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Abstract—The Covid-19 pandemic forced organizations to
suddenly shift their people to remote work. The unexpected
situation created a brand-new organizational landscape. It has
been filled with uncertainty and required great openness and
adaptability from both employees and organizations. The age-old
dilemma of performance management, the trust vs. control, was
seen in a new light. The primary challenge of managers became
to establish the balance between trust and control by keeping
employees involved and motivated in the online space. This paper
explores the main features of remote work and its effects on
employees’ performance management by considering
organizational learning as a critical cultural effect of remote
work. We investigated the adaptation process from both the
employees’ and employers’ perspectives. Our findings comprise
the critical questions and new directions of performance
management in the context of remote work, considering the
technological and cultural issues. Assuming that remote working
will remain present post-Covid and reshape workforce strategies
in the long run, the findings of this paper might be highly
relevant for organizations as they rethink their processes of
working, thinking, and operation. Based on the current study, in
the future we want to explore the phenomenon of employees’
informal learning, which seems to have disappeared during the
course of shifting to remote working.

Keywords—remote working, performance
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I. INTRODUCTION

Before the Covid-19 pandemic, we lived in a turbulent
world under digitalization, which has been considered as a
critical factor for improving organizational performance. The
most  forward-looking, technology-driven organizations
recognized the need to become learning organizations as a key
supporter of their digital transformation [1]. Such companies
understood and decided to build their organizational culture
and leadership towards a model, which relies on continuous
organizational learning. A learning-based culture can be
described by constructivism, communities of practice, and
collaborative co-creation [1-5]. These companies started to
implement new performance management (PM) approaches.
This paper has been developed under the umbrella of
performance management, in line with the key idea that a
constructive learning environment, with embedded informal
learning can improve employees’ motivation and performance.

These emerging organizational trends have been challenged
by the Covid-19 pandemic forcing the organizations to shift to

Viktor Dorfler

Management Science Department
University of Strathclyde Business School
Glasgow, UK
viktor.dorfler@strath.ac.uk

remote working from one day to another. We argue that with
the pandemic, organizations have entered a new era, and as a
result of remote working, they have started implementing a
radically new operational model that will outlast the current
pandemic. To efficiently operate remote working, it required
from all participants (leaders, managers, and employees) an
extra dose of openness and adaptability.

In this study, we have completed a literature review on
remote working, linking it to performance management. We
carried out a pilot project based on participants’ observations
supplemented with interviews on the lived experience of
remote working. We found that implementing remote working,
many companies started thinking more creatively and became
more open to radical changes than they have been prior to the
pandemic [6]. Remote working has re-opened the age-old PM
dilemma with a new twist: ‘How to manage the employees’
performance in the remote working?’. The primary challenge
for managers became how to motivate and control their
subordinates in these weird circumstances and create a new
balance between trust and control. The organizational context
became filled with numerous unknown things, fear, and
uncertainty. Employees experience severe concerns speculating
about how their performance will be assessed not being seen
physically by their bosses.

In this paper, we aim to explore the features and effects of
remote working on performance management, in conjunction
with organizational learning as a critical cultural phenomenon.
With our pilot study, we aimed at understanding the adaptation
process from both the employee’s and the employer’s
perspective. The main finding of our study was to identify and
discuss the critical questions of remote working along with the
new challenges of performance management by considering
the latest technological and cultural issues within the
organizations. Building on the work presented here in a future
study, we want to explore the lived experience of employees’
informal learning, which seems to have disappeared during the
course of shifting to remote working.

Over the past 15 months, both organizations and employees
gained substantial experience with remote working. Remote
work became the new normal and the most common way of
work globally. Assuming that remote working will remain
post-Covid and re-shape workforce strategies in the long run,
the questions discussed in this paper might be highly relevant
for any organization.
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The paper is structured as follows. In Section 2, we present
a review of remote working literature, connecting it to
performance management. Section 3 provides the ‘Problem
Formulation’ trying to elucidate the critical aspects of remote
working as a real-life problem. Section 4 discusses our
Findings and Implications in the light of the extant literature.
Finally, Section 6 offers Concluding Remarks and Limitations
of the study as well as an outlook on future research.

II.  BACKGROUND KNOWLEDGE

We underline our study with a solid background knowledge
by exploring the background literature around remote working
in line with the question of performance management.

A. The Performance Management Literature Review

Managing employees’ performance under remote working
is becoming crucial for organizations. In this section, we
outline the most recent topics in performance management in
remote working during the pandemic and attempt to align those
with the upcoming trends in performance management before
the pandemic.

According to the traditional performance-measurement
schools, performance measures are used for reward and
recognition, and these measures need to be integrated and
aligned on the level of organizations, processes, teams, and
individuals [7-14]. However, this concept of alignment seems
to conflict with the evolving networked, open-innovation
environment, where the knowledge workers drive the
economics of production within networks [2, 3, 15-17]. Hilton
[18] claims that the nature of work will be affected by the
emerging knowledge economy where the knowledge workers
will require a greater complex knowledge. Moreover, there is
also a growing consensus that the performance of a knowledge
worker cannot be effectively measured or managed [19, 20].

The purpose of performance management is under radical
change, characterized by a decreasing role of measurement and
control and an increasing emphasis on continuous feedback and
continuous individual and organizational learning [19, 21-24].

Building upon the traditional performance measurement
approaches, the performance measures for the organization,
processes, teams, and individuals need to be integrated and
aligned. This new approach of performance management is
driven by the behavior of organizations, which is characterized
by the context of continuous organizational learning and
community of practice [1, 2, 25-27]. Because of this
transformation, performance measurement shifts from rational
control (measurement) towards cultural control [28, 29] with a
particular focus on organizational behavior and organizational
learning. The performance measurement field seems to have
developed in response to global and business trends.
““Performance measurement and organizational behavior are
becoming more a social phenomenon where behaviors
(organizational and individual) reshaped by the values and
perceptions of the individuals and the communities within
which the individual operates™* [27].

In line with the digital transformation of the companies,
performance management focuses less on performance rating
[30, 31]. Instead, it emphasizes increasing motivation and

developing new skills and continuous learning, while the
performance itself as the outcome of work will be less stressed
[31, 32]. Pulakos and Miiller [33] indicate the managers’ need
for positive performance behaviors motivating employees to
perform better and increase employee engagement. These
performance behaviors are critical to shifting the latest PM
focus towards a more continuous and quality feedback process,
relying on development and learning. Companies started
improving new performance behavior within their
organizations and defining, designing, and developing new
behaviors for collaboration. ““Whether an organization works
collaboratively or not is largely determined by its culture: the
way people have learned to behave in their organization. So,
the working collaborative is a cultural, hence behavioral
change.” [34]. Organizations need to prepare for the new-era
performance management that will be highly digitized and
data-enabled, where even Al-based algorithms may assess the
performance data [35].

We claim that employees’ performance management has
started transforming already before the Covid-19 pandemic. It
became: 1) more data-driven based on the available digital
performance data about the employees; 2) more forward-
looking and development/learning-oriented by relying on
continuous feedbacking as a new kind of positive performance
behavior. In line with these findings, next, we aim to elucidate
the most relevant studies regarding performance management
during remote working.

B. The Literature of Remote Working

Having overviewed the emerging trends in the field of
employees’ performance management, in this section, we
intend to uncover the most relevant features and challenges of
remote work by elucidating the effects on performance
management. Before the pandemic, most employees had
minimal experience with remote work, and organizations were
not ready for it either. With the start of the pandemic, millions
suddenly shifted to remote. During this past year, we
witnessed, if not participated in, a global experiment of remote
work [36], making it the new normal.

Remote work is not a fringe practice anymore. A year
before the Covid-19 pandemic, the IWG 2019 Global
Workplace Survey concluded that flexible working is expected
to become a ‘new normal’ by 3 out of 4 employees [37]. The
outbreak of the pandemic forced even more companies to
introduce remote work policies.

Remote work is “flexible work arrangement whereby
workers work in locations, remote from their central offices or
production facilities, the worker has no personal contact with
co-workers there but can communicate with them using
technology” [38].

Wang et al. [39] approach the challenges of remote work
from the proper positioning of work design. Below work
design, they refer to the content and organization of work tasks,
activities, relationships, and responsibilities [40]. The same
study [39] defines four critical challenges in the remote work
context during the pandemic: procrastination, ineffective
communication, work-home interference, and loneliness. As
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they argue, these four challenges make a direct impact on work
effectiveness and well-being.

Having learned hands-on experience in remote work over
the last year, we can say that this new kind of work model
provided apparent benefits such as lower overhead costs, more
flexible work schedules, decreased commuting hours, and often
increased productivity. However, it became also clear that it
may bring loneliness and burnout for the remote workers.
Besides that, remote work caused clear challenges for
teamwork, attempts resulting in more, often unnecessary
meetings, and losing the opportunity of informal learning
between the employees, when meeting personally, and sharing
additional helpful information [6, 37, 41].

Interviews with executives and CHROs show [42] that
taking into account employees’ experience on remote work by
executives is critical as it can help excel facing the challenges
of remote work. They suggest that leaders introduce new
management techniques and revise how they communicate
with their employees.

To encourage and empower employees in a truthful
manner, organizational leaders and managers need to initiate
and express their intention to do their best to substitute face-to-
face interactions and, with that, keep them motivated. The
mentioned tools are video chats and recordings, encouraging
communication beyond the meetings, and organizing informal
conversations that can all help unite a team and improve
operations [37].

The three biggest challenges of remote work, identified are
unnecessary meetings, loss of passive knowledge sharing, and
staying connected with remote work [37]. Remote work has
launched a very intense change in the work culture and
attitudes indeed that would affect human resources
management and workforce strategies in the long term as well.

Studies also confirmed that for successful remote work,
employees first needed to learn and get used to the online
platforms to behave and collaborate confidently in the online
spaces. Having gained the first positive experiences online,
they could be actively present both in online meetings or
conference calls. Managers and leaders need to be supportive
and patient in this learning process to keep their employees
motivated for online collaboration and also to empower their
employees to be productive at home as well [41, 42].

In a 2012 SMR study [43] the concept of “passive face
time” was described, under which they meant the perception of
employees’ being observed at work’. They proved with their
study that being seen has even great power in the case of
remote work. In parallel with this, some common tactics were
identified as applied by most of the employees during remote
work, such as making regular phone calls or email status
reports; being immediately available at home; getting others to
talk you up, and emailing or voice mailing early or late in the
day [44].

Keeping remote work even partially in the long-term raises
the question of tracking employees’ performance through
technical tools. The question of surveillance brings up ethical
questions indeed. Until companies communicate it to their
workforces transparently, it is legal to monitor their people’s

screens from a distance. Managers at these companies claim
that this way, they can learn valuable information about
improving their workers’ performance [45].

However, measuring employees’ performance by
surveillance highly depends on trust between the employees
and the employers. Applying surveillance can ruin motivation
and trust and, with that, deteriorate the employees-employer
relationships. Employees being monitored trust their employers
less, and similarly, managers also trust their workers less once
they start using surveillance. Based on these findings, they
suggest using surveillance as only an interim or supplementary
measure to address this crisis of trust [45].

In the above sections, we provided some basic insights on
remote work during Covid-19 by having assessed some critical
studies published on the topic. Our primary goal with the
literature work was to uncover the intersection of the two
examined domains of performance management and remote
work and that highlight the most relevant questions about
remote working. To understand the complexity of remote
working, we suggest approaching and analyzing it from all
possible aspects like’ work designs’,” individual and
organizational learning,” productivity and performance’,’
leadership and management. In line with that, we also argue the
need for highlighting the psychological aspects, such as fear,
uncertainty, and trust issues caused by remote work.

To build upon these insights from the literature, we
designed and conducted a pilot study by carrying out
participant observations and a semi-structured interviews with
remote workers. We interviewed 9 persons who worked
remotely within the past one year. The interviewees were
leaders, managers, and senior associates at various
multinational companies in banking, telecommunication,
international shared service center, media, and real estate
management, in Budapest, Hungary. The interviews focused on
the individuals’ lived experiences and perceptions of the short-
and long-term effects of remote work.

III. PERFORMANCE MANAGEMENT IN REMOTE WORKING AS
A REAL LIFE PROBLEM

The literature suggests that the radically changed
circumstances around remote working have entirely re-shaped
the priorities of performance management. In order to handle
the challenges and effects caused by remote working during the
Covid-19 pandemic, companies’ management needed to
embrace and tackle great challenges. We attempted to uncover
these challenges both on the employers’ and on the employees’
perspective by conducting observations and interviews with
active participants of remote working.

A. The Key Questions of Remote Working

Based on the literature, we defined and focused on
answering the following questions regarding remote working:

What were the critical priorities for both employees and
employers to overcome the first-year challenges of remote
working?

What are the short- and long-term effects of remote
working on performance management?
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How will remote working re-shape the field of performance
management in the long run?

B. Approach to Problem Solving

To address the above questions, we have conducted
observations of active participants in remote working and
conducted semi-structured interviews with altogether nine
persons: including three leaders, three managers, and three
senior associates.

We selected the participants for our study based on the
criteria that they worked during the last year remotely up to
80% of the time and were open to speak out their experiences
and feelings about the past year in remote work. For selecting
the participants, we used the ‘snow-ball method’: having found
and chosen the first interviewee, we asked him to recommend
the next interviewee with the criteria that she/he works in
remote work entirely for at least half a year but works for
another company, without limiting the position. More
specifically, our main goal was to get a real-life picture of the
development of remote work by collecting these individuals’
experiences and perceptions, trying to understand the short-
and long-term effects of remote work. With this framing, we
chose our respondents from a wide range of sectors, including
banking, telecommunication, international shared services
center, media, and real estate management.

To analyze the interviews, we used an approach based on
Gioia’s grounded theorizing [46]. We have been collecting new
data until the saturation point, i.e. when we did not gain further
information anymore. In parallel, we practiced bracketing with
the purpose of using pre-understanding and insider knowledge
as a source of further insights [47, 48], leveraging the concepts
from two phenomenological methods: the Intuitive Cyclic
Phenomenology and the Explanatory Phenomenology [48-50].

IV. FINDINGS AND IMPLICATIONS

In general, we found that shifting to remote work did not
fright people, despite the drastically changed circumstances.
They kept trying to deliver their best work. They pushed
themselves to maintain their self-motivation before their
superiors started defining any new criteria. To better handle
uncertainty, they chose to put an extra effort into their daily
work, while trying to remain social in their human relations.

The respondents in chief executive and manager positions
also identified four points found in the literature as well.

First, they pointed out the primary need for employees’
involvement and active participation during remote work.
Second, they highlighted the availability of new technological
solutions and the importance of skills to use the technology in
their daily work. Third, they emphasized the importance of
social support and human relations, in helping to reduce fear
and uncertainty. Finally, they found that the greatest loss of
missing the physical interactions was informally sharing and
receiving the ‘beyond the work’ information and knowledge.

We found that proper communication and daily check-ins
with the employees added the most to handling remote work
challenges. Besides, engaging employees in re-organizing tasks
for remote work and allocating them direct responsibility and

independence during remote work made them feel more
empowered and motivated. As a positive side-effect, managers
could get relief from micromanaging remote work, and instead,
they could focus and proceed with strategic issues.

More than half of respondents said that they just wanted to
look forward and continue with the ongoing work as before by
keeping mostly the same working hours as if nothing apart
from the place of their work has changed. For instance, two of
the workers mentioned that by transferring to remote work,
his/her manager did not prescribe any specific work schedule,
just to deliver the scheduled tasks on time and in good quality.
However, they all complained about the number of meetings
they were required to attend on a daily basis, labeling them
non-productive.

According to the respondents, their companies put extreme
efforts into arranging all technical solutions for their
employees. “It was like one of the biggest alliances and
teamwork I have ever seen.” — said one of the managers. This
effort helped people to feel supported, reducing the emerging
stress and feeling of uncertainty. 80% of the respondents
mentioned financial support to buy new devices and secure
high-speed internet connectivity at their homes. They were
satisfied with the efficiency of their companies adopting new
platforms for online communication and collaboration. “The
most dynamic IT implementation project I have been working
on here” — pointed out one of the managers working in the IT
department. We note that these investments were not only one-
off investments and these devices are in active use since then.

Respondents in manager and executive positions criticized
themselves, for organizing more calls and online meetings
within their teams since they started working remotely. They
see it as the only way to keep face-to-face communication with
their colleagues somehow. However, they also admitted that
too many meetings decreased the meetings’ efficiency after a
while. While all of the interviewed workers who worked as part
of a team and two of the managers recognize the challenge of
keeping together teamwork in the online space. “People start
getting distracted after a while, and it became the key task to
document all the tasks and decisions afterward.” — as we heard
from one of the managers.

The participants in subordinate positions emphasized how
much they missed physical interactions in the office. They also
miss sharing the ‘beyond the work’ information and ‘informal’
knowledge with each other, which can add a lot to their
understanding of a more complex task and improve the result.
Translating their words, the opportunity of informal learning
has drastically reduced with remote work, which they miss a
lot. It is not just because of their peer relations but also because
they miss receiving or giving each other support in their work.
Employees started to organize virtual gatherings and non-work-
related chats without a formal plan. During these gatherings,
they felt more connected, and it helped them to keep personal
relationships better. As they described, such informal meetings
helped improve their individual and team performance on the
following days’ formal meetings.

Based on the above findings, we can say that both the
employers and the employees were highly cooperative and
constructive during the transition to remote work. The
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employers showed extreme flexibility in solving this situation
together with their employees. They did not focus on
introducing radically new control policies for managing remote
work but instead giving time to their people, accommodating
the unique circumstances, and elaborating the new process of
managing their work and performance from home.

Despite the overall positive attitude from both the
employers and employees, we wanted to ask our interviewees
about introducing more formal controls on their remote work.

A. Passive Face Time and Surveillance

Having asked our interviewees about their techniques for
handling ‘passive face time’, we learned that they applied quite
similar technics with some slight differences. Within their daily
routine most of them gave priority to answering their incoming
emails first then their phone calls within the shortest period. It
made them feel safe that nothing urgent is left unhandled.
Others pointed out that they prepared for the online meetings
even better, since they really wanted to provide an outstanding
performance. Some participants liked attending the online
meetings earlier in order to meet their colleagues and take the
opportunity to chat with them before the formal meeting starts.

All our participants argued that introducing surveillance
during remote working would cause severe damage to the
manager-employee relationship; it would increase the
employees’ fear of ruining their overall motivation and
performance. Instead, they emphasized the need for building
stronger trust between the employers and employees.

Based on these comments, we identify two critical factors,
which can help developing trust between leaders, managers,
and employees. First, leaders and managers must focus on
engaging their employees during remote work and set precise
requirements towards the expected performance. Second, they
need to provide continuous feedback on their worker’s
performance and keeping in touch with them on a daily basis.

All participants expect to keep the new processes in a
reframed format for the normal office-based work
environment. None of the participants would keep exclusively
remote work since working at home makes them feel
abandoned, missing socializing in the company of their
colleagues. On the other hand, they confirmed that they would
work one or two days a week remotely.

In summary, our findings confirmed that leaders and
managers focusing on keeping continuous, trustful
communication with their employees and considering their
employees’ inputs and experience could help facing upcoming
challenges of remote work. Trustful relationships are crucial,
even in remote work. This could help to dissolve the initial fear
and cope with uncertainty, overcome stress caused by the
radically changed work conditions. In the absence of proper
communication, employees would have felt alone, abandoned,
which, as they all agree, would negatively affect their
performance and motivation.

V. CONCLUDING REMARKS AND LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY

The purpose of this paper was to understand and evaluate
the short- and long-term effects of remote work on PM,

including employees’ lived experience, focusing on perceptions
about its immediate benefits and challenges, and the caused
fear and uncertainty. Our paper targets the discipline of
Cognitive Infocommunications by indicating the “blended
combination” [51] of artificial and natural cognitive systems
within the future of the organizational landscape. We suggest
that this relationship is becoming fuzzy as the border between
natural and cognitive capabilities will rely on new
combinations of these factors [52].

Based on this our goal is to unpack the changing dynamics
of keeping employees’ motivation and managing their work
and performance under the new circumstances.

We analyzed and assessed both employers’ and employees’
first reactions and behaviors to identify the critical factors that
could help them successfully handle the challenges and
highlight how this affected their relationships.

Under the changed work conditions, managing employees’
performance started working more spontaneously in an
informal way. We found that managers were ‘forced’ to give
continuous feedback about their employee’s performance, and
they also needed to collect relevant information about their
colleagues’ performance. As a result, we may assume that the
radical transformation of performance management systems
and processes is right on the way; the first period of remote
work was more about letting employees adjust to the radically
changed circumstances and relying on their work ethics.
Having reviewed the PM literature, we can confirm that these
changes of the performance management systems are
underway though companies are hesitating to implement these
changes, particularly under remote work.

This study inevitably has limitations. First, the low number
of interviews and the scope of a single country raise concerns
about its generalizability; however, generalizability was not the
purpose of this exploratory study. Conversely, within the
specific context of our study and the way we have chosen and
interviewed the participants, we captured individuals’ unique
lived experiences during the sudden transition from the onsite
office to home. In fact, one’s remote work experience and
acceptance of remote work can influence the impact of
working from home. Thus, it would be interesting to compare
our findings with remote work during the pandemic with other
countries and involving a higher number of participants.

In the course of doing this research, via the identified
questions, we learned about some critical problems to be
addressed. To-date, both organizations and employees gained
substantial experience with remote working. Even today,
because of the pandemic’s unresolved situation, it became the
new normal and is recently the most common way of work
globally. Assuming that remote working will remain post-
Covid and re-shape workforce strategies in the long run, the
questions discussed in this paper might be highly relevant for
any organization to think and learn about how to incorporate
into the daily work processes, thinking, and operation.

Our future research will focus on exploring the
phenomenon of employees’ informal learning, which seems to
have disappeared during the shift to remote working.
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