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Introduction: Telework is increasing in working life, especially in knowledge intense organizations as academic institutions. Managers are found crucial for performance and wellbeing outcomes in telework, but managers' perspective on leading teleworkers lacks attention.

Methods: This study aimed to investigate academic managers' experiences of leading teleworkers prior to and during the COVID-19 pandemic, and their expectations for future leadership in telework. A qualitative study based on interviews with 16 academic middle managers was performed. Findings were analyzed inductively by a phenomenographic research approach.

Findings: The findings show that leading teleworkers was characterized by demands posed by remote and digital communication; regulation and policies; occupational health and safety management; and new norms for leadership.

Discussion: In conclusion, academic institutions need to improve organizational resources for managers' leading teleworkers to facilitate successful leadership and to secure sustainable work conditions for managers as well as for teleworking employees.
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1 Introduction

Teleworking, i.e., to distribute a part of the working hours from an optional location outside the conventional workplace while maintaining contact with colleagues and managers using information and communication technologies (ICTs) (Allen et al., 2015), is growing in demand and predicted to become a key competitive factor for organizations in the future (Eurofound, 2022). This is partly because of the progressive digitalization in working-life (Chirico et al., 2021; Eurofound, 2022), partly due to the sudden rise in telework forced by the COVID-19 pandemic (Kniffin et al., 2021). Teleworking is also becoming a more attractive option for employers and employees because of the expected organizational and individual benefits. For organizations, teleworking is suggested to improve conditions for ecological and financial sustainability by decreasing the need for daily work commuting and large office spaces and by giving competitive advantages through expanded geographical reach for recruitment and collaborations (Kim et al., 2021). For individual employees, teleworking could allow greater autonomy in terms of flexibility to accommodate the place, time, and structure of work to private and professional circumstances, facilitating work-non-work balance, work performance and job satisfaction (Beckel and Fisher, 2022; Lunde et al., 2022). Outcomes of telework are, however, shown to vary significantly and challenges have also been associated with this way of working. For instance, the absence of conventional workplace structures can challenge individual prerequisites for sustainable physical, psychological, and social work conditions (Beckel and Fisher, 2022; Vartiainen and Vanharanta, 2024). Like, it can be difficult for employees to create functional spatial (De Macêdo et al., 2020) and temporal structures for working hours and breaks; separate and restrict work-nonwork roles and activities; and detach physically and psychologically from work after working hours (Kotera and Vione, 2020; Lunde et al., 2022). In addition, teleworking may change and complicate work processes, collaboration, and socialization because of communication mainly being practiced through ICTs, limiting face-to-face interaction and risking interactional difficulties and performance issues (Cortellazzo et al., 2019; Kim et al., 2021).

The possible negative effects of teleworking got more attention due to the transition to homebound work forced by the COVID-19 pandemic. The characteristics of the pandemic's homebound work were sometimes argued to exacerbate the challenges associated with traditional telework, especially regarding physical and psychological work-non-work boundaries, social interaction and digital working methods (Chirico et al., 2021; Peiró and Martínez-Tur, 2022). Because in this situation autonomy and spatial flexibility were generally limited or absent, which generated a remote work situation different to traditional telework (Chirico et al., 2021).

Following the pandemic's increase in teleworking and associated challenges, scholars (Antonacopoulou and Georgiadou, 2021), practitioners and employers (Eurofound, 2022) continue emphasizing the necessity for gaining more knowledge on how to promote sustainable, productive and healthy work conditions in telework. Existing research has primarily examined telework outcomes at the individual level, often guided by occupational (Margheritti et al., 2024; Rohwer et al., 2024) and leadership theories (Antonacopoulou and Georgiadou, 2021), using quantitative methods such as surveys (Lunde et al., 2022; Vartiainen and Vanharanta, 2024). Generally, these studies conclude that managers and leadership have a major impact on telework outcomes, e.g., by mediating the relationship between telework and work performance and wellbeing outcomes (Cortellazzo et al., 2019; Kim et al., 2021). Overall, managers' provision of instrumental and social resources has shown to significantly influence these outcomes among teleworkers and workgroups. Instrumental resources can include financial, technical and educational resources, while social resources encompass, e.g., relational support, recognition and performance feedback by managers and coworkers. This has, among other things, been illustrated through the job-demand resource (JD-R) theory (Bakker and Demerouti, 2018), which has frequently been used to analyze employee conditions in telework (see Perry et al., 2018). According to the JD-R theory (Bakker and Demerouti, 2018), wellbeing in work can be determined by the congruence between the resources in work and job demands (e.g., workload, tasks, time pressure, conflicts). While congruence between job demands and resources can contribute to employee job motivation and satisfaction of basic psychological needs at work; incongruence can start a “health-impairment process” with the risk of stress and both short- and long-term consequences to health and work performance (Bakker and Demerouti, 2018). Accordingly, previous studies have shown that managers' provision of resources in terms of strong social support can reduce psychological strain among teleworking employees (Brunelle, 2013; Nayani et al., 2018) and facilitate teleworkers' productivity and commitment to work (Kwon and Jeon, 2020). A strong social support by managers has also been seen to mitigate the negative impact of the geographical and social distance in telework on the quality of workgroup relationships (Brunelle, 2013).

The importance of managers providing teleworking employees with necessary work-related resources has also been concluded in studies guided by leadership theories (e.g., Antonacopoulou and Georgiadou, 2021; Varma et al., 2022). Above all, social support in terms of managers' trust-building efforts and the quality of the relationship between managers and their employees have emerged as critical for teleworking outcomes. For instance, relationship-oriented and transformational leadership approaches, characterized by considerate, motivational, and intellectually stimulating behaviors, have in some studies been associated with enhanced organizational performance, job satisfaction, and retention among teleworking employees (Varma et al., 2022). Similar beneficial outcomes have been recognized for leadership behaviors derived from transactional leadership (Howell and Hall-Merenda, 1999) and the leader-member exchange (LMX) theory, that is, managers focusing on providing resources (e.g., influence, information, economic reward, schedule latitude) in exchange for employee loyalty, collaboration and performance (Margheritti et al., 2024; Varma et al., 2022).

Because of the important role of managers in teleworking, a great deal of responsibility for telework arrangements, and the success of those, in organizations has been placed on managers and their leadership practice. Recent reviews have listed a wide range of demands that managers need to meet in order to create sustainable working conditions in telework. These include everything from major structural decisions regarding, e.g., policies and telework agreements to individually tailored work adjustments (Beckel and Fisher, 2022; Vartiainen and Vanharanta, 2024). Further, leadership roles and team management in virtual spaces have garnered significant attention, especially post the COVID-19 pandemic. It is argued that the competencies required for effective leadership in virtual environments differ substantially from traditional face-to-face interactions. Managers need to evaluate the preparation for digital transition and address inequalities in digital competencies in organizations. It is also important for managers to handle “digitalized competences” that is, the transformation of non-digital skills influenced by virtual spaces and tools (Peiró and Martínez-Tur, 2022).

Despite the identified importance of managers, less attention has been directed toward manager perspectives on leading teleworkers (Beckel and Fisher, 2022; Vartiainen and Vanharanta, 2024). Existing findings, however, indicate that telework may alter the power dynamics of organizational hierarchies by decreasing managers' influence over the place, time and structure of employee work (Cortellazzo et al., 2019). This might change managers' prerequisites to monitor and influence employees' work processes, work environment and relationship proximity, which possibly might affect managers' leadership and provision of resources to employees (Cortellazzo et al., 2019). Managers' perceptions of diminished influence have been linked to heightened surveillance of teleworkers or the restriction of telework opportunities, both of which can adversely affect employee wellbeing and erode trust in management (Eurofound, 2022; Groen et al., 2018).

While teleworking has become an available option among a wide range of professions, teaching- and science professionals are among the most frequent teleworkers (Eurofound, 2020). Academic institutions' prevailing digitalization, including a rising shift to telework and distance education, has been argued to increase employee workload and demands for self-regulation while reducing academic managers' influence over work processes (Batalheiro Ferreira, 2022; Warren, 2017). As in other occupational groups, staff in academic institutions are seen struggling with work-nonwork boundaries, social relationships and collaboration in telework (Plotnikof et al., 2020; Widar et al., 2022). For academic managers, telework and digital communication has been described as hindering managers' demonstration of concern and recognition for employees, complicating the cultivation of manager-employee trust and challenging managers' support of employee performance (Alward and Phelps, 2019; Sjöblom et al., 2022).

The COVID-19 pandemic accelerated the digitalization in academic institutions, creating a complex work environment for faculty staff as well as managers. While staff generally seemed to perceive more emotional difficulties due to the homebound work than their managers, managers could have a harder time adjusting to the work situation (Carillo et al., 2021). For instance, in some studies, the transition to more remote and digital solutions, such as that of distance teaching, was found particularly challenging for managers overseeing the process (Kniffin et al., 2021). Moreover, studies indicated that managers' leadership could change because of the pandemic situation, as to become more bureaucratic and even intrusive (Giedre Raisiene et al., 2022).

Although the outcomes of teleworking in academic institutions are largely consistent with those found in other occupational groups, the context for leadership is argued to be different (Alward and Phelps, 2019; Warren, 2017). Leadership in academic institutions is described as characterized by its inherent complexity, necessitating a nuanced understanding of diverse faculty dynamics, including staff of different functions, professions, academic fields, and nationalities. Managers in this context are responsible for harmonizing the varying professional identities with goals set by the organization, stakeholders, and politicians. The interplay of autonomy, collegiality, and the increasing digitalization and globalization further complicate academic leadership. As the nature of work continues to shift, the role of academic leaders is increasingly defined by their capacity to facilitate change and nurture trust among faculty members, thereby ensuring institutional resilience and effectiveness. Consequently, the complex nature of academic institutions is suggested to demand more adaptive leadership approaches than other sectors (Alward and Phelps, 2019; Warren, 2017).

Previous studies have investigated different aspects of academic leadership in telework, both prior to and during the COVID-19 pandemic, however most studies have done so quantitively and through predefined theoretical frameworks (Beckel and Fisher, 2022; Cortellazzo et al., 2019). Although it is of relevance, it may also create empirical constraints. Considering the complex environment of academic institutions and the diverse nature of academic leadership, it is appropriate to adopt more qualitative and inductive study approaches as it would allow a more open and broad investigation of academic leadership in telework. Further, studies on telework, in academia and in other sectors, are often either limited to traditional telework or homebound work during the pandemic. Additionally, studies mostly include managers with limited or no experience of leadership in traditional telework arrangements (Allen et al., 2015; Cortellazzo et al., 2019). Overall, the methodological limitations restrict the findings' ecological validity. Investigating the perspective of managers experienced in leading both voluntary and forced remote workers could provide a more authentic insight in the context of leadership in telework. The aim of this study was therefore to investigate the perspectives on leadership in telework among academic managers with experience of leading traditional teleworkers prior to and homebound workers during the COVID-19 pandemic. The aim was also to explore these managers' expectations for academic leadership in future telework. Investigating these three-time perspectives could allow a greater understanding of the preconditions, opportunities and challenges for practicing leadership in teleworking.



2 Materials and methods


2.1 Study design

This study used a qualitative phenomenographic research approach, which relies on a second-order perspective where the aim is to identify the qualitatively different ways a certain phenomenon is experienced (Marton and Pong, 2005). The study was approved by the Regional Ethical Review Board in Uppsala, Sweden (Reg. no. 2020-06012).



2.2 Study sample and recruitment

The study sample included 16 (8 female and 8 male) academic first-line or middle managers. Only managers with experience of leading teleworking employees who had held their managerial position at least 1 year prior to study start in March 2020 were included. This ensured that managers were experienced in leading teleworkers in an ordinary, i.e., non-pandemic, work setting. In total, 97 eligible participants from 16 Swedish universities were identified by personnel information provided by their universities' Human Resource (HR) departments or displayed on their universities' websites. To achieve sample variation and representativeness, participants were strategically selected based on their age, gender, academic field and their universities' geographical locations and sizes. Selected participants were sent an email invitation to participate, containing information on the study aim, procedure, and consent for participation. Email reminders were sent 2 and 4 weeks after the first invitation, and the interviews were then booked. The sampling was performed consecutively in order to reach the required number of participants. The final sample included academic managers from the fields of pedagogy, economics, odontology, public health, neurophysics, biology, and textile design, based at nine different public universities across both rural and urban areas in Sweden. On average, the participants had held their position as executive manager for 3 years (prior to the pandemic), their managerial responsibilities were about 68 percent of their total worktime, and their span of control constituted 8–150 (x 45) employees, which was representative of the study population.



2.3 Data collection

The interviews were conducted using a semi-structured interview guide, divided into three-time perspectives, and consisting of 13 open-ended questions, along with follow-up questions. The first-time perspective focused on leading teleworkers before the pandemic, addressing opportunities, challenges and resources. The second focused on leadership during the COVID-19 homebound work period, exploring changes in work practices and management strategies. The third looked at future telework leadership, including expected changes in leadership conditions and managerial needs. The interviews were held individually by one of the authors [LW] during digital meetings in Zoom® video platform (Version 5.7.7). The interviews lasted 41 to 67 min, were audio recorded and transcribed verbatim. The data collection started in August 2020 and ended in September 2021, when the interview material was considered to have reached sufficient saturation (Guest et al., 2020).



2.4 Qualitative analysis

The data was analyzed using a phenomenographic approach to identify similarities, differences, and nuances in the participants' lived experiences. The analysis followed the seven steps described by e.g., Marton and Pong (2005). Accordingly: (1) Initially, the interview transcriptions were read through several times to form a naïve understanding of the content. (2) The material was then read through more deliberately to identify and highlight quotes capturing the study aim. The quotes were sorted into three-time perspectives, which were treated separately. (3) Quotes were compiled and condensed into smaller text-units containing only the essence of the main quotes constituent parts. (4) Text-units with similar essences were grouped and then contrasted to distinguish their uniqueness whereafter they were formed into categories. (5) Within each category, the content was analyzed to identify similarities, differences, and nuances, (6) which were manifested into subcategories. (7) Lastly, similar categories of each time perspective were brought together and aggregated into overarching main categories, resembling their common essence.




3 Findings

The analysis identified four main categories representing academic managers' common experiences and expectations of leading teleworkers, as well as 13 categories detailing diverse experiences across the three different time perspectives (see Table 1 for category overview). The categories were related to remote and digital working methods, regulations and policies, occupational health and safety management, and new norms for academic leadership. Figure 1 details the conditions for leading teleworkers in academia in terms of organizational resources, managerial roles and leadership strategies.

TABLE 1  Academic managers' experiences and expectations of leading teleworkers.


	Main categories
	Sub-categories





	
	Prior to the pandemic
	During the pandemic
	Future expectations

 
	Remote and digital working methods alter managerial dynamics and require dedicated resources to function effectively.
	Leading teleworkers requires increased effort to support work and communication.
	During the pandemic, disparities in employees' remote and digital skills became more apparent but easier for managers to adjust.
	Institutional resources must be improved and adapted for a more remote and digital future.

 
	Telework regulations and policies can either support or complicate leadership.
	Allowing teleworking requires balancing managers' trust and need for control, depending on employee behavior.
	Lack of telework policies during the pandemic facilitated and complicated leadership.
	There is no unified vision for future telework policies in academic institutions.


 
	
	Telework policies and managers' attitudes toward them vary across institutions.
	
	

 
	Occupational health and safety management in telework is insufficient but critical.
	Occupational health and safety management in telework lacks guidelines and relies on traditional workplace standards.
	The pandemic highlighted the need for new strategies in occupational health and safety management.
	Academic institutions lack future strategies for telework occupational health and safety management.

 
	New ways of working create new norms for academic leadership.
	Telework leadership is self-taught and requires the development of specific strategies.
	The pandemic forced leadership changes, increasing managers' workload and reducing their well-being.
	There is ambivalence about the future direction of leadership in academic institutions.





Main categories show commonalities, and sub-categories show variations of experiences in three-time perspectives.
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FIGURE 1
 Academic managers' organizational conditions, managerial roles and leadership strategies for leading teleworkers.



3.1 Requirements for remote and digital working methods

Leading teleworkers requires increased effort to support work and communication. Remote and digital communication could place higher demands on managers to provide more and clearer information, structure, and documentation of meetings to prevent unclarities and misunderstandings among employees. This was because communication through digital platforms, emails, and phone calls was generally perceived as more superficial and harder to interpret, challenging meaningful conversations and constructive dialogues (e.g., feedback and problem-solving) between managers and employees. Nonetheless, some conversations could be easier to handle through digital means: “If you talk about something that is a bit more sensitive or difficult, it feels a bit freer to interact digitally than coming into a room and sit down on a chair and having a face-to-face conversation. I think it slightly affects the power balance, because you as a manager don't get the same position of power in a digital meeting as when you bring someone into your office.” (Informant 1).

During the pandemic, disparities in employees' remote and digital skills became more apparent but easier for managers to adjust. The pandemic entailed an increased load of learning new technologies and digital systems, which could be difficult for managers to monitor due to the lack of opportunity for joint physical meetings. The challenge was enhanced by disparities in employees' prior experiences of remote and digital work methods and communication. While experienced employees worked in a more structured and efficient way and coped better with work-related problems, unexperienced employees could struggle with work and communication, requiring managers to provide additional support. To deal with this, managers could mobilize institutions' technical and educational supporting functions and resources, who provided practical guidance, training, and discussion forums, facilitating employee work and interaction: “I think there is a tendency toward relationships not being quite as smooth as they used to be. That you write an email, and it gets a little too short handed. Sometimes it can be perceived as a bit aggressive, even if it's because the person writing is in a bit of a hurry. I also recognize this in the relationships between students and teachers.” (Informant 16). Despite challenges, managers generally considered the increased digitalization as a positive development because it necessitated an enhancement of digital competencies across the workforce and created more equitable conditions for improving it. Sometimes it also contributed to employees becoming more aware of the efficiency gains of more digitalized work, such as that of distance teaching freeing up more time for teacher-student interaction.

Institutional resources must be improved and adapted for a more remote and digital future. Managers expected remote and digitalized work (e.g., distance teaching) to become more possible and requested in the future, because of employees' preferences and senior managements' plans for such a development. This could mean both benefits and challenges to leadership. Partly, it was argued to benefit academic institutions in terms of education quality, economy, recruitment and international collaboration. It also had the potential to decreased work-related travel, which could improve the work environment for both managers and employees. However, to achieve benefits, academic institutions needed to update their digital infrastructures (e.g., competences and resources) otherwise the development risked leading to poor work conditions, particularly for employees with poor digital skills. Changes to physical premises would likely also be required, such as converting single-cell offices into open-plan offices, which was suspected to reduce employees' willingness to work at the office. As academic institutions rarely had sufficient resources to implement the necessary changes, the managers believed that increased remote and digitalized work would mean increased challenges for managers' to maintain workgroup relationships, performances and collaborations: “It can provide security for the employees if I act as some sort of barrier to all these signals that come from the senior management. They argue that now we can reduce rent, now we can have home offices or now we can digitalize everything, and that distance learning is much better. But it doesn't really work that way, because we don't have sufficient digital infrastructure. If there is too much of this visionary talk from the senior management without it being backed up with resources and planning: I think it can create quite a lot of uncertainty among employees.” (Informant 15).



3.2 Challenges to telework regulations and policies

Allowing teleworking requires balancing managers' trust and need for control, depending on employee behavior. Telework agreements were often shaped by a combination of organizational policies, individual negotiations, and informal understandings. Managers who had fostered trusting relationships with their employees tended to view formal regulations as unnecessary, arguing for self-managed teleworking according to the general working hours agreement. However, a general apprehension regarding teleworking was evident, as managers established requirements focused on workplace presence, task suitability, and performance metrics. Instances of teleworking employees' unavailability and high absence from the workplace, particularly among senior researchers, prompted managers to implement stricter regulations, reflecting concerns about collaboration and team dynamics. Some managers suspected a weak relationship between them and the employees as an explanation for teleworkers unavailability: “Sometimes I don't feel completely confident about the relationship between me and a certain employee. If that's the case, their absence from the workplace could make me wonder if there is something that causes this person to avoid me.” (Informant 8). Follow-up practices, including phone calls and meetings, emerged as crucial for addressing mismanagement and reinforcing teleworking protocols, sometimes resulting in disciplinary actions or employment termination: “If you mismanage telework, then you must sit down with me and get this list of “kindergarten rules” with dos and don'ts for telework. Like, you must notify me whenever you need to make a personal errand like go to the dentist or inspect the car or whatever. But if it has gone that far it is usually not an employee I wish to continue working here.” (Informant 13).

Telework policies and managers' attitudes toward them vary across institutions. The absence of cohesive teleworking policies across institutions, departments and personnel groups was a recurring theme. Managers described consequences, as it reducing leadership to a problem-solving function, and complicating decision-making regarding, e.g., telework allowance. An absence of organization-wide policies could be perceived as managers lacking mandate to formally regulate teleworking. Managers believed that their examples of regulations and follow-ups could facilitate an insight into teleworking and signal a concern for employee work conditions. However, such initiatives by the senior management were generally considered an action of mistrust or need for control. Managers emphasized the importance of considering both managers' and employees' needs when designing policies, but this was difficult to achieve. Policies could be appreciated and accepted but also opposed by academics because they did not like being directed: “The working hours agreement states that: if the work tasks allow it and the manager permits it, the employee may perform certain tasks outside the workplace. It's not a given right, it's an opportunity. But if we managers would start sticking our noses into docents, lecturers, and professors' businesses they would go crazy. So, you need to find the right balance of control.” (Informant 5).

Lack of telework policies during the pandemic facilitated and complicated leadership. Initially, the lack of organization-wide policies provided managers flexibility in leading the homebound employees. However, it ultimately led to a loss of managerial control and difficulties to support employees' work performance and wellbeing: “Staff that performed well before the pandemic have performed well during the pandemic, while those who misbehaved before are misbehaving even more now. I've had a few cases when I had to give staff reprimands over Zoom, it just doesn't turn out well. So, the biggest difference is that you lose control over those who can't behave.” (Informant 13).

There is no unified vision for future telework policies in academic institutions. Telework policies, e.g., common frameworks for where, when, and how employees should meet and interact, could become a critical yet challenging factor for successful leadership in future telework. Nonetheless, managers had mixed opinions regarding their senior management's plans for such policies. On the one hand, policies encouraging teleworking risked triggering a “too high” frequency of it, risking to diminishing the value of employee in-person interaction at work. On the other hand, policies including more stringent regulations could be unrealistic relative to organizational resources and employees' needs and, as such, become a burden for both managers and employees. Rather than rigid regulations, the managers emphasized the need for flexible telework policies, tailored to individual workgroup dynamics and employee needs. However, they also advocated organization-wide regulations to mitigate competitive disparities between departments regarding telework allowance. These approaches were believed to foster a cohesive work environment while addressing the diverse needs of employees, ensuring that telework remained a supportive tool rather than a divisive factor in academic institutions. Additionally, some managers suggested that more flexible telework policies could reduce employee sickness absence as well as minimize risks associated with sickness presenteeism: “If you look at the sickness absence rate for professors and lecturers, you will see that there is basically no sickness absence to speak of, even if they are sick just as much as everyone else. If you‘re sick one day, you just take the day off and then you make it up another day, like Saturday or Sunday. I think that will also change for the administrative staff in the future like, let's say they are a bit snotty on a Monday, well then, they will just work at home that day. They won't go to the workplace, and then we will avoid the spread of infections. I think we should include that in new contracts, that days like that you should work from home.” (Informant 11).



3.3 Limitations in occupational health and safety management

Occupational health and safety management in telework lacks guidelines and relies on traditional workplace standards. This left managers ill-equipped to address the unique challenges posed by teleworking. Overall, OHS management in telework was a neglected area, often delegated to the responsibility of supporting functions (e.g., Human Resources) or left to the employees to handle themselves: “The work environment and the discussions about it are concentrated to the on-site workplace environment. I can't remember that we ever even talked about some kind of work environment in telework.” (Informant 12).

The pandemic highlighted the need for new strategies in occupational health and safety management. There were several strategies that academic institutions could adopt to enhance employees‘ homebound work environment. These included managers being encouraged to maintain regular contact with employees and follow up on their work conditions. Some institutions successfully implemented digital reviews of employees' homebound work environments and provided them with essential work equipment, such as ergonomic furniture and desktop tools. There were also initiatives, like digital walk-and-talk meetings, to promote physical activity and mitigate feelings of isolation among employees.

The forced homebound work, however, introduced new complexities regarding work-related health, safety and insurance issues. Employees faced heightened risks of isolation, increased workload, and diminished job motivation, but managers lacked formal guidelines and practical tools for effectively identifying and acting on it. In addition, the psychological and social dimensions of homebound work were frequently overlooked, with many managers expressing discomfort in probing into employees‘ psychosocial needs. Managers' reluctance stemmed from a perception that such inquiries might be intrusive, which led them to delegate such issues to HR, professors or other roles with closer relationships with employees.

The institutional support available to managers was largely inadequate. While some academic institutions attempted to provide verbal encouragement, this was considered insufficient for addressing the multifaceted nature of OHS in the homebound work. Consequently, managers struggled and felt alone, particularly those without prior experience of handling OHS in telework: “I have sent out surveys, I have received responses, and I have confirmed them. If it sounds like someone needs a little more help, I‘ve called and talked and listened to them. But I've done all this based on some sort of common sense, because I'm not a pro at these things, nobody is. It is just expected that we [managers] have good judgment. I have often thought to myself, how do I know that I am doing the right things?” (Informant 7).

Academic institutions lack future strategies for telework occupational health and safety management. While some academic institutions had formed committees to develop future OHS policies, these were often mainly focused on quantitative metrics rather than qualitative aspects such as employee needs for wellbeing in telework. Without adequate support, managers, especially those with large workgroups, thought the fulfillment of OHS in future telework could be difficult and increase their workload. The ambiguity surrounding academic institutions' accountability for OHS management in telework left many managers uncertain about whom to approach for guidance and support, both regarding their employees' and their own work environment and wellbeing in telework.



3.4 New norms for academic leadership

Telework leadership is self-taught and requires the development of specific strategies. Academic managers described their role as involving the management of both office- and teleworkers, with workplace presence serving as a dual strategy for integrating with the workgroup and fulfilling managerial expectations. Academic institutions' lack of training for leadership in telework forced managers to navigate this new terrain independently, often relying on their own experiences as teleworkers. Managers described effective leadership in telework as requiring a distinct set of strategies, such as a more structured, clear, and motivating leadership, to ensure employee work performance. Building closer relationships with teleworking employees was also important, as to enhance managers' insight into their work situations, life circumstances, and overall wellbeing. However, it was complicated and sometimes failed, leaving some managers feeling socially excluded as their employees teleworked: “I can feel like I am losing a bit of my control, especially when I don't have my staff around me, when everyone is working at a distance from different places. Sometimes I imagine to myself that they're sitting over there talking to each other about me. That isn't the case, but you can get that kind of feeling that things are happening somewhere else, and you are not there.” (Informant 15).

The pandemic forced leadership changes, increasing managers' workload and reducing their wellbeing. The pandemic significantly altered the managerial role, reducing it to a reactive problem-solving function primarily focused on personnel issues. Managers recognized a greater request among employees for performance-focused meetings and formal information rather than for social initiatives. In response to this, managers could enhance the frequency of information dissemination through emails and digital meetings, striving for greater transparency in their planning and decision-making processes. They also organized informal digital meetings to foster social relationships, although employees' participation declined over time because of their high workload or discomfort with socializing digitally. Further, the introduction of new employees presented unique challenges, as traditional mentorship and support systems were disrupted. Managers adapted by establishing regular follow-ups through phone calls and digital meetings, which could function well. Overall, the increased frequency of meetings and pressure to address employee complaints and new challenges could contribute to stress and loss of job satisfaction among the managers: “Other than being boring, leadership in telework has been quite stressful because of the load of emails. That's almost the biggest thing, the emails are pouring in. I don't have to act on all of them, but I must decide whether to act or not and that has been significantly more stressful than before. Then I find it extremely boring and frustrating that I don't feel like I'm doing a good job as a manager. I'm not really the manager I'd like to be.” (Informant 10). During the pandemic situation, managers expressed frustration over insufficient organizational support and lack of clear communication from their senior management, hindering their fulfillment of managerial responsibilities and complicating their engagement in institutions' developmental work.

There is ambivalence about the future direction of leadership in academic institutions. Some managers necessitated an adaptation of a more remote and digital realm and anticipated a more authoritative leadership approach to maintain an oversight and control when leading future teleworkers. Others declared that they did not wish to continue working as a manager if teleworking would become the new norm for work. Most managers aim to return their leadership practice to the traditional office setting to rebuild employee workplace identity and enhance relational climates. Nonetheless, they could express concerns regarding employees experiencing discomfort in workplace interactions when returning to the post-pandemic office. This led to plans for more phased returns accommodated to employees' needs as well as suggestions for improving workplace facilities to make the office more attractive for employees: “I believe that our business should be run on site. My ambition is for us to return as much as possible to what we had before, I think my teachers generally feel good about it, but we should also continue to have the freedom we've had before. We have had many discussions before about digitalization, where those who advocate digitalization are like prophets talking about a golden future, like: if we just do everything digitally and use technological aids the learning will be better, and we'll be more efficient, and we can have more time for our families. But I think we also have learned the costs of it, like the loss of interpersonal meetings.” (Informant 12).




4 Discussion

We aimed to investigate academic managers' experiences of leading teleworkers prior to and during the COVID-19 pandemic, and their expectations for leadership in future telework. Overall, the managers viewed telework as a natural self-managed feature of academic work. However, the pandemic situation contributed to managers reflecting more actively on the pros and cons of teleworking, especially in relation to their own work and leadership. Jointly, our findings reveal several complexities regarding leading teleworkers in academic institutions, which were related to remote and digital working methods, regulations and policies, OHS management, and new norms for academic leadership.

Previous studies of leadership in telework, or homebound work during the pandemic, have primarily included managers with little or no prior experience of leading employees remotely (Allen et al., 2015; Cortellazzo et al., 2019). These studies often show that leading remotely could pose challenges and increase demands for managers and their leadership. Our study shows that even managers with prior remote-leadership experience could experience an increase in demands and challenges when leading teleworkers.


4.1 Remote and digital challenges to managers' support

Like in other studies (Alward and Phelps, 2019; Antonacopoulou and Georgiadou, 2021), our findings conclude that leading teleworkers necessitates a heightened commitment from managers to foster effective communication and problem-solving. However, our findings also indicate that managers do not always have the necessary conditions to do so. Remote and digital interaction have sometimes been described as a threat to the effectiveness of workgroups (Ruiller et al., 2019). One reason for this could be social communication difficulties when using digital interaction, which can complicate interpersonal dialogues and slow down problem-solving processes. Another source could be organizational members digitalized competences (Kniffin et al., 2021; Peiró and Martínez-Tur, 2022). We found that such aspects determined the success of academic managers' digital communication with and support of employees in telework and homebound work. Like previous studies (Cortellazzo et al., 2019; Peiró and Martínez-Tur, 2022), disparities in academic staffs' digitalized skills complicated managers' support of staff work performance and wellbeing. Digitalized competences, i.e., transformation of non-digital skills enforced by technological change, affect the transition to and practice of work in virtual spaces and thus determines the achievement of sustainable digital development (Peiró and Martínez-Tur, 2022). Variations in digitalized competences among organizational members risks creating inequalities regarding, e.g., performance of work tasks and professional development. An effective leadership, supporting problem-solving and maintaining team dynamics, in virtual spaces is argued to require understanding as well as mastering of digitalized competence. This also needs to be integrated with managers' psychosocial competences. Prior studies show that organizations may lack adequate preparation for increased digitalization, such as training for managers in handling and leading digitalized work methods (Cortellazzo et al., 2019; Peiró and Martínez-Tur, 2022). In the pandemic situation, we found that academic institutions' supporting functions in IT and education could help managers deal with difficulties regarding staffs' digitalized competences. Nonetheless, managers emphasized an overall limitation in institutions' digital infrastructures which they thought could hinder a functional development of future hybrid work solutions.



4.2 Managerial trust and telework policies

Research indicates that teleworking may decrease managers' decisional power over employees' work in terms of performance, relationships and location, which is argued to increase the importance of managers having trust in employees teleworking. The importance of trust-building efforts has in part been illustrated through the LMX theory showing that the relational quality of manager-staff relationship could have a direct effect on outcomes such as work performance and wellbeing in telework (Cortellazzo et al., 2019; Varma et al., 2022). According to the theory (Graen and Uhl-Bien, 1995), employees' work performance is dependent on the psychological contract established by the trust given by managers when allowing telework and, conversely, managers trust relies on employees' ability to achieve their work goals. In studies on telework, the LMX theory has underscored the influence of managers' trust in employees' trustworthiness, conscientiousness, and communication qualities on managers' willingness to allow telework (Varma et al., 2022). The present findings reveal a complex interplay between managers' trust, and need for control when leading teleworkers in academia. Although managers generally described a trusting relationship with their employees, managers' trust could be violated by employees' mismanagement of telework. Contrary to studies suggesting that managers are more inclined to support telework for employees with high task independence (Lembrechts et al., 2018; Silva et al., 2019), our results show that academic managers could be reluctant to endorse teleworking for employees with the highest task independence (e.g., professors) due to concerns over these employees' mismanaging their teleworking. Managers could also feel a need to follow-up, regulate or restrict teleworking by different measures. This might suggest that academic employees might not adequately contribute to the establishment of a trustful relationship with their manager when teleworking. This may be explained by previous findings showing that digital interaction in telework could change the power dynamics between the management and employees by destructing traditional hierarchies. According to such findings, hierarchical leadership may have less influence over employees when work interaction becomes more digitally based (Cortellazzo et al., 2019). Further, the present findings might contradict earlier findings proposing managers to exhibit less trust-building efforts when leading experienced teleworkers (Kim et al., 2021).

Some studies argue for organizations to adopt joint telework policies or regulations to support managers' responsibilities and leadership in telework (Nayani et al., 2018; Silva et al., 2019). In the present findings, managers could argue for policies or regulations if they believed these could benefit academic institutions' performance, competition or recruitment, but they could question policies if these were believed to hinder employees' ability to balance work and personal needs, as it could negatively impact work performance and wellbeing. Our findings align with the duality of workplace policies in academic institutions, described and criticized in prior research for ostensibly promote work-life balance but ultimately serve to bolster organizational productivity at the expense of employee wellbeing (Saltmarsh and Randell-Moon, 2015; Warren, 2017). The inclination to encourage telework as a substitute for sickness absenteeism, recognized in our findings, raises ethical questions and warrants further examinations of academic institutions' true intent behind telework policies.



4.3 Occupational health and safety management in telework

The present findings showed a general lack of formal OHS guidelines for teleworking in academic institutions, which became more apparent to managers because of the shift to homebound during the pandemic. The absence of guidelines left managers ill-prepared to address the unique OHS challenges in the pandemic's homebound work as well as in traditional telework. Earlier findings have revealed a troubling dynamic in which senior management prioritizes employee performance over health and safety in telework (Nayani et al., 2018; Sjöblom et al., 2022). Above all, deficits in organizations' engagement in employees' psychosocial safety climate in telework have been acknowledged (Sjöblom et al., 2022). Our findings show that insufficient formal guidance on OHS management in telework could make managers insecure regarding their role in addressing employees' psychosocial wellbeing, resulting in reluctance to engage in employee mental health matters. This phenomenon has been seen in studies on OHS management in conventional work settings, also revealing employers and managers' knowledge on mental health as lower than of physical health (Ebbevi et al., 2021). Managers exhibiting avoidant behaviors when leading teleworkers can foster a sense of neglect among employees, potentially exacerbating feelings of isolation during telework (Harris, 2019; Nayani et al., 2018). Collaboration between managerial levels, and with OHS representatives in organizations can prevent such outcomes and facilitate functional OHS management (Nayani et al., 2018). In present findings, the managers could delegate some of the OHS responsibility to the HR managers or the head of subject in teaching, however, managers were mostly left alone with the responsibilities for maintaining OHS standards in telework. This could reflect the broader trend of individualization within academia (Saltmarsh and Randell-Moon, 2015; Warren, 2017), indirectly suggested to undermine collective efforts to systemic address OHS challenges in telework.



4.4 New norms for leadership

The findings from this study highlights the complex evolving of managerial roles and leadership in telework. Leading face-to-face at the office seemed to be the academic managers' primary and preferred leadership strategy, both in general and when leading teleworkers. They consistently emphasized workplace interaction as crucial for maintaining their own as well as their employees' relationships, motivation, community, and sense of belonging in work. A large part of previous research has highlighted relationship-oriented leadership behaviors (i.e., show recognition, give feedback and regularly interact with employees) as most important for work satisfaction and performance in telework (Antonacopoulou and Georgiadou, 2021; Margheritti et al., 2024). However, existing research suggests that managers may increase their output control as employees are teleworking to compensate for the lack of ability to directly supervise employees at the conventional workplace (Groen et al., 2018). Such tendencies were, as described above, recognized in the present findings. Some researchers argue that managers should be more performance-oriented when leading teleworkers (Kim et al., 2021; Kwon and Jeon, 2020). For instance, managers are recommended to develop more objective and reliable performance measures for regularly following up on teleworking employees' work (Groen et al., 2018). Studies on the academic work context show that the advancement of technology and digital work methods could force academic managers to develop more effective approaches to leadership to secure a knowledge-processing environment. Academic managers might need to become more business oriented to fit in with the more remote, globalized and competitive context of academic institutions. Some researchers even argue that the role of academic managers is now to engage in emergent problem-solving and control information flows rather than employees (Alward and Phelps, 2019). A shift toward more informational or decisional managerial roles (Mintzberg, 2009) was indicated in the present findings as managers described their main activities when leading teleworkers and homebound workers. The managers described planning, resource allocation, documentation, dissemination of information and problem-solving as central activities, surpassing their time for interpersonal and relationship-building activities. Hence, although managers generally preferred relationship-oriented leadership, the context of telework seems to force them to adopt more authoritarian and performance-oriented approaches. This is interesting considering leadership styles in telework often being treated and recommended as something that can actively be adopted (Margheritti et al., 2024; Varma et al., 2022).



4.5 Strengths and limitations

Researchers have been encouraged to adopt more qualitative approaches to deepen the understanding of the complexities of telework arrangements. While previous research has primarily focused on the employee perspective, the perspective of managers has received less attention (Lunde et al., 2022; Nayani et al., 2018). This is significant, as managers and their leadership performance are crucial to the success of teleworking (Nayani et al., 2018).

Although teleworking is common in knowledge-intensive organizations like academic institutions, it has been rarely studied in this context (Eurofound, 2022). This study addressed these gaps by using a phenomenographic approach to explore managers' experiences and perspectives on telework in academic institutions. An inductive method was used to provide a broader, less theory-driven investigation than a deductive approach would offer.

Our findings represent a variety of telework practices in academic institutions because we used a broad definition of telework by including telework performed during voluntary as well as forced work conditions, this could be considered a strength of this study. Knowledge provided by this study may be of importance when academic institutions are planning future telework strategies which are adapted to both the everyday work situation and that of a crisis. Our sample represented academic managers from various educational and scientific disciplines, from universities of different sizes and parts of Sweden. It also included an equal distribution of female and male managers.

There are however also limitations to this study. For instance, qualitative findings are difficult to generalize to other or wider groups than those being studied because experiences are individual and situated in a specific context. Further, this study was conducted in Sweden where the government's approach to COVID-19 restrictions in society generally was more liberal than in other countries (Eurofound, 2022). Consequently, Swedish academic institutions may have had more flexible homebound work solutions, e.g., with the option of being present at the workplace occasionally. This might have mitigated some of the recognized negative effects of the pandemic's homebound work, such as social isolation and limitations to autonomy. For managers, the option of workplace presence might have provided better control or insight into employee performance and wellbeing matters, although this was not seen in our findings. Hence, our findings may not be transferable to academic institutions in other countries during the pandemic.



4.6 Implications for research and practice

Overall, our findings challenge the prevailing notion of leadership in telework being easier in more self-managed organizations (Silva et al., 2019). According to existing research, managers can perceive challenges and develop reluctant attitudes toward telework if organizational resources, such as technical support and equipment, guidelines for telework agreements and leadership training for managers, are inadequate or missing (Kwon and Jeon, 2020; Silva et al., 2019). Conversely, if organizational resources are in place managers may become more prone to consider telework as important and useful for the organization (Nayani et al., 2018; Silva et al., 2019). The present study revealed a general lack of such instrumental resources for managers leading teleworkers in academic institutions. The findings also show a lack of social support to managers. Studies on academic institutions show that managers in this context often feel undervalued by their senior managers (Warren, 2017), which is also indicated by our findings. Academic managers operate in a complex organizational context where the managerial leadership structure exists in parallel with that of the academic profession. Consequently, academic managers are often seen struggling with defining their organizational role and function (Saltmarsh and Randell-Moon, 2015; Warren, 2017). Hence, leading teleworkers in academic institutions can be considered challenging, partly because of the complex organizational context. Partly, it entails an imbalance between organizational demands directed toward managers and the resources provided to fulfill employees' as well as managers' needs in telework. While previous research on telework has defined managers and their leadership as a resource in their own right (Nayani et al., 2018), few studies have examined the specific needs of managers leading teleworkers and the status of organizational resources provided to them. Further studies should pay more attention to such aspects and investigate how the character and access of organizational resources impacts managerial roles, leadership strategies and the wellbeing of managers. Researchers should also further explore and define the academic management's different roles and responsibilities, as well as the (in)congruence of those, in telework arrangements.

In practice, academic institutions need to improve their resources to managers leading teleworkers. Firstly, leadership training, such as collegial learning activities, on leadership in telework should be provided for managers. Secondly, the senior management of academic institutions should, in collaboration with managers and academic staff, discuss and formulate common guidelines for where, when and how telework should be allowed. Similarly, they need to develop specific guidelines, routines and collaboration for OHS management in telework. Further, the digital infrastructures and competences in academic institutions need to be evaluated and strengthened. Such suggestions have partly been given by other researchers (Margheritti et al., 2024; Nayani et al., 2018; Silva et al., 2019), but mainly without recommendations for collaboration between organizational levels and roles. Other than managerial levels and academic staff, the collaboration could preferably also include supporting functions like HR and IT, OHS representatives and head of teaching and research. We believe that a collaborative approach is important for creating functional telework guidelines, as it may allow consideration for the varying needs of academic managers, staff and administrative functions. It might also increase institutional members' agreement on decisions regarding telework allowance/regulations.




5 Conclusion

This study examined academic managers‘ experiences and expectations for leading teleworkers, both in traditional telework and forced homebound settings. The findings revealed that managing teleworkers requires more effort to support work and communication. Managers called for organizational policies to increase their control over telework and highlighted a lack of formal resources to meet OHS standards in telework. An increase in teleworking may require leadership changes that conflict with managers' preferred styles. In conclusion, academic institutions must provide resources tailored to managers‘ needs to effectively lead teleworkers. This includes support and guidance by the senior management regarding telework allowance, OHS management and leadership strategies. Without sufficient support, leading teleworkers could jeopardize managers' wellbeing and performance, potentially affecting institutional outcomes.
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