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Effective e-leadership can enhance organizational workforce sustainability and is assessed as an opportunity for

teleworking.
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| 1. Introduction

Since the disruption created by the COVID-19 pandemic, the simultaneous challenges addressed by the entire
business world have been more numerous, with human-induced digital challenges that pose incommensurable
risks to the workforce as we know it. Across sustainability science, there are numerous manifest ideas that agree

that human needs and the business environment need to go hand in hand 22,

Across the (post)pandemic experience, telework and its various forms have been subject to a rapid increase, thus
resulting in significant changes across the remote and/or flexible working methods that are not subject to any time,
location, or technological boundary. To be successfully implemented, companies need to provide technical, social,
informational, and organizational support that would be mainly implemented with the help of (e)leadership practices
that act as a digital technology facilitator for the progress of the workforce sustainability environment. The sudden
rules and regulations specific to the COVID-19 pandemic have acted as a generator for massive and sudden
operational changes for all the companies that were subject to the new strategic online business environment !,
Remote working was a natural result of social distancing and newly adopted space between individuals 4,
resulting in various forms of remote working. The new remote organizational context could not be developed unless
information and communication technologies (ICTs), which outline the imminently necessary telework procedures,
thus allowing workers to ensure the sustainability of their work environment by working from anywhere and at any
time, were adopted . The post-pandemic literature speculates telework and any form of remote work, fairly
enhanced by evolving e-leadership solutions, to continue even after all the traces of COVID-19 have passed. The
newly arrived form of global work BIEIZ has visibly impacted the operational strategies of companies along with
employer—employee and leader—employee relationships. The newly created online work environment, subject to
risks, opportunities, and flexible business arrangements, enhanced a long-dormant change in leadership practices
that need to adapt to online and remote working conditions in order to ensure the sustainability of the workforce.
For this reason, one could argue that in becoming a leader 8, leaders are born, not made, thus transforming their
abilities to achieve online organizational performance and ensure (and even enhance) adequate levels of

workforce sustainability by engaging teleworkers to thrive within their tasks and fructify the online work environment
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B There is no question that leadership has become a decisive organizational factor for the new labor reality of the
decade. As patterns in nature often show, factors that do not respond fast to crises and do not adapt are
undoubtedly subject to extinction. Considering the previous literature, there is a gap in regard to the online
leadership practices that relate to telework and the specific variables to which organizational workforce
sustainability relates; for this reason, scholars tries to reveal the answer to the following research question: what is
the role of online leadership practices within the relation of telework workforce sustainability within an
underdeveloped online working framework specific to the post-pandemic era. Moreover, studying the impact of
telework on organizational workforce sustainability, independence in the industry or the economic sector was
identified as a research gap within the literature.

2. Telework Implications and Leadership on Workforce
Sustainability

The business environment has been subject to a high array of challenges due to the COVID-19 pandemic; new
configurations and uncertainty about workplaces, employment, and careers, along with the speed increase specific
to organizational digitization and digitalization, adapting leadership instruments to an online environment, and
reducing to extinction informal contacts, led to a shift in regard to communication behavior and the sustainability of

work—family framework while teleworking.

The new developments of digital technology act as a forerunner for working conditions outside and organization,
commonly known as remote/telework. Within a private business environment, the perspectives of telework does
not rely on a consensus root definition of the concept. Moreover, the concepts of home working and telework are
subject to frequent confusion, the reason for which the Brussels Labor Court of Appeal (2019) ruled that the correct
interpretation of teleworking implies carrying out work within any place outside the business offices L1 py
making use of digital telecommunication. According to the European Framework Agreement on Telework (Art. 2),
“Telework is a form of organizing and/or performing work, using information technology, in the context of an
employment contract/relationship, where work, which could also be performed at the employer’'s premises, is

carried out away from those premises on a regular basis”.

As a consequence of the increased volatility and unconventionality of the work environment, the necessity of
increased geographical dispersion of workers (as employees) was deemed as necessary during the pandemic,
when telework became mandatory for business activities, and resulted in a helpful work-related framework for both
workers and businesses; as a consequence, real estate and transport costs led to a positive environmental impact,

while the work—life balance was subject to a change in equilibrium.

Leadership and workforce sustainability have been previously proven to be strong pillars for the organizational
workforce condition; with the expectancy of hybrid and telework participation to continue 1223l the aftermath of the
COVID-19 pandemic emphasizes the importance of the long-term impact of these practices on the workforce
sustainability of any organization, public or private. The migration of leadership tools and practices that lead to the

generation of a new theory related to e-leadership intensifies and clarifies the residual connection, which implies
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the attitudes and behaviors of employees that are quantified as telework and workforce sustainability within the

current study.

The organizational challenge to display new work models impacted organizations and employees altogether since
organizational resilience was subject to increased attention from both researchers and practitioners. For retaining
competitiveness and stability within the COVID-19 pandemic, organizations developed embedded frameworks that
nurture resilience and service/product quality preservation. Research within the current fields was subject to a
distinct focus on the last decade, emphasizing the telework impact on various organizational dimensions such as
leadership, employee behavior, organizational sustainability, organizational culture, or performance at work 141,
The novelty of telework research is emphasized by the fact that prior studies only addressed telework as one single
dimension; recent insights reveal that telework research is inconsistent when involving both perspectives, practice,
and corresponding impact on any other dimension [2l. The authors’ interests consist ofeither resource availability
and outputs as a result of work flexibility (hence teleworking) and/or results as innovations and distinct business
opportunities. The business dynamic of telework is rather related to the workplace 817 the workload, the
employees (as workforce), and the individual work (routine). As the COVID-19 pandemic crisis advanced, the
shifting telework paradigm was subject to organizational leadership and employee availability, ultimately resulting in
a change in the organizational (workforce) sustainability according to the specifics of the industry and individuals
and organizational private needs. Considering that the vast majority of organizations are still part of an
experimental phase in regard to online leadership practices and online-adapted organizational sustainability,
studies might need to examine whether there is an interaction among broad and/or specific organizational factors

that could provide and industry and/or an organization with a clear picture of the required changes.

2.1. Theories in Regard to Telework Challenges

One of the most relayed theories related to telework (28], the expectancy theory expounds telework in light of three
main variables: expectancy, instrumentality, and valence 929 |n the first variable, employee’s expectancy is
explained as being related to the self-perception that they are in possession of necessary skills in regard to
achieving predetermined objectives, the reason for which a policy related to telework must impact their individual
opinions. Employees’ perceptions related to the desired results as a result of the work performed explain
instrumentality 21221 while procedural justice relates to the employee’s perceived engagement. Moreover, the
valence regards a subjective view in regard to expected results, the reason for which the employee’s motivation

regarding work within a virtual environment relates to an expected value as a result of telework behavior [23124],

By trying to explain the reasons behind the work challenges within a virtual work environment (as opposed to on-
site work-related activities), the boundary theory regards the context shifts that relate to a correspondence of

employee behaviors within specific work limits (as temporal, physical, physiological aspects).

Organizational (management control) theory relates to the correspondence of predetermined organizational
objectives and the specific employee work-related task 13, The process requires agreed strategic priorities while

settling and implementing control mechanisms to ensure the achieved performance. The prior literature suggests
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the control systems to be both (in)formal; as control mechanisms with a formal nature (22281 consented to
processes and regulations that are required, while informal control mechanisms are related to the employee’s
engagement with a threefold aim: organizational objectives, communication, and information exchange 23127, |t js
important to mention the consistency of the control theory with the telework concept. By allowing managers to
perform and adjust embedded similar control systems in regard to employee results within on-site and telework

activities, a major challenge is exceeded.

The connection in regard to telework practices and organizational outcomes as a result of a mutually rewarding
system explains the social exchange theory 281291 At the core of the current theory resides the reciprocity principle,
according to which a gain of one of the parties is a favor that will ultimately be repaid. Telework connection to the
current theory characterizes the cases when a certain desired level of trust needs to be ensured within virtual
teams, an aspect with increased importance compared to the traditional circumstances. Also related to leadership,
the reciprocity tenet requires an embedded change within both organizational (increased productivity,
communication, absenteeism) and employee (autonomy, behaviors, (personal) attitudes) behaviors, thus resulting
in increased benefits for both parties (cost saving, bidirectional trust, flexibility). Previous studies recognize that the
opportunity of teleworking induces a worker attitude characterized by increased effort in regard to performing

required tasks, and, therefore, rewarding the organization.

As the previous literature only engaged telework through particular singular dimensions when considering the
business dynamics [BAB1IE2 a5 addressing this gap, the study 3 identifies key factors that regard the inputs as
well as the telework outputs in regard to telework. While the telework inputs regard enabling factors suitable to hard
infrastructure that are usually expected within work environments, the outputs regard aspects such as community
and networking, employee benefits, and productivity, as well as knowledge sharing and both formal and informal
interaction. The telework analytical framework regards both inputs and outputs grouped within a list of latent
variables identified within previous research. The framework investigation regards the use of a questionnaire as a

gualitative research instrument, which was sent to private and public business communication platforms.

Telework inputs were developed in regard to how the employees perceive related factors such as resources
availability from work, the available digital infrastructure, and professional relationships. Referring to the information
and coworker availability, resource availability is a primary enabling factor in regard to telework inputs; the variable
considers the lack of interruptions from coworkers as a key factor for telework inputs, contrasting with shared
working spaces that characterize the on-site work, a key-enabling factor for focusing on job responsibilities 24135
(361 Digital infrastructure such as email, videoconference, and group call applications used as interaction
instruments were added to the scheduling software and project management instruments used by default in project
management 7. This newly created software infrastructure reshapes the world in terms of accessibility and
transparency for teleworkers. While working in remote conditions, many of the employees might be subject to a
poor quality of engagement with their peers, thus leading to a lack of wellbeing and deteriorated relationships
between employees [38I39],
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Telework outputs were primarily engaged with the employee’s knowledge exchange and their work—life balance.
The knowledge exchange variable regards the employee underestimation of the needed amount of time to perform
tasks that result in affecting their goal achievement; for the leadership perspective, the above-mentioned relation is
mainly in regard to the stakeholders. The work-life balance as a new work model is regarded from the perspective
of flexibility and time saved for personal usage, aspects enhanced by the increased amounts of creativity, self-
control in regard to the work tasks, and better concentration 2%, Leaders and managers were subject to an
improved work—life balance since they benefit from more time for the use of personal purposes while working
remotely, the reason for which hybrid and/or telework is considered to be a time-effective solution for avoiding time

waste due to traffic while commuting.

A challenge for teleworking is avoiding the isolation feeling that employees might experience, thus creating a
challenge for the professional-personal balance. Along with overworking, the two trends specific to the digital
workspace could create negative outputs for the teleworkers #1421 Also interpreted as another category of
telework outputs, the hybrid work model, along with innovation and business opportunities, is largely reported by
the literature as being related to remote working. A hybrid work model implies one’s company attempts to adapt to
a changing environment, thus preventing common factors such as policies, practices working norms, access, and
the use of technology that could result in unplanned tasks and working system problems that need to be
surpassed. Furthermore, one might note the possibility of encountering decreased individual/team productivity, a
lack of concentration, and inefficient task planning 23!, Furthermore, the access of leadership/management and
employees to digital technology has the potential to lead to innovative solutions, such as distributed teams,
employee engagement, and the sense of belonging to a social cluster. Software such as note-taking, noise
canceling, employee reward applications, social media, and team collaboration are only a few additional
contributors to individual innovation, which were previously enhanced by employee monitoring software and
timeline accomplishment online applications. Telework provides a better opportunity for employees, managers, and
leaders to concentrate and focus better on their tasks, thus resulting in higher levels of individual and/or team

productivity, which is an incentive for a business opportunity.

2.2. Opportunities and Risks of Teleworking

Potential advantages identified by empirical studies regard telework advantages such as job-related performance
and satisfaction, along with fewer turnover intentions and reduced stress [24I43146147] A reduced work—family
imbalance was also observed [“8; moreover, the literature highlighted the telework enhancement on life quality 42
along with the increased work happiness and satisfaction Y. Social anxiety and negative impacts of social

isolation are overcome by managerial and technical support 211,

Companies’ digitalization adds up to the availability and efficiency of communication and information speed, thus
increasing the efficiency of the internal standardization processes 2. An improved family balance is due to
teleworking flexibility of working anywhere and anytime (3], thus resulting in an increase in the employability

potential of isolated work categories, such as women and persons with disabilities 541,
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Furthermore, the free choice of time, place, and working methods is considered to result in higher individual and

group productivity 22! due to reduced stress amounts and personalized working rhythms (28],

Among the highest risks of working remotely, one must count social isolation 211, which leads to demotivation and a
gradual decrease in work motivation B3I57 elements that ultimately result in increased turnover intention and work—
family imbalances 28], Since teleworking necessitates great organizational skills 22 remote working activities might
lead to reduced learning benefits compared to working from the office 8. The cost of telework comes at increased
anxiety in regard to reducing the area of career prospects due to reduced visibility 1l that originate from intensified
work activities; due to this aspect, one of the management concerns in regard to teleworking is the possibility of
decreasing job performance due to the lack of trust in employee abilities to perform their tasks under indirect
(remote) management surveillance 2. Common problems of telework regard the digital environments that might
be subject to overload, poor team accountability and social alienation, weak social interactions, and low trust that

might be due to insufficient (adaptation or training) technological skills (€31,

The final point raised in regard to telework risks regard the ethical concerns in regard to e-leaders that might
overload employees with work tasks and related information, which could overlap with both private and work
settings, thus resulting in an intrusion of employees’ private life 5264l Despite the visible autonomy of one’s self-
actions in regard to work and personal life while teleworking, the use of different control mechanisms might lead to
an overburden and work intensification, thus promoting greater self-regulation and work efforts from the
teleworkers [, Furthermore, individuals who appreciate the flexibility of teleworking environments give higher
efforts to increase their performance, thus leading to a higher self-sacrifice compared to traditional working

environments 681,

2.3. The Evolutionary Perspective of Telework and Leadership

As previously mentioned, teleworking is considered a new organizational work framework that evolved during the
pandemic and resulted in an estimated distance in regard to the individual and group relations to the work
environment. The COVID-19 pandemic became a cradle of opportunities for companies that offer telework
conditions and provided challenges for leaders that handle boundaryless work environments due to technological
advances. The telework challenge equally affected follower working behaviors due to the stringent need to adapt

and develop technology-supported competencies in order to be coordinated with diminished barriers [EZ168],

The practice of leadership within an exclusive online environment (commonly known as e-leadership) does not
solely represent an extension of traditional leadership but relates to how both leaders and followers maintain
relationships with(in) organizations and stakeholders [©2: it is imperative for the leaders’ tools and practices to be
subjected to change 9. Traditional leadership theories need to be explored beyond traditional limits £ to
accurately explain the role of both leaders and leadership within online working environments. Moreover, remote e-
leadership implies developing distinct abilities for enhancing organizational virtual work environments 2. The
commonly known social communication skills that characterize traditional leadership might not suffice for working

within a virtual environment since complementary characteristics that encourage the use of various communication
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platforms need to be in order. The recent literature [Z3 considers that the generic leadership literature prepositions
are subject to e-leadership use, a premise that could be subject to testing as a genuine leadership theory 4] by
following a similar pattern, it highlighted the possibility of new empirical research that would result in developing a

new leadership theory [/, thus helping organizations to project, structure, and manage virtual (leadership) teams.

Telework is regarded as the one important solution that has the ability to change the work future and implicitly the
business strategy organizational rethinking manner. Further, telework has been the main driver considering
leadership actions in terms of collaboration and goal achievement in the context of organizational digitization. The
points on which telework resides, namely resource availability, digitalization, and professional relationship
resilience, are important drivers for further research and organizational development practices. The management
responsibilities have been subject to a rift in the context of telework 28, the reason for which more feedback from

peers is deemed necessary in order to receive support and development based on trust.

The literature does not reveal a shared approach related to the development and use of e-leadership; it is mainly
described as a multidimensional phenomenon. To avoid fragmented knowledge, e-leadership needs to be
approached by various disciplines on both the micro and macro analysis levels. E-leadership is considered an
important trend for organizational technological progress but also a challenge to digitalize and benefit from its
advantages 73, In the case when the online processes are not well-addressed and only used for imposing

mandates, the e-leadership results could only result in alienation and chaos.

Hybrid teleworking, described as working from home for a limited number of days a week/month, appears to
provide a balance between work flexibility as a result of remote working and the benefits of on-site working
(interacting with both management and coworkers). In order to support the former idea, it is considered that more

evidence is deemed necessary B, Teleworking productivity is optimum when working 1 to 3 days remotely.

Described in the past as an ineludible organizational challenge 78, the quiet revolution concerning e-leadership
was subject to change within companies much earlier 22 as a response to a globalized organization environment
submersed within the era of digitization; this feature became crucial for organizational survival, starting with the
COVID-19 pandemic, which led to a theory that presents e-leadership as a challenge for the success and
sustainability of companies. As results show, e-leadership is considered to be an irreversible organizational

tendency, presented to be necessary for a sustainable organizational digital era.

Traditionally, leadership focus relied on an on-site working environment, the reason for which there is a scarcity of
leadership and telework studies. E-leadership is in an early stage of progress [63I8Y E-leadership was defined as a
process that socially influences AIT processes, thus resulting in a rift in regard to organizational groups and/or
individuals in terms of performance, feelings, attitudes, and behaviors [B182), |n a similar view, the assessment of e-
leadership considers the ICT mediation of work processes 83, Tech leaders should know how to lead efficiently
within technology-mediated environments, thus efficiently coping with its complexities 4. The literature does not

provide a well-established and consensual view addressing e-leadership 82,
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One major risk that characterizes telework is the isolation among team members, which could be easily avoided
through the e-social characteristics displayed by e-leaders 8 among which the capacity to innovate is
recognized. Organizational leadership (either traditional or virtual) has the capacity to identify the followers’ need
for change and promote innovative working solutions, a reason for which it is considered the leaders’ responsibility
to adapt and counter (tele)work disruptions caused by continuous personnel changes. For this reason, leaders
need to display flexibility, innovativeness, and clarity in regard to the organization’s mission and vision 2. For the
manuscript 31, based on the initial theories developed by the literature Y, leadership is considered through two of
its main components, namely transformational and transactional (by only choosing management by exception
active—MBEA—and contingent reward (CR)).

2.4. Telework Implications on Workforce Sustainability

The previous literature suggests that extreme working conditions (such as those created by the COVID-19

pandemic) may have a negative impact on the workforce.

Defined as a property of the workforce to reflect whether it can function according to predetermined standards for a
given period of time and by adapting to the organizational and market demands, workforce sustainability enhances
the workforce resilience to causes residing within both external and/or personal challenges. A (in/de)creased
workforce sustainability level resides in the extent to which its members perform, collaborate, and innovate with

respect to various organizational attributes.

The instrument related to workforce sustainability develops eight predetermined attributes to address the viewpoint
of groups and individuals and does not engage an organizational perspective 889, With a similar view, telework
employees are organizational members that are involved in the organizational processes, directly or indirectly. It is
expected that given its applicability, organizational work contexts are favorable to creating a sustainable
(tele)workforce.

Deriving from corporate sustainability, the assessment of a sustainable workforce that (partially) activates within
virtual environments is new for all industries. For an organization to achieve workforce sustainability, an individual
performance assessment is provided in regard to its productivity 2Rl COVID-19 work-related disruptions lead to
simultaneous sustainability challenges for both human and organizational environments 22, As a result, telework
has been proposed to be a requisite part of the after-pandemic recovery strategy as part of an important transition
from small to large effective users among workers. Numerous national and international political and legislative
organisms argued for the adoption and integration of hybrid and telework systems within business and government
processes and planning. Such decisions enhance the creation, achievement, and development of sustainable
(workforce) goals. Hybrid work arrangements require an individual to combine on-site and online office work
models. They are expected to dominate the future work models through their benefits. The question of whether
telework and hybrid work arrangements can provide the cradle for a sustainable organizational workforce

perspective is to be addressed.
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The current workforce sustainability model presumes three levels of component hierarchy: attributes, indicators,
and metrics. While the attributes level regards the fundamental qualities and characteristics in regard to workforce
sustainability (nurturing, diversity, equity, health and wellbeing, connectivity, value, community, and maturity), the
indicators mainly regard the practices, procedures, and policies on which the level of each attribute is displayed by
the active workforce of an active organization, resulting in an overall level of workforce sustainability 231,
Furthermore, the metrics were developed regarding the degree of measurement units and scales of indicators that
ultimately result in the actual implementation of practices, procedures, and policies that characterize the workforce
sustainability of an organization. Fair treatment, compensation, and evaluation (thus without discrimination)
describe the organizational equitable behavior, while the level of workplace health and safety (physical, mental,
and social) describe the health and wellbeing attributes. Connectivity relies on the degree of the connection feeling
of each employee (including its willingness to connect to peers), a two-way channel where not only fellow
employees are involved but also managers, leaders, and/or any decision makers. The value, respect, and
appreciation attributed to workers’ families for their contribution and loyalty, along with the acceptance level of
workers that share common interests, display camaraderie and cohesiveness in the workforce and describe
attributes, such as value and community. The last specific workforce sustainability attribute, maturity, reflects the
extent to which the workforce might be (further) involved within leadership, accountability, or competence in various
technical work teams (24231, A mature and sustainable workforce should be able to enhance, develop, and proceed
to further develop the individual and group competencies while performing their tasks while being accountable for

self and other actions.

By considering each workforce sustainability attribute, nurturing mainly describes the extent to which employees
experience support, encouragement, and personal education and training regarding both their work and personal

life, thus resuming the degree of diversification and inclusiveness with respect to personal characteristics (22!,

Also called the “world’s biggest work from home experiment 28", the COVID-19 pandemic led governments and
businesses to adopt and integrate telework practices to safeguard business continuity and cope with the lockdown
restrictions. The recent literature suggests an increased focus on the scenario where telework reduced travel
demands with wide societal impacts, thus linking hybrid and/or telework with impacts on the organizational
workforce sustainability. The telework leveraging strategies to achieve workforce sustainability outcomes must not

be isolated from an integrated and complete assessment across all industries and study fields.

Due to the massive economic and social lockdown specific to the pandemic, on-site offices and businesses were
forced to close and/or quickly reassess the virtual environment conditions to ensure their survival. An immediate
shift to working from home occurred, challenging organizational environments to adapt in terms of connectivity and
community channels, thus providing value, maturity, diversity, and nurturing behaviors; the workforce sustainability

attributes needed to be suddenly adapted to ensure similar levels of health and wellbeing in an ethical manner.

When assessing the key strengths in regard to telework and the workforce sustainability relationship, the previous
academic literature puts an emphasis on key factors such as wellbeing and mental health, work flexibility, access to

employment, community resilience, and the demand for online learning. On the opposite side of the relationship,
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there are threats such as the deterioration of labor rights while working online, income inequality, and inequalities in
the share of unpaid care and household work BI27. The connection of the two primary concepts relies on a number
of inner opportunities, where employee autonomy, skilled employment for remote workers communities, flexible
work initiatives, and adoption of information technologies are among the most important aspects. Nonetheless, the
telework and workforce sustainability joint does have a number of weak points regarding the sedentary behaviors
along with the time pressure and isolation form other organizational members, overworking that leads to a work—

family imbalance, and ultimately, 24/7 access to the organizational employees 28],

Despite the major organizational challenges caused by the short-term phenomenon, many workers reported
improvements when addressing the work—private life balance while using telework as a work model. Initiated as a
stringent organizational necessity, the post-pandemic business (public and private) environment had to adapt to the
new workforce preferences for working from home B2, Overall, productivity was not reported to decline, but
scholars argued that hybrid and telework can lead to notable improvements in organizational productivity. A hybrid
work model was adopted by a vast majority of organizational participants in the (inter)national business markets,
combining traditional office with remote working time. For the paper 2! the assumption is that telework will
continue an ascendent trendline, albeit not following a linear fashion but with an accelerated development of
telework practices for the distant future 199 The presumption might affect the evolution of the organizational
workforce sustainability through a re-alignment of terms within the diffusion created by multiple actor typologies

that will increasingly address the sustainability issues in regard to their (tele)workforce.
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