional needs (Kock et al., 2019). Particularly during a crisis, when 

stakeholders’ security and wellbeing are at risk (Maak et al., 2021). To succeed in such extreme 

circumstances, leaders require outstanding relational, empathetic and ethical intelligence (ibid.) Not only 

in distinct crisis situations but in more general terms empathy is an important component for team 

leadership (Goleman, 2019). Reaching a consensus only gets increasingly challenging with the growing 

number of members. Even in smaller groups we can constate that agendas, viewpoints clash and alliances 

build. An effective team leader must sense and understand the dynamics and the various viewpoints in 

the team to help build solid relationships among the team and foster synchronized work (ibid.).  

According to Goleman’s research (Goleman, 2005, 2017, 2019), empathy is one of five different skills 

of emotional intelligence that enable a leader and his or her followers to maximize performance. Next to 

empathy, emotionally intelligent leaders must also be self-aware of their strengths, weaknesses, values, 

drives and impact on others (ibid.). Furthermore, leaders ought to be self-regulating, by controlling their 

own mood and disruptive impulses. This is closely connected with the ability of being self-aware, as only 

with that capability can they control their own emotions. According to the author, if a leader can be self-

regulating, he or she is also more trustworthy, can more easily handle change and ambiguity; and has 

higher integrity (Goleman, 2019). Moreover, such leaders must be motivated and passionate about 

achieving in itself. Lastly, team leaders must demonstrate social skill, which includes building rapport, 

being able to coordinate their team and drive members in desired directions (Goleman, 2019). While self-

awareness, self-regulation and motivation are self-managing skills, the last two EI skills of empathy and 

social skill are more directed to being able to build and manage relationships with others (ibid.). 

Furthermore, Goleman claims that with the right mindset, will and determination such skills can be 

developed and improved over time (ibid.).  
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It is important to mention that some researchers argue that empathy brings along a set of biases (Bloom, 

2017; Fowler et al., 2021; Prinz, 2011). The study from Fowler et al. (2021) demonstrated that while 

people have a common idea that feeling equal empathy for all people is the most moral and social 

approach, such equal empathy is not as easily executed in practice. In reality, it can be argued that people 

tend to be more empathetic towards others that are socially close rather than distant. This means, for 

instance, sharing cultural backgrounds, values, principles among others (Fowler et al., 2021). This bias 

in turn can lead to favoritism and prevents an equal investment in all people’s well-being (ibid.). Some 

suggest the bias to be so deeply ingrained that it is best to put empathy or feelings aside altogether, in 

order to promote rational decision making (Bloom, 2017; Prinz, 2011). Moreover, neuroscientific 

literature confirms the tendency to more easily empathize with ingroup members than outgroup members, 

especially the more prejudiced subjects in the studies were (Gutsell & Inzlicht, 2012; Rabbie & Horowitz, 

1969). However, it is highlighted that such an ingroup – outgroup empathy gap can be bridged if one 

engages with and immerses oneself within the outgroup and expands his or her ingroup (Batson et al., 

1997; Gutsell & Inzlicht, 2012; Turner et al., 1979). This could be done by for instance expanding talent 

attraction programs to attract diverse newcomers that are possibly in an outgroup from the current team 

or manager. 

With the increase of remote work and the technology mediated collaboration, team leaders in today’s 

environment must demonstrate strong people skills to better understand human behaviour online and 

mitigate the lack of proximity (Hebert, 2020). With the use of technology, clear communication and 

setting explicit expectations, leaders can improve their people skills, such as active listening, self-

compassion, and empathy, which in turn creates a positive and productive work environment (Hebert, 

2020). 
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4.2 Management 

4.2.1 Managing Change 

Having established an idea on the effect leadership can exert on a virtual workforce and its evolution, 

consecutively discussing the need for self-leadership in virtual organizations, leading through ambiguity 

and improve the emotional intelligence we transition into the topic of Management. We deem that it is 

important to discuss its necessity in bridging between the leadership vision and the employees’ well-

being, discussed in the following section 4.3 on work-life balance. The debate on the distinction of 

leaders and managers remains unresolved from opposing views in the literature (Kotterman, 2006). 

Nevertheless, we would like to affirm our understanding on leadership as a function, following Follet’s 

(1926) arguments that the leadership is linked to the expertise and knowledge in a given role within an 

organization. Thereby, to our understanding a Manager and a Leader can be the same person and is 

ultimately an employee of the organization as the team member they lead and manage. The difference is 

solely in the role and of the level of responsibility that person holds in the company. 

Literature suggests that the terminologies of Leadership and Management are closely interlinked but they 

present different aspects. As mentioned in the chapter 4.1.1 on the evolution of leadership, a common 

interpretation from people is that leaders are perceived as admired, charismatic individuals. However, 

managers are often seen as authoritarians who make the tasks happen (Kotterman, 2006). A further 

common distinction is that management focuses on planning and budgeting, standardization and 

maintaining order; while leadership establishes a direction by developing goals, a vision and inspire the 

workforce or team to align their self-interest with the organization’s goals (Bargau, 2015; Kotter, 1990; 

Kotterman, 2006; Zaleznik, 2004). Kotterman (2006) made an illustration from the main comparison 

topics between the two functions built on findings from Kotter (1990) and Zaleznik (2004) (see Appendix 

1). This comparison is based on the vision establishment, execution, and outcome as well as human 

development and networking skills. In summary, the individual that holds the team leader function, which 

we delimitate this research focus on, in many cases needs to manoeuvre both roles simultaneously. For 

instance, aligning its team to the vision of the organization, while at the same time developing intra team 
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processes that fits his or her team’s function. A misalignment that divides academics in this debate 

remains on that some tend to look at the two functions as mutually exclusive (Goleman, 2017; Kotter, 

1990; Zaleznik, 1988), while in this research we would argue in line with Gordon & Yukl (2004) and 

Zaccaro & Horn (2003) that the two roles can and should be evaluated as complementary and that in 

reality the virtual team leader should be able to exert both roles at the same time. 

Literature on change management suggest that the failure rate of change implementation is high and is 

widely regarded as problematic (Buchanan, 2017). Understandably so, as the task of the team leader in 

this case, is to implement changes that take the employee out of their comfort zone and habits to new 

methods of working remotely. The main dilemma behind the high failure rate has often been associated 

with commonly understood narratives, that are highlighted as ‘illusions’ by Todnem (2020). Namely 

those illusions are that 70% of organizational change fails, a saying that is widely used and 

acknowledged, but is however, disputed and that there is a no valid nor reliable empirical evidence to 

support that claim (Hughes, 2011). It is further suggested that this narrative is used as a method to remove 

the responsibility from decision makers (Todnem, 2020). Secondly, the tension between managers versus 

employees or the narrative of “us vs. them” is often highlighted in literature. However, Todnem (2020) 

calls for a unifying action amongst employees and managers to move towards the same direction for the 

common goal and change to be implemented successfully. Moreover, the notion of ‘change resistance’ 

among employees is often assimilated as the causality of failures of change. Nevertheless, a healthy share 

of ‘resistance’ is seen by the author as something positive for the organization (ibid.). Resistance is an 

adjective that has had arguably a negative connotation in the past years, however, it is important that the 

employees challenge the assumptions made, hold their managers responsible and speak up to improve 

change management, so it does not become ‘change for change sake’ (ibid.). Armenakis & Harris (2009) 

argue that ‘change readiness’, which involves the active participation of the change recipients is the way 

that organizations should approach change, instead of breaking down ‘resistance’ amongst their 

workforces. Other classic organizational change management literature praises the ‘continuous change’ 

model, that could decrease the likelihood of failed change implementations and improve the outcome of 

changes (Buchanan, 2017; Lewin, 1951; Weick & Quinn, 1999). However, change is only appropriate 

when it is in line with the organizational purpose and values (Todnem, 2020). It can be argued that the 

transition to remote work has been accelerated and is already underway. Thereby, organizations must 
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take time when we are out of the pandemic, to evaluate and ask themselves if their business purpose and 

corporate values are in line with increased remote work processes and how far they should go in their 

change implementation.  

An interesting dilemma for this study, is that the term ‘managing change’ usually has the meaning that 

the process can be proactively controlled (Buchanan, 2017). However, the unusual situation being 

researched here, is that the pandemic caused most companies to a forced lockdown, consequently 

pressuring them to impose remote work on all or most of their employees, limiting or closing the doors 

completely to their physical offices. Nevertheless, there are companies that had foreseen this challenge 

by already offering flexible work patterns to their employees (Kumano, 2020). That is precisely the 

assumption we base our research upon, that the tech sector has the technological capabilities of 

accommodating remote work and the assumption is that they should thereby be well equipped to be at 

the forefront of the change and set the benchmark for other industries.  

A further challenge that the companies are facing is that there is a generational factor linked to change 

adoption. Studies show that more senior employees are shown to be reluctant to technological change, 

whereas younger workers are more open and respond more positively to continuous updates and changes 

with the use of technology in their daily work (Vakola & Wilson, 2004). Thereby to accommodate to the 

change, managers should foster commitment from the employees to align behind the changes and 

adopting to the new ways of working. B. Buchanan (1974) defines commitment as a three-layered 

addiction, to organizational identification, job involvement and finally the organizational loyalty of the 

individual. L. W. Porter et al. (1976) similarly defines it as the employee’s desire to remain within the 

institution they work for, willingness to put high efforts and his or her belief in the values of the company.  

It is inevitable that the organization needs commitment from their employees in order to generally run 

the business effectively, but also when it comes to change, commitment is a cornerstone of success. It is 

especially important in uncertain times as we experience at the moment, to foster commitment among 

your team members to adopt to the remote environment, as the benefits of commitments are highest in 

times of uncertainty (Salancik, 1977). What the tech companies want at the moment is to strive for the 

engagement of their employees, transitioning into the unknown and work from home for an undetermined 

period of time during the pandemic. Moving beyond COVID-19, the environment remains undetermined, 



 
28 

but if the employees commit behind the vision of the companies, the literature suggests that it is more 

likely that the change of physical work culture will be beneficial (Salancik, 1977; Tetenbaum & 

Laurence, 2011). A link from commitment to work-life balance is that one benefit of commitment is the 

‘cooptation of a person’s satisfaction’, when you as a manager get your subordinates to agree with your 

goals and actions, it hedges that the employees will be dissatisfied, because they did something they 

agreed to (Salancik, 1977, p45). Miles (1965) suggests that management should include their employees 

in the decision process around how to conduct an objective. In the case of this study, it would thereby be 

advised that managers include their employees in impacting the guidelines of working remotely and give 

them a voice in framing the future of their own work environment. By doing so, the employees should 

be more committed to this new way of working and have difficulties ‘revolting’ against the change since 

they are the ones influencing the change.  

Despite having the commitment from your employees, the change to remote work can pose struggles on 

individuals and the organization. Thereby, it is important for management to not only focus on IT 

capabilities but also the human remote management aspect of teams and collaboration, for remote work 

to be effective across departments and geographical locations (Vakola & Wilson, 2004). The demanding 

challenge for managers in a remote setting is to shift their focus from a ‘time’ oriented measurement, 

which means measuring employees based on the hours they worked, towards being measured upon the 

actual results they produce in their work (Cascio, 2000). This is because the virtual work environment 

offers more flexibility among employees to do their work and the lack of proximity decreases a team 

leaders’ knowledge of whether employees are working or not. This causes managers to need to trust their 

employees more to get their work done, which in turn leads to the shift in focus on the actual deliverables 

(ibid.). In the following section will focus further on the importance of remote management in the 

discourse of the change investigated in this research. 

4.2.2 Remote Management 

For now, we established that moving from onsite work to offsite work, leaders must learn how to manage 

change. As for a virtual organization with a remote workforce to function properly, all employees should 

demonstrate individual leadership skills. Not only is distance a challenge for leadership and organization 
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design but many management and communication challenges arise, because employees in a virtual 

organization usually work remotely from their manager (Staples et al., 1999). We must have a look at 

management practices, as they represent a vital link between leadership practices and bottom-line 

employees (Kotter, 1990). The managerial aspect functions as the practical element to leadership, where 

the aspect of monitoring and controlling has a direct impact on virtual-teams' performance and most 

importantly, wellbeing and satisfaction (ibid.). A specific managerial challenge for virtual teams is that 

they cannot rely on traditional forms of group control such as direct supervision, physical proximity, and 

shared experiences, they must use new ways to coordinate their work (Massey et al., 2003; Montoya-

Weiss et al., 2001). Control and coordination refer to the actions taken to manage collective resources, 

structure the tasks and interactions within a team and define individual roles and responsibilities 

(McGrath, 1991; Pinsonneault & Caya, 2005). The role of management is to implement effective 

coordination and control mechanisms, in order to streamline and synchronize the work within the virtual 

team (Pinsonneault & Caya, 2005).  

A growing topic in literature around managing virtual teams is the notion of self-efficacy and authors 

advocate for its special importance in the growing virtual work environment (Compeau & Higgins, 1995; 

Fuller et al., 2006; Hsu et al., 2007; Staples et al., 1999). Self-efficacy can be described as an employee’s 

belief in their ability to succeed in a certain situation, use technology, accomplish a task or achieve a 

level of performance (Compeau & Higgins, 1995; Staples et al., 1999). According to Staples et al. (1999) 

self-efficacy in virtual teams, can promote effective information sharing and communication; and in turn 

foster coordination and result in a better team performance. The study analysed how the self-efficacy in 

relation to IT capabilities of employees impacted their commitment towards the organization, their job 

satisfaction and stress (Staples et al., 1999). Increased self-efficacy can have a positive effect on the 

employee’s commitment to the firm, their satisfaction of the job, increased intra-team trust and lowered 

stress (Compeau & Higgins, 1995; Fuller et al., 2006; Hsu et al., 2007; Staples et al., 1999). Moreover, 

the study of Staples et al. puts an interesting light on the role of managers. The results of the study 

indicated that managers must be good communicators for remote workers to be effective (Staples et al., 

1999). As such, remote managers must have good listening skills and need to be able to manage their 

employees’ time and meetings adequately (ibid.). Additionally, the ability to use information and 

communication technology is important as well as being available for coaching, one on ones and other 
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communication matters related to their job performance (ibid.) These mentioned skill sets and practices 

can be trained and learned (ibid.). Thus, if a virtual organization continuously invests into training 

sessions and materials on effective management practices, these investments in training can result in 

higher employee performance, job satisfaction, organizational commitment, resilience, as well as lower 

work-related stress (Staples et al., 1999). It is confirmed, to foster team members’ self-efficacy 

management should provide virtual teams with strategies, such as training programs and support 

mechanisms among others (Hsu et al., 2007). The resulting increased self-efficacy will affect the 

members’ belief in their ability to share information across the virtual team and in turn foster team 

collaboration (ibid).  

Even though enabling employees to feel confident in a newly virtual space has proven to be a great asset 

to counteract the challenges of remote work, it does not replace the social aspect, which most employees 

are missing (Westfall, 2020). Research shows that remote work practices have contagious effects to an 

office culture, driving employees that would usually prefer to work on-site to follow their colleagues to 

work from home, as the previously vibrant on-site office turns quiet and empty (Rockmann & Pratt, 

2015). Offering employee’s flexibility does not lead to higher productivity, according to them (ibid.). On 

the contrary, these employees tend to feel lonely, unmotivated, and unaccomplished in the long-term 

(ibid.). An interesting solution to the lack of physical proximity, is its replacement through the notion of 

perceived proximity in a virtual organization (Boyer et al., 2014). Through continuous communication 

and creating a shared identity understanding, perceived proximity can make employees form strong 

bonds despite geographical distances. It puts a new emphasis on the importance of information systems 

and how they are more than solemnly channels. Used correctly, they can function as tools to convey 

shared meaning and symbolic value and contribute to an increased relationship quality (Boyer et al., 

2014). A company must adequately equip its workforce with the necessary tools to work effectively and 

stay in contact with their team via email and video conferences to build a sense of belonging (ibid.). 

Additionally, it is necessary to conduct an extensive training on how to efficiently work from home, to 

prevent employees from feeling overwhelmed and uncertain of their role and performance (Songsangyos 

& Iamamporn, 2020).  

When researching the capabilities of team leaders in the case companies, the notion of management must 

be touched upon to see potential discrepancies between the effectiveness of leadership and management 
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practices in relation to work-life balance. We will be looking into the team leaders’ understanding of 

their team members’ self-efficacy towards the companies’ communication tools and their work. As well 

as their perception on proximity to construct an appropriate recommendation for improvement of the 

management practices in place. 

4.3 Work-life balance 

The research question is focused on team leaders and their adaptability to changes that occur in their 

employees’ work-life balance. Although, we are writing from an employer perspective, an organization 

cannot be successful at implementing changes without the engagement from their employees. Therefore, 

we are interested in delving further into the impact that virtualization has on work-life balance and how 

team leaders should account for this growing need of balance, when work-life and home-life is 

increasingly merging.  

With increased autonomy and remote work in virtual organization we have come to a point where work-

life and private life has merged and is becoming increasingly difficult to make a boundary distinction 

between the two. The virtualization of the workplace seems to encourage employees to be more flexible, 

however, this flexibility can also bring with it an unwanted pressure of having to ‘always be on’ (Sull et 

al., 2021). In the sense of that people do not have the physical aspect of being at the office anymore. It 

can thereby lead to an increased pressure on work-family conflicts, or that the flexibility of the offsite 

office means that you have trouble logging off from work, since your personal and work-life happens in 

the same physical location (Ferreira et al., 2021).  

From a teamwork perspective, virtual teams encounter a high level of complexity, related to task 

complexity, virtual collaboration within the team, globalization across geographical locations and 

nationalities and lastly organizational complexity (A. Edmondson & Harvey, 2017; Krumm et al., 2016). 

These examples of complexity that people experience in a remote work setting foster a lack of clarity on 

team ‘boundaries’ (Guarana & Hernandez, 2015), ‘identity’ (Gray et al., 2019) and ‘collaboration’ 

(Henttonen et al., 2014). These ambiguities can cause negative impacts on team performance (ibid.) and 

collaboration (Guarana & Hernandez, 2015). This increased complexity is putting light on team’s work-
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life balance as well, as stress levels can increase. There is a consensus in the literature that draws 

importance to leadership implications within virtual work environment and leading through such 

complex ambiguous times (Arvedsen, 2021; Guarana & Hernandez, 2015). However, there are relatively 

few writings about how team leadership practices impact and can accommodate for virtual team settings, 

such as the notion of work-life balance (ibid.). That research gap is of interest to study in this thesis, more 

precisely on how leaders can adapt their role and actions towards accommodating for their teams and 

individual team member’s changes in their work-life balance. To fully understand the notion of work-

life balance and where it comes from, we will begin to focus on its antecedents, reviewing the evolution 

of work-life balance as a phenomenon to its current trend. 

4.3.1 Definition and evolution of work-life balance 

Defining the term ‘work-life balance’ it is to understand how people balance and manage their time with 

regards to how much of it is spent at work and outside of it. It can thereby be interpreted as the methods 

that people use to attune their work and their personal life demands. The former is self-explanatory and 

includes the demands that work has towards its employees, agreed upon by an employment contract for 

instance. The latter are demands from the person’s life. This could be family responsibility related tasks, 

such as educating the kids and taking care of the household, or it can also be linked to maintaining 

relationship to the spouse or friends, as well as hobbies and leisure (Kumano, 2020).   

The history of work-life balance, dates back to the late 1800s, when labour laws were put in place to 

limit working hours of women and children (Ward, 2017). This concluded a mere century fight from 

labour rights for better working conditions. The latter arose during the industrial revolution, where the 

activist Robert Owen famously coined the nowadays prevalent eight-hour workday by the quote “Eight 

hours labour, eight hours recreation, eight hours rest” in 1817 (Ward, 2017).  Nowadays, from the latest 

study on the workweek within Europe, the average was 37.1 hours, which is 7.4 hours a day for a five 

day work-week, with a maximum legal hours per week limited to 48hours or 9.6 hours a day (European 

Commission, 1993; Eurostat, 2019). The term ‘work-life balance’ is believed to originate from feminist 

movements in the 1970s, a time where women gradually increased their mark on the paid workforce, 

while still bearing disproportionate family duties compared to men (Stoller, 2020). These activists 
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proclaimed the need to move away from the 9-to-5, 40hour work week, and their proposed solution was 

increased flexibility. Policies and companies gradually engaged in ‘family friendly’ models, and offered 

parental leave, job sharing and onsite childcare among others (Huddy et al., 2000; Jenkins, 2013; Stoller, 

2020; Sullivan, 2014).  

4.3.2 Work-life balance today 

Today, the research is more focused on burnout prevention and stress management, and unlike the 80s it 

is more focused on gender neutrality and balance for all (Kumano, 2020). Work-life balance has shown 

to decrease chronic stress which is one of the most prevalent health concerns in workplaces (Whalen, 

2017). However, as mentioned earlier, the difficulty with work-life balance is that its meaning might 

differ between generations and among individual preferences. The modern work-life balance is being 

increasingly shaped by the ‘millennial generation’, people born between 1981 and 2000, who are 

projected to represent 75% of the global workforce by 2025 (Vuleta, 2020a). This generation tends to 

put emphasis on finding a career within an organization that will support their ‘lifestyle’, meaning their 

life outside of work. Thus, employers are adapting by offering an increased flexibility in their job 

description, which has been proven to contribute to employees’ happiness and decrease stress (Alan, 

2018; Bellmann & Hübler, 2020; L. Golden et al., 2012).  

However, some research argues that the ‘battle’ for flexible work has differed from its origins, nowadays 

it can be argued that some companies use it to their advantage, and operate on a 24/7 ‘always on’ work 

patterns (Stoller, 2020). This can cause opposite effects and foster an ‘imbalance’ of work, which can 

lead to decreased job satisfaction, lower productivity and burnout (Raja & Stein, 2014). This might 

follow the modern trend, that professional ‘visible busyness’ is a mark of pride and virtue (Bellezza et 

al., 2017). That is understood in a way that the fact of having a full schedule and booked up calendars is 

admired. The term, applicable to such companies that take unfair advantage of work flexibility, is ‘greedy 

institutions’ (Coser, 1975). The terminology defines how various organizations and organized groups are 

in constant competition of the individual’s time and energy, as well as to what extent they commit to the 

respective organized group. These groups could be employers, social clubs, family and friends. The time 

management juggle between all groups remains possible for individuals if the organizations make 
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reasonable demands and expectations towards them. However, the ‘greedy institutions’ are the 

organizations that do not respect those realistic demands and take up unilaterally most of the time from 

the individual so it cannot fulfil its ‘duties’ towards the other groups  (Coser, 1975). However, Coser 

(1975) makes a distinction between his terminology of ‘greedy institutions’ and Goffman’s ‘total 

institution’ theory. The latter is a term used for organizations that use physical barriers, such as prisons; 

whereas ‘greedy institutions’ use ‘nonphysical mechanisms’, to exert subtle pressures on their members 

for them to commit to their group and by the same time weakening their ties to competing groups. 

Sullivan’s argument, is that nowadays workplaces are becoming increasingly ‘greedy’, due to for 

instance the ‘continuous connectivity’ (Goffman, 1961; Sullivan, 2014). 

Another trend is that people are shifting from thinking how much time work ‘takes away’ from their 

personal responsibilities outside of work, towards looking at work and life as integrated. In other words, 

moving from work-life balance towards work-life integration (Alton, 2020). UC Berkley offers a visual 

description that the move is necessary (Appendix 2), since work-life balance “evokes a binary opposition 

between work and life” and that we should rather look at them as being integrated (UC Berkeley, 2020). 

It is becoming increasingly difficult and unavoidable that the two coincide, therefore studies suggest that 

people should align the two to form goals and align their expectations for life and work as one (Alton, 

2020; Morgan, 2020).  

A positive connotation to the development of work-life balance linked to the increase of remote work, is 

that offering remote opportunities can improve equality and inclusion in an organisation. Not only based 

on gender (Crompton & Lyonette, 2006) but also for other marginalized communities (Ford et al., 2019) 

different generations (Arvedsen, 2021) and workers with disabilities and employees that have family 

members that are disabled (Igeltjørn & Habib, 2020) . The argument is that people can tailor their work-

life to their schedule and needs, to the extent possible while performing up to the standards of their 

employment contract. This is closely connected to the argument made within the managing change 

section above, where we move from a time measurement perspective towards focusing on the actual 

work results and output. They are then more flexible in an environment that they know, at their home or 

a preferred location outside of the office. There are recent Human Resource studies surrounding the idea 

of future remote work implementation. They cover the topics of inclusion in a virtual workplace and 

what can be learned from the pandemic to shape the workplace and job descriptions (Collings et al., 
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2021; McFarland et al., 2020). However, there is a lack and need of focus in management and leadership 

literature on the long term implications of remote work and the impact on work-life balance which we 

aim to investigate further in this study (Nyberg et al., 2021; Pitariu & Ployhart, 2010).  

If the employees now need to look at work and life as one, it might give them a sense of always having 

to be ‘on’ and thereby negatively impacting their stress levels and productivity at work (Allen et al., 

2015; Eddleston & Mulki, 2017). The evolving problem is the ‘blurred line’ between the two. As well as 

the embeddedness of working at home has demonstrated to put a strain on people’s family life (Eddleston 

& Mulki, 2017). Further negative connotations are outlined,  showing workers who are working in a 

flexible environment tend to respond to emails outside of formal working hours, to demonstrate 

commitment to the organization (T. D. Golden & Gajendran, 2018). Thereby, resulting in increased 

fatigue and burnout related to overwork (ibid). From these inferences, there seems to be a paradoxical 

need from employees towards a set of guidelines but still wanting ‘flexible’ work. If those guidelines are 

not in place, the individual and the organization will run the chance to disagree and risk lower 

productivity with increased stress levels and decreased job happiness (Mark & Suskewicz, 2020). Some 

suggestions for these guidelines could include the importance to set up a functional and singular 

workspace at home, which the firm should support financially (Songsangyos & Iamamporn, 2020). 

Secondly, supporting in cutting the number of distractions, for instance with noise cancelling 

headphones. Thirdly, logging off at the designated time to achieve a healthy work-life balance is key 

(ibid.). 

A demonstration of misalignments between employee and employer has been highlighted in recent 

surveys, where managers’ perception on what they are doing to help their employees, is not reciprocally 

received. An example is that 80% of managers believe that they are supporting their employees physical 

and emotional health, however, that is perceived the same way by only 46% of the employees (Douglas 

Broom, 2020; Institute for Business Value, 2020). Another example, related to new ways of working, is 

that 74% of managers believe the organization is adequately helping the employees to learn and adapt to 

new skills required to work remotely, although only 38% of workers align behind that statement 

(ibid.)(Douglas Broom, 2020)e. Another example, related to new ways of working, is that 74% of 

managers believe the organization is adequately helping the employees to learn and adapt to new skills 

required to work remotely, although only 38% of workers align behind that statement (Douglas Broom, 
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2020; Institute for Business Value, 2020). This perceived disbalance with time management on work-

life balance, can be related to the ‘time-bind’. The latter is a term coined by Hoschild (1997), that 

describes the “complex phenomenon reflected in the simultaneous time and energy demands of family 

life and the workplace” (Tausig & Fenwick, 2001, p101). This perception of ‘time-bind’ occurs when 

individuals feel out of balance due to that either family or work obligations are perceived to be too much, 

and they fail to fulfil their obligations on either end (Tausig & Fenwick, 2001). The theory suggests that 

individuals that seek to ‘unbinding time’, thus, increasing their work-life balance, do so by working in a 

more flexible environment, so outside of the 9-to 5, 40-hour work week. However, for the flexible work 

schedules to have the intended positive impact on individuals, research shows that it is much dependent 

on the extent to which the scheduling is voluntary from the employee’s perspective. If it is involuntary 

and controlled by the workplace, it can have a negative impact on family life and add on to the imbalance 

in their life. On the contrary, if the flexibility is controlled by the employees it will have positive impact 

on their balance (Staines & Pleck, 1986; Tausig & Fenwick, 2001).  

Work-life balance is as important for the employer as it is for individuals, since absenteeism and stress 

related leaves due to a lack of balance are costly for organizations, and in turn when work-life balance is 

in place it increased job satisfaction and work productivity (Naithani, 2010). However, there is not a one 

size fits all, some people prefer to be ‘segmentators’, where they make a mental distinction between work 

and their life besides work. Others like to be ‘integrators’ where work and life is integrated (Alton, 2020; 

Naithani, 2010). Byrne (2005) further highlights these differences amongst individuals, however, by 

simplifying every human need into eight sections, namely work, finances, spiritual, leisure, self, social, 

family and health. In his view, every human wants to balance out those sections of life, his model gives 

equal weight to each section, but in reality each section has different weight depending on individuals. 

With increased autonomy and remote work in virtual organisation we have come to a point where work 

life and private life has merged and is becoming increasingly difficult to make a boundary distinction 

between the two. As discussed earlier, the balance is not only on time but on individual’s energy. There 

is a term called daily energy management, which encourages workplaces to focus on recovery and energy 

strategies such as going for ‘micro brakes’ such as a walk. As well as putting emphasis on what brings 

you joy at work, as well as increased autonomy and social support to employees help boost their energy 

levels during the day (Kinnunen et al., 2015).   
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On the topic of energy, there is a new term called “zoom fatigue”, that has gained increased attention 

over the past year. It is not directly linked to Zoom itself or Teams or any other virtual meeting application 

software, it stems more from the constant online meeting that is caused by increased remote work. A 

recent study by Microsoft, shows that from February 2020 to February 2021, time spent on Microsoft 

Teams meetings has more than doubled, the average meeting is also taking 10 minutes longer, going 

from 35 to 45 min. The study further adds that 62% of these meetings are unscheduled and/or conducted 

on an ad hoc basis. While employees are adapting to this increase of meetings, their response time to 

chats on Teams remains at 5 minutes, a number that has not changed year on year. This suggests, that the 

intensity of the workday and expectation towards the employees is increasing significantly (Microsoft, 

2021).  The challenge of virtual meetings can be related to that it requires more of people to focus on the 

conversations on the screen to absorb the information needed, compared to what would be needed in a 

physical meeting (Tsipursky, 2021a). As face-to-face meetings, even though they are of professional 

nature provide us with a connection on human-to-human level. Thereby, even though virtual meetings 

can also have social components, our emotions do not seem to process videoconferencing as a true 

‘human connector’(ibid.). Virtual meetings further encompass the need to stare directly at a screen for a 

longer period of time without any mental or visual break. Since the only way to show your interlocutor 

that you are paying attention is by looking at the camera (Fosslien & Duffy, 2020). Compared to reality, 

one does not engage in a “constant gaze” with a colleague, one tends to use the peripheric vision to glance 

at the colleagues or look out of the window etc. providing oneself with the necessary visual break (ibid.).  

All in all, team leaders need to take a multitude of factors into account when helping their employees to 

balance their work and personal life. Individuals are different, however it seems like autonomy and the 

perception of control of their workday, by working on something that supports their ‘lifestyle’ is the key 

to help employees reach a balanced life (Alan, 2018). As millennials are marking an increased footprint 

in the workplace, and talent attraction in the tech industry is a cornerstone of their potential success. The 

tech companies must be able to adapt and give work flexibility control to their employees to limit their 

high attrition rate (T. Johnson, 2018; Morris, 2019).  
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5 Theoretical framework  

Having explored existing literature surrounding the topics of the chosen research focus in relation to the 

virtualization of the workplace by increased remote work, this section serves as a display of this 

research’s theoretical framework. It will be used to analyse the designated case companies and help 

structure the process of answering the research question. The choice of theories that will be used to 

evaluate the findings will follow the visual representation of the framework below and will be further 

developed in the discussion section of this research. 

 

Figure 1: Theoretical framework (own adaptation) 

The framework displays the impact of virtualization and how it's influence descends throughout the 

elements discussed in the literature. We want to evaluate in each bucket, the challenges, opportunities 

and team leader’s implications that arise from the increased remote work. 

Within the leadership and management practices, we take a consolidated view of both functions active 

within team leaders as showcased from the literature. This section of the analysis will serve as a base to 

go into the decision-making processes of the team leader. Investigating how they communicate the 

visions and goals downstream towards the employees. As established, this paper will adopt a relational 
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perspective on leadership, moving away from the line of thought that all responsibility lies on the CEO 

of a company. Instead, as presented by Uhl-Bien (2006) the Relational Leadership theory is central, 

where leadership follows various functions throughout the organization and does not reside in one 

individual (Uhl-Bien, 2006). This relational perspective is especially relevant when analysing the impact 

of leadership and management on virtual teams, as individuals working from a distance must encompass 

a new way of autonomous work. Thereby, the analysis will focus on identifying these leadership and 

management traits that the new team leader within a virtual team should adopt in order to be successful 

and to foster a successful virtual team environment. Therefore, when adding the notion of leadership as 

a collective effort rather than a dyadic form of leader to follower, we believe we can go deeper into the 

reflections of the team leaders and their belief towards remote work.  

The whole framework focuses on the employer’s perspective following the focus of the paper, however 

moving into the work-life balance, we want to evaluate the team leader’s reflections on the impact the 

virtual change has on his or her team. Work-life balance is directly impacted by the virtualization and 

team leader practices, the results of which should then link back to optimize potential gaps in 

management and leadership practices, identifying challenges, opportunities and team leadership 

implication within each topic. Virtual organizations cannot be a long-term solution and establish 

themselves as the new norm, if the employees are ultimately unhappy, less productive and have an 

increased work-related stress. Therefore, we believe that this aspect is a crucial factor for our study, to 

analyse the reflection of team leaders on their employees, that are experiencing this new reality of 

working from home.  

This will support the structure of the process of answering the research question on how team leaders 

understand their own function in a remote setting, while all together considering work-life balance. We 

will identify which skills and practices can be implemented to best optimize the shift to a virtual work 

environment. In the following section we will move into the methodology section of this paper, where 

we will explain the process of conducting this research, gather and analyse the data.  
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6 Methodology 

6.1 Purpose of the research 

Based on the theories chosen above, this section will offer the reader an overview of our thought process 

towards conducting the research. The purpose of this research is to add knowledge to the field of 

leadership. Particularly, in accordance with the growing focus on work-life balance in the increased 

remote work setting. The methodology is guided by Saunders et al. (2019) Research Onion framework 

(Appendix 3), which can be understood as a checklist containing six different layers for the process of 

research design. We will complement these six aspects of philosophy, approach, strategies, 

methodological choices, time horizon, and data collection with other relevant literature to increase this 

section’s credibility. Those complementary sections include research ethics, validity, and data quality 

considerations. The research consists of primary and secondary data collection, along with applying the 

analysed data with regards to the chosen theories. This is done to infer relevant results to answer the 

research question of this paper. 

6.2 Philosophy of Science 

The first layer of the ‘Research Onion’ regards the underlying philosophies of the research (Saunders et 

al., 2019). Reviewing this papers’ research question, we aim to find out how leaders must adapt their 

skills and practices to counteract the imbalances created by the increase of remote work and the new 

challenges that arise through the struggles in work-life balance. Concepts of the philosophy of science 

depend on the philosophical perspective of the research (Veal & Darcy, 2014). We must consider the two 

main assumptions that influence the philosophy of science, namely ontology and epistemology 

(Easterby-Smith et al., 2015; Saunders et al., 2019; Veal & Darcy, 2014).  

Ontology refers to how researchers view reality. In business studies it could refer to organizations’ events 

and artefacts, the working patterns of individuals, and behaviour of management (Saunders et al., 2019). 
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This research is of subjective nature, where many realities exist, as each individual leader that is 

interviewed will have his or her own experiences and interpretations to the topic of remote work. The 

research question requires analysing leaders’ behaviours, experiences, and personal opinions, to answer 

the causality between increased work virtualization and leadership dynamics along with the work-life 

balance impact. Hence, the research will investigate how leaders build personal meaning of the increased 

virtualization, indicating a social constructivist approach (Saunders et al., 2019; Veal & Darcy, 2014). 

We are interested in learning from team leaders how they experience the changes in their function with 

the growing remote work and look into how they must newly incorporate work-life balance issues in 

their role. Therefore, as we conduct this research from a leadership perspective and interpret the 

subjective qualitative data collected, the social constructivist investigation is paired with an interpretive 

approach. This type of study will allow for small samples, in-depth investigations, qualitative methods 

of analysis, creating a large range of data for interpretation (Saunders et al., 2019). 

Next to ontology, epistemology refers to the relationship between what is being studied and the 

researchers. In other words, it is the assumption on knowledge and what is considered legitimate and 

how that knowledge should be communicated to base this research on (Burrell & Morgan, 2016). Due to 

the subjective nature of this research this relationship becomes vital as it is of importance to limit bias to 

set the foundation for credible and valid conclusions.  

Besides the social constructivist and interpretive approach to the research, we cannot deny some positivist 

elements in this research. We started this investigation with a thorough literature review to create a first 

impression of the newly 100% remote work activities back in 2020 (Sczepan & Sigurdsson, 2020). To 

study the leadership implications, we primarily needed to understand if remote work is indeed projected 

to grow and sustain within the tech sector. According to our secondary data collection the long-term 

implementation of remote work is expected to be true based on the media communication of the 

companies in question, as well as our interviewees’ insights, as highlighted in the introduction. 

Nevertheless, due to the uncertainty of future projections and time constraints it is more of an assumption 

than a fully confirmed hypothesis. This process still suggests a positivist perspective, as we base our 

assumption on factual approach using secondary data.  
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Although this research is mostly social constructivist, the combination of a partly positivist and 

constructivist perspective, follows a pragmatic approach. This research philosophy allows for both 

subjective meaning and objective facts (Veal & Darcy, 2014). The lack of research on the increased 

impact of virtualization in relation to the pandemic calls for the need to complement the theoretical 

factual based data with practical data found in the real world. Pragmatism follows the notion that valid 

knowledge should not only be based on theoretical and logical precision, but also requires the input of 

practical experiences in the real world to solve real-world problems (Veal & Darcy, 2014). This intention 

seems especially relevant for the purpose of this research as it is conducted in highly uncertain and 

unpredictable times, where the goal is to understand the pandemic real-world problem in the tech 

industry. Yet, due to the subjective nature of the primary data it is near to impossible to handle the data 

as pure facts. Therefore, we primarily take an interpretive approach to the data, where the personal 

experiences, opinions and attitudes are collected, however, still with the utmost sensitivity to avoid bias. 

The data gathering does have elements of an exploratory notion, where we will seek to understand the 

causality of the phenomena of virtualization and its impact on team leader practices, before we are able 

to interpret and provide suggestions on the potential new skills and operations (Veal & Darcy, 2014). 

Regarding the choice of theory, we remain aware that existing literature often follows a constructivist or 

positivist perspective. Nevertheless, we will not disregard theories based on their philosophy of science, 

but we will attempt to combine both in the most suitable way for the purpose of answering the research 

question.  

6.3 Research approach 

The next stage in the ‘Research Onion’ describes two optional research processes that can be followed: 

(1) Deductive and (2) Inductive (Saunders et al., 2019; Veal & Darcy, 2014). As this research aims to 

answer the question of ‘how team leaders in the technology industry understand their function in a remote 

work setting with an increased focus on work-life balance and how shall they adapt their skills 

accordingly?’, we follow mainly an inductive approach. It is also the most fitting with the social 

constructivist perspective to this investigation, due to the subjective nature of this study (Saunders et al., 

2019; Veal & Darcy, 2014). Moreover, the remote work framework in this paper has been induced from 
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the prior conducted interviews. To clarify, the inductive approach intends to answer a question, where 

its explanation is induced from the prior collected data (Veal & Darcy, 2014). A deductive approach 

implies a process in which an a priori hypothesis is being proven or disproven, through new data 

collection and analysis (ibid). Even though the main part of our research is inductive, there are deductive 

elements to be found. For instance, the key assumption of remote work being implemented in the future 

of the tech industry, is an element that needed a deductive approach throughout the process of the Thesis  

in 2020 (Sczepan & Sigurdsson, 2020). The pandemic circumstance sparked the wonder of the potential 

new leadership capabilities that team leaders should acquire to suit an increased virtual work 

environment. Therefore, our research has an undeniably speculative element, as we attempt to predict 

the possible new skill set. Due to the speculative element factual data is scarce. Thus, the exploratory 

and interpretive approach enable the answers to come to light and this is only possible through an 

inductive process, whereby we collect the data first to deeply understand how leadership changes in this 

new virtual work environment (Saunders et al., 2019; Veal & Darcy, 2014). 

6.4 Methodological choice 

For the purpose of investigating the current leadership of the 100% remote work set up and learn ‘how’ 

leaders must adapt their skill sets and ‘how’ they understand their role, we deemed a case study research 

to be most suitable in order to receive practical and first-hand insights (Yin, 2014). This research design 

follows Yin (2014) proposal of case study research design. He presents the following definition: “A case 

study is an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon in depth and within its real-

life context, especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident” 

(Yin, 2014, p. 18). Our application of case study research is a combination of Yin’s view with the 

definition from Easterby-Smith et al.: “The case study looks in depth at one, or a small number of, 

organizations, events or individuals, generally over time” (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015, p89). As our core 

research on the new leadership capabilities follows a social constructivist view and is of subjective and 

interpretive nature, it is vital to mitigate bias and support the credibility of this research. Therefore, we 

combined the semi structured in depth interviews with organisational records on leadership and 

organisational performance, to build a strong foundation on the possibility of remote work in the future. 
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This combination of multiple data sources is referred to as triangulation (Veal & Darcy, 2014). The 

results of the multiple data sources are compared to support the credibility of the paper’s conclusions 

(ibid.). We will explain the use of triangulation in this paper more in detail in section 6.9.  

Not only triangulation can add to a research’s credibility but the use of mixed methods as well. This 

research encompasses both qualitative and quantitative methods (Veal & Darcy, 2014). In line with the 

pragmatic elements, research aims to complement theoretical and rational data with practical experiences 

to answer the research question (Veal & Darcy, 2014). In order to achieve mixed methods, we must 

combine the case study method with either a survey, history or experiment among others (Yin, 2014). 

Due to the time constraint, which will be further explained in section 6.6, we could not conduct an 

additional history or experiment. Additionally, with the interpretive nature of our study and the interest 

in leadership behaviours, opinions, and attitudes we estimated that the survey would not be able to capture 

the data of interest. However, due to the unique circumstance that the pandemic sparked of rapidly 

shifting to a remote work setting, the development of the study during this time horizon can be considered 

an experiment. The fact, that we researched the topic of shifting to complete remote work during a global 

pandemic forced by governmental regulations allowed us to investigate a setting that served as a 

simulation of a world where remote work was the norm. Thereby, this research situation can be argued 

to be an experiment to study if such a virtual work environment is viable in the long term, from the 

perspective of team leaders that we interviewed. Thus, it can be argued that we used aspects of mixed 

methods to conduct our study. Next to the triangulation of data collection methods, this mixed method 

approach can further contribute to the quality of the data, within the novel research on remote workplaces, 

evaluating leadership dynamics and work-life balance aspects. It will ultimately increase the credibility 

of the findings, since support of existing literature during this unique period of the pandemic and rapid 

increase of remote work is limited (Yin, 2014).  
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6.5 Strategy 

Based on the case study method definitions, we conducted a research on three organizations within the 

tech sector on the current event of working 100% remote. We make a distinction between this case study 

and the ‘cross case study’ (Gerring, 2007; Yin, 2014), as we believe that three companies can still be 

considered a small number and be in accordance with Easterby-Smith’s framework. There are multiple 

elements to consider when selecting the case companies to be studied. The rationale for the selection of 

companies for this research, is done from a mix of purposive and opportunistic nature, the former refers 

to a choice based on grouping together a number of subjects, in this case tech companies, that have 

similarities. The opportunistic choice is based on when the researchers have an already established access 

or  one is an employee of the organization in question for instance (Veal & Darcy, 2014).  

The purposive choice is made by assessing the largest market leaders in the industry based on three 

factors, namely revenue, brand value and whether the company has their own virtual communication 

platform. As well as basing the choice upon geographical limitation, that the organizations are physically 

based in Europe and have a European headquarter in Dublin, Ireland. The reason being for the purpose 

of answering the research question, the criteria of choice need to be that they have a physical office site 

that is a part of the shift to remote work. The chosen companies based on the pragmatic selection criteria 

are thereby Google and Microsoft (Irish times, 2020; Swant, 2020). The selection is complemented by 

one opportunistic choice, namely Salesforce, as the researchers had already engaged in conversations 

with the company prior to the development of the study and possibility of data gathering, as well as one 

of the researchers being an employee at the organization (Veal & Darcy, 2014). These three companies 

of focus all have their own virtual communication platform: Google has Google hangouts,  Microsoft has 

Microsoft Teams  and lastly Salesforce’ newly acquired Slack (Google, 2020; Microsoft, 2020a; 

Salesforce, 2020; Slack, 2020).  

The aim of the case study is to understand the phenomenon of virtualization of the office in the tech 

industry, by studying the chosen companies, who will serve as a representation of the industry. 

Nonetheless, we are aware of the fact that it is a small sample size compared to the whole industry and 

the results will only be an indication of the reality. However, we believe that the choice of a case study 
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fits well with the exploratory nature of this study, as well as within the scope of multi methods, as a case 

study is considered a multi-method approach and should be studied as such (Veal & Darcy, 2014). 

6.6 Time horizon 

This paper is a case study constructed on data sets collected under a specific time limitation and on 

already existing literature in the field of leadership and work-life balance. A particular attribute is that 

the research was conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic. The global pandemic arguably started to 

have an impact on businesses from March 2020 within Europe, when the discourse around a potential 

virtual shift to remote work started and peaked based on google search data (Appendix 4). Furthermore, 

the research aims to capture tech companies’ virtual shift and corresponding leadership behaviour at a 

single point in time of this current state, leading to a cross-sectional time horizon (Veal & Darcy, 2014). 

Despite that choice, we are aware that a longitudinal study would result in more accurate data sets and 

might create a more beneficial research outcome in the end. However, due to the strict time limitation of 

the scope of this thesis, a longitudinal time horizon is not achievable. To summarize, the study was 

conducted during the time span from mid-March 2020 to August 1st 2021. It aims at capturing the case 

companies’ team leader practices at a single point in time, from March 2020 to August 2021, leading to 

a cross-sectional time horizon (Veal, 2014).  
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6.7 Data collection 

As introduced above in section 6.1, we selected a combination of primary and secondary data sources, 

under mostly qualitative focus. The table below gives an overview of the arrangements between the 

mentioned data sets on qualitative and quantitative methods.  

 
Primary Data Secondary Data 

Qualitative Method 

• Semi-structured Interviews 

w/ top & middle managers 

that supervise a team 

• Literature Review 

Quantitative Method 
• Non-applicable 

 

• Financial Reports 

• Statistics from online Journals 

• Internal Survey Records from 

Salesforce 

• Data from literature review 

Figure 2: Data collection 

6.7.1 Primary data Collection 

To be able to perceive a deeper understanding on leaders’ opinion, attitude and behaviour within a virtual 

team environment, the primary qualitative data sets are sourced from semi-structured in-depth interviews 

with team leaders at Google, Microsoft and Salesforce. This data collection method allows for the 

individual experiences of each team leader to arise and be independently coded until finally compared 

with the remaining interviews. We interviewed eight team leaders from different departments and 

seniority complemented by two expert interviews. The transcripts from the recorded interviews were 
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analysed according to the coded information for the examination of the companies’ remote work 

management processes and work-life balance implications.  

According to Veal et al. (2014), a variety of four different kinds of interviews can be held: (1) structured, 

(2) unstructured, (3) semi-structured and (4) in-depth interviews. As the number of interviews in 

comparison to the number of employees available is rather small and the need of detailed information 

high we decided to create a mix of in-depth interviews with semi-structured elements. Another essential 

point is to use different interview questions for interviewees to assemble more insights from distinctive 

perspectives. The topics of interests were always the same to be able to compare conclusions of all data 

sources afterwards. Yet, the questions were prepared according to the theoretical framework of this paper 

and adjusted to each interviewee’s role, scope, their position and background to be able to gain 

specifically deeper insights in their expertise. 

6.7.1.1 Interviews 

The companies used as case studies for this paper are Google, Microsoft and Salesforce, serving as 

representations of the big-tech sector. To maintain anonymity of the persons interviewed as well as to 

respect the confidentiality of each company, the quotes that will be used to support the argumentation in 

the analysis section will be tagged by colour codes. Namely Company Red, Blue and Green. To respect 

the anonymity of each interviewee we gave them fictitious names such as Peter – Company Blue or 

Jessica – Company Green etc.  In addition to that, we interviewed two experts within the field of 

virtualization of the workplace. In the same respect of confidentiality and anonymity they will be tagged 

as Expert 1 and 2 and fictional names, respectively.    

In the below table we have outlined in more details the 10 interview we conducted for this research., 

which have already been anonymised. We conducted two expert interviews, one from a professional 

environment, within digital consultancy and the other from the academic field that has newly completed 

her PHD studies in Leadership within virtual context. These two expert interviews provided us a bridge 

between the literature we researched and what is currently happening within remote work and how they 

see the changes. Moreover, we then conducted eight interviews from the case companies, the requirement 

was that they held a leadership role and managing a team. Those insights helped us to gain knowledge 



 
49 

from different case companies, and identify common denominators in challenges, opportunities and 

leadership implications of both leadership dynamics and work-life balance.   

Interview 

no. 

Manager Fictive 

Name 

Company 

(Color) / 

Expert 

Position 
Date of 

interview 

Length of 

interview 

1 Paul Expert 1 
Managing Director at a Tech 

Consulting firm 25+ yrs 

experience 

22/03/2021 26:35 

2 John Red Data Centre Manager 23/03/2021 34:08 

3 Peter Blue Director, Global Sales 

Development Enablement 
09/04/2021 35:15 

4 Rachel Blue VP, EMEA Government 

Affairs 
12/04/2021 31:05 

4 Helena Blue Director, EMEA 

Productivity 
15/04/2021 31:18 

5 Jessica Green Senior Territory Channel 

Manager 
20/04/2021 46:22 

6 Jennifer Blue Director of Business 

Development 
20/04/2021 29:31 

7 Olivia Blue Senior Director of Employee 

Success 
19/05/2021 31:15 

8 George Blue General Manager/ Country 

Leader 
19/05/2021 30:05 

9 Sophia Expert 2 PHD in Leadership in a 

Virtual Context 
27/05/2021 44:25 

10 Jack Red Regional Digital 

Transformation Leader 
01/6/2021 26:55 

Figure 3: List of interviewees 
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6.7.2 Secondary Data Collection 

Although this research primarily resides on primary qualitative data, to mitigate bias and contribute to 

our paper’s credibility secondary data was considered. Besides the extensive review of existing literature, 

which enabled the first phase of our research to understand how to best contribute to the already existing 

theories. Secondary quantitative data was gathered from three sources to help understand the 

developments of the radical shift to remote work due to the pandemic. Firstly, the annual financial reports 

of 2019 and 2020 were used to gain an initial insight on the performance trends (see Appendix 5). Finally, 

we analysed several online articles and business journals, which discuss the case companies specifically. 

The data was used to create a detailed review about the companies’ performance and future go to market 

strategy, particularly regarding remote work. The analysis of the data is explained in detail in the 

following section. 

6.7.3 Data Analysis 

The primary qualitative data was carefully analysed through systematic coding of the transcriptions. In 

order to avoid bias in searching for desired data and enable a fair and coherent data collection the 

qualitative data will be analysed by looking for emergent themes (Veal & Darcy, 2014). We 

systematically categorized the analysis in correspondence to our theoretical framework. Thereby, in to 

two main categories: (1) Leadership and (2) Work-life balance, with each having 3 subsections: (a) 

challenges, (b) opportunities and (c) leadership implications. These topics were compared across all 

interview transcripts to reveal commonalities and emerging themes. Each of the themes carry a set of 

subthemes and key words. For leadership and work-life balance subthemes of sentiments, satisfaction 

and performance were analysed, where the keywords depended on the received data due to the high level 

of subjectivity. The themes and keywords were then compared across all transcripts and texts to find 

patterns, which can then be interpreted and generalized. To further limit potential bias, we used the 

qualitative data transcription software tool Otter.  
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The secondary quantitative data collected from the literature review and annual reports was primarily 

used to understand performance trends of the case companies and tech sector. Especially, looking into 

the difference in financial performance from previous year, 2019 working onsite to the performance 

when shifting to a remote work business model among the case companies of this research in 2020 (see 

Appendix 5). It especially helped us to form our assumption on the potential for future long-term 

implementation. We are aware that financial revenue is not the only mark of performance, however, this 

assisted us for comparison purposes between a fiscal year in 2019 that mostly was performed at the office 

and a year of 2020 marked by global lockdowns and workforce forced to work away from the office to 

base our assumptions and guide the research process. 

6.7.4 Data Quality considerations 

In collecting and reviewing the primary qualitative data, several limitations arise. Firstly, the selected 

sample size of companies is supposed to represent the technology industry, nonetheless, it must be 

mentioned that the results represent only an indication of the studied industry due to the low number of 

case study companies analysed.  Secondly, the specific time frame, which did not allow to conduct a 

longitudinal study but restricted the research to focus on a cross-sectional time horizon and display a 

snapshot in time is a limitation for our findings. Furthermore, due to the COVID-19 pandemic we are 

only allowed to conduct virtual interviews, which may cause miscommunication and interpretation bias 

(Veal & Darcy, 2014). Additionally, the assumption must be made that all interviewees answer the 

questions honestly as it cannot be ensured that the answers are truthful. Due to the conduction of semi 

structured in-depth interviews, which have been recorded, there is a risk of information being lost when 

transcribing that may result in misinterpretation (ibid.)  

The structure of qualitative interviews creates limitations, with the interviewees being framed and 

affected in answering the semi-structured questions by the informal set up of the conversation. It is aimed 

to use the most suitable time frames, aiming for maximum 40min per interview. That will in our view, 

limit the interviewees’ time and should not affect their concentration and attention to the task of 

answering the questions accordingly. As they should not be too distracted by losing out on their own 

working time. Regarding the secondary data sources the limitations arise in terms of the availability of 
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suitable article and academic literature on the particular subject being investigated. Due to the novelty of 

research on the causality of the pandemic and increasing virtualization, as well as its impact on specific 

business practices, more research must follow to support the results of this thesis. 

It is important to mention the topic of bias, as it is a challenging task to limit human bias. Even though 

we attempt to analyse the data and conduct the interviews as neutral as possible, humans by nature are 

boundedly rational (Simon, 1978). An important disclosure as a potential limitation of this paper, is that 

one of the researchers is working at one of the case companies, Salesforce. In order to decrease the 

potential bias, that researcher in question, did not act as an observer nor asked questions during the 

interview process with Salesforce and was excluded from coding of those transcript. A further 

methodology limitation, when interviewing the managers on the topic of management, leadership and 

satisfaction it is important to be aware of biases such as the halo effect, where the overall impression of 

a person influences people’s perception of their character (Kahneman et al., 2011). When forming the 

questions, it is highly important for the quality of the collected data to counteract potential framing and 

anchoring biases, which can occur if we present leading questions with the anticipation of a specific 

result in mind (Kahneman et al., 2011). In order attempt to hedge these human biases, we will divide 

roles during the interview process and analysis, where each researcher functions as the supervisor for the 

other. Furthermore, we want to highlight that during the collection of data the anonymity of interviewees, 

respondents and referred leaders is a key goal to neutralize potential anchoring, framing bias as well as 

the halo effect.  

6.8 Research Ethics 

Research ethics is an important denominator in a good research paper, and ethics are taken into 

considerations at various stages of this thesis. Ranging from the research design and literature review to 

data collection, analysis, storing the data and eventual publication of findings.  

Bell and Bryman (2007), analysed nine respected and known ethics code from social studies in the UK 

and USA, the purpose of their study was to find recurring common themes among the codes within ethical 
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research and consequently identified eleven categories (Appendix 6). These categories will guide the 

below ethical section of our methodology and serve as a guiding light throughout our research.  

To ensure that no harm comes to the participants of the study, that includes both physical and 

psychological harm. It was assured by asking the participants well in advance on their preferred virtual 

mode of interview and we will adapt to their technological setup. Due to the current pandemic 

restrictions, all interviews will be conducted virtually to assure that the participants and the researchers 

will not bear any risk of infection. A consent form such as Appendix 7, was sent to the interviewees 

along with an information sheet on the purpose of the interview, with background information on the 

research topic, the problem statement and align on time estimation and form of interview. Through active 

communication with the informants, they were able to make a decision to either participate or not based 

on free will, without consequence. 

As seen in the consent form, the anonymity of the informants and organizations was granted through 

medium of a confidentiality form that was signed by the researchers and the informants. Dignity of all 

participants was respected, by avoiding discomfort and anxiety in any way and maintaining an utmost 

respect for both parties. Privacy matters will be respected in accordance with the EU General Data 

Protection Regulation (EU, 2020) and data privacy regulations at our university Copenhagen Business 

School which endorses the Danish code of conduct for research integrity and the Singapore Statement 

(CBS, 2019; Ministry of higher Education and Science, 2014; WCRI, 2020). As mentioned, the privacy 

of research participants was minimized by the respect of the participants sensitivity, maintaining 

anonymity of companies by giving them a colour code when using information from the data gathering. 

Complemented by the use of pseudonyms for each interviewee, we kept the privacy data of the 

participants names and personal information separate from the data (Veal & Darcy, 2014). The privacy 

of the organizations was kept with respecting the terms of the confidentiality, which is closely linked to 

the category of honesty and transparency of the research. We commit to communicate all information 

honestly and promote trust. The transparency will be ensured through acknowledging the authorship of 

all members that influenced the writing of this research. To defer plagiarism, we commit to reference at 

all times, the use of externally sourced material with the referencing tool, Mendeley. As well as ensuring 

a rigorous and consistent sourcing throughout the research, including a complete bibliography in end of 

the paper. The sourcing method is the American psychological association (APA). A transcript of all 
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interviews remains available for all interested parties to showcase the source for the analysis of this paper. 

As a disclaimer to this thesis, we want to mention that we used parts of our Research project (Sczepan & 

Sigurdsson, 2020) as a base to write this Master Thesis. It was done in accordance with the CBS CEMS 

office, CBS legal and our Supervisor. These sections include: parts of Chapter 1, 2, 4 and 6, namely  the 

introduction, problem formulation, literature review and methodology.  

The affiliation of the researchers’ weather professional or personal to any organizations of the study will 

be declared in the data quality considerations section. This research is done as part of our Master Thesis 

degree and will serve as final project to complete our studies, we are therefore not financially sponsored 

by any organization. Moreover, we will engage in creating a reciprocity, with regards to the findings of 

this paper. That it should not be purely beneficial for the researchers, but also the participants of the study 

and that they might see a gain in participating and sharing their knowledge. We will offer to send the 

paper and executive summary to all participants and will remain available to clear out any doubts and 

will be open for further collaboration on the subject. This mutual reciprocity will guarantee that we 

behave in a rigorous and honest way. Completing the study to the best of our capabilities, thereby not 

engaging in deception or misrepresentation through misleading or even false remarks in the findings.  An 

additional aspect of ethics and reciprocity, is that the study should be beneficial not only for the 

researchers and the participants but also for society, we believe that the findings can serve for good use 

as policies to implement by the tech sector and other industries impacted by the rise of remote work and 

its impact on the onsite office  (Veal & Darcy, 2014). 

6.9 Criteria for Research evaluation 

After having highlighted all six layers of the research onion (Saunders et al., 2019) and discussed the 

limitations, strategic choices and ethics of the research, the following section will focus on discussing 

the validity and reliability of this study. The fact that this study is a multi-method research, can promote 

the internal validity of the findings, as the shortcomings of singular methods might be compensated by 

the strength of the other and vice versa. This is a form of triangulation, the latter, is particularly important 

to answer the research question, since the phenomena of virtualization of the workplace being researched 

is relatively new and is an answer to a recent pandemic crisis. Therefore, it is important that our data is 



 
55 

validated through triangulation to make it as trustworthy and factual as possible (Veal & Darcy, 2014). 

Looking at this research from an external validity viewpoint, on how the findings of this paper would 

apply beyond the choice of case study companies, it is important to complement the analysis of the 

primary data with secondary data on a broader sense, and how applicable the findings of those studies 

compare to this one. It would be daring and even naive to assume that the findings of one company or a 

handful in this case is applicable to all companies within the tech sector or Europe as a geographical 

location. Therefore, we believe that by adopting a multi-method research, we increase the validity of our 

findings by contrasting our research with secondary data (Veal & Darcy, 2014)veal.  

Triangulation is defined as “the use of multiple methods or data sources in qualitative research to 

develop a comprehensive understanding of phenomena” (Carter et al. p545, 2014). Patton (1999) 

furthermore identifies four different types of triangulation: (1) Method triangulation, (2) Investigator 

triangulation, (3) Theory triangulation and (4) Data source triangulation. All modes of triangulation are 

at use in this research to some extent. As mentioned earlier, the use of case study in the sense of multi-

method approach, can be seen as a form of method triangulation. Moreover, this study involves an 

investigator triangulation as well, since the study is co-authored by two master students, providing each 

their own perspective and observations, as well as each acting as a ‘supervisor’ for the other during the 

interview process. Furthermore, this research involves a theory triangulation as well, as seen in the 

theoretical framework of this paper. We analyse the impact of remote work on leadership and 

management; and work-life balance, and we need multiple theories to explain and analyse the linkages 

between them. Lastly, this paper uses data triangulation, to some extent as the researchers have undergone 

a thorough literature review from multiple sources and the interviews are conducted across different 

organisations, however acknowledging that it remains within a specific sector of technology and at a 

limited regional area of Europe (Patton, 1999; & Darcy, 2014).  

Reliability from our primary data from a social-constructive view will be focused on weather similar 

outcomes will be reached by other researchers, if this type of study would be conducted at a later point 

in time or with different research participants (Easterby-Smith et al., 2015; Veal & Darcy, 2014). It is 

considered impossible to expect complete reliability and exact same results in social science, since it 

evolves around the study of humans in a constantly evolving social setting. Even more relevant for our 

research, since we are investigating a phenomenon at a cross-sectional point in time, whereas managers 
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at a different point in the future might be able to reflect better on the COVID-19 impact on their 

organization, we conducted the data gathering during the pandemic. That will arguably limit the 

informants to reflect critically about the situation. However, an accumulation of results from case studies 

can help research to build a consensus towards a phenomenon, and we strongly believe that the findings 

of this paper will promote the field of research within virtual leadership in the coming years. We are 

aware and will remain cautious about the generalizability of our empirical findings, since strictly 

speaking it is an analysis of those specific individuals and organizations at a given point in time and 

social setting (Veal & Darcy, 2014). However, by identifying the above criteria of research and by being 

aware of our limitations, we believe and will ensure that the data and findings remain trustworthy, which 

is a terminology commonly referred to as synonyms to reliability in a qualitative social study (Lincoln 

& Guba, 1988; Veal & Darcy, 2014).  

The methodological choices made in the above section will guide the way we as researchers will gather 

data with regards to the theoretical framework to answer the research question of this paper. We are 

aware that there are limitations to our choices and that the consequence of choosing a specific data 

gathering method might lead to different results than other choices. However, we believe that our 

decisions were made with the aim to answer our problem formulation to the best of our capabilities. The 

main limitations that we will bear in mind for the following data gathering section of this research is to 

not neglect findings, even though they do not fit to our philosophy of science, our research approach 

should not undermine any of our interviewees or subjects of research if they do not share the way we 

look at the problem. Furthermore, we need to be mindful that the pandemic was still of actuality when 

gathering the data for our analysis, thereby we are aware that our informants might have still been in the 

adaptation phase and their opinions on the post-COVID situation will be speculative.  

7 Analysis 

The following section will provide an overview of the main findings of this research. These findings will 

lead to answering our research question and will consequently be discussed along with the theoretical 

concepts of the paper. This section will be split up in sub-sections following the coding of the data in 
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accordance with the theoretical framework. To adequately answer our research question, as mentioned 

in the problem formulation, we will analyse team leaders’ function in a remote work setting, by looking 

at opportunities and challenges that arise from the increased remote work set up. Firstly, we will elaborate 

on the leadership and management findings with the challenges identified along with the opportunities 

and a third sub-section on the team leaders’ implications identified by the interviewees that are needed 

to adapt to increased remote work. The second main section is the work-life balance with its challenges 

and opportunities and its implications for team leaders.  

7.1 Leadership and Management 

The first section of the analysis will focus on the findings related to ‘Leadership & Management’. To 

answer the research question, it is of interest to evaluate the challenges identified, the opportunities for 

leadership in this new era of work. Lastly, we will identify the potential new skills and practices that 

were presented by the interviewees that team leaders can develop to lead through ambiguity and improve 

communication and thereby the adaptability of their team to the changes of work practices.  Please see 

below the reference to the theoretical framework of this research.  

 

Figure 4: Theoretical framework Leadership & Management 
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7.1.1 Challenges 

There are multiple challenges that we identified from the coding of our data gathering when it comes to 

adapting to the new virtual work environment. We will analyse each topic progressively here below.  

First of all, the interviewees acknowledged the need to foster a sense of belonging when working from 

distance and especially for the newcomers in the company, the ones that joined during the pandemic and 

have perhaps never met their team members physically. 

They have never been in a physical room with anyone from their company. So basically they've 

had a full year on teams. How do you create a sense of belonging? It requires conscious effort. I 

think that it has been a big part of it, how do you ensure that people still feel they belong, and 

how do you check in with those that are struggling. (Expert 1 – Paul) 

In relation to the above-mentioned new hires, the respondents admitted that conducting solely virtual 

onboarding is difficult. Especially, in a sales environment and customer facing roles, where a lot of the 

corporate vocabulary is transmitted through overhearing your colleagues during calls and informal 

discussions, that does not happen in a virtual setting.  

It's so important for my guys to listen to each other's call especially when they're new to look at 

how some other people are doing stuff. Just sit next to them and to see technically how, where do 

you click, and how, and to have somebody else sitting at your shoulder, and looking at you click, 

and making sure that you're doing it right. (Company Blue - Jennifer) 

Nevertheless, it is not only about the job training, it is also about becoming a part of the company culture. 

The respondents admitted that the virtuality makes it difficult for a leader to transfer the values, and 

corporate culture to new hires as the onboarding process is much more formalized through online meeting 

structure.  

You know that one of our biggest sales elements is the great onboarding experience it's the culture 

it's the bloody yogurts in the fridge. So, overnight, all of that is gone. […] So, it's such a big 

challenge and establishing that trust, establishing the communication style, establishing the 
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culture and the norms that are expected, because you're already seeing snippets and for that person 

they're seeing snippets of the day, rather than coming in and seeing how things are drawn or 

overhearing people and especially in sales. Over sales, a lot of learning is done as you're 

overhearing people in the office (Company Blue – Helena) 

A further limitation on virtual onboarding is within the limited attention span of humans, when watching 

a screen compared to when you interact with a group or are face to face.  

So all the onboarding is to be face to face and in group, right where we would learn from each 

other, we would have a bit of interaction, a bit of fun  […] So, all of that, scrap gone. So, there is 

the whole learning online, which had to be redesigned. […]. There's what we mentioned as well 

as how much attention can be put on remote, right, because you've got a limited span of attention 

as a human being with a screen it's even less so than with, with a real person. (Company Blue - 

Jennifer) 

There was an accord among the companies interviewed, that they have experienced increase in 

engagement scores, and productivity. However, the respondents also pointed out a worry about how to 

keep this motivation high in the ‘re-boarding’ phase going post pandemic, to verify whether the increase 

is a causality of the virtual shift or perhaps related to increased working hours.  

We’ve done really well from a pandemic actually our engagements scores are up. But I think that 

circumstance is quite unique and I think when we move into sort of the new normal. I think we 

will have to pivot again and figure out ways to keep people engaged (Company Blue - Olivia) 

Not only engagement scores were mentioned to be high but team leaders have observed higher employee 

productivity. 

And what's also interesting is that managers have seen 40% increase in productivity of employees, 

and 35%, lower cost, […] we've also seen is that a lot of employees have increased productivity, 

but some of that could be because people are working more (Company Green - Jessica) 

Although there is a higher productivity, it most commonly is caused by the concept of always being ‘on’ 

and the merge of work and personal life. This can have effects on stress levels and such a productivity 
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will be difficult to sustain in the future, which confirms the need of team leaders to take a special focus 

on their team members work-life balance. 

People don’t take lunch don't take breaks, just again just work, work, work, and, and we're seeing 

increased productivity, which is fantastic but actually we're also seeing increased burnout and 

stress. And so we need to find from a wellbeing perspective we need to make sure that we drive 

home the importance of resilience and managing your stress and balance so that people can stay 

productive and continue to contribute and be well. (Company Blue – Olivia) 

An issue raised in this regard, is that perhaps the engagement surveys are not up to date to capture the 

impact that COVID-19 had on the work environment. As well as it was difficult for leaders to see the 

direct impact on their directs and break it down in different levels, as mentioned by Peter – Company 

Blue. Which is also complemented by Paul here below: 

We just did a survey here. And the key points that were mentioned and raised were not a lot 

different from what it was, a year ago or two years ago or three years ago […]. And it was not 

possible for me to see any COVID impact on that. So, so, I think the usual metrics we have does 

not really show difference based on COVID (Expert 1 –Paul) 

A further challenge for leaders is an increased focus on wellbeing and safety of their employees, while 

at the same time maintaining business results in ambiguous times.   

So safety is one challenge. Number two is the well-being of people; how do I measure the mental 

health of the people because that is really constraining the pressure and [my company] needs to 

be up always (Company Red - Jack) 

Moreover, leaders have also had to think creatively for team building events to overcome the fatigue of 

the employees of engaging with a screen. The importance of team cohesion was highlighted by many 

interviewees as new team events they have engaged into to respect COVID-19 distance regulations and 

virtual boundaries. For example, Jennifer from company Blue mentioned that online cooking classes 

have been a creative way of encompassing an element of engagement as a team to create something 

together and have fun. Another example is from John, Company Red, where they have leveraged their 
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long hallways in the office to have pizza and a drink while respecting physical distancing. A third 

example is from Expert 1 – Paul, regarding having interactive TV show, where a TV crew came into the 

office and made the virtual setting more interactive, as well as the team leader having to put in extra work 

than usual in helping their teams in creating a community and events such as running clubs and morning 

yoga etc. 

Furthermore, there is the issue of communication that is a recurring reflection by the interviewees. Peter 

and Rachel from Company Blue highlighted the importance of establishing clear communication 

guidelines and protocols to clarify and train people for a new set of business etiquette on how to behave 

virtually. Peter further emphasized the importance to clarify what meetings are for and have a goal with 

every communication, which must be clear enough for everyone to understand but at the same time 

concise, since people tend to receive an increased number of messages as informal chats at the office are 

translated into e-mails or slack messages. 

This lack of informal meetings can give way to a problem of too many redundant meetings and possible 

risks of burnout and stress among people of the organization. As well as time waste for “useless 

meetings” that is no pertinent to all participants, as mentioned by Jennifer and Peter from Company Blue. 

It was further emphasized by George from Company Blue that people are becoming tired of online 

meetings, and you have to have a valid reason to call people in for meetings, not only within your 

organisation but also when engaging with your customers.  

We are all on zoom from morning to night, but everybody is completely tired. So to be able to 

engage with your customers in this hybrid world you have to have a real good reason before you 

get on a call. (Company Blue - George)  

Jack from Company Red added a reflection that the increase of online meetings can be related to the lack 

of physical proximity. For instance, when you are physically at the office with your colleagues you would 

just go to his or her desk and ask directly for quick advice or discussion. However, now he feels that 

every time there is a small thing to discuss people will book a meeting for 30min, which is not time 

effective in his opinion. Rachel from Company Blue further adds that she and her team are working on 

ways to reduce virtual meetings to combat the meeting fatigue, through suggestions and possibility to 

cover for and brief each other in. 
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I regularly check with my team, how often they want to get together, how much time they need 

with me between themselves […] the worst thing right now is to have a call you don't need. Right, 

like one where you're just not listening and that present, having the impression you're wasting 

your time […] You don't want everyone to go on every single call. I'm trying to find a way that 

they share information that one person takes it and inform the others so that we reduce the amount 

of time was spent on calls (Company Blue - Rachel). 

Another key reflection was around ‘trust’. Leaders need to place confidence in their employees that they 

do their work without being ‘watched’. To build trust there should be a mutual drive from leader to 

employee in order to avoid micromanagement.   

The managers really need to believe that their employees are doing their best to do the work. And 

I mean trust isn't just happening automatically. Of course, the trust needs to be built on something 

(Company Green – Jessica) 

Leaders have to trust, to avoid the notion of micromanagement, something that is arguably hard to do 

online compared to the physical office. 

Trusting you to do what we agreed to without having to micromanage […] but when you're all 

together in the office, it was just easier to, you know to keep that closer look over your employees. 

(Company Blue - George)  

A comment from John – Company Red and the Expert 2, was to focus on building on the social aspect 

of the team post pandemic. That the role of leaders will be to form and build on top of trust relationships 

within the team.  

Getting out of this covid thing, we can start building on top of the social piece of it. We as a 

leader, we have to be very careful and we have to think about that and try to keep the strength in 

order to build up the trust and respect, we already have on site (Company Red – John) 

This notion of trust is difficult to work with because it's kind of like I need to trust you and you 

and I need to collaborate on creating this trust relation (Expert 2 – Sophia) 
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Lastly, it is important for the leader to be a role model. Especially during ambiguous times like people 

experience through changes. You must set the example, for instance you should not incite people to take 

all their vacation days if you do not do it yourself. There were examples of companies struggling with 

that during the pandemic. Because no one could travel some employees did not take their vacation days.  

I have somebody for my team, that she was on PTO (personal time off) and attended a call. […] 

And I said, I understand that you want to hear the content of this call, please be mindful that you 

are a people manager, and you need to lead by example. You give a wrong impression of you 

attend this call during your vacation […] When you are a people manager, most importantly is 

your team. You need to support them, you need to protect and you need to guide them and you 

need to make them stronger. (Company Blue, Peter) 

Helena from Company Blue, suggested that it could potentially be the reason for burnouts and increased 

stress. In her opinion, it is important to encourage people to take time off regularly. It is not only 

beneficial for her employees in her view, but it does also make sense for conducting business. As it can 

cause inconvenience that many people end up taking their accumulated days off at the end of the year at 

the same time, so it does not expire.  

I think a lot of companies have this problem where people couldn't go anywhere so they didn't 

take time off, or they're working from home when there was nothing open around them, they 

didn't take time off, and I think that's what's led to some of the burnout. (Company Blue – Helena) 

This emphasis on ‘leading by example’ was also mentioned by one of the expert interviews. Where 

Sophia adds that the key decision makers within an organization will shape how that organisation and 

their member will adapt to new trends. These key decision makers are the ones that will ultimately allow 

or go against new trends, have a big influence on their organisation and are shaping the future of their 

organisation’s brand value.  

Before June is over. Everybody in [Company X] will be back at the office […]. That's something 

we'll see organizations that truly don't believe in it (work from home), and they will just go back 

to the office. […] I believe that there will be a certain time where their brand value will not be 
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high enough to, you know, weigh out the lust and the wanting from the new generations, for a 

new way of working for a more healthy way of working (Expert 2 – Sophia) 

As demonstrated in these findings, leaders face a set of challenges in adapting to the increase of remote 

work. We have identified eight main challenges that were the most recurrent from the findings. Namely, 

the heightened need to foster a sense of belonging for people working from a distance, and even more so 

for new hires that have potentially never met their colleagues face to face. The latter, relates to the 

realisation that virtual onboarding is a challenge, due to limited attention span of being only in front of a 

screen when learning new concepts. It is a bigger issue for instance in sales roles where interaction and 

subliminal social cues and shadowing of everyday work processes is needed and is hard to encompass 

everything in formalised virtual onboarding. From current engagement scores mentioned by the 

interviewees it seems that the engagement and productivity of their employees has not been negatively 

impacted by the pandemic. Nevertheless, most highlighted the need to tailor the engagement surveys to 

the ‘new normal’ and change the focus of the questions to correctly represent the impact of remote work. 

An enhanced focus on the well-being and safety are among the tasks that are added to list of 

responsibilities of the leaders. Moreover, the challenge of establishing trust to your employees while 

having clear lines of communication are challenges that the leaders need to juggle on top of their 

everyday tasks. These communication guidelines are important to counteract the increase of online 

meetings and limit redundant meetings. Lastly, the leader needs to ‘lead by example’ and realise that 

their voice and opinions have direct impact on the trajectory of the company in the adoption phase to the 

remote work transition.  

7.1.2 Opportunities  

It is fair to insinuate that in every challenging situation lies opportunities. The increase in remote work 

is an example of such instance. As we have assessed in the previous section, it has complex 

characteristics, as every change entail, however the findings from the interviews also enlightened the 

opportunities for leaders that can occur from the change to remote work.  
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The pressure is no less than before, the prospective business is booming. A lot of new business 

opportunities are now coming up. (Company Red - John) 

Firstly, as we have seen from the introduction of this research paper, the tech industry has experienced 

unforeseen growth during the lockdown from the recent pandemic. It is of interest to investigate what 

business and human capital opportunities lie behind that growth. The findings suggest that the increase 

of remote work promotes the attraction of talent across borders and geographical locations, as highlighted 

by George – Company Blue. Peter, from Company Blue further adds that the big-tech sector focuses on 

attracting talent by the promotional slogan of “working from anywhere no matter where you are”, which 

evidently will deepen the talent pools that these companies can captivate. Moreover, Jessica from 

Company Green, mentioned that people are starting to realize with the COVID-19 pandemic, that where 

you are “physically based is not as important as we believed”. In her view, it gives people in rural areas 

the opportunity to apply for jobs in the urban big cities without having to move.  

[…] it expands the pool of talent that we dip into, you know, because historically, you'd have a 

pool of talent that is prepared to spend time physically in your office and you know it makes it a 

smaller cohort that you can pitch out, so it should expand that. (Company Blue - George) 

Due to decreased travel time or even a ban on travel like in the case of Company Red, there are more 

opportunities to meet online and in higher frequency with less organisation required, as suggested by 

Peter and Jennifer from Company Blue. Moreover, one of the expert interviews, suggested that the travel 

bans during the pandemic will have a lasting impact on how business travel will be performed post 

COVID-19. 

[…] some travel will come back, but it will not be at the level where it was, and whenever you 

evaluate if you should go somewhere, you will also now have to argue why do I really need to go 

there […] I think maybe physical meetings will actually have a higher value, in the sense that it 

is a conscious choice of the people to go there. And they will only go there for the very important 

stuff, or for stuff that for some reason, is better done in a personal situation. (Expert 1 – Paul) 
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There is an arguably positive aspect of the increase of remote work, which is the access to people and 

possibility to reach more people in your organisation. 

Most of it actually works the same or even better with remote access right and then you can get 

better access to the right people and get all people in the same meeting, which probably never 

would happen in the physical. (Expert 1 - Paul)  

It makes sense to have a 15-minute meeting with the CEO on teams, it didn't make sense to have 

a 15 minute physical meeting with the CEO, because you would then try to fill it to be one hour 

to discuss more things right, but you can actually have that kind of discussion now (Expert 1 - 

Paul) 

However, to counteract the increase of online meetings and the often resulting “zoom fatigue”, as 

mentioned in the challenges of remote work; and which is related to the ease of access to people within 

your organisation. The interviewees suggest a dual engagement from both the meeting host and the 

participants. In the sense that the host needs to use body language more actively and perhaps excessively 

to engage the participants: “language, the tone of the voice, obviously, but you've got the facial 

(expressions) and you know that that's where the emotion comes in.” (Company Blue - Jessica).  

Moreover, it is important to have a communication plan, have a clear structure for what each 

communication channel is used for and what is the goal and agenda of each meeting, as mentioned by 

Peter from Company Blue. Nevertheless, Jessica from Company Blue, states that the meeting attendees 

also have a role to play. She acknowledges that it is tempting to start answering emails that are coming 

in when you are on virtual meetings, because people do not see you anymore and what you are doing on 

your screen, if the meeting was physical someone would be able to tell the attendees to put their phones 

down and engage in the meeting. That step is not possible to enforce online.  Thereby, it is even more 

important for the participants to engage in the meeting without distractions, by self-regulating themselves 

and demonstrating a sense of autonomy.  

Some believe that the period of transition and fast adaptability to remote work, going from sitting together 

8 hours a day to have half an hour perhaps only to an hour meetings per week, has increased the self-

leadership characteristics of their employees, leading to a higher autonomy on their behalf.  
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They’re taking decisions a lot quicker themselves because they're not just going to take the easy 

route and ask me or ask someone around them. They're doing a lot more thinking themselves 

because if you're in the office you probably just pull someone into a room or do a whiteboard 

session if you're really stuck on something (Company Blue – Helena) 

Being in a virtual setting can incite further preparation and clearing out communication and re-focus on 

clear visualisations. 

They’re doing a lot more preparation before calls or meetings or whoever they're going to connect 

with because actually slides have become really important again, rather than just best dropping 

someone you've got to really have the vehicle for communication […] and clear messaging 

(Company Blue – Helena) 

John, inferred that his team took on an increased autonomy role and drove the change themselves and 

the management was there to support but did not take the leading action. 

So my team has found a way to, to grow together and support each other through this (change). 

[…] without me or my managers to do very much about it, it just, we see it flow when it went into 

the right direction, we just let it go and, and we were ready to catch it and it went the right way 

(Company Red - John) 

Some even suggested that increased autonomy leads to higher innovation.  

We are seeing some more innovation, […] because people don't feel constrained, maybe they're 

not as weighed down by the environment, and they're more free to think at home in a more creative 

environment. (Company Blue - Olivia) 

However, others did not notice an increase of adaptability and rather suggest that there is a higher need 

for clarification of tasks and more involvement of their guidance as managers.  

Actually, not because my team was newly created, and there were people that were fully 

dispersed.[…] I still have been doing a little bit of hand holding and extra caring. (Company Blue 

- Peter) 
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Nevertheless, others suggest that increased autonomy of employees, gives leaders the opportunity to 

grow and be more personal with their employees. 

We did have some people who were very good at that, even in the physical environment, you know, 

making daily connections and checking in on people. But I think the pandemic has really forced 

other managers to do that more regularly, and that actually has helped them grow and develop. 

(Company Blue - Olivia)  

These findings suggests that there are not only challenges that come from change to remote work, but 

also opportunities. The findings above highlight three main opportunities. Firstly, the access to a deeper 

talent pool to attract and fill positions, since you are not geographically limited to hire people that are 

based in a specific city or close to the physical proximity of your office. Secondly, the decrease in 

traveling time to work, but also across borders for business purposes might have an imposing impact on 

the future of how business meetings will be conducted. Namely, that physical meetings will be more 

valued and consciously organized, as business travel is likely to be more regulated and argued for the 

reason why you need to attend a meeting physically. Remote work practices has also increased the 

accessibility to set up virtual meetings with a higher number of people and less organisation required. 

Nevertheless, some interviewees remained sceptical on that development, as it can also lead to an ‘over 

meeting’ online that can lead to redundant meetings and time waste. The interviews suggested that the 

side effect of increased remote work, leads to an increase in meetings. Nevertheless, it was suggested to 

focus on “quality above quantity”, making sure there are clear agenda and goals with meetings. It is 

important that while remaining critical on which meeting a manager should attend to, it is important to 

not sacrifice the 1-to-1 meetings they have with their team members, to make sure they build up the 

relationship that is necessary to foster trust and make time during those meetings to ask about informal 

information about their employees to get an understanding of the feelings of the employee. Lastly, there 

are seemingly opposing views on whether the increased remote working conditions from the past years 

and accelerated growth during the pandemic has led to an increase of autonomy from employees or led 

to more work on guidance from leaders, which will be reviewed further in the discussion section of this 

research.   
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7.1.3 Team Leader Implications 

To navigate through these new challenges and make full use of the potential opportunities, the 

interviewees had some ideas and suggestions on what the new skill sets and capabilities a modern team 

leader should possess to lead through this change. Here below we will inquire further on what those 

propositions entail. 

Leading through a change, from working the usual 9 to 5 at the office to working from home to some or 

full extent, requires a skill to lead through ambiguity. The uncertainty is related to the fact that this is a 

relatively new phenomena and most of the current workforce is not used to working remotely.  

We were all trying to learn how to lead through ambiguity while it was happening. […] we always 

say is what got you here won't get you there. Yes, we had never put any ambiguity, training or 

leadership focus in any of our learning development and journeys. (Company Blue - Helena) 

Many interviewees focused on the word ‘empathy’, that they as leaders need to develop their 

empathetical behaviour as managers and care for their employees’ individual needs. Sophia mentions 

that it is crucial to have a deep and genuine curiosity about your employee. The problematic view on that 

can be that some leaders try or want to be empathetic however, do not have time. Thereby they want to 

“ask the question but do not have time to hear the response […]  they are in meetings 35 to 40 hours a 

week, like how are they supposed to have time to care?” (Expert 2 - Sophia). 

The good leaders are more empathetic, they've developed this muscle of just, you know, really getting 

that 15 minute call you have with somebody and just to see what's going on and see what's happening 

in their lives. So I think empathy is a big factor in in the leadership requirements so bigger than it 

was previously. (Company Blue - George) 

Another key aspect with the suggested leadership skills, is to streamline communications within the team. 

An example that Peter from Company Blue gave of a poor communication, is to ping someone late and 

ask whether he or she is still online without clarifying the purpose of the question they want to ask them, 

thereby leading to increased stress from the one receiving the message, as he or she cannot judge if it can 

wait until the morning or if it is an urgent request. Within his team there are clear communication rules 
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about telling the purpose of the question and not solely asking whether you are still online. He also adds 

that there needs to be a clear purpose with each communication channel, for instance have short emails 

with bullet points. A further example was a slack channel, in his view, once a channel is disturbing him 

with notification without useful content, he will switch it off and not check it again, which can be harmful 

for transparency in communication within a team. Jennifer from Company Blue further adds that it is “a 

fine balance between communicating and over communicating”, in the sense that it is important to 

communicate clearly since you do not see each other every day, however, with the increase of 

communication it is of further importance to have those communications streamlined and clear.  

You’re not with them all day, so that means that you've got to really have clarity in your 

communication, you've really got to make sure that the messaging is clear for everyone, especially 

if you go back to all those new people who are joining, have you been clear in your language, 

English isn't everyone's first language (Company Blue - Helena) 

A further impact of communication is important that the leader gives space for the employees and focus 

on training them to adapt to the new ways of working, that was highlighted by the expert interview: 

How do we write good emails, how do we talk nicely to each other? How do we engage with each 

other online? How do we ask for help? How do we voice we have a problem? And I think that's 

been possible to kind of ignore. Due to these social norms that we had that was 150 years old. 

But I think it's something that we need to start talking about in the future. (Expert 1 - Sophia) 

There was a general accord among the interviewees that it is highly important in times of increased virtual 

meetings that take up a lot of calendar space, that leaders prioritize which meetings they attend to and 

especially do not sacrifice their 1-on-1 meetings with their team members and focus on genuine 

conversations rather than number of meetings.  

I think that is a mistake also on ‘over meeting’ online. People think that you need to meet a lot to 

schedule a lot of sessions to build a rapport. You just need to spend quality time, not quantity. […] 

For instance, I have a great relationship with my team. I don't have team meetings, because 

everybody's from different working hours, and I know it's very annoying to have to join our session 

in very early or very late (Company Blue - Peter) 
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Lastly, it is important to establish guidelines and rules, a sort of a team agreement. Examples of such 

could be establishing an individual ‘operating manual’, that was mentioned by George and Rachel from 

Company Blue. A further categorization of communication platforms, when to send emails and on what 

platform, what channels should be for fun and what others should be for work etc. From Rachel’s 

perspective it is an internal work that needs to be done within each team to fine tune these preferences.  

We did the operating manual, […] basically describing how you work, and how people should be 

when they want to work with you. When are you at your best, is it in the morning once you had your 

coffee, or it's like in the evening when it's your downtime? Do I prefer to be reached by email, by 

phone? What upsets you? What do you like when somebody comes to you with a problem, how do 

you want it to be described? (Company Blue - Rachel) 

The creation of the such an individual operating manual should depend on each company, manager and 

team and be designed to suit the individual preferences of the team. 

I think it's a matter of each company and each manager, and her or his team to make their own rules 

based on the business that they're in, and their environments. (Company Green - Jessica) 

Taking a more holistic standpoint to the opportunities and challenges team leaders face, it seems as if 

leadership confidence in a virtual setting can be acquired and increased over time. A few interviewees 

stressed that they have been leading and working with remote teams for years and have built a level of 

comfort with the situation, which is why the shift to remote work during the pandemic was not too 

different and difficult for them (Company Blue – Peter and Rachel; Company Red – Jack). 

These findings suggests that there are new leadership attributes that current and future leaders could take 

up to adapt to the increase of remote work. Namely, developing a leadership style to lead through 

ambiguity, accept the fact that you are learning by doing and are shaping the ‘new normal’. Secondly, 

the word ‘empathy’ and developing the ‘empathetical muscle’ in the leadership skillset is of importance, 

since you as a leader need to give each employee the “time they deserve” (Company Red - Jack). 

However, that is a challenge since there is an increase of meetings and limited calendar space for the 

leaders, it was emphasized by the interviewees that there is an importance to focus on the 1-1 with your 

team members and spend quality time not quantity in terms of meeting structure. Thirdly, a cornerstone 
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of leadership skills for effective remote work is to streamline communication have clear guidelines on 

how to communicate with each other. In relation to that, the last aspect identified in the findings is the 

need to tailor make agreements on a team level.  

7.2 Work-life balance 

To be able to answer the changes that occur in relation to the leader’s team’s work-life balance, it is of 

interest to examine the reflections of the interviewees on how it impacts the work-life balance of their 

teams, as well as evaluating which leadership implications that impact has. The findings follow the 

theoretical framework of this research, similarly to the leadership & management section of the analysis 

that there are challenges but also opportunities for work-life balance. Lastly, the interviewees suggested 

some novel approaches on how these changes in the everyday work of their team can be leveraged for 

team leadership capabilities.  

 

Figure 5: Theoretical framework Work-Life Balance 
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7.2.1 Challenges 

The findings suggest seven main challenges that the leader’s reflected upon, that has an impact on their 

team. We will develop on each challenge in the section here below.  

There is a discussion around the connotation of the wording of ‘work-life balance’, some interviewees 

suggested the term could be associated now with ‘work-life integration’:  

Before we talked about work life integration, which actually meant you're working really long 

hours and you're putting your life around this, whereas nowadays it is actually work life 

integration because we really do make the same joke all the time about, we're not working from 

home we're sleeping in the office, which is so true. (Company Blue – Helena) 

When you don't have the commute, it's very difficult to kind of switch off. Right. Whereas if you 

have a certain time, you've got to get to people, then there's this clear, start of an end of which is 

gone, it's much more blurred right, there used to talk about a balance with work life. Now it’s 

more integration, I think we're smack on into the integration where work has actually made its 

way into our home and there is no way we can get rid of it. (Company Blue - Jennifer) 

Another challenge that was identified, is that there is an increase in the list of tasks that the employee 

needs to take care of now, which was outside of their job description prior to remote work. Such as 

thinking about the lighting in their home, setting up their home office with the appropriate chair and 

microphone etc. In addition to that, some people may experience more disturbance of being at home.  

Some companies, they would need to try to control the environment that the person is sitting in right 

if it is a call center person you might have some ideas about what is the quality of the sound, what is 

the risk of a child or a dog or a cat or a spouse, suddenly bursting into the room. If there was a 

confidential discussion with the client, would you need to lock the door. (Expert 1 – Paul) 

You are also wondering how they are getting on, on their own, you can see them with kids running 

in the background or you know with tech issues, you know, there's so many different things going on 

(Company Blue - Helena) 
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Communication is yet again another challenge in work-life balance. In this case, it is understood as the 

need to set up informal meetings, not only 1-1s where you discuss business performance and productivity 

but also leave space for unstructured agenda where the employee feels at ease to share what is on their 

mind. From Expert-1 Paul, this is only possible when you as a leader put in the effort to schedule these 

informal meetings, being able to perceive when your employees are not feeling well and intervene when 

needed by getting the sentiment of your employee’s feelings and take the necessary steps in order to 

move forward.   

Checking in with people and having the informal chats, not always being in a scripted agenda, 

and making sure that you create an informal discussion where stuff can come up. […] ensure that 

the wider team feels the same kind of attention from yourself, or from someone that you appoint 

to that.  I think that's one set of skills that I think the other one is, for lack of a better word mind 

reading. You also need to learn what does your team actually need, are they demoralized, are they 

tired, are they concerned? (Expert 1 - Paul) 

The lack of informal meetings should be leveraged by virtual chat media channels, from Jennifer’s point 

of view. She suggests that it should be used to replace and decrease meetings. However, humans by 

nature seek social interaction and sometimes fail to see this opportunity. 

I mean, if we have other ways right we have slack channels and we have all these types of things 

and people are not seeing them as opportunities. They're still organizing meetings because it's, 

it's human, […] we're talking because we need to speak, we're human. (Jennifer – Company Blue) 

A further challenge for workers is the overwhelming shift to work-life balance, that was accelerated by 

the pandemic. For people that were not used to work remotely, there were no apparent framework or best 

practices to support them. 

I think we are seeing the negative impact of the working from home as well. I mean, the additional 

factor the mental stress increases if you're completely isolated at home. (Company Red- John) 
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I think people who care about the job are definitely working more. Okay. […] people haven't had 

the time to create new behaviours, because they have to adapt from one day to another (Company 

Blue – Peter) 

Jennifer from Company Blue even suggested that the lack of framework incited people to multitask and 

thereby leading to worse performance on each task 

All these things happened to people at the same time, created, probably a bottleneck of learning 

and growth and a lack of adaptation […] there's human nature when I was saying is, if you try to 

multitask, you're not going to be very efficient. However, working remotely tends to push you to 

multitask, which means that you're not listening to the call, you're doing something else. And the 

truth, the truth is not very well (Company Blue - Jennifer) 

This lack of framework is closely related to the struggle that many leaders identified their employees to 

be having a hard time with, that is the problem of ‘logging off’ and the lack of separation of being at 

work and being at home and relacing, the feeling of ‘always being online’.  

I'm constantly testing people. And I sent an email like seven o'clock in the evening. I get a 

response by three minutes later. And then my answer is why the f*** are you answering me now? 

It happens again and again and again, and I get like, oh sorry, I didn't, realize it was too late. So 

people are always on the clock, they're always on the computer always on the phone. (Company 

Red - John) 

It's really hard to separate work and private life, because, of course, it gives you more flexibility, 

but if I'm lying-in bed in the evening and I see customers writing me an email and I can reply in 

five sentences, I'm just always going to do it straightaway (Company Red - Jack) 

Lastly, the interviews suggested that there was a specific group of individuals that were more vulnerable 

to these changes than perhaps others. That is the group of newly graduates from university and people 

living alone. 

But for all those people that are on their own. What will be the positive?  That they become more 

reflective, I don't know. It will be a challenge. (Company Blue – Peter) 



 
76 

Some people are lonely, and the only thing that they have is work, so when you finish up, and 

you've nobody in your in your house. Look at me, and nobody to eat with  I'm working (Company 

Blue - Jennifer) 

There are one kind of group that are particularly vulnerable in this and that's, those that are, you 

know just fresh out of school. Those that kind of really need, you know, interaction from other 

people. (Expert 2 - Sophia) 

The findings on the challenges that the employees find themselves confronted with, with the increase of 

remote work are numerous. We have identified seven challenges linked to this change. Namely, the 

transition from work-life balance to work-life integration, the fact that you are not accommodating your 

personal life around work but you ‘sleep at the office’, in the sense that your home is your place of work. 

That has related challenges, such as an increased list of what the employees need to think about now, 

such as setting up the home office and possible disturbances of being at home. Communication is yet 

again a key factor in the well-being for employees, the findings suggested that it is not enough to schedule 

the 1-1 meetings with your team member and follow an agenda, but you also need to leave time for 

unstructured conversation, so that the employee has a safe space to discuss their well-being and other 

possible challenges that are not directly linked with the company’s business but their own personal 

feeling. It is fair to claim that the COVID-19 pandemic, acted as an accelerator of remote work, forcing 

many to work fully remote while the offices were closed. This rapid shift was interpreted as 

overwhelming for some employees’ work-life balance, as there was no framework or best practices to 

follow yet, instead people were forced to adapt rapidly without guidelines. This could lead to the 

following challenge, which is the difficulty for people to log-off from work, when there is no commute 

or transition of meeting people face to face, that can lead to increase stress and burnout. On a general 

note, the interviewees suggested that the abovementioned challenges are especially vulnerable to people 

that are integrating professional life after graduation, or people that live alone.  
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7.2.2 Opportunities 

Similarly, when looking at work-life balance and its change implications through the increase of remote 

work, we can constate various opportunities from the findings.  

Firstly, the interviews suggested an increase in equality among the workforce. Suggesting that remote 

work can provide a level playing field for parents with children and the older generation for instance.  

I think there's a lot of women that can much easier. You know, combine their work life balance. 

If they are able to choose that you can work from five to seven in the morning and then you know, 

take care of the family and then you can work in the evening or whatever. And I also believe that 

there's much more room for elderly that are no close to retirement, because they can take the 

breaks that they need during the day (Expert 2 - Sophia) 

Furthermore, some suggested that increase in remote work promotes inclusion among the workforce. In 

the sense that people are more understanding of remote workers than they were before. Namely, Jessica 

from Company Green, admitted that she was often the only one calling in to calls, since she was working 

at a geographical location away from the office and most of her team is used to working at the office. 

She admitted to feel left out of some conversations and that sometimes the team forgot to include her. 

However, since the lockdown happened, she believes that it was an eye opener for her team to realize 

when they were in her position of being online, that it is important to include everyone and for instance 

not be drawing on a board in the meeting room that the person online cannot see etc. Her hope is that 

post pandemic and moving into a hybrid working culture, that people will remember to be mindful of the 

ones calling in and promote inclusion to everyone participating to the meetings.   

Another favourable circumstance of the virtualization of the workplace, is the decrease in business travels 

and commute to work, which in turn leads to having more time to spend at home with your family.  

It helps us well with family and family time. So, work life balance to expect it to be better. You 

can attend your family in a company like ours (Company Red - John) 
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You see kids running around, but it will also be a precious time in the future with the kids, so 

like, I appreciate that I have that time with them. Or I don't have to travel as often as I used to. So 

I'm able to reconnect with my kids. (Company Blue - Peter) 

Some employees cope well with that and can actually see it as a good opportunity they thrive on 

this, because they're able to see their family more they don't need to travel as much some seat as 

a positive thing. (Expert 1 - Paul) 

However, as highlighted by Rachel, from Company Blue, this increase in family time might need to be 

compensated with increase work hours. 

Because we don't have to commute, I don't have to wake them (her daughters) much earlier. We 

have family dinners every night. I have lunch with my husband. So I think we forget sometimes 

our I forget how little I was at home before, but also I definitely work very late to compensate 

(Company Blue - Rachel) 

Lastly, the findings suggest that there is a possibility to increase your autonomy as employees and 

manage your own tasks and time. This could be helpful for people that are facing the difficulty to ‘log 

off’, as mentioned in the challenges above, for instance by building habits to disconnect and transition 

into being off from work.  

After work I'm going to go for a walk and then I will have to switch off. Or I'm going to work out 

every day at this time, so those behaviours will help you to switch off (Company Blue - Peter) 

They [team members] are like super happy because they are flexible, they can work from 

wherever they want, and they are happier they can, you know, make their own plan […] And in 

that way like it has a positive impact on the work life balance. (Company Red - Jack) 

Work-life balance opportunities should be accounted for when talking about the impact of increased 

remote work. The findings from the interviews suggest that it promotes gender and age equality among 

your workforce to allow them to work from home and at their own schedule. The lockdown and increase 

of remote work, has promoted the understanding of the majority of people how it is to be calling in to a 

meeting from a distance. It is therefore understood that the feeling of inclusion should be positively 
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impacted when moving into a hybrid structure of people being at the office and others working from 

home. Given the fact that people travel less for business meetings and do not commute to work as much, 

it is insinuated that they have more time to spend with their families, which is arguably a favourable 

impact for their work-life balance. Finally, remote work should give employees the space and time to 

exercise more autonomy in when and how they want to disconnect from work. For instance, instead of 

driving home from work, you could set up a habit of ending the working day by going out for a walk or 

working out etc. 

7.2.3 Team Leader Implications  

The previously outlined challenges and opportunities around work-life balance have certain implications 

to leadership, as these new challenges need to be managed and opportunities seized. In the following we 

will outline the comments interviewees made specifically around how this new WLB focus affects their 

function as a team leader.   

A common theme in the interviews has been the lack of a remote work framework and the need to create 

guidelines to support your workforce and team to handle the new uncertainty, manage their self-efficacy 

and stress. These guidelines are two folded. On the one hand interviewees seem to discuss the need for a 

suitable physical and practical set up at home to conduct the work. On the other hand, to manage the 

distance between people and communication their seems to be the need for behavioural guidelines as 

well.  

To begin with, let us focus on the materialistic elements that must be in place to accommodate to the new 

needs of employees in a remote setting. It is a leader’s new task to make sure all tools and equipment are 

in place for each employee to work remotely on a practical basis. Not only on a general basis remote 

work will be only long term implementable with a suitable desk, chair and fast speed internet, but also 

depending on the service the employee is delivering it can reduce stress if he or she has another screen 

or a suitable headset.  

The interviewees confirmed that the tech companies made a significant investment to support employees 

in purchasing their own equipment. One example: 
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[Company Red] has done a massive investment in making the life easier for people working from 

home, like we got a certain amount to buy our own workspace so chairs, tables, monitors, 

equipment etc. That was for everybody (Company Red – John) 

Not only must be defined what the home office set up is supposed to be and a budget given to all 

employees for support, but many other factors need to be considered, such as family members, sound, 

confidentiality all in accordance to the specific service you deliver.  

It depends on what kind of workflows you have and what is it that you're doing. […] I mean, 

there are some things to what services that you provide. And then I think, so from that perspective, 

you would want to be able to track or lock or have tight instructions to people and to some extent, 

you will need to find out if you need to check that these instructions are actually upheld (Expert 

1 – Paul) 

As put forward by the interviewees it is the new task of a team leader to define what the suitable 

equipment in accordance to the service delivered is, as well as make sure employees have the support to 

purchase it, guidelines to use it and a governance system for control. Besides the practical support and 

management needed to support the employees work-life balance, a common topic as part of the needed 

framework revolves around a behavioural and mental guidance.  

Leaders managing a newly remote workforce, especially in a time of uncertainty, needs to have a more 

personal focus on his or her team to ensure how their mental capabilities are holding up and counteract 

any signs of burn out.  

[A]nother kind of employees […] could risk having 10 hours straight of teams or zoom 

conversation. And what does that actually do with the physical, and their mental health? And 

what does their ability to concentrate and interact with real people, if they should ever meet such 

a person, again, right? So I think, managing that making sure people are not burned out, that they 

can still have the energy needed that they can still have the social interaction needed (Expert 1- 

Paul) 
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The same expert continues with leaders having to somewhat go to the unusual extents that might seem 

close to ‘babysitting’, as a form of demonstrating the importance of self-care and awareness of their 

mental health.  

And then it moves on into self-care right so basically […] reminding people that, hey, remember 

to get some exercise, remember to stand up and go for a walk, not sit down 10 hour straight, and 

so on, which seems like babysitting, but actually is a key thing to get to ensure that people 

understand that this is expected, this is normal, this is something you should be doing, and helping 

people with that (Expert 1 – Paul) 

An example for how leaders can create awareness for selfcare is by giving a day back where people get 

the time to get back on track with work without having to be in meetings back-to-back. 

There‘s a bit of human nature there as well which is that we're not going to transform ourselves 

into Robots and be absolutely 100% productive so we're going to have to find a way in between. 

[Company Blue] recognized that there was a blur, and that people […] got to adapt to too many 

things at the same time right now […]. So, giving a day where there are Friday no meetings or 

whatever it is, we had a good few wellness days to catch up (Company Blue - Jennifer) 

Another form of such a personal focus on employees, besides using the term ‘babysitting’, others have 

on several occasions mentioned the increased need for leaders to train their empathetic skills, in order to 

compensate the lack of body language cues. 

Yeah, I think as well that you know the good leaders are more empathetic, they've developed this 

muscle of just, you know, really drilling in past this 15 minute call you have with somebody and 

just to see what's going on and see what's happening in their lives. So, I think empathy is a big 

factor in the leadership requirements, so bigger than it was previously (Company Blue – George) 

Not only is it important for leaders to be empathetic, but at the same time they need to create a space 

where employees feel empowered to either proactively speak up or if asked are comfortable to be honest 

and tell the truth.  
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The environment that we're collaborating within, so it's an environment where you have the 

confidence in the fact that you can, you know you can voice if you have made mistakes, you can 

voice if you have ideas about something. this notion […] is something that I think will help a lot 

of people, when we talk about both the transformation that we're going through, but also in 

regards to how we will be able to work remotely in the future (Expert 2 – Sophia) 

Such deeper conversations a leader should have with his or her team individuals to entangle the 

sentiments, level of engagement and team spirit are supposed to evolve during informal discussions or 

1:1s.  

What we would normally call remote leadership, that you have employees in a location you've 

never seen them in physical form, but you still need to connect with them. I think finding good 

ways of checking in, or talking to key people in the team, finding out what is the sentiment here 

is something we need to do in order to move all of us forward (Expert 1 – Paul) 

Another interviewee confirmed the importance of 1:1s to show your team is a priority, using that time 

for mentoring and developing your team. 

I think it's crucial not to change the one to ones, otherwise it shows that you are not respecting 

your team. You should prioritize, maybe you go out of ideas with no topics, but I think that is 

always, if there is enough time there is always an opportunity to do a little bit of coaching or a 

little bit of mentorship, or, or just simply talk about how is everything in life (Company Blue – 

Peter) 

Especially during an ambiguous time, where your team must adapt to many changes and safety is at risk 

due to the pandemic, compassion shall help calm your team and guide them through this drastic transition.   

And then I think maybe also showing the compassion that a lot of people find this working style, 

difficult, or they are depressed or maybe not depressed but they are put down by the lack of social 

interaction also in their personal life and understanding that more people might be on the edge 

than would normally happen. Like many people are dealing with different things, and we all 

compassionate about those that have to care for two kids. One is sick and the other one needs 
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homes schooling. And they cannot bring in the grandparents to look after the kids and they need 

to put in a proposal response at the same time, be compassionate and make sure that you do not 

overwork people and help them making good decisions (Expert 1 – Paul) 

Besides taking care of your team, understanding their individual situations and showing compassion for 

their sentiments and circumstances, interviewees emphasize that it is also important to find the balance 

between having to somewhat ‘babysit’ your team and trusting your team to get the job done despite the 

increasing flexibility. 

Everyone’s like, hey ‘Peter’ I just wanted to let you know that I need to go to the dentist. Okay. 

You don't have to ask for permission you just go to the dentist. I don't get that feeling like, oh my 

god I have a doctor appointment, or, or something happened, so you start later a little bit the next 

day, it's okay. Now more than ever, we measure people on results. And I think that will create a 

fairer work. (Company Blue – Peter) 

An important aspect of this trust is the ability to let go as a team leader and share your leadership, to have 

people manage their task and time themselves without direct supervision. However, the team leader 

should still clarify what is expected of the employee and help them prioritize and find a balance to 

decrease stress. 

What stresses people about this remote work is that they don't know what is expected from them. 

So if you are an employee and you don't know, okay, I have these 15 tasks to do, but what am I 

supposed to do, like how am I supposed to prioritize. So, there's something about kind of finding 

that balance between the leader or the formal manager kind of defining this is your outer 

boundaries. (Expert 2 – Sophia) 

From our interviews the implications for leaders put forth by an increased focus on work-life balance 

due to the drastic remote work shift are diverse. Seizing opportunities such as inclusion can foster team 

trust. Additionally, increasing a team’s autonomy can help balance a leader’s multiple functionalities and 

take weight of a team leader’s own work. To manage the many identified challenges of work-life balance, 

leaders must not only create a structure in which it is defined what the suitable material set up for their 

team looks like, but also care about their teams’ mental health. The mental health focus and balance 
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requires a set of new skills, such as empathy and reading the team’s cues to prevent burn out and keep 

your team productive and engaged. It needs a certain balance between building trust, letting go and 

sharing leadership responsibilities with your team; and taking care of or catering to your team, reminding 

them to take breaks, do self-care or do sports.  

8 Discussion 

From the above analysis, we have evaluated the findings from the data gathering following the theoretical 

framework of this research, namely by firstly considering the team leadership challenges and 

opportunities along with the implications for the new role of a team leader under the remote work 

structure. Secondly, we investigated into the reflections of those team leaders on the challenges, 

opportunities and team leader’s implications from a work-life balance perspective. This following 

discussion section will focus on answering the research question: How do team leaders in the technology 

industry understand their function in a remote work setting with an increased focus on work-life balance 

and how shall they adapt their skills and practices accordingly? based on the findings of the analysis.  

These findings suggest that the team leaders’ function in a remote work setting, is impacted by various 

challenges and opportunities that arise with remote work. We furthermore outlined the team leadership 

implications in a context of leadership and management; and work-life balance, respectively. To guide 

this discussion, we will divide it in three separate but interconnected themes. Namely, the growing need 

for Emotional Intelligence, Communication, and Remote work Guidelines. The three themes were 

identified as a grouping of the main findings from the analysis of this paper. Each theme will be discussed 

with regard to our findings to contrast and compare with existing literature, as well as filling some 

knowledge gaps identified in the literature review. The sub conclusion of each theme will demonstrate 

their interconnectedness and contribution to answer the overall research question. Following the 

discussion, we will introduce the practical implementations of the guidelines and present a remote work 

framework that can be used for managers to structure this new environment. 
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The findings of this research strongly suggest that remote work or any kind of hybrid structure is here to 

stay, that this is the ‘new normal’ and leaders and their team members should adapt to it. The recent 

COVID-19 pandemic acted as an accelerator of this change to remote work, where all of our informants 

were forcefully put to work from a home-office and had no other choice than to rapidly adapt to this new 

reality. For some team leaders, this was a completely new environment to get used to, whereas others 

already had experience with leading virtual teams. Nevertheless, the findings imply that post pandemic 

some teams will go back to the office, to full or to some extent, while others have requested to continue 

to work fully remote. We can foresee that the adaptation of management and leadership skills to remote 

work will not happen overnight, there will be incremental changes and it will vary across teams, 

organisations, and countries.  

These incremental changes need to be in line with the company’s corporate values (L. W. Porter et al., 

1976; Tetenbaum & Laurence, 2011; Todnem, 2020). Thereby, going out of the pandemic, corporations 

and furthermore teams and departments within the organization need to reconsider what their business 

value proposition is. For instance, for the tech sector we focus on, it mostly seems like a good fit to work 

remotely, however, for other sectors it might not be such a good fit, especially in industries where human 

interaction is needed to perform the business purpose, such as the hospitality sector. Moreover, there 

might also be differences in considerations within the same company. For example, the teams within 

software development in a technology company might be well fitted to perform their work remotely. 

However, within R&D or manufacturing of devices as well as pharmaceutical companies, where 

laboratory regulations are high, it is arguably not possible to conduct the business purpose from 

individuals’ homes.  

All in all, the findings suggest that leaders today need to lead through this current and upcoming change 

to remote work adaptation, which means that they have to lead through ambiguity and uncertainty 

discussed further in the three themes of the discussion below. 
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8.1 Emotional Intelligence 

When discussing team leadership at the tech companies we have investigated as well as when talking to 

the experts, a clear commonality was the apparent need for increased soft skills, such as empathy and the 

ability to build and strengthen trust. It confirms the literature theories that recognizes the importance of 

emotional intelligence (EI). Particularly, in a virtual setting EI attempts to overcome the challenge of 

decreased body language cues and is the source for understanding your employee’s mental health, which 

is important due to the increased rate of stress and burnout through remote work (Fteiha & Awwad, 2020; 

Kock et al., 2019). Using the five EI skills from Goleman (2019): (1) self-awareness, (2) self-regulation, 

(3) motivation, (4) empathy and (5) social skill, we can confirm from this study the importance of all five 

skills with a special focus on self-regulation, empathy and social skill. All leaders within the investigated 

tech companies showed signs of self-awareness and could address their own failures and achievements, 

what they learned and what they would do better if such a pandemic would happen again. For example, 

needing to become more flexible (Company Blue - Peter) and grow more patient (Company Red - John). 

Simultaneously, traces of motivation to achieve and to do better can also be found in the answers to their 

different approach if we move into fully remote work processes again. Yet, empathy and social skill were 

highlighted throughout all our interviews. Our interviewees mentioned the need for a stronger focus on 

team building and creativity as a leader to engage your team socially was addressed on several occasions.  

Examples are the pizza in the hallway to respect social distancing, online game events, cooking classes, 

wine tastings and more (Expert 1 – Paul; Company Blue – Rachel; Company Blue – Helena; Company 

Red – John; Company Green – Jessica). In line with this research such social skill is necessary to build 

relationships and networks within a team and impacts a leaders effectiveness in leading a team through 

change (Goleman, 2019). In addition, trust has been a largely repetitive keyword throughout all 

interviews and confirms the particular need in the virtual work environment, as put forth by Breuer et al., 

(2016). Trust is an element of self-regulation, as the ability to control emotions makes a team leader seem 

more trustworthy to the team members according to Goleman (2015). This is because it will be less likely 

for the team leader to disrupt in judgement or anger if an employee would share sensitive information.  

Thereby, the team leader creates an environment in which it is allowed to be vulnerable. Such an 

environment is equivalent to the notion of psychological safety (A. C. Edmondson, 2020b). Looking at 
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the extent to which trust has been stressed throughout literature and this research, we suggest extending 

Goleman’s 5 skills of EI to 6 skills by adding trust. The need for trust when working remotely online to 

achieve better coordination and to be able to share your leadership across the team is necessary (Company 

Blue – Olivia). Furthermore, to ‘train the empathetic muscle’ (Company Blue – George) is increasingly 

important to overcome the online work challenges and build and retain talent (Goleman, 2019). We argue 

that trust and EI go hand in hand, as to build relationships with empathy and social skill (Goleman, 2019), 

you also need to build trust (Chowdhury, 2020; Maak et al., 2021; Rose, 2016). It would offer Goleman’s 

framework also a more balanced EI skill set, between self-managing skills and EI skills to build and 

manage relationships with others. It would move from a ratio of three self-managing skills and two skills 

of managing and building relationships with others to an even three to three skill set. Whereby, the three 

skills of self-regulation, self-awareness and motivation would be related directly to the managers self. 

And empathy, social skill and trust are needed to build and manage relationships with others.  

An interesting tension lies in the call for more empathy. The question arises if the change to remote work 

is turning team leaders into babysitters? Previously, to keep a team motivated, productive and successful, 

from a leadership perspective, it was done by giving direction, purpose and vision (Bargau, 2015; Kotter, 

1990) and from the management perspective by task management, planning and coordination of activities 

(Kotter, 1990; Kotterman, 2006; Montoya-Weiss et al., 2001). The radical shift to remote work resulted 

in work-life balance related challenges on mental health. Namely, the difficulty of logging off, increasing 

the tendency to stress and burnout, a team leaders’ responsibility expanded from keeping their team 

productive and performing well in the long term, to making sure the team stays healthy in this new virtual 

setting (Fteiha & Awwad, 2020; Tsipursky, 2021; Company Green - Jessica; Expert 1 - Paul). According 

to the extensive literature to care and listen as a leader and not only be able to understand the emotional 

make up of your people, but also treat the individuals according to their emotional reactions. It can 

increase motivation, lower stress, increase team spirit and ultimately work coordination and team 

performance (Fteiha & Awwad, 2020; Goleman, 2019; Pitts et al., 2012). To seize the opportunities that 

can arise from caring for the individual in the team, the new function of a leader is to remind their team 

to log off, be active, take time off and organize creative team events, in order to maintain a good mental 

health balance and the team productivity high. To gain insights into the personal and emotional 

composition of the individuals in your team, it means to spend time for unstructured, informal meetings 
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and 1:1s (Expert 1 – Paul; Company Blue – Peter). It is also highlighted by Tetenbaum & Laurence 

(2011) that the ability of adaptive leadership to manage uncertainty and stress of others it key, which 

confirms the need to be empathetic and execute on the ‘babysitter’ role to manage and understand that 

stress. The authors advocate for implementing regular check ins, building a psychological safe 

environment with trust, in order to manage the stress of others effectively (ibid.). This behavior does 

seem to get close to the notion of a babysitter. It is to be questioned if such behavior is sustainable in 

growing teams. Can a team leader care, listen, understand and manage the stress and emotional make up 

of every single individual in a team of plus 10? Most probably there is no time in the calendar to schedule 

30 minutes a week for 1:1s for growing teams of more than 10 people for instance. Goleman (2019) 

confirms that reaching a consensus only gets increasingly challenging with the growing number of 

members. Even in smaller groups agendas and viewpoints clash and alliances are built. Despite so, 

according to him an effective team leader must sense and understand the dynamics and the various 

viewpoints in the team to help build solid relationships among the team and foster synchronized work 

(ibid.), which further emphasizes the importance of EI.  

On a more holistic level, we pose the question if leaders even want to care and listen to every person’s 

well-being state, thoughts, sentiments and more? This is closely connected to the debate on social bias 

being too ingrained to be able to use empathy in a fair and equal way and thus having to abandon empathy 

and emotions altogether to foster rational reasoning (Bloom, 2017; Fowler et al., 2021; Prinz, 2011). 

With the growing focus on work-life balance all leaders we interviewed, as well as experts have 

advocated for the increased need for empathy and trust, ultimately forcing leaders to ‘having to train the 

empathetic muscle’. Thus, based on our research we can disregard the notion of letting go of all empathy 

and feelings. However, the element of leadership capability to truly care for and empathize with every 

person remains doubtful. With a diverse set of team members such as in the investigated global tech 

companies, leaders are confronted with culturally and socially distant people every day, with whom they 

might struggle to empathize with according to Fowler et al. (2021). Yet, some of our interviewees have 

led globally distributed teams for years and mentioned on multiple occasions how they are used to these 

circumstances (Company Blue – Peter; Company Blue – Rachel). With the growing experience as a 

leader within culturally diverse teams, should it not become easier to understand and empathize with 

people from socially different backgrounds if one has immersed him or herself in these situations long 
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and often enough? As put forward by Gutsell and Inzlicht (2012) such outgroup biases can be eased if 

one widens his or her ingroup and engages and includes outgroup members. Examples of such could be 

to participate in initiatives to promote diversity in the hiring process, to hire and thereafter engage with 

people from different background from yourself.  

Next to caring for all the members of the team, what happens to the other important tasks of a team 

leader, such as go to market planning, budgeting and reaching the KPIs? This brings us to another 

important tension point. The increased focus on work-life balance, due to the growing remote work 

emphasizes the challenge for team leaders to balance their function as a leader and their function as a 

manager. Although, on the one hand, to be visionary, inspirational, navigate your team through 

ambiguous times and know when and how to be in control of your team, calls for communication and 

emotional understanding (Kotterman, 2006; Zaleznik, 2004). On the other hand, the need to keep your 

team productive, calls for the right systems in place to enable your team to streamline and coordinate 

their work successfully, especially in a remote work setting (Massey et al., 2003; Montoya-Weiss et al., 

2001; Pinsonneault & Caya, 2005). According to literature, within a virtual setting coordination needs a 

large amount of trust and effective communication within a team (Boyer et al., 2014; Breuer et al., 2016; 

Hollingshead et al., 1993; Montoya-Weiss et al., 2001). It has also been confirmed by our interviews that 

trust and communication are key to manage the lack of proximity at work (Expert 2 – Sophia; Company 

Red – Jack; Company Blue – Olivia). Virtual teams build trust when sharing knowledge, through open 

communication, and feedback (Gilson et al., 2015), which can be shared in a 1:1 to extract the sentiments 

and subsequently be able to address them. Thus, to be able to extract sentiments from your team and lead 

them into the right direction, team leaders need to create a space where people feel comfortable to share 

such knowledge and experiences – psychological safety (Arvedsen, 2021; A. C. Edmondson, 2020b; 

Expert 2 – Sophia). Building up the psychological safety, can help your current team but also foster a 

sense of belonging culture for newcomers and ease the onboarding into the team. Not only must your 

team trust you with their emotional composition, such as doubts, ideas and worries, but a team leader 

must give their team the time, attention and system to talk, whether it is a 1:1 or a communication 

structure, whereby different topics receive a different communication platform or channel (Company 

Blue – Peter; Company Blue – Rachel). Leadership and management are closely interlinked, as one gives 

the other the resources to function. For example, in this study, management implements the systems and 
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mechanisms for people to share knowledge, communicate effectively, which ultimately can build trust. 

This foundation, for instance, is then used for leadership to have open conversations with the team 

members to extract the sentiments, built trust and navigate the team in the desired direction.  

Trust does not only refer to intra team trust and the team trusting the team leader. It has been stressed 

throughout this research that it is of importance for leaders to trust their team’s ability, share their 

leadership responsibilities and have their team increase autonomy in a virtual setting. This raises the 

question as to how team leaders balance the new role interpretation as a ‘babysitter’ and the literature 

based recommendation and desire to share the leadership and increase autonomy? The right balance 

could solve the issue of time, as the right guidelines and systems in place could make building trust, 

sharing sentiments and ultimately the detection and prevention of mental health issues more efficient, 

resulting in a long term productive and well performing team. Although literature advocates for leaders 

to share their leadership (Carson et al., 2007; Uhl-Bien, 2006) and leadership to be more fluent and 

emerge in virtual teams (Oh, 2012; Taggar et al., 1999), since it is based within a function that can change 

depending on the task and situation (Follet, 1926). The leaders we interviewed within the tech sector did 

only partially confirm the notion of shared leadership, many rather focused on the additional task for 

leaders to function as a caretaker. Some interviewees felt there was increased autonomy, because it was 

forced upon the employees but that some employees cannot handle the increased responsibility and self-

management (Company Blue – Olivia; Company Blue – Peter). Interestingly, leaders that did not believe 

that their team had increased autonomy or thought that their team could not handle more responsibility, 

did see the potential benefits to their own role execution, but did not know how they can increase 

autonomy to ease the burden of their own number of tasks (Company Blue – Peter). Due to the lack of 

time and already existing number of tasks on a team leaders’ plate, finding the right balance between 

caring for the employees and deducting emotional cues; and developing successful self-management and 

autonomy practices is highly important to have time to manage their own work as well.  

Everything considered, a team leader must firstly have or develop a solid emotional intelligence to 

successfully navigate a virtual team. This includes having self-awareness, self-regulation, motivation, 

empathy, social skill and the ability to build trust. Secondly, from a management perspective the right 

systems need to be in place for a team to communicate effectively, in order to build trust in a safe and 

comfortable environment. This is necessary, to enable the team to share their sentiments with the team 
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leader, in order to sense, prevent and handle any potential coordination, mental health, work-life balance 

and productivity issues. Such communication systems will be discussed more in detail in the next chapter. 

In order to balance the other tasks next to keeping the virtual team productive and healthy, a team leader 

needs to enable the members to successfully manage themselves and exert a certain level of autonomy. 

This requires a swift and synchronized team that can coordinate their tasks and responsibility efficiently, 

which in turn can be created by implementing unified communication systems, practices and guidelines.   

8.2 Communication  

Communication is a key term that was among the most recurrent words used to describe challenges and 

opportunities within the increase of remote work on leadership and work-life balance. Here below, we 

will summarize the key findings from our analysis on leadership and work-life balance, relating them 

back to the literature and theories that we reviewed at the beginning of this research and discuss potential 

gaps identified in the literature. Lastly, we will end on a sub-conclusion summing up the key discussion 

points and managerial implication around the theme of communication.  

Firstly, the subject of ‘communication’ was often raised by our interviewees in relation to leadership. 

There was an expressive call to action for clarity and conciseness for every communication platform. 

Clarity in the sense, that every meeting invite should have a goal and purpose driven actions, not booking 

people in for meetings for the sake of having a meeting, there was a consensus around putting further 

limitations on the increase of online meetings to counteract the tiredness of increased virtual meeting, a 

term coined ‘zoom fatigue’ (Fosslien & Duffy, 2020; Tsipursky, 2021a). This increase of virtual meetings 

was further displayed by interviewees, mentioning that informal conversation which would usually 

happen at the physical office is transformed into 30 min long virtual meetings. Acknowledging that this 

trend without rules and limitations is not viable in the long term (Company Red – Jack).  

The conciseness and clarity demand for communication circulates around the need for more structured 

communication when working online, because of the lack of proximity and every announcement, 

comment or request being done is in writing or through online meetings. The abovementioned is directly 

linked to the challenge of leaders to have to practice openness and honesty in communication with the 
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team members and provide the necessary training on how to ‘behave’ online. This training is a way for 

leaders to foster a new business etiquette and protocols on how to work virtually. Ideas that were put 

forward were for instance to have a clear description of each communication channel and for what it was 

used, such as how to write emails and when or how to approach people when you contact them after 

regular business hours; what media channel should be used for social communication and what channels 

should be used for professional discourse etc. This follows the logic that increased flexibility and remote 

work can lead to team members working at different times during the day. For instance, a single parent 

might want to take care of his or her children and finish his or her emails after they fall asleep, while 

another individual might prefer to not be contacted in the evening and is an early riser and prefers to 

finish his/her emails in the morning etc. This tension showcases that although a set of protocols can be 

beneficial to streamline communication, there is no ‘one size fits all’. The latter was highlighted in 

individual difference in preference and work habits, some people prefer to segment their work and private 

life, whereas others prefer to integrate it, as we have seen from Alton (2020) and Naithani (2010) research 

on the dilemma of work-life balance and work-life integration.  

If these challenges are counterbalanced with adequate measures, it can give way to opportunities that lie 

in the change to online work. If there is clarity among the purpose of each communication channel and 

meeting agendas, the employees should come more prepared to the meetings and have a clear agenda in 

mind and what actions need to be taken from each meeting. This should further increase the team’s 

autonomy, following the theoretical concepts of shared leadership (Pearce & Conger, 2003). Much like 

Zigurs (2003) concept that leadership is a shared system, where the team member running the meeting 

can assume responsibility and ‘lead’ that project for example. The meeting participants, by accepting the 

proposed agenda are then collectively contributing to the effort that the meeting outcome is aiming for, 

and thereby the leadership can rotate among the team members. If that communication level is achieved 

the leader could assume more of a role of moderator and coach, where he/she makes sure the team is on 

track but gives up to some extent their control and delegates the leadership. In fact, the informants 

admitted that this increase of virtuality and reliance on communication and information technology 

promotes change in leadership capabilities, as supported by Avolio & Kahai (2003) with their writings 

on e-leadership. This change and further delegation of leadership is connotated with the relational aspect 

of leadership (Uhl-Bien, 2006), it is believed that the Relational Leadership Theory (RLT) provides this 
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gateway to transition from industrial leadership to post-industrial modern leadership in virtual remote 

organisations. That RLT follows the logic that leadership belongs to functions rather than individuals, 

shifting away from hierarchies into flatter structures. That is something that was especially called for 

from one of our experts, Sophia, that the key to move towards a functioning virtual organisation is to 

flatten the structure and adapt leadership capabilities towards that change. This was further highlighted 

by Bathurst & Ladkin (2012), that to move collectively towards a shared organisation goal, such as the 

one we are researching on the shift from physical to virtual working, it is important to focus on 

multidimensional communications between leaders and employees. Perhaps as insinuated in the 

literature, we will see less fixed professional leader roles, and an increase in project managers that will 

be fixed to a function at the time of the project and then share responsibility among the team members to 

reach a collective goal (Oh, 2012; Seers, 1989; Taggar et al., 1999).  

Tetenbaum & Laurence (2011) suggests that when leading through change and ambiguous periods, it is 

valuable to your team to allow self-autonomy, emergence, a degree of experimentation and disorder. 

However, it can also cause increase in stress among the workforce. There are several methods mentioned 

in the literature to counteract this increased stress. In the findings we found correlations among 

Tetenbaum & Laurence (2011) research and ours. Namely, conducting regular check-ins with your team 

member, that is something that was highly emphasized by many interviewees and will be discussed 

further here below. During those 1-1 check-ins, the leader should engage in a discussion with his 

employee and frame the problems they are facing, as well as setting clear milestones and track their 

results with them. This can be linked to Staples et al. (1999) theory on self-efficacy, which is defined as 

the employee’s belief in their ability to succeed and accomplish tasks at a level of performance that is 

expected of them. These 1-1 meetings can be used to clarify communication and set expectations from 

the leader to the employee and enhance the latter’s belief in themselves to complete the tasks at hand 

(Expert 2 – Sophia; Company Blue – Rachel). Another method is to set clear deliverables with every 

meeting, which is in line with what we mentioned previously regarding establishing a purposive agenda 

for each meeting with linked meeting actions. Moreover, the leader’s role should be to manage the 

information flow, which is again in line with establishing clear lines of communication methods within 

your team. Lastly, the authors suggests that the leader should adjust the pace of change depending on the 

resilience of its employee, that is unfortunately a method that was not confirmed from the findings. The 
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reason being linked to the problematic that the pandemic and forced lockdowns implemented by 

government authorities did not give the leader’s nor the employees the opportunity to adapt and adjust 

to the change slowly. What leaders can do to offset that challenge is to provide the necessary training for 

employees, on the new virtual communication protocols on when, how and what communication media 

should be used for each scenario (Company Blue – Rachel). This is suggested to increase coordination 

among the team members (Massey et al., 2003) and can aid them in becoming more adapted to the new 

environment and more capable to excel in the new remote environment. 

The clarity in communication should moreover create a coherent information flow within the team, that 

every email is purposive and concise, thereby, decreasing the number of emails and include a short bullet 

summary of longer communications. This was emphasized by our interviewee (Jennifer – Company 

Blue), that it is now, more than ever, important to communicate more since we do not have the informal 

chats by the coffee machine anymore. However, a vital element is not to get lost in the details but also 

being concise for people that want to get the necessary and important information.  

As mentioned earlier, the informants accentuated the need for prioritizing the 1-1s with each team 

member, but mainly leaving space on the agenda of these meetings for informal talk. It is believed that 

by giving the time and calendar space for these colloquial discussions, it can deepen the connection that 

the leader and employee develop. This is of even further importance when leading through change, as by 

definition the leader is driving the change through a path that their employees have not experienced 

before. The notion of ‘adaptive leadership’ (Tetenbaum & Laurence, 2011) can be applied to that 

scenario, where the leader can foster communication through creating an environment of openness and 

encourage team members to have conflicting opinions (Arvedsen, 2021; Pitts et al., 2012). This space, 

that the adaptive leader builds for informal chats is closely correlated with the space of ‘psychological 

safety’ developed by Edmondson (2008), around the topic of fostering a culture among your team that 

people can and will not be punished for speaking up about questions or concerns. This set up can also 

help the leader to perceive the signs of burnout and stress of their employees before it hinders them in 

doing their jobs or impact their work-life balance negatively. Increased stress is a common side-effect of 

change management and fast paced 21st century working environment (Wisse & Sleebos, 2016), more 

specifically in a virtual setting, where team complexity is increased (Gray et al., 2019; Guarana & 

Hernandez, 2015; Henttonen et al., 2014).  



 
95 

Communication is an important tool to use to your advantage as a team leader. It is important to 

counteract the challenges of inaccuracy and quantity of communications and meeting increase that are 

side effects of remote work, due to the lack of physical proximity. By establishing a code of conduct or 

online business etiquette around how to behave as a team, with regards to communication, when to 

communicate and in what manner, when to have a meeting and when to schedule a call or even what 

should solely be communicated by emails, are all important details that need to be clarified within the 

working team. The leader has a further essential role to play in communication with individual members 

of his/her team. The findings suggested to put emphasis on the 1-1 meetings. However, it is of further 

priority to give time during those meetings for informal chat with your employee, create a space where 

he/she feels comfortable sharing information about their personal growth or feelings and talk about their 

work-life balance, building a psychological safety culture within your team. That will give the leader the 

sentiment of performance within their team and give them the means to anticipate and intervene in the 

employee’s tasks if they feel overwhelmed or are having problems, before any instance of burnout, 

dissatisfaction or stress occurs. As a leader, you can be empathetic and improve your emotional 

intelligence performance but without fostering a safe space of psychological safety within your team, 

you are not able to perceive and intervene in your team member’s individual issues in time. 

To conclude, we can assert that the role of the leader can develop towards being able to care, create a 

psychological safety and improve their employee’s self-efficacy. Since leaders cannot be a ‘mind reader’ 

of their employees, they need to create a space of psychological safety where the employees feel 

comfortable and a space of open communication to share those personal feelings with their leader. Now 

that we have identified ‘what’ leaders need to do, the following section will delve deeper into the ‘how’ 

they can do so, by creating or co-creating a set of guidelines to follow for the new way of working in an 

increased virtual set up.   

8.3 Remote Work Guidelines  

Throughout the previous two sections we have discussed the meta challenge of team leaders having to 

balance their new task of being a ‘caretaker’ for their employees’ work-life balance and mental health, 

as well as having to grow their teams’ autonomy and share leadership responsibilities, in order to have a 
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productive and efficiently working team. Yet, this is a complex exercise, as various intertwined and 

abstract factors play a role and need to be considered, such as the leader’s own EI, trust, self-efficacy, 

autonomy, and stress. In order to close the perception gap between leaders and their team in 

understanding the impact of remote work and learn how to communicate effectively, we want to discuss 

the notion of guidelines that should be considered when progressing into the remote-work world.  

The idea of entering and allowing remote work came from the increasing demand for flexibility and 

during the pandemic the realization of people being able to perform their work although not being 

physically at the office (Vuleta, 2020b). On the positive side work flexibility opens doors for people in 

different life stages, if you must pick up your kids or go to the doctor you can (Company Blue – Peter). 

However, two task related issues arise. Either this somewhat ‘lost’ work that occurred while you were 

doing personal errands must be compensated at a later stage of the day or people manage to get their 

work done more productively and faster. Literature has shown that in remote settings, people usually 

overwork and end up suffering from ‘zoom fatigue’ and increased stress (Byrne, 2005; Fosslien & Duffy, 

2020; Tsipursky, 2021a). Other literature go even further and address the issue of ‘greedy institutions’, 

that are companies that take up unfair advantage of work flexibility and demand excessive work from 

their employees (Coser, 1975). Thus, leaders must step in to protect their teams from burnout while at 

the same time staying productive and not fall into the pitfall of greedy institutions. To not only protect 

employees but also leaders in dealing with the growing focus on work-life balance and the proximity 

issue, the guidelines should aim at aligning team leaders and team members. In terms of flexibility the 

guidelines should be tailored to the individuals’ life stage and working patterns, however, simultaneously 

protect team members from over working. One suggestion is to introduce a set of questions, for instance 

a personal ‘operating manual’ (Company Blue – Rachel), where every team member answers a set of 

questions about their preferences and work style, to inform the leader and the team on their ideal work 

patterns and personal preference. The team leader can get inspired from these questions to tailor make 

an individual ‘operating manual’ for her or his team. See below for an example of an individual operating 

manual.  
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Figure 6: Operating manual questions example  

Source: Own interpretation based on interview coding 

Such an individual operating manual can foster neutral use of his or her EI skills, by offering the team 

leader a clear understandable set of ‘how’ individual team members are emotionally set up, react to stress 

and feedback. By transparently giving access to these manuals, it will be easier for leaders to engage with 

a growing team, as it is always possible to return to the manuals for clarification. For the set of guidelines 

to have the desired effect and be used by everyone, Salancik (1977) suggests that including your team in 

creating the guidelines will help foster commitment to the cause. Therefore, leaders should deduct the 

needs of their employees either through a standardized personal operating manual or through 1:1s, 

depending on the size of the team. In addition, our interviewees confirmed that such guidelines should 

be created on a team level by the team leader (Company Blue – George; Company Blue – Olivia; 

Company Blue – Rachel; Company Red – John). The question remains, however, if only the team leader 

should be involved or if certain rules should be placed company-wide or even if or to what extent 

governments should intervene (Company Blue – Rachel; Company Blue – Olivia; Expert 2 – Sophia)? 
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For now, if a team leader co-creates such guidelines with the team it will most likely take more time and 

he or she will lose control to a certain extent. However, this should be done bearing in mind the overall 

benefit of better coordination within the virtual team and overall adoption of the framework.  

As previously pointed out, the remote work guidelines must include communication, to foster 

coordination in a virtual team environment, mitigate the loss of proximity, increase self-efficacy, 

autonomy and manage the mental health of employees. Throughout the interviews communication has 

been a key topic and suggestion, if done efficiently and effectively, it can reduce the discussed challenges 

resulting from ICT mediated work. In literature this communication must be optimized in a remote 

setting, as collaboration requires more touchpoints through email, telephone or video conferences, where 

much information can get lost or be misunderstood (Boyer et al., 2014; Hsu et al., 2007; Savu, 2019; 

Watson-Manheim et al., 2012). Having a clear defined communication culture within a team can decrease 

uncertainty about tasks, roles and responsibilities, while optimizing the team’s work flow. Interviewees 

suggested a framework that categorizes work scenarios into different communication channels and 

dedicate one of each for urgent work-related issues, fun activities and general administrative topics 

(Company Blue – Rachel). Pairing the ‘where’ to raise comments, questions, ideas with the suggestion 

to define ‘when’ to ask questions, give ideas, suggestions and raise concerns. It is important for the team 

leader to integrate the right communication systems to balance not only his or her work, but also structure 

the virtual work setting for remote workers to increase proximity and self-efficacy for the team. The 

‘when’ and ‘where’ must be defined in accordance with the service and KPIs that need to be delivered 

as well as tailored to and created with the team. Moreover, remote work guidelines around 

communication should cover if, when and how people should be contacted after hours and define how to 

respect personal time off, in order to balance the compensation of work as well as the desired flexibility. 

Furthermore, it has been mentioned on several occasions that feedback is an important element that can 

help build intra team trust and in turn foster virtual team collaboration and coordination (Breuer et al., 

2016; Chang et al., 2012; Expert 2 – Sophia). Therefore, the ‘when’ and ‘where’ should also be defined 

for giving and receiving feedback, as well as be in line with the personal operating manual, meaning how 

people would like to receive feedback. The need for guidelines and systems to effectively manage the 

lack of proximity and the resulting uncertainty and stress of team members, resonates with Tetenbaum 

& Laurence (2011) account on structuring an unstructured process. The authors also advocate for the 
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importance of setting clear deliverables, defining boundaries, setting milestones, tracking results, holding 

people accountable, reaching a conclusion after every meeting and giving feedback. This is supposed to 

foster alignment between team leaders and members, manage the stress resulting from uncertainty and 

chaos due to lack of proximity, as well as enable better team coordination (Tetenbaum & Laurence, 

2011). Giving team members clarity on ‘what’ is expected to be delivered within each role and/or task 

and giving regular feedback, can arguably help create autonomy and self-leadership, as increasing 

uncertainty and perceived risk is being mitigated but instead team members’ self-efficacy intensified 

(Duarte & Snyder, 2001; Jarvenpaa et al., 1998; Staples et al., 1999).  

Although remote work allows for many flexibilities, these flexibilities pose a great complexity for leaders 

to organize their team and have the team collaborate and coordinate their work effectively. Thus, the idea 

of formalizing remote work guidelines to help leaders and the team navigate through this new virtual 

work environment. These guidelines are supposed to align both team members and team leaders on 

individual working patterns, to develop a better understanding of the team members’ work preferences 

to enable the desired flexibility but simultaneously prevent the increased complexity disrupt work 

coordination. Learning ‘how’ your team members are emotionally built, react to feedback and stress with 

the help of the individual operating manual will help to bridge the empathy gap and support leaders to 

effectively use their EI skills and not feel overwhelmed with a growing team. Furthermore, setting clear 

expectations on ‘what’ needs to be delivered and reiterating ‘what’ was done well and ‘what’ can be 

improved during feedback sessions, is important to mitigate the growing stressful uncertainty at work 

and perceived risk. The goal of implementing unified communication systems is to grow the teams’ self-

management and -efficacy, by knowing ‘when’ and ‘where’ to raise questions, comments, concerns and 

feedback. In turn, this will lighten off the team leader’s tasks as he or she will not have to ‘babysit’ the 

employees with too many 1:1s for which they might not have the time for. Thus, growing their teams’ 

proactiveness and leaders’ ability to ‘sense’ their team’s sentiments and deduct issues by growing their 

EI, should help align both team leaders and team members. Besides establishing commitment from the 

team members, team leaders must lead by example, demonstrate and execute upon the set guidelines. 
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9 Remote work framework 

Taking into account the previous sections on emotional intelligence, communication and discussing the 

interrelated guidelines, that our research has discovered to be a key element to which leaders look for 

help to structure this new virtual setting, not only for themselves but also for their teams. We now would 

like to present and discuss a potential framework that sums it up and offer a practical approach to the 

academic findings. To simplify the complex interconnected challenges, opportunities and implications 

analysed in the study, we have created a managerial framework that attempts to structure the virtual team 

setting and align leaders and team members. The framework follows four questions: (1) What, (2) Where, 

(3) How, (4) When. 

 

Figure 7: Remote Work Framework  
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Whether it is an already established remote work team, a new forming team or new hires being 

onboarded, “What” is supposed to answer the very basic but crucial questions. As we have learned it is 

important to be clear in terms of what the team member’s role is, what the task is that has been given to 

him or her, what his or her direct co-workers roles entail and what a leader expects of that member in 

general and within a project or these specific tasks. It is important to set this clear frame to overcome the 

disconnectedness and growing uncertainty remote workers face that can have a negative effect on their 

self-efficacy and ultimately on their performance. Furthermore, reiterating ‘what’ was done well and 

‘what’ can be improved during feedback sessions is important to mitigate the growing stressful 

uncertainty at work and perceived risk. 

After the basic foundation has been created, in order to foster good communication practices, it is 

important to express “Where” team members can reach out and provide the team with the relevant tools 

and systems to collaborate, engage and communicate effectively online. An example from our interviews 

was to have three different channels that are categorized by urgent matters, fun topics and administrative 

affairs. These can and should be established in accordance to the service that must be delivered. Thus, 

developers might need other tools to share information about code compared to a sales team that needs 

a tool to, for instance, be able to listen in on calls and communicate through that. Furthermore, the team 

leader has the responsibility of ensuring that the employee does not only have the software needed but 

also that it has a hardware set up at home that is satisfactory to the role performed. Whether that entails 

screens, headset, desk etc. Point is, it is the team leaders’ responsibility to provide the team with the 

relevant “Where” to communicate and share information, in order to streamline online coordination and 

collaboration.  

Simultaneously, this framework should not be a dictated rule book to which employees are forced into. 

Thus, the “How” becomes vital in creating a conversation between leader and member and align both. 

Here, the proposed operating manual (see example in figure 6 above) will be followed through by the 

whole team and leader and discussed in focus groups and 1:1s to establish alignment between the leader 

behaviour and member behaviour and have clear expectations around how to give and receive feedback, 

communicate and build a foundation to understand each other’s emotional composition. This will also 

help leaders later use their empathy more successfully as they are made aware how members react in 

certain situations and handle stress.  
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Lastly, “When” attempts to define the limit between self-management and reaching out to your team and 

ask for help. As pointed out from our interviewees to define when to ask questions, to give feedback, to 

bring up ideas or concerns to each other and your team leader, is important to avoid redundant uncertainty 

in the work environment. It is closely connected to the “How”, as “When” will depend on how members 

of the team would like to receive such announcements, whether it is a question, concern or feedback. For 

example, a team leader may have many meetings a day and prefers to have these topics arise during the 

morning, when the day is starting and everything is fresh. Another option is to give full focus to such 

topics during regular 1:1s that are set up, where team leaders define the “What” by communicating that 

they expect an agenda to be prepared “Where” concerns, feedback, questions and ideas can be brought 

up.  

The purpose of this framework is to structure and counteract the ambiguity that comes with this new way 

of working and to align team leaders and team members to communicate more effectively, which 

desirably leads to better collaboration, less stress at work and increased trust among the team. It is indeed 

important to reflect upon its usefulness and adoption, as downturns of such a framework could be lack 

of freedom, flexibility and innovation, due to the tightness of rules. Some people might find the 

formalization of communication too rigid and inflexible; and would not be willing to adopt such a 

framework. These downsides are, however, attempted to be prevented through the inclusion of the team 

in the process of creating the framework, giving the team members the option to set their own mark on 

the guidelines and voice their concerns. Furthermore, we argue that the remote work guidelines should 

remain flexible and up for change, for instance every time there is a new member in the team or changes 

the operating manual and remote work guidelines should be reviewed. In a fast-paced technology 

company from the authors own experiences, uncertainty in a remote work setting can become very high 

if managers do not establish a clear communication culture, thus we believe such a framework would lift 

weight in stress and give the employees clarity in their work. Nevertheless, some people certainly would 

prefer different working cultures, while some flourish in this flexible ad hoc dynamic. Yet again, when 

discussing the issues with the leaders and experts in technology, it has become rather clear that such 

behavioural frameworks are and will be needed in the future when moving to the ‘new normal’. This 

framework can be seen as an initial attempt, which should be adjusted and corrected when testing it in 

practice.  
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10 Conclusion 

This cross-sectional case study of Google, Microsoft and Salesforce investigates how team leaders in the 

tech industry should adapt their role to meet the new needs of increased remote work with a growing 

focus on work-life balance. To provide an adequate answer to the research question posed at the 

beginning of this paper, we coded the information from an inductive bottom-up approach, starting from 

the literature and the theoretical framework of this paper. We analyzed and categorised the data collected 

into two different sections: leadership & management and work-life balance, whereby leadership & 

management are presented as a consolidated view in our analysis, discussion and implications. Within 

each of these two focal sections, we highlighted the challenges, opportunities and team leader’s 

implications of the increase of remote work on the role of the informants as a team leader but also on 

their reflections on the implications this increase has on their team’s and their own work-life balance. 

Thereafter, we discussed the findings from the analysis and grouped them into three categories namely, 

the growing need for Emotional Intelligence, Communication, and Remote work Guidelines. From the 

discussion of these three topics, we developed a managerial framework to showcase the implementation 

in practice of the guidelines developed. 

The key dilemma this research has derived is the challenge of balancing the role we coined ‘babysitter’ 

versus creating autonomy among the team members and sharing leadership responsibilities. The 

babysitter role arises mostly due to the merging of work-life and private-life, as well as the lack of 

proximity at work that can cause increased stress for the team members. Thus, the ability to deduct social 

cues over ICT mediated communication becomes more important. In order for the leaders not to have to 

take up a full additional role but be able to exert their original tasks it is important for them to empower 

their team members to effectively coordinate among each other and manage their own work efficiently.  

To achieve this balance of roles based on our findings we suggest three key factors that should be 

considered: (1) develop a strong emotional intelligence, (2) foster a psychologically safe environment 

among the team, (3) co-create the Remote Work Framework. The first two factors concern the adaptation 

of skills, while the third factor regards the adaptation of team leader practices. 
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Firstly, developing Emotional Intelligence, means to adopt or further develop the five key aspects of EI 

to navigate a virtual team, namely: self-awareness, self-regulation, motivation, empathy and social skills. 

As within Goleman’s (2019) 5 skills, trust only plays a minor role within self-regulation, we suggest to 

extend the theory by making trust a separate sixth EI skill. This is because not only has literature stressed 

the importance of trust within a virtual work environment, but our findings have confirmed its 

significance. To build trust means to give feedback regularly, show citizenship behaviour and 

benevolence at work. Trust within the team enables the emerging of leadership across the team members 

and allows team leaders to let go of the need to micromanage.  

Secondly, in order to take full advantage of the EI skills, a team leader should create a psychologically 

safe environment, where team members are comfortable to voice concerns, worries, ideas and questions, 

without fearing being vulnerable. This is linked to establishing trust between leader and follower, but 

also within the team. Fostering an environment that each team member feels confident and at ease to 

voice their concerns, feedback and questions without holding back. That can be established by constant 

reiteration and communication from the leader reminding the team members to give and take feedback, 

ask questions, and encourage to raise concerns to challenge the status quo. This set up does not occur 

unilaterally and automatically, it is a common effort between the leader and its team to build such an 

environment, although we believe that the responsibility still lies within the task list of the leader. 

Thirdly, to align team members and team leaders in a growing uncertain environment, where it is easy to 

feel disconnected, clear communication becomes vital. It is the source for better coordination and 

collaboration in the team. For this we developed a Remote Work Framework covering the questions of: 

What, Where, How and When. To begin with, to answer the question of ‘what’, it is important to set 

forward clear expectations within each role and task, to avoid misalignments and unnecessary stress due 

to uncertainty, which we learned is common for remote workers. Furthermore, these practices should 

ease the onboarding of newcomers and increase self-autonomy within the team. Secondly, the ‘where’, 

team leaders should structure the online communication to avoid spam and promote coordination through 

increased clarity and efficiency to reach out to each other. These practices should increase transparency 

and streamline communications. Thirdly, ‘how’, the team members and leaders should understand each 

other’s work preferences and behaviors, in order to manage the increased complexity that arises from the 

growing demand for flexibility. This is done by implementing a personal operating manual, regular 1-1 
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meetings and feedback sessions. This should promote team collaboration and understanding of individual 

preferences. Lastly, ‘when’, should be to offer team members specific scenarios within the virtual work 

environment, when reaching out to a colleague or the team leader becomes necessary or not, can help set 

the line between when to self-manage and when to ask for help. These practices in turn should limit 

uncertainty and increase autonomy and self-efficacy within the team.  

To ensure a higher adoption rate it is beneficial to co-create this framework with the entire team and to 

go through all four segments of the framework when a new hire joins. This desirably will increase the 

usability, willingness of adoption and reduce rejection. To co-create this with a team the team leader 

must take time and set up regular 1:1s with every member but also team sessions. The co-creation is 

important, because to maintain the flexibility within the team and being able to adapt to individual 

differences in work-life balance, there needs to be a tailored approach to the guidelines. On a macro level, 

there could be rules on how to communicate within the organisation, however, on a micro level, there 

should be an ‘operating manual’ within each team as part of the framework. Which increases the 

transparency on individual preferences, who is responsible for what, how that person wants to be 

contacted and through which communication channel etc. Furthermore, the growing EI and a unified 

communication system and team guidelines should develop and increase the self-management and 

autonomy of the team, as well as easing onboarding of new team members. This autonomy increase 

should in turn decrease the load off the team leader, not to have to be the babysitter or ‘having to care’ 

for aspects that do not directly impact his or her KPIs upon which the team leader is measured upon. This 

growth of autonomy should help the team and the leader to align on their sentiments and workload, which 

should increase the self-efficacy of every individual. This self-management along with remote work 

guidelines, should also increase the individual’s responsibility for their tasks, and giving them a clearer 

overview on when and how to contact if they need assistance. This limit of knowing when to self-manage 

and control your time as an employee and when to reach out for help to re-focus your projects or take 

less or more tasks should be coordinated between the team leader and the employee. Lastly, for these 

guidelines to work and sustain in the long term the leader needs to ‘lead by example’, in the sense that 

the leader needs to follow these guidelines first-hand.   

The presented three factors are a first attempt of a suggestion for team leaders to successfully navigate 

through this new virtual work environment. As this concept of remote work unfolds and remote work 
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business models are being developed, we ask other social scientists and practitioners to further develop 

on the presented framework. It will be interesting to see how remote work and leadership will evolve in 

parallel. 

11 Limitations 

Despite a vigorous methodology and theoretical base we adopted for this study. We acknowledge that, 

the empiric of this research is susceptible to an array of limitations and weaknesses, which we want to 

outline and reflect upon in the below section.  

The theoretical background of this paper focused on gaining understanding of current research within the 

field of remote work and its impact on leadership and work-life balance. We acknowledge that the 

scoping of literature might not have been exhaustive and that there are other theories and concepts that 

we could have overseen and potentially used to analyse our data. Such as when we mention change 

management, we could have looked into theories of strategy and identity and how the strategy of moving 

to remote work align with the identity and the core of the business of the company (Kaplan & Orlikowski, 

2014; Mintzberg & Waters, 1985; van de Ven & Poole, 1995). Another possible direction could have 

been to investigate the sensemaking and framing of management in change efforts when introducing new 

policies (Brown et al., 2015; Callon, 1986).  

A further limitation to this paper, is the finite sample size of case studied companies to represent the tech 

sector, which makes it challenging to generalize our finding to the whole industry. However, the number 

deemed satisfactory for methodological and theoretical purposes to answer the main goal of this research: 

to explain how team leaders understand their function in a remote work setting and adapt their skills to 

the increased focus on work-life balance of their team members. The recommendations are based on 

empirical evidence from the interviews we conducted with 10 informants. The interviews are limited by 

human bias and reflection capabilities of the informants and the framing of the questions posed by the 

researchers. The best practices we suggest are based upon our coding and analysis of these reflections, 

we do however acknowledge that there is a possibility of other best practices and recommendations in 
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the industry. Although we outline opportunities, challenges, and leadership implications for the tech 

industry leaders in our analysis based upon our theoretical framework, we admit that the results are again 

based upon our limited data gathering on interviews that can be subjective among individuals. We admit 

that experiences and reflections can differ from one individual to others, and thereby do not reflect the 

complete reality of the tech industry. Moreover, this study was conducted with a single primary 

qualitative method data gathering. Conducting primary quantitative data could have complemented our 

research; however, we made the methodological choice to do in-depth interviews to gain knowledge on 

the reflections and thought process of the leaders interviewed. Thereby, we deemed it was a more suiting 

method than to conduct quantitative study to answer our research question.  

Due to covid and home office restrictions, we conducted the interviews solely through a virtual setting, 

which was our only option considering restrictions. As we found out through this research, the informants 

have experienced a substantial increase in virtual meetings, and some might suffer from ‘zoom fatigue’ 

in addition to limitations to virtual interviews such as lack of social body cues etc. However, we believe 

it gave us a further insight into the reality of the informants’ day to day life and a sneak-peak into their 

home office set up and meeting culture. Furthermore, we did not account for differences in home office 

set up for each informant, on their space for working at home, family situation etc. However, we deem 

that conducting virtual interviews was beneficial for our analysis of the findings and served as a good 

‘ice breaker’ when introducing our topic of research to schedule a virtual interview. COVID-19 posed 

another limitation to the aspect of reflection from our informants, as the time spectrum of this research 

was conducted during the height of the pandemic and lockdowns, all interviewees were still working 

fully remote. It is possible that this setting did not provide the leaders with enough rumination time to 

assess the situation and provide clear enough answers on their considerations and reflections, since they 

were experiencing the change while we interviewed them, which adds a speculative layer to the research.  
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12 Future Research 

Remote work and its impact on work-life balance and leadership implications is a rare and understudied 

field, especially with the impact of a global pandemic. In addition to the abovementioned limitations, we 

would like to suggest recommendations for further research to complement our study.  

The findings of this paper suggest that leaders in the technology industry need to consider the work-life 

balance of their team members, increase their emotional intelligence, focus on clear and concise 

communication channels and create guidelines with their team. Consequently, this calls for further 

complementary studies to test and validate these findings to increase the generalisability of the 

recommendations from this study. Such as for instance a longitudinal study of before implementing 

guidelines and testing the results of such guidelines within a given timeframe. 

This research was focused on the perspective of the leader and their reflection on the impact of work-life 

balance of their team. A further research could be to gather data from the employees’ perspective. This 

could be done by for instance testing the findings from a Likert scale questionnaire, asking the team 

members to what extent they agree with the proposed recommendations that we gathered from their 

leaders.  

Based on previous research, articles and factual assumptions, we conducted a study on a sector that is 

favouring the change to remote work and has the technological capabilities to go fully remote. It would 

thereby, be interesting to do a research on a sector or case companies that oppose that view and do a 

comparative study to this one and what leadership implications are involved in a sector that does not 

intend to move forward with remote work post pandemic. Regarding the third point of our discussion 

around the topic of “guidelines” aspect, it would be a value-added study to conduct a legislative review 

on the role of third parties in establishing legislations to the trend of remote work. Aiming at answering 

the questions of the like of what role the government should play in introducing further restrictions on 

remote work and the inclination to “work from anywhere”? Looking into what taxation issues could arise, 

contractual matters etc.   
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Furthermore, since this research is analysing three case companies that follow a hierarchical structure, in 

which a certain team leader function exists. Based on the literature review and data gathering we took 

the perspective of possible shared leadership to arise despite an hierarchically active team leader in place. 

What would be of interest is to research this phenomenon of leadership in a virtual context, specifically 

looking into flat self-managing organisational structures, such as holacracies, whereby emergent 

leadership plays a more active role. This would require a more in depth investigation for the emerging 

of leadership in projects through observations (Bernstein et al., 2016; Robertson, 2015). This would 

require a more in depth investigation to observe the emerging of leadership in projects in the moment.  

One of the main contributions of this paper is to study an understudied aspect of the status quo and what 

is happening in the world right now, by conducting a cross-sectional at a specific point in time study 

during the pandemic. It would be of interest to conduct a longitudinal study on implementing the 

framework we propose in our recommendations and investigate the working patterns post COVID-19. 

Questions to be answered, should be what will remain from the learning of fully remote work under the 

pandemic? What aspects will go back to the ‘old ways’ and how will the ‘new normal’ evolve? 
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14 Appendix 

 

 

Appendix 1: Difference between management and leadership.  

Source: Kotterman (2006) Built on findings from (Kotter, 1990; Zaleznik, 2004) 
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Appendix 2: From worklife balance to work life integration  

Source: (UC Berkeley, 2020)  

 

 

Appendix 3: Saunder’s Research Onion  
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(Source: Saunders et al 2019) 

 

Appendix 4: Google Trends searches on ‘remote work’ 

Source :(Google Trends, 2020)  

 

Company Revenue 2019 

(in millions of $) 

Revenue 2020 

(in millions of $) 

Revenue % change year 

on year  

Google (Alphabet) 161,857 $ 182,527 $ +12.77 % 

Microsoft  125,843 $ 143,015 $ +13.65 % 

Salesforce  12,413 $ 16,043 $ +29.24 % 

Appendix 5: Fiscal revenue comparison among case companies  
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Source: Own table adapted from annual reports from (Alphabet Annual report, 2021; Microsoft Annual Report, 2021; Salesforce Annual 

report, 2021) 

 

Appendix 6: Ethical principles 

Source: (Bell & Bryman, 2007) p72 
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Source: Adapted from (Veal & Darcy, 2014) 
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