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ABSTRACT 

The aim of this study was to investigate management and leadership at a distance during the 

COVID-19 pandemic in Sweden. Eight managers from a large industrial company in Sweden 

currently working full time from home participated in the study, of which six were women. 

Semi structured interviews were carried out and the data was analyzed through thematic 

analysis which yielded 7 themes accompanied by 5 subthemes. Not being in the same physical 

space removes informal interactions, and to combat this, formalization has increased. Tasks 

that do not lend themselves well to formalization, such as getting a feel for co-worker’s 

emotional state or creative work, were found to be more difficult. The managers workdays had 

a high number of digital meetings, and their way of working was changed through digital 

adaptations. While the availability of quality social interactions with co-workers was down, 

digital meetings were used to keep interactions up within the work group. While work 

environment management was harder, work requiring heavy focus was described as more 

efficient when teleworking. Overall, the situation surrounding COVID-19 has been challenging 

for managers, but the digital space has evolved quickly, and work has still been able to function 

surprisingly well. 

Keywords: Telework, COVID-19 pandemic, Management, Leadership, Qualitative study, 

Working from home, Sweden
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1 INTRODUCTION 

At the start of 2020, a strain of corona virus which became known as the novel coronavirus or 

2019–nCoV started spreading in the Chinese city of Wuhan. This virus proved highly 

contagious and throughout the first 6 months of 2020 spread rapidly throughout the world, 

straining the health care, economy, and social security systems of most countries around the 

globe (World Health Organization, 2020). This virus is commonly referred to as the 

coronavirus or COVID-19. 

In an effort to reduce the spread of COVID-19, countries are issuing a mix of recommendations 

and mandates when it comes to areas such as social activity, public safety measures, staying at 

home as a personal responsibility and pushing organizations to have their employees work 

from home, when possible, in order to prevent the virus spreading at the workplace. In Sweden, 

where this study takes place, at the time of writing, which is during Spring 2021, there are 

several restrictions in place. A maximum of 8 individuals are allowed to be present at the same 

social gathering, bars need to stop serving alcohol at 20:00, non-essential travel from outside 

of the EU is banned, and businesses have had to adapt so that the recommended safety 

precautions can be followed at their place of business (Krisinformation, 2021). The restrictions 

in Sweden have changed over the course of the COVID-19 pandemic, for example, in March 

2020 a limit was set of a maximum of 50 people per social gathering (Karolinska Institutet, 

2020). This shows that the recommendations and restrictions in Sweden have been evolving 

and adapting to the changing circumstances surrounding the pandemic. 

In Sweden, employers have been recommended to encourage their work force to work from 

home when possible and to adapt work times that can help their employees avoid the rush 

hours when commuting (Krisinformation, 2021). In 2019, before the COVID-19 outbreak 

Sweden was the leading member state in the European Union when it comes to percentage of 

people working from home (The European Commission’s science and knowledge service, 

2020). And throughout the COVID-19 pandemic many Swedish workers find themselves 

working from home full- or part time. The biggest group working from home in Sweden are in 

the information-based lines of work, followed by financial businesses and public 

administration (Statistikmyndigheten SCB, 2020). 

COVID-19 has presented managers a range of new challenges in their leadership role. In a 

situation where new stressors may be present due to the pandemic, as well as challenges related 

to working from home, it is important for leaders to adapt to the situation. Some of these 

challenges are handling a worried workforce that may experience challenges in being as 

productive as usual, dealing with a higher workload and keeping up communication in a digital 

workspace (Pålhaugen, 2020).  
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By adopting to these new circumstances, leaders play an important role in keeping their 

workforce productive and healthy. Good leadership as well as good management is always 

important to the success of an organization and their work force, and this may be especially 

true in times of crisis, where communication and engagement as a leader is key (Delaryd, 

2020). 

1.1 Background 

In Sweden, the employer is ultimately responsible for the work environment for all of their 

employees and should work to favor availability and safety for the people within their 

organization (Arbetsmiljöverket, 2021). This applies to regular work as well as to telework, 

which can be defined as the performance of regular work-related tasks from a location outside 

of the office through the use of information and communication technology or ICTs (Sullivan, 

2003). The most relevant location for telework during the COVID-19 pandemic is people’s 

homes, due to the restrictions to areas such as cafés that might otherwise be used. 

This means that managers in Sweden have a responsibility for the well-being of their workers 

even when they are working from home. How Swedish leaders or managers go about taking 

this responsibility, as well as how they address the new challenges of a largely teleworking 

workforce, may depend on their leadership style. There are several different leadership styles 

within leadership theory (Nanjundeswaraswamy & Swamy, 2014). One such style that may be 

relevant due to the study taking place in Sweden is a broad term known as the Nordic 

leadership style (Andreasson & Lundqvist, 2018). 

The Nordic leadership style is characterized by a specific type of leadership and organizational 

structure and is influenced by the cultural norms in the Nordic countries (Andreasson & 

Lundqvist, 2018). These characteristics are a high level of delegation of power, a presence of 

informal rules and a focus on connection as well as collaboration with employees rather than 

the leader only exercising their own authority (Andreasson & Lundqvist, 2018). 

At the time of writing, a brief literature search of the database APA PsychInfo and of google 

scholar has shown that while leadership of remote work in general can provide some insights, 

there is a research gap concerning leadership in Sweden during the COVID-19 pandemic. At 

least in terms of organizational leadership and management. This research gap leads into the 

aim of this study. 

1.2 Aim and research questions 

The aim of this study is to investigate leadership and management in Sweden during the 

COVID-19 pandemic, and to provide information that can start to fill the aforementioned 

research gap. This means that this present study is descriptive in nature, looking into the 

situation surrounding managerial work and the COVID-19 pandemic. The study aims to 

answer two research questions. 
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(1) What does managerial work at a distance look like in Sweden in the times of the COVID-

19 pandemic? 

(2) How do managers in Sweden experience that the COVID-19 pandemic and the change to 

telework have affected their well-being and health? 

1.3 Previous research 

While there is a research gap on leadership and management in Sweden during the COVID-19 

pandemic, there is plenty of data on telework, the effects of leadership and different leadership 

styles and how leadership relates to COVID-19 and telework globally. This is what will be 

presented in this segment, starting with previous research on telework in general. 

1.3.1 The conflicting effects of telework on health and wellbeing 

Telework can be argued to be a highly relevant topic for this paper, as it is related in a large 

part to leadership in times of the Coronavirus pandemic since a large part of workers are now 

working from home. As mentioned earlier, telework refers to work being carried out from a 

remote location (Sullivan, 2003). But telework can also be broken down into different 

categories in terms of where the work is carried out (Qvortrup, 2002). Examples of these 

categories are satellite work centers, where a branch of a company works from a remote site 

and communicate with the head office at a distance. Flexible work facilities, where the worker 

is mobile and varied in where they carry out their telework. Perhaps the most relevant category 

for the present study is the electronic home-office, where the worker teleworks almost entirely 

from home, with very little physical visits at clients or the employer’s office. Since the COVID-

19 restrictions involve isolating, it is likely that the electronic home-office is the most common 

telework solution during the pandemic. 

The following studies bring up correlations between telework and health as well as telework 

and wellbeing. A way of understanding health is the Dahlgren & Whitehead model (Rice & 

Sara, 2019) which does not define health per se but describes a structure of different levels that 

affect health with the goal of enabling well-informed policy making (Rice & Sara, 2019). This 

model includes lifestyle, social networks, living and working conditions, socioeconomic status 

as well as the virtual world and ICTs (Rice & Sara, 2019). If these levels are viewed as 

determinants for health, it is likely that the decrease in social interactions, increase in the use 

of digital means of working, and changes to working conditions that come with full-time 

telework may also result in changes in regard to managers health. These changes could be for 

the worse or for the better, but when viewed through this model for health, the determinants 

have certainly changed in the times of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Meanwhile, wellbeing in this case refers to what is commonly called subjective wellbeing. 

Which can be defined as the grade to which an individual experiences desirable mental states 

(Angner, 2010), and thus the word subjective means that what this desired mental state can 

vary between people. But a general description of how happy or content a person is in their 
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everyday life gives a rough idea about their degree of subjective well-being. So, when wellbeing 

is mentioned in this paper, this is what is referred to.  

When it comes to the question of what effect telework has on the well-being and productivity 

of those that perform it, there are conflicting answers from different previous studies. A 

quantitative study by Song and Gao (2020) showed results that indicated a generally negative 

relationship between telework and well-being, and that this interaction differed based on 

variables such as gender, marital status and having children as well as whether or not the 

telework was being performed on a weekend. 

Meanwhile, there is also quantitative data supporting the idea that telework increases well-

being for workers through better being able to balance work-related needs with family life 

(Bentley, Teo, McLeod, Tan, Bosua and Gloet, 2016). And that telework increases work 

satisfaction and productivity when teleworking for an appropriate amount of time each week, 

which is said to be no more than 18 hours (Kazekami, 2020). Also, the same quantitative study 

states that the benefits of telework are more pronounced for workers with long commutes and 

those that regularly experience interruptions at their regular place of work (Kazekami, 2020). 

But where Bentley et al., (2016) states that telework reduces the stress caused by balancing 

work and family life, Kazekami (2020) reports that telework increases the stress of ensuring 

this balance.  

It is worth noting that the country that the studies were performed in may have an effect on 

these results, as there are large differences in telework adaptation between countries (The 

European Commission’s science and knowledge service, 2020). There may also be differences 

in definitions used by different studies, such as what counts telework, as an organization using 

telework sporadically with employees taking an hour per week could see very different effects 

than an organization using telework full time. For example, previous studies on telework have 

defined long term telework as 15.1 hours (Allen, Golden, & Shockley, 2015), which is very 

different to teleworkers during the COVID-19 pandemic having to work almost exclusively 

from home. Thus, the degree to which people telework within different studies varies. This 

could contribute to why they are seeing different results when it comes to telework and its effect 

on well-being. 

1.3.2 What facilitates successful telework 

Successful telework could mean different things depending on the goals set by the 

organization, but one definition is that the performance of telework has led to an increase in 

well-being, work life satisfaction or productivity (Greer & Payne, 2014). Some of the most 

common challenges that may be found within telework is the lack of face-to-face 

communication that normally takes place at the workspace, as well as other issues related to 

distance such as availability of resources and performing tasks that depend on co-workers that 

are not in the same physical space (Greer & Payne, 2014).  

While previous research lays out some of the challenges within telework, there is also data on 

what makes telework successful. This data suggests some key areas to focus on when trying to 

facilitate successful telework. One area is communication, where it is important to maintain 
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regular communication between the teleworker and manager as well as the teleworker and co-

workers (Greer & Payne, 2014). Here there is a shared responsibility for managers as well as 

teleworkers to actively try to participate in the communicative process. Pre-established groups 

and patters of communication before engaging in telework seems to be a predictor for 

continued successful communication when teleworking (Turetken, Jain, Quesenberry and 

Ngwenyama, 2010). 

Another facilitator is to plan for the telework, assigning tasks that may be less reliant on co-

workers to be completed via telework (Greer & Payne, 2014; Turketen et al., 2010). An 

organization providing support for telework through HR efforts, such as handcrafting telework 

schedules to fit employees’ individual goals for telework increases telework success (Basile & 

Beauregard, 2016). Organizations can also increase telework success by providing necessary 

and up to date technological equipment and structures, which are needed for productivity and 

communication (Major, Verive & Joice, 2008; Greer & Payne, 2014) 

Finally, it seems to be important that the organizations provide clear policies and structures 

for telework, and that managers have a plan for how to support telework and teleworkers under 

their leadership, which also helps reduce social isolation due to teleworking (Bentley et al., 

2016; Major et al., 2008; Kirk & Belovics, 2006). 

1.3.3 Impact of COVID-19 on workers 

The situation in the world caused by COVID-19 present new challenges and many workers had 

to transition from in-office work to telework in order to break the spread of the virus (Abdel 

Hadi, Bakker & Häusser, 2021). One effect that the COVID-19 pandemic has had on 

teleworkers is that difficulties and setbacks related to COVID-19 are linked to work-withdrawal 

behaviors the next day, an effect that is mediated through end-of-day emotional exhaustion 

(Chong, Huang & Chang, 2020). It has also been found that current demands for teleworkers, 

be it home- or job-related is correlated with increased emotional exhaustion, which in turn is 

related to reduced job performance (Abdel Hadi et al., 2021). It was also found that there is an 

apparent link between meaningful leisure activities for teleworkers and reduced emotional 

exhaustion (Abdel Hadi et al., 2021). 

Related to this, a specific type of emotional exhaustion has emerged since the broad adaptation 

of telework and video-meeting around the globe, a term called videoconference-fatigue 

(Bennett, Campion, Keeler & Keener, 2021). This phenomenon entails people feeling 

exhausted due to taking part in video-meetings, and it has been shown to arise shortly after the 

meeting, and to be mitigated through time of day, muting one’s microphone and group 

belonging (Bennet et al., 2021).  

Workers forced into social distancing and working from home are also more likely to 

experience loneliness and an overall decrease in psychological health over the course of the 

pandemic (Kniffin et al., 2021). Also, increased job-demands and a reduction in resources 

caused by the pandemic are also likely to increase the general stress level among workers 

(Kniffin et al., 2021). Working full time from home could also lead to physical issues, since 

working from home involves fewer natural breaks, such as socializing with co-workers or going 
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to get something. As activity and movement decrease, the risk of developing negative physical 

symptoms increase (Hellig, Mertens & Brandl (2018). A static working posture can lead to 

subjective physical discomfort, and teleworkers may not have the same access to proper office 

equipment to enable a dynamic work posture as they would have at the usual workspace.  

1.3.4 Impact of COVID-19 on leadership 

While the COVID-19 pandemic and the shift towards working from home has had a well-

documented effect on employees, it has also had an effect on managers, something that is less 

investigated (Kirchner, Ipsen & Hansen, 2021). Managers have had to adapt to changing 

circumstances surrounding their leadership, since many now have to do their managerial work 

from a distance. Kirchner, Ipsen and Hansen (2021) compared to what degree managers and 

employees experienced certain challenges, and found areas where managers perceived a more 

challenging position than their employee counterparts. Examples of these areas were more 

demanding work, having to spend more time in meetings, working more hours and feeling less 

able to take breaks when needed (Kirchner, Ipsen & Hansen, 2021).  

A qualitative analysis also revealed a few new challenges that were related with the switch to 

working from home. These were that some tasks cannot be done from home, difficulties in 

organizing work with coordination being more complex, and extra time being taken up by crisis 

management (Kirchner, Ipsen & Hansen, 2021). Another area that proved challenging was 

distance leadership. Where the distance to the employees makes it difficult to organize creative 

work, finding tasks for the workers to perform, working intensively with employees and 

importantly being able to know how employees are feeling in their new situation (Kirchner, 

Ipsen & Hansen, 2021). 

The final type of new challenge presented was related to communication, where the employees 

as well as the managers ability to communicate effectively and consistently was put to the test. 

Since people are not always checking their emails or being in other ways inaccessible at times, 

communication becomes more difficult than in normal circumstances. Also, face-to-face 

communication is missing, which reduces the amount of informal communication that takes 

place as well as providing a challenge in the lack of body language that might otherwise be 

important in certain conversations (Kirchner, Ipsen & Hansen, 2021). The importance to body 

language is reiterated in the theory behind multimodal interaction analysis (Broth & Keevallik, 

2020), which says that non-verbal communication is a central and important aspect of 

interpretating meaning in conversations. Overall, the distance between employees is felt, and 

employees as well as managers are more isolated than previously. 

Previous studies on leadership style and telework suggest that a leader that is oriented towards 

communication and relationship with their employees would prove to be the most effective at 

offsetting the negative side of telework, being distance, isolation, and difficulty in 

communication (Dahlstrom, 2013). It is however also important for the leader to maintain a 

balance between the relationship-oriented style and a task orientation, since teleworkers also 

need clear tasks and guidelines on how to work as oversight is much more difficult than in 

normal circumstances (Dahlstrom, 2013). 
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1.4 Theoretical perspective 

1.4.1 The job demands - resources model 

A way of understanding the changes in the work environment caused by the COVID-19 

pandemic and adaptations made to limit its negative impact is to view it through the lens of a 

model that explains how people are affected by their work-related circumstances, in this case 

namely the job demands – resources model (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007). This model explains 

job stress as well as its following effects such as burnout, sleep related issues and negative well-

being to be affected by two main categories. These are job demands and job resources. The 

model also explains motivation as arising when demands and resources are well-balanced. 

The category of job demands include factors that cause strain for individuals on a social, 

organizational, physical, or psychological level, and demand effort on some level to solve or 

alleviate (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007). Examples of job demands are a high workload, 

interactions with co-workers or clients that are emotionally demanding, physically intensive 

work tasks or other factors that may induce stress on some level. It is theorized that high 

demands cause strain in the form of exhaustion, which in turn leads to a compensatory 

expenditure of mental or emotional resources to compensate. This type of compensation on a 

longer term may result in fatigue, riskier decision-making or eventually burnout (Bakker & 

Demerouti, 2007).  

Manager specific demands have been outlined in previous research (Skagert, Dellve, Eklöf, 

Pousette & Ahlborg, 2008; Schat & Kelloway, 2005). Conflicts between superior and 

subordinate are shown to be demanding for managers along with conflicts between 

subordinates. In both cases the managers need to handle the situation, which may cause stress 

and threaten the health level of the manager (Skagert et al., 2008). Another demanding 

situation for managers comes in the form of having to trust employees as well as handling 

workers that are unmotivated (Schat & Kelloway, 2005). One might assume that the situation 

surrounding COVID-19 and having to work from home, away for co-workers, may cause 

changes in worker motivation. Worker conflicts may also be harder to solve at a distance, as 

they could be harder to notice when the manager can’t see the interactions their employees are 

having due to not being in the same physical space.  

In turn, job resources are aspects of a similar nature that instead are facilitators for achieving 

work goals, reduce demands, lead to growth, or help the person develop and learn (Bakker & 

Demerouti, 2007). Examples could be positive relationships with co-workers, organizational 

support in one’s work or tools and equipment that make the work tasks easier or less 

demanding. Another facet of job-resources is that they may lead to an increase in motivation. 

Factors that facilitate growth and learning lead to motivation through an increased ability to 

reach goals, while social support and proper organizing may lead to a feeling of belonging as 

well as a desire to dedicate oneself to work tasks (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007). Social support 

from subordinate coworkers, other managers as well as supervisors has been shown to be an 

important resource for managers (Demerouti, Bakker, Nachreiner & Schufeli, 2001) 
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The model also includes an interaction between demands and resources, where resources are 

said to act as a buffer for the strain caused by high demands (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007). In 

other words, an employee that experiences a high workload could have the strain offset by the 

resource support from co-workers. Or in a broader sense, a functional organizational structure 

can help reduce the negative impact of stressful situations within the same organization. 

A cluster analysis by Berntson, Wallin and Härenstam (2012) using the job demands-resources 

model showed a plethora of interactions between different demands and resources for first line 

managers. Managers that receive organizational support, praise from clients and coworkers as 

well as have low levels of client conflict correlated with better average health and stress levels 

(Berntson, Wallin and Härenstam, 2012). Managers with high amounts of conflict with clients, 

low support as well as managers pressed between conflicting needs of supervisors and 

employees showed worse results when it came to health and stress (Berntson, Wallin and 

Härenstam, 2012). In regard to the situation for managers during COVID-19, important issues 

could be increased employee conflict due to cooperation being harder at a distance, limited 

access to social support, and lack of physical meetings. These circumstances could perhaps lead 

to an imbalance between the effort at work and the feedback received from the client, which in 

turn could mean less perceived praise. 

Furthermore, in the times of the COVID-19 pandemic it is likely that new demands have risen 

up such as the need for continuous online communication, planning of unsupervised work, or 

for managers the monitoring and leadership of a workforce they might not be physically 

present with. At the same time resources such as interactions and input from co-workers as 

well as the tools present at the regular workspace are sparser, which could in turn lead to 

increased stress. However, if interactions with co-workers are instead normally experienced as 

a demand rather than a resource, the effect could then instead be positive. In any case the 

situation during the COVID-19 pandemic is sure to present workers and managers alike with 

new challenges in their work life. 

An interpretation of how this model could be applied to the setting of this study, namely full 

time telework, is as follows. Managers could aim to find new ways of increasing the resources 

of their employees while actively monitoring demands to avoid the risk of negative health 

consequences and keep motivation up. At the same time, managers may be facing a situation 

with less resources than before, and in working to provide a sustainably way of working for 

their co-workers could experience higher levels of demands than before. Especially when first 

switching to telework and having to find suitable adaptations to previous ways of working. 

1.4.2 Leadership theories 

There are differing views on what leadership means, if it is related to power, position, or 

influence. One definition of leadership is that in its essence is not about seniority or 

management, but rather a process of social influence, where a person maximizes other people’s 

efforts in achieving a common goal (Kruse, 2013). This means that there might be a theoretical 

divide between being a manager and being a leader, where the two might commonly overlap, 

but they are not necessarily synonymous.  
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When it comes to how leadership is performed, there are several models of leadership, or 

leadership theories, that present typical ways that leaders explicitly or implicitly adapt in their 

leadership work. Some examples of leadership styles are transactional leadership, where the 

leader and follower take part in a trade where rewards are exchanged for the meeting of 

organizational goals or for job performance (Nanjundeswaraswamy & Swamy, 2014).  

Then there is a transformational leadership styles, where the leader uses inspirational qualities 

and moralities to inspire their followers to growth and development, which in turn results in 

increased productivity and work-related satisfaction (Nanjundeswaraswamy & Swamy, 2014). 

The transformational leader behaves in a way that inspires others to act in accordance with the 

values exerted by the leader, gathers the group to strive for a common goal, emphasizes 

creativity in problem solving and pays attention to the individual needs of their followers (Bass 

& Riggio, 2006).  

Both of these styles are part of the full-range leadership model that incorporate aspects of 

transactional as well as transformational leadership (Bass & Riggio, 2006). This model also 

proposes that there is no “one way” that a leader should act, but rather that successful 

leadership can be carried out through a multitude of leadership styles. However, it has been 

described that in general leaders would benefit by tipping the balance in their leadership away 

from transactional and towards the transformational end of the model (Kirkbride, 2006). 

There is also a democratic style of leadership, that is characterized by high involvement of all 

coworkers in discussion and decisions as well as working in smaller but more cohesive teams 

(Nanjundeswaraswamy & Swamy, 2014).  

Then there are leadership styles such as, participatory leadership, and autocratic leadership, 

which vary on the degree of influence that the followers have on the decision-making process 

and the goal setting (Nanjundeswaraswamy & Swamy, 2014). No matter which leadership style 

is used by a leader, the circumstances surrounding COVID-19 and the lack of face-to-face 

interactions are sure to introduce new challenges.  

Overall, the Nordic leadership model (Andreasson & Lundqvist, 2018) seems to share 

similarities with a democratic and transformational leadership style. This may play a role in 

how Swedish managers have adapted to the change to telework due to COVID-19. As 

mentioned in the background section, the Nordic leadership model describes a leadership 

where power is delegated, this style of leadership also contains a desire to see employees grow 

in their profession as well as a strong relation-oriented component (Eriksen, Kruse & Larsen, 

2006). Previous research (Dahlstrom, 2013) states that a leader oriented towards relational 

work should be well suited for adapting to the landscape of telework and COVID-19. This would 

mean that leaders utilizing transformational, democratic as well as the Nordic leadership 

model should be effective managers during COVID-19. However, the distance accompanying 

full time telework could also make relational work harder since there are no face-to-face 

interactions between manager and employee. Therefore, it remains to be seen if the Nordic 

leadership model is hindered by COVID-19 or if it is well suited to the telework environment. 
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2 METHOD 

Here the method of the study will be outlined, including reasonings for the choice of method, 

information related to participants, selection criteria, how the analysis was performed and 

finally some ethical considerations that were considered in the procedures of the data 

collection. 

2.1 Choice of method 

When choosing a method for this study, the aim and research questions where the main points 

of consideration. The nature of the questions was qualitative, and thus a qualitative method 

was needed, and a thematic analysis was chosen to provide answers that are balanced between 

a generalizable and broad picture as well as being able to capture the specifics of the explored 

dataset. The goal of this study was not to provide an answer to a philosophical question or to 

examine the phenomenon as exempted from the people that it affects but rather to describe 

the experience and analyze the participants have of being a manager from home. 

This provides another reasoning for the choice of thematic analysis, as it is adaptable to a wide 

variety of theoretical backgrounds as well as adaptable to a variety of aims (Terry, Hayfield, 

Clarke & Braun, 2017; King & Brooks, 2021). 

The aim of this study, namely, to explore the situation that managers in Sweden face due to the 

expectations and adaptations caused by the COVID-19 pandemic can be aptly done by 

thematically analyzing the data provided and presented as themes that give a view of the 

situation through a manager’s lens. 

The method of analysis used in this study thus is thematic analysis. Thematic analysis is a way 

of analyzing qualitative data in order to create themes that are present in different interviews, 

and in doing so find commonalities or differences in peoples experiences of something (Terry 

et al., 2017). Thematic analysis is a flexible method that can vary in how it is carried out 

depending on the goal or scope of the study. It may be divided into two major schools. Where 

one still has a positivist element to it, looking to ensure reliability in its coding (Terry et al., 

2017), the other is to have a larger qualitative focus, where theoretical independence as well as 

an organic approach to the crafting of codes and themes is adapted (Terry et al., 2017). This 

study will be leaning towards the later. 

2.2 Participants and selection 

The research project was carried out within a lager Swedish industrial company, and the 

participants were selected from different departments within this company. The choice of this 

organization was made because they had managers that had made the switch to managing at a 

distance. The company was big enough to provide enough participating managers and they 

were themselves interested in shining a light on the subject matter of the study. This meant 
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that this study not only would contribute to the knowledge base, but also provide immediate 

benefit to the company in question. Also, the size of the company allowed for recruitment of 

participants from a multitude of different branches, allowing for a diverse base of participants 

even though they were all from the same head company. The company then helped to find 

suitable people within their organization and provided means of contacting these people. There 

was a risk that the respondents chosen by the company were only those that had success in 

their telework or were considered especially reliable by senior management. But the fact that 

the participants response to the new work regime was not uniform suggests that this was not 

the case. 

The selection criteria were that the person was a manager, currently working from home or at 

a distance and that they had some form of personnel responsibilities within their work. Thus, 

sampling method of this study as a whole could be argued to be a form of convenience 

sampling, as the participants were selected from a list of potentials provided by the company. 

But there was also a purposive element in how the participants were identified by how well 

they fit the inclusion criteria. 

Twelve managers were contacted, out of which eight agreed to participate in the study. The 

participants were contacted through a missive-letter containing information regarding the 

scope of the study, its aims and ethical considerations surrounding their participation as well 

as asking them for their participation in the study. In the selection gender was not considered 

and neither were the specifics of each potential participant’s occupation. 

Each of the participants had responsibilities that involved managing co-workers that also 

worked at distance. The participants had as part of their work a responsibility for the work 

environment and health of their co-workers. Their work involved a high number of digital 

meetings. The gender distribution of the participants was six women and two men, all of the 

participants were managers with varying work roles working from home. The number of 

participants is in line with the lower end of the recommended number for a master’s level 

project which is 6-15 (Terry et al., 2017). Sticking to the lower end of the recommendations 

also allowed for longer interviews to be fit into the timeframe of the project. All the managers 

were from separate branches within the company and had different roles in terms of what their 

team produced or managed. This allowed for variety in the sample although they were all under 

the same overarching organizational structure. Thus, they shared working from home and 

managing coworkers, but differed heavily in their specific area of expertise. 

The data for this study was collected through semi-structured qualitative interviews, where a 

study guide was used to provide a structure to the interview and used to make sure the topic of 

the study was covered. But efforts were also made to let the conversation flow, with follow up 

questions being used to go deeper into topics that came up. The interviews were carried out 

digitally and recorded through the use to Microsoft teams. The recordings were then 

transcribed into text for future coding and analysis. The interviews of the study lasted for 40 

to 50 minutes; at the end of each interview the interviewee was given an opportunity to add 

anything they felt was missing from the interview. When designing the interview guide, 

providing answers to the research questions was the guiding principle. Also, the job demands 

- resources model informed the interview guide. The reason for conducting the interviews 
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online at a distance was to take precautions due to the situation surrounding the COVID-19 

pandemic and to reach the interviewees and conduct the interviews in a work environment that 

was largely digitalized. The participants were contacted through e-mail. The interviews were 

transcribed close to verbatim, with words such as “um” being excluded. Only the soundtrack 

of the interviews was used for transcription, as a result body language or other types of non-

verbal communication was not included in the transcriptions. 

2.3 Data analysis 

The analysis of the data from the eight interviews was carried out following the steps described 

in Terry et al. (2017). These steps as well as how the analysis looked in practice will be outlined 

in this segment. The themes were grounded in the data, and the analysis explored and created 

ways of describing the data through themes. The analytical process went as follows. 

Familiarization is the first step, where the researcher immerses themselves in the data, 

reading it through and thinking about it as well as forming early ideas about possible themes 

or patterns in the data (Terry et al., 2017). This step started during the interview process, as 

similarities started to emerge between the different interviews. These similarities were the first 

sign of what would later on be created into themes. Before the next step the transcriptions were 

also read through again. 

Coding is the second step, which entails systematically going through each dataset and 

rewriting segments into codes that are relevant to the research question (Terry et al., 2017). 

This was an iterative process where codes might be refined later on in the coding process to 

ones that better encapsulate the meaning of the data. Here the contents of the transcriptions 

were ‘boiled down’ to a more abstract language, and the research questions were considered 

when creating these abstractions. This made it so that the codes started to revolve around how 

managers were experiencing their situation, and how their work had been affected. This 

resulted in 8 separate documents of codes, 1 per interview. 

Theme development is the third step, where the researcher identifies, marks outs and names 

pattern clusters in the coded data (Terry et al., 2017). This is where the beginnings of the 

study’s results can be seen. The themes were formed through an active process on the 

researcher’s side where the previous engagement with the material provided a base from which 

the analysis took place. In practice this meant taking the codes and putting them together into 

overarching themes, gradually lowering the number of different items until a structure could 

be seen. This was done with the visual aids of color coding. This was an iterative process, and 

it was important for the researcher to not get overly attached to early drafts of themes, and 

throughout the analytic process be willing to re-adapt and change the themes in accord with 

the found meaning within the data. At the conclusion of this step 7 themes accompanied by 5 

sub themes had been created. 

Reviewing and defining themes are the fourth and fifth steps. Here the analyst checks the 

themes to see if they provide a meaningful answer to the research questions, and control for 

the quality of the themes (Terry et al., 2017).  
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As is common, there was a need for refining the themes, where the researcher first checked 

that the themes were an accurate representation of the data. Then, it was necessary to ensure 

that each theme was distinctive and reflects an important theme from the data (Terry et al., 

2017). While each theme should be distinct it was also considered how they might relate to 

each other. In practice, this process resulted first in a conceptualization of a model that 

described the relationship of the different themes. Which will be presented in the results 

section.  

Producing the report is the sixth step (Terry et al., 2017). Here the researcher weaved the 

different themes together into a coherent narrative that answers the research questions in a 

meaningful way. Here it was considered how to make use of quotes, making sure the names of 

the themes accurately reflect what they are supposed to convey, as well as consider how they 

might be connected to relevant literature and theoretical perspectives. Here a model of the data 

was created, and the result section of the paper was written. 

2.4 Ethical considerations 

Different ethical aspects were considered in the conduct of this study. Some relate to how 

information and the participants were treated. Some relate to using the provided information 

in a meaningful way to hopefully provide useful results. The steps taken to stay true to this will 

be outlined here. 

First, the initial contact with each of the participants was done through e-mailing them a 

missive letter. This letter contained information about the study, such as its subject area, how 

long the interviews would be and how they would be carried out as well as why they had been 

asked to participate. Alongside this was also information on the ethical aspects from 

Vetenskapsrådet (2002) that is common praxis in research carried out in Sweden. 

Here the participants were informed about how the information that they provide would be 

used to answer the research questions and published in the form of results in the study. That 

participation is voluntary, and that it is up to them if they choose to participate or not, and that 

within the interview it is also up to them if they do not want to answer certain questions. Also, 

they were informed that no information in the published study would be traceable back to 

them, neither for readers nor from other people within the company. To do this care would be 

taken to ensure the anonymity of the participants to readers, and that the recorded material 

would only be viewed by the researcher. 

This information was repeated at the start of each interview, in order to ensure that the 

participants were aware of the structure of the interview that that they could chose to stop at 

any time. Given that the topic of being a manager during the times of the COVID-19 pandemic 

is a potentially sensitive matter that could give rise to negative emotions in the participants, 

care was taken to observe the emotional state of the participant. And at the end of the interview 

the participant would be asked to talk about how the topic felt to talk about if they had given 

signs of some emotional distress. This was done in the hopes that talking about the interview 

on a meta level would alleviate some of the stress that it might have caused. 
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Another ethical aspect to consider was that the employing organization was involved in the 

recruitment of the participants. This could have resulted in them feeling more obliged to 

participate than they otherwise would have. And extra care was taken to ensure the anonymity 

of the participants in the research paper. 

3 RESULTS 

The analysis resulted in seven themes, as well as five subthemes. Together, the themes and 

their relationship summarize the answers to both research questions of this study: what 

managerial work at a distance looks like in Sweden in times of the COVID-19 pandemic, as 

well as how managers in Sweden experience that the COVID-19 pandemic and the change to 

telework has affected their well-being and health. 

Themes 1 – 4 reflect what managerial work looks like when working at a distance, themes 6 – 

7 reflect how working at a distance has affected managers while theme 5 is part of both 

described phenomenon. The themes and their corresponding number are described in table 1. 

The numbers at the end of the citations in each theme corresponds which interview said 

citation came from. 

Table 1: Summary of the results of the thematic analysis 

1. Lack of informal interactions and increased formalization 

2. Not being in the same physical space provokes new challenges 
              2.1 – Difficult to manage workers’ physical work environment at a distance 
              2.2 – Difficult to pick up on signals about how co-workers are feeling 

3. Digital meetings are used to assist employees and create a team spirit when teleworking  

4. Focus heavy tasks work better, creative tasks worse 

5. High intensity and tight schedules with back-to-back meetings 

6. Effects on a personal level and how this affects managers 

             6.1 - An effect on a social level 

             6.2 - An effect on a physical level 

             6.3 - An effect on a psychological level 

7. Increased flexibility and ability to balance work- and private life 

Note: Each number represents a theme, while numbers that are under the main numbers represents a 

subtheme, e.g., 2.1 is a subtheme to 2. 
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3.1 Lack of informal interactions and increased formalization 

The participants described that the communication that was taking place in their telework was 

more formalized than it was before “going home” because of COVID-19. Formalized in this case 

refers to a rigidity, and reliance on a digital structure when communicating with employees or 

fellow managers. They described previously being able to simply ask a question in the office 

environment or go over to someone to talk about their work. As a contrast, when teleworking 

it is required that you book a meeting or write an e-mail when you want to communicate. This 

also resulted in a described reduced ability to effectively spread information that previously 

would spread naturally throughout the office environment. Since it is now done by video 

conference or e-mail it is easy to miss, not be present for or misinterpret information that is 

sent out. 

Similar to communication, interactions themselves were also found to be more formalized. As 

there are no spontaneous meetings in the telework environment. In order to interact with 

someone a meeting would have to be booked, and this resulted in a feeling that while the 

relationship between co-workers was still important, it was harder to maintain and for it to feel 

as satisfactory on a social level. And there are less opportunities for both the manager and the 

employees to form social relationships and grow as a team when everything is done digitally. 

Overall, an increase in formalization was described while informal interactions were for the 

most part gone. 

There are many layers that you lose when you are not physically at the office. All of the small 

things are not as natural anymore. Like meeting people from other groups, to receive formal as 

well as informal information. To network is not as natural when you don’t have the informal 

spaces to run into people. (5) 

3.2 Not being in the same physical space provokes new challenges 

When it came to work environment management, it was described that many of the same 

strategies was used as when the work was being carried out at the office, such as gathering 

quantitative data about workload, stress etc., as well as check-ins with employees so that they 

can talk about how they are doing and challenges they experience in their work. While this 

carried on as usual, two key challenges were discovered and will be presented as the following 

sub themes. 

3.2.1 Difficult to manage workers’ physical work environment at a distance 

It was discovered in the interviews that when, as a manager, you are not physically present 

with your co-workers several issues arise when trying to manage their physical work 

environment. These issues were partly related to not always being able to tell what a co-

coworker’s physical work environment looked like, since this is not always shared. Also, when 

working from home there might not be the same access to good working equipment, such as 

quality office chairs, monitors, keyboards, desks, and headsets. This partly depends on 

company policy, but it might also be hard to get co-workers to act on improving their physical 
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work environment. When work is done at the office this is not an issue since the equipment is 

already there.  

Strategies that were described to compensate for this was using very deliberate evaluations to 

monitor co-worker’s physical workspace. as well as trying to give tips and actively encourage 

healthy physical work practices among co-workers. 

It is hard to know what people’s work environment looks like when they are at home. You have 

to ask a lot of questions about how they are doing, how is the back and neck? It is hard.. I don’t 

see how they sit. You have to be incredibly active. I don’t feel like I have mandate to do more 

than inspire. (2) 

3.2.2 Difficult to pick up on signals about how co-workers are feeling 

It was also discovered that when all interactions are digital, with or without a camera, a key 

part of the toolset for working with the psychosocial work environment and employee 

wellbeing is missing. This missing key is the ability to tell how co-workers are feeling, as in if 

they are stressed, happy, feeling down or seem distracted. It was described, on all accounts, 

that not being able to tell how co-workers are feeling is one of the major challenges in managing 

from a distance since it hampers the ability to actively work on employee well-being. Since if it 

is not known what is going on, it is hard to know where to put in efforts. 

What is lost is body language, energy and a person’s general demeanor that does not come 

through in a good way in digital meetings. This in turn creates a reliance on co-workers being 

willing to share how they are feeling, but there are barriers that can get in the way of that, like 

wanting to appear strong and reliable in front of management. 

As a leader and manager, it is harder to know how one’s co-workers are feeling. Before the 

pandemic I could, in an open environment, notice if someone came back from a meeting and 

was angry. Then I could see that on the person. That part if someone gets annoyed, I don’t notice 

now, if they don’t reach out to me themselves. And there is a big hump in feeling so bad that you 

have to take it up with me. (8) 

3.3 Digital meetings are used to assist employees and create a team spirit 

when teleworking 

A common element throughout the dataset was that even though the work was done at a 

distance, steps were still being taken to create a team spirit and help out employees that might 

be struggling. On a group level, a strategy that was described was regular digital group 

meetings, where people would talk about things besides work. Like a regular coffee break, 

where there are opportunities to talk in a free manner, as opposed to a booked meeting with 

an end goal in mind. This was described to lead to stronger bonds within the group. An effect 

of the regular digital meetings that was described as well was that some managers had more 

opportunities to include themselves in their work group than they did at the office. 
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On a person-to-person level, the managers employed strategies like regular individual online 

meetings where the co-worker would have an opportunity to talk about how work is going, 

stress levels or personal things that they felt the need to ventilate about. This was described as 

a way both for the manager to get a better understanding of how the person is doing, but also 

as a resource to help the co-worker cope with stress and similar work-related issues.  

In both cases regular online meetings seem to be key in creating a social environment when 

teleworking. 

We have started with these informal meetings… …Every morning 8.15 to 8.30 we have a morning 

meeting where we meet digitally. It is the best thing that has happened to us as a group. No one 

wants to miss it. Because it is a social moment. You start you day with that, talk a bit socially 

and a bit of work. It has made us very close. (5) 

3.4 Focus heavy tasks work better, creative tasks work worse 

It was described by the participants that when working from home, confined to your place of 

living and apart from the regular social interactions at the workplace, some types of work tasks 

were easier, and some were more difficult.  

The type of tasks that were described to be easier were those that required prolonged 

concentration, the type of work where one just puts their head down and gets on with it. 

Examples of this could be reading a report, looking over potential candidates for employment 

or similar focus intensive tasks. The reason that this type of work was described as easier at 

home was the lack of distractions, where in a regular office the managers work could be 

interrupted by co-workers needing something or other impromptu social interactions. At home 

there is a greater control over the number of distractions the manager experiences throughout 

the day, and as a result it is easier to do focus heavy work. 

On the flipside, work that requires a free flow of thought, or the co-operation of other co-

workers did not work as well at home as at the office. Examples of this style of work was 

described as coming up with creative solutions to problems, or other creative tasks. Also, any 

other tasks that normally requires a lot of interaction with other parties was described as less 

productive, and harder to perform at a distance. Large group settings that sometimes are used 

in creative process were described to not work very well in a digital setting, as it was easy to 

speak over each other, which could lead to people not talking. 

All the things I do where I am not reliant on others go faster and I have more time to spend on 

complex tasks… …But where I need to bounce ideas with others there is a lot more frustration 

and misunderstandings. Harder to communicate. So, in some regards I have more time now, 

but also, it is a lot harder and more frustrating in other regards. (3) 
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3.5 High intensity and tight schedules with back-to-back meetings 

A characteristic shared between the participants workdays was that they were comprised by a 

high number of digital meetings. Often being back-to-back with little time in between for a 

personal breather or to collect notes before the next meeting begins. This also meant that the 

participants had to ‘reset’ in between the meetings, since they could be very different in their 

nature. And there was no natural space to do so, such as the walk from one meeting room to 

another. The high number of digital meetings also meant that there was less time for personal 

work, and it was described as easy to fall behind and have to work overtime to finish one’s own 

work. As a result of this the workdays of a teleworking manager were described as high in 

intensity.  

Also, many of the participants described that since they were not having to physically be in a 

meeting room it was easy to fall into multitasking during meetings.  By, for example, answering 

e-mails or chat since they were already at their computer. This further added onto the feelings 

of high intensity.  

There is more to do because the calendar is booked back-to-back. You go in and out of meetings 

all the time. There is very little air in between to work on action points that come up during the 

meeting… …I feel like I have very little time for my own work, which makes me start work a little 

earlier in the morning, take a shorter lunchbreak or work in the evening when there are no more 

meetings. (7) 

3.6 Effects on a personal level and how this affects managers 

A common theme in all of the interviews was that working full time telework as a manager was 

having effects on both their work life and well-being. A few different types of effects were 

described, but they relate in some way to having worse physical work environment, everything 

being done online and having to deal with a very different social environment during their 

workdays. This effect has been split into the following 3 subthemes. 

3.6.1 An effect on a social level 

Working from home, especially when there are restrictions to social gatherings and being able 

to meet with co-workers due to COVID-19 restrictions meant that many participants described 

a negative effect on their social life, both at work and in their free time. This sometimes resulted 

in feelings of loneliness or an expressed feeling of missing having coworkers there to bounce 

ideas off as a resource in their day-to-day work. Since there is less social interaction, those that 

rely on others for energy and motivation in their work life expressed a negative effect due to 

being more isolated. It was also expressed that working from home allowed for more 

opportunities to bond with partners, children and pets that also were at home, that one maybe 

would not meet as much when working at the office. 

Subsequently, some participants described the reduction in social interactions as something 

positive. Being able to choose to avoid social interactions for some was a nice feeling. Less 
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social interactions for these participants meant that they had an easier time focusing and could 

focus more on their work.  

I can work alone, but besides my role as a manager I have need for collegial cooperation where 

we support each other and talk about questions we have in common. I miss that a lot, my 

sounding boards. Because it is not the same way now. Since everyone is as booked and busy 

handling the business. Like me, with a full inbox and booked meetings. (1) 

3.6.2 An effect on a physical level 

When working from home, some participants did not have an as well planned out work 

environment as they had at the office. This, along with less micro-breaks through being social 

and walking around the office meant that physical activity had decreased, and participants 

were more static during their workday. This resulted in physical symptoms such as neck pain 

or similar. Also, not having to physically move between meeting locations meant that when it 

came to meetings there was less activity and breaks that otherwise would come naturally. 

In a work environment perspective, I become very static. Before I used to move a lot and interact 

with people. But I don’t have that today, today I sit at the computer and am online all the time. 

I need to work a lot more on taking micro-breaks to get up and move. (1) 

3.6.3 An effect on a psychological level 

The aforementioned lack of social interactions and stress that accompanies having to manage 

one’s own work as well as a workforce from a distance had a described psychological effect. 

This could take the form of being worried about employee’s well-being and feeling stressed 

about not being able to tell how they are doing. Feelings of reduced motivation and drive. There 

was also a described feeling of an expectation of availability as a manager. Meaning that since 

everybody is at home, there can be an expectation that one should be there to answer e-mails 

or chat. Being responsible for meetings was by some described as stressful as well, where it felt 

like meetings could feel like performances, where the person chairing the meeting had to put 

on a show, be engaging and manage the conversation. Also, having most days be comprised of 

back-to-back meetings was by all participants described as emotionally and psychologically 

draining.  

However, some participants described feeling like they are doing good when it comes to their 

wellbeing.  And that being at home allows for flexibility and freedom, but there could still be a 

worry about how their employees are doing. 

A worry I can get. That I have a gut feeling that something is not quite right, but they don’t say 

it. It feels really bad when you can’t support. (7) 
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3.7 Increased flexibility and ability to balance work- and private life 

Working from home was described to come with advantages when it came to managing one’s 

private life in relation to work life. This could take the form of being able to take a break to 

drop kids of at school, eat lunch with a partner or be home with sick kids without having to 

take time off work. It was generally described that the nature of telework, as in being more in 

control of one’s own schedule allowed for this flexibility. This flexibility thus does not only 

increase the ability to balance private and work life, but also allows for more personal control 

over the workday, where breaks can be taken when needed and to start that workday with a 

routine that feels satisfactory. 

However, this can also be viewed as negative. As working from home can change family 

dynamics, for example through being annoyed with a partner who talks in a meeting when you 

are trying to focus. This applies when both parties are working from home. Also being in 

control and having more flexibility can lead to scheduling in more work than when at the office. 

As one can be expected to fill gaps in a schedule, or work overtime to finish work tasks. 

Personally, I think it is really nice to start the day at home. That I get to choose at what pace I 

walk up the stairs. I have never liked meeting people in the morning. I like that final moment to 

myself at the start of the day. (2) 

3.8 How the themes are related 

The theme relating to formalization connects digital meetings as a strategy, work 

environment being more difficult to the theme of back-to-back digital meetings. This is since 

in adapting to the lack of informal interactions and reduced opportunities for social 

interaction, a formalization was used. Social interactions were planned out and things that 

could be done in a quick informal manner now needs to be booked into a meeting. This 

increases the number of digital meetings the manager has to have during a workday. 

The theme some tasks working better some worse could also be related to formalization, 

since tasks that better allow themselves to be formalized should work better in a home office 

setting. 

Finally, effects on a personal level are connected to the high number of digital meetings and 

lack of informal interactions, since this causes stress for managers. On a positive level, the 

digital adaptations have created a space for managers to get some of their social needs 

fulfilled even when teleworking, and the increased flexibility could be seen as a positive 

influence on well-being. 
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4 DISCUSSION 

When managerial work is carried out at a distance, informal ways of interacting have 

disappeared which has made it harder for managers to know how their co-workers are doing. 

This, along with no other means of communication has resulted in an adaptation through 

increased formalization. When working at a distance the regular meetings schedule of 

managers was experienced as more intensive and dealing with the challenges of not being able 

to meet caused stress for some respondents. Social interactions with co-workers have gone 

down, but the flexibility of working from home allows managers to interact more with family. 

Overall, the switch to full time telework has challenged managers, but through digital 

adaptations work has still been able to function. 

In regard to what characterizes managerial work at a distance, it was described that regular 

interactions and communication have been made digital, this means that managers have had 

to adapt their managerial work to fit a digital environment. This adaptation comes mainly in 

the shape of formalization, where previously available informal means of interaction no longer 

are available and instead are replaced by formal solutions. The area of work environment 

management, where knowing and addressing stress levels as well as negative emotions in the 

work group is an important aspect, has become harder. Since this type of work is greatly reliant 

on both being able to see the person, and thus having the ability to on a glance judge their 

emotional state, as well as then being able to in an informal way inquiring about said emotional 

state. In the digital work environment this previously informal relational work now has to be 

performed in a formal way, since there are no “accidental” run ins. In their work, many 

managers used digital meetings to keep the group together and facilitate social interaction. 

Managers also have to work harder to inquire about co-worker’s physical work environment, 

since the home offices may not be as ergonomic, and co-workers may not actively share what 

their environment is like.  

Overall, the managerial work is characterized by formalization and many digital meetings, 

where things that previously could be taken for granted now may present new challenges and 

requires adaptations in how they work. Also, tasks that rely on others or are creative in nature 

were found to be more difficult to perform at home, while focus heavy tasks can be more 

effective in the home environment where there are less interruptions and it generally is quieter. 

COVID-19 and the change to telework was described as having an impact on managers on many 

levels. On a social level a general reduction in interactions was described. For some this 

resulted in feelings of loneliness or reduced motivation, for others it could feel relieving to have 

more alone time in their workday. On a physical level, managers experienced themselves being 

less active. There are less natural micro breaks, and no walking distance between meetings. 

Resulting in a more static work environment, where they sometimes would not move from 

their chair for a whole workday. On a psychological level, as in well-being, many described 

their current situation as stressful in new ways than when working from the office. Some 

examples of stress causing factors were the expectation of availability, worry about co-worker’s 

emotional state and ensuring that the digital work environment would flow as successfully as 

possible. Also, the high number of digital meetings and lack of breaks was described as stressful 

by many. Finally, a positive effect of working from home was an increased flexibility and 
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therefore ability to balance their work life needs with personal life needs. This was described 

by most as something that benefited them, giving more opportunity to socialize with family 

and pets during their workday. 

4.1 Results discussion 

An observation in relation to the described formalization and the leadership styles of the 

participants can be made. While the leaders were not specifically asked to describe their 

leadership style, a general trend towards a relational managerial style could be seen. And a big 

contribution to the challenges described in managerial work at a distance is the lack of informal 

interactions. Thus, it is possible to argue that relational leadership work is harder to carry out 

at a distance, since it relies on input and interactions that do not lend themselves naturally to 

being formalized, such as getting a feel for someone’s emotional state, observing body 

language, and casually checking in on how co-workers are doing. This in turn could mean that 

the Nordic style of leadership is harder to carry out in a full-time telework setting, since it is 

characterized partly by a strong relation-orientation (Eriksen, Kruse & Larsen, 2006).  

4.1.1 Results in relation to previous research 

The results of this study relate back to many of the previous findings in regard to telework, 

work during COVID-19, as well as managerial challenges presented in the introduction. In this 

segment, this relation will be discussed after which the relationship between this study’s results 

and the job demands – resources model will be examined. 

This study’s results shine some light on why previous research has shown conflicting effects 

when it comes to telework, well-being and productivity (Song & Gao, 2020; Bentley et al., 2016; 

Kazekami, 2020). The result that some tasks work better and some worse could explain why 

productivity in some studies of telework is shown to increase while in others it decreases. If the 

examined work is creative in nature the productivity might be measured as lower, while the 

opposite could be true if the work is focus heavy. Also, the result of varying productivity 

depending on task, and that performing tasks that are less reliant on co-workers might be 

favorable in a telework scenario is also backed up by previous research (Greer & Payne, 2014; 

Turketen et al., 2010; Basile & Beauregard, 2016). 

This study found that the lack of informal social interactions is a challenge in managerial work 

at a distance, and that this can have an effect both on how work is carried out and well-being. 

This, along with telework posing challenges when it comes to communication is backed up by 

the study of Greer and Payne (2014), which found communication to be a central aspect in 

creating successful telework, and that the lack of face-to-face interactions can have a negative 

impact on the well-being of teleworkers. Furthermore, Kirchner et al. (2021) found that 

communicating is harder when working from home, since informal communication is reduced. 

Something that is also reiterated in the present study. 

Part of the subtheme of effects on a psychological level was that a form of emotional exhaustion 

was expressed due to worry over how co-workers are doing and having to deal with new 
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challenges in how to perform their work om a digital setting. This relates to findings in previous 

research that show that one of the effects that the COVID-19 pandemic has had on teleworkers 

is emotional exhaustion due to increased demands as well as setbacks caused by the pandemic 

(Chong et al., 2020; Abdel Hadi et al., 2021). Another stressful situation that was found was 

having to spend a lot of time in digital meetings with little time for breaks in between. This 

being a negative aspect of telework is also backed up by Kirchner et al. (2021), which has shown 

similar findings. 

The analysis showed that a strategy that was used during long time telework as manager was 

to work on a relational level with co-workers to maintain a form of social connection. This way 

of working can also be seen in previous research (Dahlström, 2013). Which found that leaders 

that are oriented towards communication and relationships are the most successful at 

offsetting the negative impact of telework, which is that of isolation, distance, and challenges 

in communication. However, this study also provides nuance to this finding since the relational 

work that does not lend itself well to formalization was found harder to perform. Which raises 

the question of whether or not this is the most effective style of leadership during full time 

telework. 

4.1.2 Job demands – resources model 

When viewing the results of this study through the job demands – resource model, a couple of 

observations can be made. First, the situation during COVID-19 and managers having to adapt 

to telework comes with new demands. Those being an increased need for clear communication, 

difficulties in knowing how co-workers are feeling, having to find new digital tools, and having 

a very busy schedule. Also, a demand can be seen in having to ensure that the new ways of 

working are successful on a group level, thus having a responsibility to enable others 

performance. Resources such as social support have also gone down since there are not regular 

social interactions with co-workers or fellow managers during the day. This might lead to an 

increase in stress due to the buffer effect of resources going down.  

However, the efforts of managers to set up online meetings with their work group might offset 

this, since they act as a form of social support. But if these groups are as useful in reducing 

stress as regular social interactions is hard to tell from the results of this study. Some 

participants expressed that the lack of distraction through unplanned social interactions that 

could happen in a physical workspace increased their productivity. This speaks for that the 

increased personal control of the work environment when working from home can viewed as a 

resource in this model. 

Overall, looking at the results as demands and resources, there are signs of an increased risk 

for stress and negative effects for managers since demands have gone up while resources have 

decreased. But individual differences do apply here, and some might feel that being a manager 

at a distance suit them very well and that they are able to cope or even thrive in the digital work 

environment. 
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4.1.3 Practical implications 

Some practical implications of this study results can be identified. First, since some work tasks 

function better while some are more challenging, planning for this when designing a telework 

practice can be favorable in order to increase productivity. Perhaps, in the future when COVID-

19 conditions no longer apply, it can be beneficial to perform tasks that require cooperation 

with others on site, while delegating focus heavy tasks to telework hours. While the current 

way of communication digitally does not seem to lend itself well to creative work, it is possible 

that an innovative way of doing online work could solve this issue. But this is something that 

would require further investigation and a recommendation cannot be made based on the 

results of this study alone. 

Another implication for practice is a recommendation stemming from the result of managers 

having schedules that are tightly packed with online meetings with little planned time for 

breaks or personal work. Depending on whether or not this is viewed as an issue, it might be 

beneficial to allocate time for breaks and personal work in order to reduce the risk of burnout, 

allowing managers to be prepared for each meeting and get more time for personal work. 

Finally, the result that it is harder to tell how co-workers are feeling, and that managers have 

less insight into what the co-worker’s physical workspace looks like are important issues to 

solve in order to improve the work environment for long time teleworkers. Ensuring access to 

proper office equipment could be beneficial on a physical level for both managers and co-

workers. And having some time at the office could make it easier for managers to get a read on 

how their co-workers are doing. Either way, the issues surrounding work environment 

management discovered in this study seem to be important to solve going forward in order to 

ensure the well-being of workers as well as reduce the stress managers are feeling in not being 

able to tell how their co-workers are doing. 

4.2 Method discussion 

4.2.1 Weaknesses and strengths of thematic analysis 

A strength of thematic analysis lays in its balance of structure and flexibility (King & Brooks, 

2021), which allowed for its adaptation to the theoretical needs of the study. This method made 

it possible to produce concrete themes out of the complex datasets with a large variety of 

descriptions of situations and experiences. It is effective in the sense that it provides a detailed 

framework of how to perform the analysis while not being tied rigorously to any specific theory 

or philosophical underpinning. 

However, thematic analysis comes with a few risks and weaknesses (King & Brooks, 2021). 

First, it is possible that the produced results are merely a description of what was said in the 

interviews, where no interpretation or meaningful analysis has taken place. Second, the 

analytical process in thematic analysis in a way removes the content from the interaction 

between interviewer and interviewee and looks on it separated from the context of where it was 
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produced. This creates a possible rift between the abstract themes produced in the analysis and 

the contextually bound place where they were spoken in the first place. 

In the case of this study, while the results are a representation of what was said in the 

interviews, a meaningful process has taken place in the creation and analysis of the themes, 

meaning that the results of this study go beyond merely reciting what was said by the 

interviewees. 

4.2.2 Design validity and trustworthiness 

The design of the study in its analytical phase followed a clearly outlined structure from a 

previously established way to carrying out a thematic analysis (Terry et al., 2017). This speaks 

for the validity of the design. 

The fact that the process and steps of the analysis are clearly stated in the method description 

can be used to argue for the reproducibility of the study, as well as the quality of the analysis. 

There is also a line of congruency between the aim, research questions, the choice of method 

and the results, which also is an argument for the validity of the study and an indicator that 

this study examined what it set out to examine. 

The interviews were carried out in Swedish since the researcher and all participants were 

Swedish speaking. This means that the quotes in the result section are translated from Swedish 

to English, and that there was a translation that took place in the analysis process. 

There are a few things worth mentioning when it comes to the participants as well as selection 

that could have created a bias. A larger Swedish industrial company was contacted in the 

beginning stage of the study and offered to help provide participants to be interviewed. This 

means that all of the interviewees are from the same company, but from a large variety of 

positions. This may mean that the results correlate more to being a manager in this company 

than in general, but again, there was a wide variety of positions between the participants. Also, 

the questions of the interview were not related to the company, but rather their experiences as 

managers. But there is a bias in the selection as managers outside of this company were not 

contacted for this study. 

When it comes to validity in qualitative research, Whittmore, Chase and Mandle (2001) bring 

up four key criteria. The first is credibility, referring to how well the results are an accurate 

representation of the participants meaning. Here this study does well, since the results are all 

used to first describe the contents of the interviews and then taking what they said and then 

making an interpretation of themes based on this. 

Second is authenticity, whether or not all voices are of the participants are represented. No 

interview was left out, and every interview is represented in each theme. Meaning that while 

some people contributed more to certain themes, none of the participants were left out in their 

creation. 

Third and fourth are criticality and integrity. These aspects relate to whether or not the study 

was viewed with a critical eye, as well as if the researcher is self-critical. This is to be judged 
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based on the discussion and following segment. But all stages of the study were examined for 

relevance, and thought was given to the preunderstandings and choices made by the 

researcher. 

4.2.3 Reflexivity 

The subject matter of the interviews had to do with working from home. And similar to the 

participants the researcher had also been working from home for a long period due to COVID-

19. This means that there is a level of preunderstanding to the things that were discussed in 

the interviews, which may have colored the questions without the researcher being aware. Also, 

the researcher has a previous understanding on telework research, and was thus also familiar 

with many of the situations described during the interviews. This may have helped formulate 

better questions but could also be coloring. The preunderstanding of the researcher may also 

have played a role in the analysis, as the themes are created from the knowledge the analyst 

has of the data. 

4.3 Ethical discussion 

As mentioned, this study was done in conjunction with a larger Swedish industrial company, 

where they provided people to contact about participation in the study. Beyond this there is 

nothing to disclose, no monetary compensation was taken for this study and no ethical 

breeches were observed. It was ensured that the participants were well informed about their 

participation, that they were to remain anonymous both internally and externally and that 

participation was voluntary. This was stated both at the time of the interview as well as in the 

first contact through the missive letter. Since the participants were from the same company 

and were recruited from a list provided by the company it is possible that their affiliation would 

color their answers, for example to not shine a negative light on their employer. To mitigate 

this effect, it was once again stated clearly that nothing they said would be traceable, and that 

no one except the researcher would take part of the interview material they provided. 

Also, steps were taken to not reveal the identity of the company in question, as they wanted to 

remain anonymous. If negative emotions had arisen during the interview, it was ensured that 

the participant was alright before the interview session was over. But no major issues came up 

during the interviews. 

4.4 Conclusions and suggestions for future research 

The change to full time distance leadership has posed many challenges for managers in 

Sweden. Adaptations have been made to ensure that the productivity and ability of workers to 

keep doing their job have been made, but they have come with side effects for managers who 

have a high number of digital meetings per day. Things that were done through informal 

channels previously now need to be formalized, and the main pain points described were in 

the areas related to “informal” work. This study has provided a description of what managerial 
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work at a distance can look like in Sweden during the COVID-19 pandemic. Overall, leadership 

during the pandemic seems to revolve around finding new ways to work through digital tools 

while the way of interaction with organizational support systems for managers such as HR 

remain the same. Also, the leadership style of the managers in this study was not said to have 

changed much when working from a distance. Implying that the old methods of managerial 

work still are usable to some extent in the new environment, although as discussed they been 

affected by formalization. 

Future research could look into ways of addressing the issues presented in this study, such as 

the lack of awareness of co-worker’s emotional state or investigating of the find that tasks that 

lend themselves naturally to formalization are more effective when teleworking can be used to 

increase telework productivity in organizations. Overall, telework is likely to be important 

going forward, as companies wanting to compete for labor may need to offer telework 

solutions. As the flexibility of telework is a benefit many will have gotten used to after working 

home during COVID-19. And a solution with part time telework and part time office based 

work was described as desirable by many of the participants when COVID-19 restrictions no 

longer apply. 
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APPENDIX 

Interview guide used in the data gathering phase of the study, written in Swedish.  

Intervjuguide Masteruppsats 

Demografi: 

Arbetsuppgifter? 

Jobbar du nuvarande på distans? 

      Hur länge har du arbetat på distans? 

      Har du jobbat ”normalt” tidigare? 

Är du ansvarig för medarbetare på distans? 

Hur många medarbetare är du ansvarig för? 

Psykosocial arbetsmiljö, Arbetsförhållanden och Arbetsmiljöarbete: 

Hur ser dina arbetsförhållanden ut, och skiljer det sig med hur det är i ”vanliga fall”? 

Skiljer sig arbetet åt på ngt sätt när du jobbar på distans? Hur då? Har arbetsmängden ändrats? 

Finns det saker som blir svårare att lösa på distans? Lättare? Hur funkar det med stöd från 

kollegor/chefer? Stödsystemen, annat som brukar underlätta ditt arbete? 

 

Vilka är de största skillnaderna med att vara chef under Corona jämfört med i vanliga fall? 

Vilka är de största utmaningarna med att vara chef under Corona? 

När det kommer till arbetsmiljö, har ni förändrat hur ni jobbar med arbetsmiljöfrågor? Hur 

har arbetet sätt ut och hur skiljer det sig från vanliga fall? 

Vilka är det största utmaningarna eller hindren i arbetsprocessen? 

Hur känns det att ha ansvar för personer som du inte träffar? 

Välmående och hälsa: 

Hur har det påverkat dig att vara ”chef på distans”? – påverkat ditt arbete – Påverkat hur du 

mår – påverkat dig personligen? 

Vilka faktorer har du upplevt haft störst påverkan på ditt välmående under Corona? 

Positivt 

Negativt  
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