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Abstract

Triggered by the COVID-19 pandemic, the prevalence of full or partial working from home (WFH) has increased considerably. Workers
benefit from a better work-life balance, less commuting time, and more flexibility, but also experience a deterioration in social relations
and higher stress levels. It is therefore recommended that establishment-level agreements be negotiated between works councils and
management in order to avoid a weakening of occupational health and safety standards and to ensure compliance with legal requirements
or sectoral agreements between the social partners on adequate infrastructure and working time. The aim is to find arrangements primarily
at the establishment level to facilitate access to full or partial work from home and to protect workers’ health and safety in accordance
with legislation, as well as to avoid disadvantages for business. Our paper highlights the role of differences in organisational working
culture and the nature of industrial relations. Finally, we discuss the necessity of a Decent Work approach to WFH to enable better
implementation of rules compared with the often unregulated concepts of New Work.
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1. Introduction

Despite serious challenges in terms of issues of eq-
uity and fairness, work organisation and psychological dis-
tress, the COVID-19 pandemic triggered an unprecedented
and partly irreversible increase in hybrid and fully remote
work. As a first step, this article aims to demonstrate the rel-
evance and recognisability of working from home (WFH)
as a phenomenon during the pandemic, based on quantita-
tive and qualitative data. It is expected that this will remain
a relevant phenomenon, although to a slightly lesser extent.
The second research question pertains to the effects of this
phenomenon on stakeholder theory from the perspective of
employers or employees. Additionally, it explores existing
regulations in international comparison and the reasons why
they are deemed necessary at various levels. Regarding rel-
evant terms in this context, such as working from home,
telecommuting or mobile work, all these terms usually sug-
gest that an employee is replacing office work with work in
another location (Mokhtarian et al, 2005, p. 2) or, usually
enacted in types of remote work, in several locations. The
term ‘working from home’ in this context may encompass
a wider variety of work arrangements. As hybrid arrange-
ments are more prevalent than full-time WFH and existing

studies use different criteria, we will use the term ‘work-
ing from home’ as an umbrella term for all manifestations
in the following paper. Today, WFH is becoming a global
phenomenon. Thus, international comparative research and
insights are needed (Aksoy et al, 2022). Comparing the use
and legal structure of WFH in other countries can provide
valuable guidance for the implementation of policies and
legal frameworks (Bonin et al, 2020).

Also, the concepts of New Work and WFH seems to
be closely related, but still are different concepts of chang-
ing gainful employment. New Work promotes more flex-
ible and collaborative ways of working, but also demands
less regulation. It emphasizes the importance of meaning-
ful work and personal development (Bouncken et al, 2022;
Bergmann, 1990). Currently, the New Work approach is
popular among employers, but it has received criticism,
even from Bergmann (2019), the founder of the concept,
for its high implementation requirements and strong empha-
sis on self-responsibility. This can lead to the risk of (self-
)exploitation of employees, if only certain elements are ad-
dressed, without fundamentally rethinking the concept of
work in the establishment (Schermuly, 2021; Bergmann,
2019). In contrast to the New Work approach, which was
developed on a theoretical basis and subsequently imple-
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mented by companies in practical contexts, the concept of
Decent Work represents a more political approach. This
holistic approach, as outlined by Ens et al (2018), encom-
passes the needs of employees to achieve the goals of en-
terprises in a sustainable and social just manner. Notably,
the European Union (EU) administration, among other en-
tities, has referenced this concept as a guiding principle in
its policy formulation. This is why we will rather focus on
the Decent Work approach to identify needs and areas for
action for possible ways forward on the development of a
proper WFH. This includes tasks like environmental facili-
ties and technical equipment as well as more psychosocial
issues like formal and informal communication, collabora-
tion and collegiality, the risk of isolation in WFH etc. as
pointed out in the following empirical insights. Its signifi-
cance has been highlighted in view of an inadequate imple-
mentation of occupational health and safety regulations in
the New Work approach. Thus, Decent Work addresses the
issue of insufficient and inadequate employment opportuni-
ties, as well as poor working conditions for workers, includ-
ing digital workers (Ens et al, 2018). Promoted by the Inter-
national Labour Organization (ILO) (1999), Decent Work
recognises that work is not only a means of earning a living
but also a source of dignity, personal development, and so-
cial inclusion. The following findings will contribute to the
development of ‘decent’ policies that can pave the way for
better working conditions for those who work from home
(Ens et al, 2018).

The paper is structured as follows: the second sec-
tion analyses the evolution of WFH before, during, and af-
ter the COVID-19 pandemic, and its impact on companies,
employees, and works councils based on stakeholder the-
ory. Companies, considered as key stakeholders, make de-
cisions regarding WFH policies to balance organisational
efficiency with employee well-being and satisfaction. To
ensure the overall success and sustainability of this kind
of work practices, it is crucial to consider the effects from
the perspective of employees. This aligns with stakeholder
theory (Freeman, 2023), which emphasizes the importance
considering the interests of all stakeholders affect or af-
fected by the achievements and objectives of a company.
Therefore, it is necessary to understand the experiences of
employees in shaping WFH practices. The third Section
compares the regulation of WFH in an international per-
spective. It presents the different regulations and their ac-
tual use, as well as the impact of the regulations, and iden-
tifies the needs for further regulatory action. The fourth
section discusses the main findings and arguments. Refer-
ences to stakeholder theory and the Decent Work approach
are made and explored. The fifth section concludes the con-
tribution with a labour policy-inspired summary of previous
findings on the significance of the regulation of WFH and
relevant scientific aspects in this regard.

2. Incidence of Working From Home

The global pandemic has led to an increase in the
prevalence of WFH. Before the pandemic, WFH was not
a common practice. The majority of WFH arrangements
were observed in the information technology (IT), consult-
ing and freelance sectors. Despite some challenges, the
pandemic led to rapid and widespread adoption of WFH
in many sectors, with up to 50% of the workforce in some
sectors in advanced economies at the peak of the pandemic
(Gathmann et al, 2024; Boockmann et al, 2021). With the
significant increase in the number of people doing WFH,
there is a growing interest in how to organise this work ef-
fectively. It would be beneficial to consider aligning WFH
with the Decent Work approach to address good working
conditions and just jobs, and also to gain a broad under-
standing of the processes. This is a challenge in terms of
research methodology.

WFH should be measured using qualitative and quan-
titative research methods to capture both statistical trends,
such as productivity and job satisfaction rates, and the
deeper personal experiences of workers, such as work-
life balance challenges or mental health. Combining these
methods provides a comprehensive understanding of how
WFH affects different aspects of employment and well-
being. However, the challenges posed by the pandemic
have made it difficult to conduct quantitative surveys that
address the diverse, complex and new research method-
ological challenges. As a result, qualitative studies be-
came highly relevant during the pandemic. This allowed
for monitoring the incidence and impact of the pandemic
on the use of WFH, especially during the lockdown period.
There were few precedents for such an abrupt and large-
scale change in work arrangements, a statement, which
is supported by Mierich (2020), Carstensen et al (2022),
and Speroni and Taylor (2023). The introduction of WFH,
which was born out of necessity out of necessity during the
pandemic and firms keeping hold on WFH since then, has
spurred a debate about the extent to which companies are
turning away from WFH and what specific form it should
take. This differs (like in the pandemic) according to sec-
tor and company size as well as to affinity to digital tech-
nology; however, there is no recognisable general trend to-
wards turning away from it, especially as younger employ-
ees in particular are making this a question of the attrac-
tiveness of companies as employers. This opens up a broad
field of research for labour research as a whole.

2.1 Development Before, During and After the Pandemic

By offering their employees the option of WFH, com-
panies were able to reduce the number of infections among
their employees during the COVID-19 crisis not only at
work, but also at commuting and breaks. Moreover, they
were able to take care of their children, for example during
home schooling. As companies invested in hardware and
software and supported their employees with IT systems
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and participation in training, it is likely that the incidence
of WFH will remain at a high level after the crisis (Alipour
et al, 2020; Bellmann et al, 2021; Gathmann et al, 2024).
In addition, both employers and employees, as well as their
representatives, are negotiating to facilitate cooperation and
collaboration of employees in the context of WFH. Chal-
lenges include the fair recording of working time, the ex-
tension of availability beyond contractually agreed work-
ing hours, the assessment and control of performance, em-
ployee stress, issues of communication and data protection,
or the gap between employee preferences for WFH and
employer plans (Li et al, 2023; Ferjan and Bernik, 2022;
Donath and Engelmann, 2023; Brown and Tousey, 2023).
Therefore, rules are not only needed for the teams to sup-
plement the additional legal and collective bargaining reg-
ulations. By applying Freeman’s stakeholder theory (2023)
through rules, organisations can more effectively navigate
complex stakeholder relationships (e.g., between employ-
ers and employees) to achieve fair working conditions, ac-
countability and responsibility, long-term success and pos-
itive stakeholder outcomes. Furthermore, works councils’
co-determination rights are affected by the employer’s de-
cision, e.g., on the selection of workers who are allowed to
perform (partial) WFH, on their training, on the equipment
of their workplaces as well as on the avoidance of negative
effects of WFH on mental health caused by a more frequent
blurring of work and leisure time.

For Germany, one can speak of a rather catching-up
movement compared to other countries: At the beginning
of'the millennium, WFH was rather weak compared to other
European countries (Kleemann, 2005). In 2017, only 5 per-
cent of employees between the ages of 15 and 64 worked
from home. Compared to other countries in Western Eu-
rope, Germany is thus rather in the lower midfield. It is
closely followed by Italy and Spain, followed by Eastern
European countries with the exception of Estonia. Fron-
trunners are the Netherlands (14 percent) and Finland (>13
percent) (Eurostat, 2018).

In their meta-study, Boockmann et al (2021) reveal
that in Germany each survey shows an increasing trend
in the use of WFH, with large differences between dif-
ferent economic sectors, regions and occupations. Bonin
et al (2020, 2021) point to differences by education: in
June 2019, the proportion of high school graduates and aca-
demics in WFH was 44 percent, while for workers with
a secondary school or intermediate school certificate, the
proportion was only 23 percent. During the pandemic, the
share of WFH with tertiary education increased to 58 per-
cent in March/April 2021, before decreasing by 4 percent-
age points in July 2021. The share of employees with upper
secondary or intermediate education did not change from
pre-pandemic levels: There was a slight increase to 25 per-
cent in July/August 2020, followed by a decline to 24 per-
cent in March/April 2021 and a further decrease to 21 per-
cent in July 2021.
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Using data from the first wave of the employer sur-
vey Establishments in the COVID-19 Crisis which was
launched by the Institute for Employment Research (Insti-
tut fiir Arbeitsmarkt- und Berufsforschung, IAB), Bellmann
et al (2020b) demonstrate that until August 2020, 23 per-
cent of all establishments newly introduced WFH options,
and 17 percent extended them. Furthermore, Bellmann et al
(2020a) find with data from the same survey that the propor-
tion of employees who had WFH options increased from 27
percent before the crisis to 36 percent during the first lock-
down and to 38 percent in mid-October 2020. It can be as-
sumed that WFH in Germany will continue to be prevalent
for several years.

For the United States (US), research by the University
of California Institute of Transportation Studies synthesises
the literature in a review study of nearly 100 research arti-
cles on WFH and travel before and during the pandemic
(Speroni and Taylor, 2023). WFH in the US grew signifi-
cantly with the onset of the pandemic and is expected to re-
main at high levels for an extended period. However, while
not everyone has the opportunity to do WFH, those who do
are more likely to prefer a hybrid arrangement, as shown in
the results for Germany before (Speroni and Taylor, 2023,
p. 23). Although there is a possibility that the share of WFH
will fall from the current stable rate of around 30 percent,
there is no evidence that it will return to the pre-pandemic
levels of 5—6 percent (Speroni and Taylor, 2023).

Throughout the first year of the pandemic, cross-
country studies show that a significant proportion of work-
ers in developed countries who were able to telecommute
chose to do so. According to Dingel and Neiman (2020) and
Holgersen et al (2021), about 40 percent of jobs have the po-
tential for WFH. Of the jobs that could be performed in that
way, approximately 85 percent were exclusively remote in
May 2020, but this proportion decreased to just below 60
percent by December 2020, as reported by Ker et al (2021).
There were several factors associated with WFH during the
pandemic. Whether employees exclusively worked from
home depended largely on the company’s closure policy
and the frequency of remote work prior to the pandemic.
Companies that were able to work remotely and had poli-
cies in place to prevent virus transmission had their employ-
ees telecommute. It is worth noting that during the first
two months of the pandemic, the proportion of work car-
ried out to WFH significantly exceeded the proportion of
jobs initially thought to be suitable for that, as sectors with-
out inherent capabilities for WFH, such as public schools,
adapted to distance learning out of concern for infection un-
til a better understanding of the virus was gained. The ques-
tion of who worked in hybrid arrangements or fully from
home during the COVID-19 pandemic, both in Germany
and in Organisation for Economic Co-operation and De-
velopment (OECD) or EU countries, depended largely on
workplace policies and further arrangements, with white-
collar workers more likely to telecommute than blue-collar
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workers (Matson et al, 2021). As before the pandemic,
those working from home during the pandemic were gen-
erally better off, with those in the top half of incomes more
likely to work in hybrid arrangements or from home (Guyot
and Sawhill, 2020). Economically disadvantaged workers
were less likely to have jobs that could be done from home
(Holgersen et al, 2021), and those who reported difficulty
managing costs were also less likely to do WFH (Jiao and
Azimian, 2021).

While specifics vary across studies, young to middle-
aged workers with higher levels of education were more
likely to WFH during the pandemic. Jiao and Azimian
(2021) find that married employees, women, those in
households with more than two people, and those report-
ing high anxiety were more likely to WFH or in hybrid ar-
rangements. Barbour et al (2021) identify COVID-19 hy-
brid workers as likely to have a graduate degree, work in the
information technology or administrative support sectors,
and/or have a college degree and children at home. On the
other hand, the factors associated with not WFH during the
pandemic varied widely, including workers who were over
49 years old, did not possess a college degree and had chil-
dren at home, were low-income, worked in the marketing
sector, had a graduate degree and lived in a large city, and/or
were male with children at home (Speroni and Taylor, 2023,
p- 9). Stakeholder theory can provide a valuable framework
for analysing WFH by emphasizing the importance of con-
sidering the interests and perspectives of various stakehold-
ers involved. In the context of WFH, stakeholders may in-
clude employees, employers, customers, communities, and
even society at large (Parmar et al, 2010; Freeman, 2023).
It encourages organisations to identify and balance the mul-
tiperspectival needs of stakeholders. The theory encour-
ages a focus on employee wellbeing, organisational val-
ues and societal impact. It also emphasises compliance,
transparent communication and adaptability to ensure con-
tinuous improvement in WFH. Overall, stakeholder theory
provides a holistic framework for understanding and man-
aging the complexities associated with WFH. Regulations
are necessary to apply stakeholder theory to WFH because
they ensure a fair and safe working environment. For ex-
ample, labour laws that regulate working hours help pre-
vent employee burnout by ensuring that remote workers get
adequate rest, which is consistent with stakeholder well-
being. In addition, privacy regulations protect sensitive
company and customer information when employees work
from home, maintaining stakeholder trust and safeguarding
organisational integrity. Works councils, which represent
employee interests, play a crucial role in providing insight
into the challenges and benefits of WFH as organisations
consider the post-pandemic landscape. The original quali-
tative studies’ results contribute to a nuanced understanding
of stakeholder perspectives, reinforcing the importance of a
comprehensive approach that considers the diverse interests
of companies, employees, and works councils in the evolv-

ing landscape of WFH. The following passages categorise
stakeholders’ perspectives based on literature reviews and
available empirical data.

2.2 Employers’ Perspectives on the Effects of Working
From Home

The employers’ perspective on the effects of WFH
was investigated in the IAB Establishment Panel Survey
2018 (Grunau et al, 2019). Establishments’ representatives
revealed that they rank highest the employees’ flexibility
(62 percent), and the compatibility of family and work (55
percent), followed by the availability of employees (47 per-
cent), higher productivity (45 percent), commuting time
savings (36 percent), more attractive employers (35 per-
cent) and quiet work (26 percent). The optimization of of-
fice use (10 percent) was mentioned less often. Similar rea-
sons in favour of WFH are discussed by Fliiter-Hoffmann
and Stettes (2022), although they were not able to present
additional empirical evidence.

90 percent of the surveyed establishments’ representa-
tives argued against the use of WFH, stating that the nature
of the task does not permit it. Much less relevant were the
opinion that cooperation with colleagues is hampered (22
percent), concerns about the compliance with data protec-
tion rules exist (16 percent), management and control are
not possible (10 percent), employees are not interested (10
percent) and technical prerequisites are not fulfilled (9 per-
cent). Employers are often hesitant about the advantages of
WFH, but contemporary research in international perspec-
tive does not support concerns about decreased productivity
in the short term, and the tight labour market following the
pandemic has given workers more bargaining power to re-
quest WFH options (Speroni and Taylor, 2023, p.38). The
next logical step would be to consider approaches to hu-
manising working life. For example, by prioritising De-
cent Work standards in WFH arrangements, such as mental
health support, ergonomics and clear communication, em-
ployers can reduce burnout, increase retention and build a
more engaged and resilient workforce, ultimately leading to
better organisational performance and productivity.

A qualitative field study in four sectors conducted by
the Hans Bockler Foundation in 2020 and 2021 provides
further insights from the perspective of employers (Krause
and Matuschek, 2023). All organisations had concluded
establishment-level agreements on the WHEF, which were
adapted during the COVID-19 crisis. The 67 interviews
show that older department managers were particularly re-
luctant to allow employees to work from home Krause and
Matuschek (2023). Again, this is related to tasks: the activ-
ity itself is not suitable for WFH. In this context, Detje and
Sauer (2021, p. 122) refer to the obvious difference in the
value of labour: production workers without the option of
‘short-time work zero’ had to be on site and were—despite
health protection—exposed to the risk of infection. This
led to the feeling of being “second class employees”. How-
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ever, the pandemic-related shift to WFH shows that long-
established management styles had an obstructive effect:
Older managers often feared a loss of control, an increased
need for coordination, an erosion of the team structure and
a decline in staff productivity (see also Wirth, 2022), who,
in addition to problems of cooperation, also points to man-
agement, control problems and disinterest on the part of em-
ployees as problem constellations mentioned by managers.
In this respect, younger managers seem to be less afraid of
a substantial change in working culture, especially as they
often prefer such a working model themselves. Among the
reasons for this is the desire for a better work-life balance
and, in some cases, childcare. In addition, it has already
become clear that the opportunities for WFH for younger
(and possibly international) senior professionals are a ques-
tion of the attractiveness of the employer. They are there-
fore also relevant to companies’ recruitment processes at a
time when demographic change in the workforce is becom-
ing increasingly apparent (Krause and Matuschek, 2023).

Especially international companies provided an in-
frastructure of communication and information technolo-
gies that supported a model of WFH. Also, flexible working
hours—as a necessary means for international teams—had
already been established. Such companies with technology-
oriented development paths found it easier than others
to quickly switch to WFH during the incipient pandemic
(Breisig et al, 2023). For them, a change to be thought
more in quantitative dimensions (such as: Is there a prob-
lem with the procurement of necessary equipment), more
traditionally positioned companies without a corresponding
lead time had to adapt quickly to a qualitative change in the
working and company culture (Carstensen et al, 2022).

Establishment-level agreements usually proved to be a
good basis for designing WFH during the pandemic (Ahlers
etal, 2021; see also Wirth, 2022). In particular, if these tend
to address basic parameters only, they proved to be com-
patible with a suddenly changed working day. Where this
was not the case or where no corresponding agreement ex-
isted, establishment-level management and works councils
reacted in a pragmatic manner beyond the usually relatively
long procedures of negotiating works agreements (e.g., pi-
lot projects and evaluations). Urged to act quickly by oc-
cupational health and safety regulations, management and
works councils often acted hand in hand to avert damage
to operations and protect employees from the pandemic (in
terms of standards of Decent Work). As a rule, the opera-
tional equipment was taken along, even if it was a desktop
computer—previous equipment of the employees with mo-
bile devices then proved to be a farsightedness and advan-
tage (Krause and Matuschek, 2023).

In general, the pandemic accelerated the possibilities
for WFH and challenged companies to interpret existing
establishment agreements in a pandemic-appropriate man-
ner or to comply with the requirement of the Occupational
Health and Safety Ordinance to WFH if there were no spe-
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cific establishment-level agreements. Establishments with
a corresponding regulatory history had to readjust, if nec-
essary, but were able to do so relatively easily against the
background of a culture of establishment-level agreements
and control it sustainably, including the monitoring. Es-
tablishments without such experience, on the other hand,
found it more difficult to control WFH consistently from the
outset—much was left to the self-organisation of the em-
ployees. However, fears of declining productivity of em-
ployees have not come true—as a rule, employees have not
let up (Hofmann et al, 2020).

Whichever path establishments took during the pan-
demic (also cf. the examples from industry and services
in Detje and Sauer, 2021), it became particularly important
for establishments without a long history to find a struc-
ture for hybrid work that serves both central workplaces and
WFH. This dual perspective is also relevant for establish-
ment or firm level agreements (Mierich, 2020). In these,
not only the conditions of WFH must be regulated, but also
for the central workplaces of hybrid workers (Krause and
Matuschek, 2023). The companies develop models that
address the relationship between spatial and temporal as-
pects in very different ways. Maintaining one’s own indi-
vidual workplace in the establishment is not in the interest
of the companies, which is why, for example, open-plan
offices with shared workplaces have been set up: the indi-
vidual workplace must then be selected anew upon arrival
at the company. Sometimes there are also reservation sys-
tems that can be used to book workstations. On the one
hand, it emphasizes in a certain way a singularisation in the
workforce, but also enables an overlapping of social cir-
cles (Simmel, 1890), which would otherwise be unthink-
able. The assignment of localized workplace opportunities
to a defined number of employees who (should) work to-
gether collegially and thematically, on the other hand, pro-
motes group processes. Which model companies choose
depends on the working culture and should be the subject
of the establishment-level agreements.

2.3 Employees’ Perspectives on the Effect of Working
From Home

The arguments provided by the employees are simi-
lar to those of the employers. Using the Linked Person-
nel Panel Survey organized in 2016 and 2017 by the IAB
Grunau et al (2019) show that employees believe that WFH
improves their productivity (56 percent), saves commuting
time (55 percent), improves the work-life-balance (52 per-
cent) and increases the working time (38 percent). How-
ever, they often mention that tasks are not allowing WFH
(76 percent), that supervisors prefer presence (66 percent),
cooperation is difficult (59 percent), that work and private
life is blurred (56 percent), necessary prerequisites are lack-
ing (54 percent) as well as that WFH is not allowed (16 per-
cent). Previous literature pointed out that more autonomy,
especially working time flexibility and time sovereignty, as
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well as the achievement of work goals could increase job
satisfaction and reduce work-related stress. Arnold et al
(2015) argue that working outside the contracted working
time and if unpaid decreases job satisfaction. Ahlers et al
(2021) as well as Baumann and Kohlrausch (2021) point to
the stress caused by overtime work and interruptions dur-
ing leisure. In her qualitative study Mousavi Takieh (2017)
emphasises the close correlation between circumstances of
the job and work satisfaction: Social factors in WFH such
as more time for friends, family or the partner and related
persons and more leisure time led to increased job satis-
faction. A healthier nutrition and ergonomic equipment in
WFH can increase job satisfaction. Increased work perfor-
mance caused by concentration and the possibility of in-
dependent organisation leads to increased job satisfaction.
The study also points out the possibility of WFH part-time.

Selected studies from various countries offer addi-
tional insights into the impact of teleworking on employ-
ees and specific groups. Agache et al (2021) conducted a
survey in Romania, focusing on changes in work behaviour
during the pandemic-induced shift to WFH. The results sug-
gest that the level of social interaction at work has a signif-
icant impact on productivity. Additionally, flexibility, un-
derstanding from supervisors, and company-provided work
computers were found to have a positive influence. A linear
regression analysis showed that negative impacts on team
communication, personal development, and career opportu-
nities were associated with increased stress levels. The pan-
demic has had an impact on work-life balance, with men-
tal health, flexibility, and understanding from managers be-
ing key factors. Younger age groups have expressed lower
satisfaction, possibly due to a greater emphasis on socializ-
ing. The study highlights the need for companies to adapt to
these changing dynamics, as WFH may represent a lasting
shift rather than a temporary phase (Agache et al, 2021).

de Souza Santos et al (2023) also reveals on both posi-
tive and negative effects of WFH for Brasil software profes-
sionals. While it enhances security and technically enabled
visibility, fostering a more comfortable work environment,
it also poses challenges such as isolation and hiddenness.
Despite drawbacks, the benefits of WFH outweigh the neg-
atives, and companies can implement supportive measures
to address concerns (de Souza Santos et al, 2023).

These findings warrant further extension and clarifi-
cation, given the current state of research in other relevant
studies (Kyriakidou et al, 2023; de Vaujany et al, 2018).
A Greek survey study (61 employees who worked during
pandemic in flexible or WFH arrangements to varying de-
grees) extends previously mentioned research by examining
the impact of different degrees of flexible work arrange-
ments on perceptions of exclusion and inequality (Kyriaki-
dou et al, 2023, p. 3). It shows that employees who mainly
work in a hybrid mode experience lower levels of exclu-
sion and less inequality than those who mainly work from
home or mainly in the office. In contrast, employees with

low-quality leader-member exchange (LMX) relationships
(Kyriakidou et al, 2023) reported higher levels of perceived
ostracism when working extensively from home. In addi-
tion, employees who have experienced high levels of ser-
vant leadership report lower levels of perceived inequality
when working in a hybrid mode than those who work either
from the office or from home. Conversely, individuals who
have experienced low levels of servant leadership perceive
higher levels of inequality when working from the office
than any other flexible working arrangement (Kyriakidou et
al, 2023, p. 27). In summary, WFH carries risks of exclu-
sion and inequality, and we recognise the need for regula-
tions that hold companies accountable for their WFH prac-
tices and ensure compliance with labour laws, tax obliga-
tions and other legal requirements. This accountability pro-
tects stakeholders (employees, customers etc.) from poten-
tial exploitation or legal issues arising from poorly managed
WFH arrangements (Parmar et al, 2010; Freeman, 2023).
However, hybrid arrangements and good relationships be-
tween superiors and employees can significantly minimise
these risks, even to levels below the experiences of exclu-
sion and inequality reported by employees who work ex-
clusively in the office. This is also a matter of regulat-
ing good management, working processes and working ar-
rangements.

According to a German qualitative study by Krause
and Matuschek (2023), employees who have been working
hybrid for a long time differ in their assessment of WFH
from those who could or had to make a corresponding expe-
rience only within the pandemic. The former generally opt
for WFH in order to achieve certain goals, which also be-
come clear in the surveys: Higher productivity, less distrac-
tion, flexible working hours, etc. An improved work-life
balance, the takeover of caregiving work or the like is also
referred to as reasons for choosing WFH (see also Mousavi
Takieh, 2017; Carstensen, 2020). In this regard, Liibcke
and Ohlbrecht (2023) refer to experiences with WFH that
illustrate a clear gender inequality. From the beginning of
the pandemic, employees have training routines, can now
assess the WFH model well and have set themselves up —
often with their own small office at home. Different results
are obtained for those who were suddenly sent off to work
from home due to the pandemic. At the beginning, the joy
of saved travel time, improved balance through selectable
working hours, etc. prevail. However, undesirable conse-
quences are also quickly noticed: communication with col-
leagues and company committees become more complex
(scheduling, behaviour in teams/-zoom meetings, etc.), one
felt cut off from developments in the company. The shifted
working time (especially off-peak times) according to the
care tasks to be performed prove to be a burden, and the
equipment of workplace at home left much to be desired
as a permanent arrangement (work at the kitchen table, in
the basement, etc.). In the cases in which several mem-
bers of a household practiced WFH, there were also gender-
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specific differences, ranging from the equipment (kitchen
table vs. office) to the care mainly by women (Carstensen
et al, 2022).

Beyond such developments, which often gave rise to
the desire to return to the company after only a few months,
during the pandemic fears quickly arose that the companies
could favour WFH as a permanent solution. This emerged
from the corresponding procedure of a few companies in
Germany, which were transferred to their own operations.
Two years later, it turns out that this seems to be a trend, es-
pecially since space costs are the second largest cost factor
for companies after wages. The fears of that time are there-
fore not without foundation, even if the companies exam-
ined by Krause and Matuschek (2023) do point to tenden-
cies of a massive disappearance of operational jobs in com-
pany sites. Protagonists like Hewlett Packard, on the other
hand, seem to follow the path of shifting work to WFH or
mobile work strengthened. However, Vogl and Carstensen
(2021) identify a shift in mobile working towards WFH—
at most, managers are still travelling. This is intended to
minimise the risk of infection. In this respect, it appears
that changes in working structures are on the horizon, which
may also have an impact on WFH.

All in all, after initial euphoria, in which the situation
was seen as a welcome change despite pandemic condi-
tions, a clearly noticeable disillusionment quickly becomes
apparent; in particular, those who did not freely choose
WFH wanted to return to the company office as soon as
possible. Some companies set up shifted working hours ac-
cordingly in order to allow partial presence. This should
minimise the risk of infection and at the same time meet the
need for exchange and face-to-face meetings.

This section provided a summary of a number of re-
search studies from different countries on the impact of
WFH on different groups of employees. Overall, employ-
ees tend to believe that WFH improves productivity, work-
life balance and saves commuting time, but often report dif-
ficulties in collaboration and blurring of work and personal
life. The studies suggest that WFH can have a positive im-
pact but can lead to feelings of isolation and visibility for
some (Hall et al, 2024). Companies should develop and
implement policies on recruitment, induction, democratic
work structures, diversity culture and channels to support
different employer groups to address the benefits and lim-
itations of WFH. Finally, the studies argue that WFH ar-
rangements that balance in-office and WFH may be more
effective than either exclusively WFH or in-office work.

2.4 Work Councils’ Perspectives on the Effect of Working
From Home

During the pandemic, works councils were faced with
anumber of problems related to the absence from the work-
place, which was also enforced for them: For the operation
of works councils, especially for elections and votes, there
were only specifications for the presence mode, but not for
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works council members in the WFH mode. Thus, the ac-
tivities of works councils were severely impaired (Behrens
and Brehmer, 2022). Relatively quickly, they resorted to
passing resolutions of the committee provisionally online
via video chat, etc. and to confirm them in attendance at
a later date. In this way, the ability of works councils to
work could be secured. Nevertheless, the changeover to
mediated meetings or digital consultation with staff mem-
bers was a particular challenge for the representatives—the
communication situations changed and had to be practiced
first (Krause and Matuschek, 2023). Wirth (2022) points
out that regarding virtual conferences of works councils, not
only a corresponding legal framework (rules of procedure)
is required, but also the influence on the intensity of rela-
tions between works council members and between works
councils and employees must be considered.

The basic goal of works councils during the pandemic
was to make WFH possible both in terms of infrastruc-
ture and ergonomics—employees should not endanger their
ability to work and their health through inadequate work-
ing conditions. At the beginning, more detailed monitoring
was waived, in particular to avoid the risk of COVID-19.
As WFH continued, however, the quality of the workplaces
received increased attention again. Insofar as establishment
regulations existed in this regard, compliance with them
was insisted upon—sometimes there were checks by vis-
iting the involuntary teleworkers (Krause and Matuschek,
2023). If there were no corresponding establishment-level
agreements, minimum standards were demanded, which
were derived from the general debates on health-promoting
working conditions. In addition to ergonomics, these in-
cluded in particular topics such as lighting conditions, air
supply at the workplace or noise/quiet disturbance, with
which concentrated work is less possible.

In order to ensure health, the issue of working hours
and the recording of working hours played and still plays a
major role (Mousavi Takiech, 2017). Especially extreme off-
peak hours or continuous work on weekends threatened to
undermine working time regulations. Employees often as-
sociated this with individual flexibility, while works coun-
cils diagnosed permanent stress in individual cases. They
therefore often pressed for health hazards to be identified
as early as possible—from their perspective, the systematic
recording of working conditions and the instrument of men-
tal risk assessment are particularly suitable for this purpose.
Excessive demands caused by work tasks or by a failure to
ensure a balance between work and leisure time or the de-
mands of the sphere of life, such as childcare or caring for
the elderly, are thus quickly brought into focus, if appropri-
ate surveys are conducted regularly and at relatively high
frequency, for example annually (Carstensen et al, 2022;
Krause and Matuschek, 2023).

In addition to these issues of occupational health and
safety, the connection of employees to the establishment
is an important aspect. Previously a rather isolated phe-
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nomenon or relevant only for certain tasks and work areas,
it became clear very quickly with the measures to contain
the pandemic risks via WFH that not only the communica-
tion channels had changed dramatically. From co-presence
in day-to-day operations, it very suddenly changed to WFH
mode. Mainly in IT-savvy companies, it was relatively easy
to make greater use of media-related communication chan-
nels that had already been in use; others initially had a need
to learn about new software, etc. Works councils, however,
became concerned at a relatively early stage that not all em-
ployees seemed to be equally accessible. Some did not re-
spond to attempts at contact; they slowly disappeared from
the establishment’s context unnoticed. For works councils,
this was associated with concern for the individuals, but
also with the fear that their own base in the establishment
would erode.

Out of this mixed situation, debates arose about how
WFH could function after the restrictions of the pandemic.
Permanent absence should be avoided and periods of pres-
ence in the establishment should be obligatory. Not least
against the backdrop of fears about a reduction in office
costs strategically targeted by companies, the requirement
of unilateral voluntariness as a protective measure was
against job relocations: Thus employees decide whether
WFH is an option for them or not. Companies must grant
WFH if there are no operational reasons against the em-
ployees’ demands. This is intended to prevent employees
from being deprived of their presence in the establishment
without their will. Attendance times, on the other hand,
are conceivable in different modes and require organisation
with or without a maintained individual workplace in the
company. In view of the argument of reducing office space
costs, works councils are generally prepared to adopt flex-
ible models that vary in scope.

With regard to establishment-level agreements, it must
be balanced that, in addition to an understanding of the ar-
chitecture of WFH, an adequate establishment work culture
must be established (see also Breisig, 2020). This should
not be oriented solely to output and to occupational health
and safety (e.g., specific working time regulations), but also
address the social character of work. WFH requires both
established technical communication channels and the op-
portunity for communication in presence. Works councils
therefore reject concepts of permanent WFH, thus counter-
ing undesirable isolation and increased transaction costs of
coordination in working groups. Also, the representation of
interests can be better ensured if works council members ca
establish regular personal contact with employees in mutual
presence (Krause and Matuschek, 2023).

Overall (see Table 1), the increased introduction of
different models of WFH in the onset of the pandemic re-
veals a defensive character of the reorganization of work-
places, which was borne conjointly by all participants in
the course of an emergency regime enforced by the leg-
islature. In the face of the pandemic, everyone pulled to-

gether, even if their intentions differed, but in some cases
they also intertwined. In this way, the individual health of
the workforce members simultaneously secured the ability
of the establishment to run operations. Works councils and
management had insight into the necessity and were able to
reach short-term agreements on the implementation of cri-
sis response measures. A history of works agreements and
co-determination culture with positive connotations in this
regard generally facilitated this. Employees, in turn, ap-
preciated the opportunity to reduce their presence at work
and thus minimize the risk of contagion (which occasionally
caused envy among those who were indispensable, such as
production workers). At the same time, this was initially a
welcome change that benefited the work-life balance; only
later was the situation experienced as isolation, among other
things (ibid). Therefore, the key general conditions for the
success of WFH are technical equipment, clear and trans-
parent regulation of work processes, including communica-
tion, and a culture of trust and team culture in the establish-
ment (Kaczynska and Kiimmerling, 2021).

The operating agreements, which were initially sus-
pended, provided a binding framework whose validity was
again more strongly controlled as WFH practice contin-
ued. This was aimed at aspects of health and occupational
safety, but also concerned appropriate equipment and ade-
quate furnishing of the home workplace compared to the
establishment standard. Regarding the new normality of
the WFH, there are different ideas that can be character-
ized as partial de-commissioning and a precision-oriented
operating culture with temporary exceptions. The differ-
ences, which tend to be gradual in practice, may have far-
reaching consequences for the culture of co-determination
and the work of works councils. In addition to the am-
bivalent consequences of WFH for the individuals, this is
the relevance of the decision in favour of a specific model.
Hybrid concepts predominate, which prescribe a certain ra-
tio on a weekly/monthly basis. While employers empha-
size the rationalization benefits of hybrid arrangements of
WFH, and employees often focus on the life-stage-specific
fit, works councils are oriented toward a moderately flexi-
ble model that does not undermine Decent Work standards
(e.g., occupational safety and health). Having discussed
the perspectives of employers, employees and works coun-
cils, the question arises how these different interests can be
reconciled, how agreements are concluded, and regulations
implemented (Krause and Matuschek, 2023).

3. Regulation of Different Arrangements of
Working From Home

3.1 German Regulations in the International Context

The following sections provide a concise overview of
WFH regulations in selected industrialised countries in or-
der to discuss the German experience and study results from
an international perspective.
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Table 1. Stakeholders’ perspectives on WFH regulation modes, own table based on Krause and Matuschek (2023).

Mode of WFH

regulation

Stakeholders’ perspective

Employer

Employee

Works council

Protection mode

Establishment-
level agreement

Reorganisation

General mode

Due to federal regulation, departmental response
to ensure work and production capability; IT-savvy
companies at an advantage

Partial/temporary suspension of establishment-
level agreements through emergency regime
(company-specific) culture of co-determination
conducive

Pandemic opportunity to enter cost reduction of-
fices; mostly (different) hybrid solutions; basis:
collective agreements and requirements work tasks
as nexus

Partial de-commissioning of suitable workplaces
as rationalisation of office costs; the aim is to lig-
uefy working time and place

Crisis response protects only selected employees—risk
burden on employees’ production; WFH: partial experience
of isolation; work coping, work-life-balance/care-work
Through WFH as pandemic flight secondary importance of
job quality provisions and concessions to them; perspective
on individual advantages and disadvantages

Initially perspective on advantages, with persistence of
WFH perspective on disadvantages; hybrid model as wish-
ful thinking of individual law based on establishment-level
agreement with WLB as nexus

Hybrid models: opportunity for increased individual flexi-
bility while maintaining the social character of gainful em-
ployment; relevance depending on life phase

Co-management: focus on employee health; ensure opera-
tional capability; address negative developments including
‘new’ works council work

Emergency regime initially supported, partial suspension
of participation processes; later demand for job quality as-
surance WFH

Problematisation of reduction of office costs as fading out
of social costs of WFH; defence of full-time WFH with
preference for (different) hybrid models in establishment-
level agreements; core: trade union concept of ‘good work’
Flexicurity Working time &, preservation of presence times
as a counter-model to the rationalisation option; securing a

culture of co-determination in companies

WFH, working from home; IT, information technology; WLB, work-life-balance.
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The available information suggests that there are significant
disparities in the adoption of WFH among countries (Aksoy
etal, 2022). Additionally, there are various levels and types
of legal regulations in place, ranging from no specific rules
to primarily collective or establishment-level agreements,
and even countries with (additional) statutory regulations
and conditional legal rights. These patterns appear to align
with the different national traditions of industrial relations.

Regarding EU member states, since 2002 the Euro-
pean social partners concluded a framework agreement on
telework with the aim of promoting this new form of work
organization in a way that allows for flexibility and secu-
rity while not lowering the overall level of protection for
employees. The content of the framework agreement refers
to the equal treatment and non-discrimination of telework-
ers. Therefore, existing legislation and collective agree-
ments equally apply to teleworkers or for workers WFH in
different arrangements, ensuring that they are guaranteed
the same employment conditions as employees who work
only in the company’s premises (Bonin et al, 2020).

With the rise of WFH, however, the EU framework
agreement and a variety of informal agreements at estab-
lishment level, such as a team charter, were no longer suffi-
cient, so that larger organisations in Germany began to con-
clude agreements at establishment level as well as agree-
ments at individual sites (Mierich, 2020; Krause and Ma-
tuschek, 2023). The aim was to establish regulations that
make it easy for employees to use WFH and to find a prac-
tical solution, so that high demands on the organisation of
WFH could be avoided. During the pandemic, WFH be-
came a “lifeline” for business continuity in many compa-
nies. However, it is important to note that neglecting gen-
eral health and safety regulations is not acceptable. Instead,
the SARS-CoV-2 Occupational Safety Regulation devel-
oped by the social partners, created a comprehensive stan-
dard across all economic sectors.

International comparison shows that different coun-
tries follow very different regulatory approaches regard-
ing WFH. Such arrangements in Germany are regulated by
collective and establishment-level agreements. The Work-
place Ordinance (Arbeitsstdttenverordnung) provides spe-
cific regulations for arrangements falling under the cate-
gory of WFH. These agreements are more specific than
the European framework agreement and go beyond its pro-
visions. Germany has adopted a highly decentralised ap-
proach, with establishment-level agreements primarily reg-
ulating these forms of work (Bonin et al, 2020). Sev-
eral companies and organizations have confidently intro-
duced or renewed works agreements on WFH in the last
two decades (e.g., BMW’s Works Agreement on Mobile
Work in 2014, Bosch’s Works Agreement on Mobile Work
in 2014, SAP’s Works Agreement on Mobile Work in 2018,
and Federal Employment Agency’s (Bundesagentur fiir Ar-
beit) Works Agreement on Mobile Work in 2022). In Ger-
many, employees have the principle right to request flexible
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work arrangements, including WFH. However, the period
and frequency of WFH are agreed upon by executives and
employees and the decision to allow WFH is at the discre-
tion of the employer.

In France and the United Kingdom exist legal regu-
lations in terms of flexible working arrangements for the
private sector (Bonin et al, 2020). In France, telework
(télétravail) was regulated by law before the pandemic, but
mobile work was not. In the private sector, telework ar-
rangements must be included in collective agreements or
in an employer-developed charter (Bonin et al, 2020). The
COVID-19 pandemic forced many employees to WFH in
the Spring of 2020, which led to collective bargaining in
companies (Giotto and Thoemmes, 2022). Their results
show that the implementation of WFH varies widely, with
many companies resisting it because of corporate culture.
In the United Kingdom, there has been the possibility to re-
quest flexible work, including WFH, since 30 June 2014,
under the Children and Families Act 2014, Part 9 (Heil-
mann et al, 2021). Such a request must be processed within
three months and can only be rejected if there are legitimate
business reasons specified in the law (Bonin et al, 2020, p.
58).

Other countries like Sweden or the United States are
characterized by a high proportion of informal and individ-
ual agreements between employees and employers regard-
ing working from home and mobile work. In Sweden, col-
lective agreements supplement certain sectors (Bonin et al,
2020; European Commission, 2008). Moreover, research
seems to provide evidence that the Nordic welfare states
had good legal protection well before the pandemic, requir-
ing only minor adjustments during the pandemic. WFH
policies in the United States differ depending on the state,
economic sector, and company. While there are no federal
laws that directly regulate WFH in the private sector, some
states require employers to provide reasonable accommoda-
tions for employees who request appropriate work arrange-
ments due to disability or other circumstances. On the other
hand, the public sector of the United States has established
rules for expanding WFH. Since December 2010, the Tele-
work Enhancement Act (Public Law 111-292) has legally
regulated telework for federal employees and parts of the
public sector with utmost confidence. Thus, in the United
States, access to WFH seems to be highly unequal, so flex-
ible working is a privilege for high-performing employees.

In conclusion, while many countries have introduced
regulations to govern the use of WFH, there are still risks
associated with these arrangements (Aksoy et al, 2022).
These risks include feelings of isolation and disconnection
from colleagues, increased workload, and blurring of the
boundaries between work and personal life (see section 1).
Finally, there is a risk that employers may use WFH formats
as an excuse to reduce costs by reducing office space or cut-
ting back on employee benefits. Employers and employees
must work together to ensure that the benefits of flexible
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working are maximized, while minimizing the risks. This
may involve setting clear Decent Work policies on WFH
arrangements, providing support for employees who (par-
tially) work from home, and ensuring that employees have
a good work-life balance (see Discussion and Conclusion).

3.2 Relevance of Regulation

Until the decade before the pandemic, however, WFH
was not an important issue in German companies. Although
there have been various companies that have concluded
agreements on the use of mobile phones or the occasional
use of WFH, the establishment of such constellations was
a rather marginal phenomenon, ranked lower than other is-
sues. Some companies, on the other hand, can look back
on a longer history of such forms of work, in the course
of which topic-specific agreements were concluded, which
were based on each other and expanded in each case. This
comprises topics such as working time regulations, use of
private infrastructure and technology including compensa-
tion, data protection and much more. Rules protect sen-
sitive (stakeholder) data in the WFH arrangement, man-
aging the risk of breaches and unauthorised access while
maintaining standards. Such agreements were usually a
good basis for rapid implementation at the beginning of
the pandemic—more or less an integrative concept of rul-
ing WFH (Krause and Matuschek, 2023; Carstensen et al,
2022).

The need for regulation regularly arises from practical
problems of everyday working life. Executives and works
councils can react to this in two ways: either they agree
on more global regulations on the process of dealing with
emerging issues or they try to capture almost every relevant
aspect in advance. In fact, depending on the historically de-
veloped culture of co-determination and operational and or-
ganizational framework conditions, there are different lev-
els of regulation. Process orientation in the form of frame-
work agreements usually proves to be a flexible instrument
that makes it easier for establishment-level agreements on
other topics (Mierich, 2020; Krause and Matuschek, 2023).
This opens the possibility of being able to react quickly to
changes without rituals of the negotiation agenda—a valu-
able asset in the pandemic fast crisis response, which was
based on trust and meeting at eye level.

As arule, establishment-level and service agreements
specify regulations that have already been agreed in pre-
vious negotiations: For example, there may be deviations
from the statutory working time framework, which may
also be relevant for WFH. In addition, however, there is
a need for further regulation. In addition to questions of
infrastructure (e.g., setup, maintenance, insurance cover in
the event of damages) and data protection such as data se-
curity, there are often ergonomic aspects that need to be
regulated: Does the home workplace comply with occu-
pational health and safety regulations (light, air, tempera-
ture, posture, etc.), and how can a sustainable facility be
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ensured? What is the situation with regard to continuing
vocational training in the mode of WFH—online training
courses do the same as On-site trainings? Is regular op-
erational monitoring by the Human Resources department
and/or works councils appropriate or do they rely on the
notification of undesirable developments by the employ-
ees? Reference has already been made to the duplication of
jobs—as a result, two regulatory issues are always relevant
when it comes to regulations on WFH. Defining evaluation
of experience in establishment agreements is just as impor-
tant as the precise definition of the employees for whom
WFH is an option. The amount of time at WFH must also
be determined—an order of magnitude of a maximum of
two to three days at home seems to be the preference of
equally many employees and companies. It is also very
important to define the procedures: In individual cases,
a (committee-supported) principle of direct negotiation of
the possibility and conditions for the WFH usually applies.
This sometimes requires the individual employees to de-
mand this offensively and that works councils only inter-
vene if there is resistance on the part of the (direct) superior
despite a justified request. As a rule, however, the obstacles
are rather low, especially with already existing experiences
with WFH (Krause and Matuschek, 2023). Establishment
agreements on WFH are always extensive and prerequisite.
They are linked to other regulatory areas, but also produce
their own aspects on which agreements must be reached.
Ultimately, they frame nothing less than a cultural change
in the establishment and must therefore, for reasons of eq-
uity, account for employees who are less interested in WFH
or who are unable to do so due to their work tasks. Thus,
concrete works agreements also address those who are not
directly affected or benefit from the agreement—the em-
bedding of concrete establishment-level agreements in the
broader operational context must therefore always be con-
sidered.

3.3 Effects of Regulations

At the heart of works and service agreements is the
relationship between securing stable operational processes
and employment, including a predictable workload, as well
as flexibility in operational and individual interests. This
addresses the management of upcoming work processes as
well as a balanced relationship between professional and
private duties or needs such as care and care tasks or phys-
ical and psychological reproduction to maintain or restore
the commodity of individual labour.

Establishment-level agreements define—as a gap
filler due to missing or non-applicable legal provisions
(e.g., workplace ordinance)—the individual right to enable
WFH. This has to be evaluated on a task-related basis. It is
controversial whether the principle of unilateral voluntari-
ness or that of mutually voluntary nature should apply: does
the employee alone decide whether he wants WFH under
the given conditions of the work activity or can the estab-
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lishment prohibit or order him to do so? Trade unions and
works councils prefer the first solution, companies usually
the second (Krause and Matuschek, 2023).

Depending on how strictly a works agreement formu-
lates specifications (and establishes a corresponding con-
trol, e.g., of a technical nature) WFH is either set tight lim-
its (in particular working hours and attendance regulations)
or a flexible space of opportunity is created that employ-
ees fill on their own responsibility. Blurring can hardly be
avoided: The shift of work performance to off-peak times
in the evening and morning, when care-work requires it, can
quickly lead to overload. Under certain circumstances, this
violates working time laws that have been enacted to pro-
tect employees (e.g., 11-hour rest period). In this respect,
demanding a duty of care vis-a-vis employers will hardly
be sufficient to minimise grievances. A resilient agreement
for employees that is also appropriate to the establishment
must be practiced, which can register excessive demands
and can then fall back on appropriate ways of addressing.

4. Discussion

Overall, the breakthrough of WFH during the pan-
demic will underline the relevance of a media-related and
organisational solution to a global zoonotic problem which
effects the society and economy as well as every single
individual, partly continuously in order. The quantitative
and qualitative findings presented above show that the cri-
sis response to the pandemic was not only very similar, de-
spite the different legal situations in the respective countries
and the different forms of establishment-level agreements
in individual companies, but that the upcoming discussion
about WFH tended to establish hybrid models rather than
pure ones. What was initially intended to be temporary
in order to contain the risk of infection, usually turned
into a fundamental debate everywhere. The discussion was
about whether WFH is suitable for saving considerable of-
fice costs, which from a business point of view can be
affirmed—as well as the reference to an increased time flex-
ibility potential both on the part of the establishment and for
the individuals. However, it was quickly criticised that this
was associated with a spatial relocation of jobs and that, in
addition, social costs could arise in coping with the work
tasks: Experiences of isolation like those at the beginning
of the pandemic were just as undesirable as the problem-
atic tendency to strain the advantageous blending of work
and life spheres by taking care of children or those in need
of care in the household. The extension of working hours
to extreme off-peak times of the day presented itself as a
psychological burden. The quantitative data reflect the am-
bivalence of the reorganisation of work promoted by the
pandemic development: Positive and negative aspects are
mentioned equally, and occasionally in the same breath; in
particular, excesses and overloads become visible. Against
the background of the increasing tendency in many coun-
tries towards WFH, it thus seems clear that these forms of
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work need to be discussed from the point of view of their
regulation, so as not to fall behind the health and safety stan-
dards of (industrial) service work in offices. What appears
to be (more or less well) regulated in many countries with
regard to the quality of work, including the equipment of
workplaces and working time regulations, is often a largely
unoccupied field with regard to. This also applies to the
academic perspective, which treats the regulation of the so-
called New Work models rather stepmotherly. In relation
to the stakeholder theory, our second field of interest in this
paper, this points to upcoming disputes about the scope, de-
sign and, in general, the containment of the risks of WFH
without neglecting the opportunities. It is in the nature of
the economic system that all stakeholders have different
perspectives. However, the empirical evidence suggests
that from a theoretical point of view, historically evolved
paths of company interest regulation should be assumed,
which have revealed themselves to be either an advantage
or a disadvantage with the onset of the pandemic, depend-
ing on their quality. Such conditions obviously frame the
implementation of diverging interests in concrete company
labour policy. Flexible regulations appear to be more suit-
able than narrowly defined directives; however, they also
pose a challenge for management and individual respon-
sibility. The dynamics of the pandemic can be seen as
an external impulse, which, with the politically enforced
lockdowns of broad areas of society, had a quality that de-
manded the immediate dominance of social stakeholders in
a way that only a few stakeholders are able to do at this
speed. This demonstrates, among other things, the impor-
tance of (legislative rsp. executive) positions of power and
points to inequalities between stakeholders, which often
was theoretical faded out (Jensen, 2002). These also exist in
relation to the company social partners but are regulated by
corresponding frameworks such as the Works Constitution
Act, collective agreements or company agreements framing
and confine shareholder interests (Phillips et al, 2005). This
creates a relatively reliable arena for responding to external
irritations in terms of common goals despite fundamentally
different interests.

4.1 Regulatory Options and Need for Regulation

Work is a social matter in which social relationships
are cultivated (Kock and Kutzner, 2018)—but above all, a
process-oriented collegiality is practised, which is oriented
towards the work task to be mastered together. WFH does
not rule this out, especially if there are attendance regu-
lations. However, the need for communication with col-
leagues is framed by the corresponding technologies, par-
tially with effects on communication behaviour. Conver-
sations must be arranged, in a group conversation there is
no way to take someone aside or to communicate with parts
of the colleagues by gestures and facial expressions. Pro-
cedural collegiality (prozessbezogene Kollegialitdt;, Krause
and Matuschek, 2023; Carstensen et al, 2022) aims, on the
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one hand, at the collectively managed work processes as the
functional core of gainful employment; on the other hand,
the communal sense of work as a social dimension of pro-
duction and service work is based on the division of labour.
WFH does not change this in principle but shifts the possi-
bilities for implementation and therefore requires appropri-
ate support.

During the pandemic, the periods of relative isola-
tion made workers more aware of the risk of (partially)
losing this collective framework. Works councils recog-
nised that this was a gradual process. They responded
it with appropriate communication strategies in order to
reach out to employees who had become “invisible”, so
to speak, beyond purely task-related conversations. This
can be regarded as an exemplary way for the organisa-
tion of location- and time-flexible work in general. How-
ever, good regulations of hybrid arrangements and good
quality of leader-employee relations can significantly min-
imise risks of isolation, exclusion or inequality of employ-
ees WFH.

This also applies to work performance itself: there is
no direct comparison when work is carried out individually.
Appropriate monitoring of work performance and corre-
sponding feedback are therefore necessary rules that should
be anchored in establishment-level agreements. Isolation or
even partial co-presence of employees in the establishment
carries an increased psychological risk potential, at least
for individuals, so that the regular use of a psychological
risk analysis seems to be indicated (Krause and Matuschek,
2023).

4.2 Need for Regulation on WFH

The aspects and arguments brought together in this ar-
ticle show that WFH is not a self-perpetuating ‘new normal’
with high quality of work, but like all gainful employment
requires regulation that protects the interests of the actors
involved as well as the actors themselves. Spatial reloca-
tion can increase the risk that employees lose the bench-
mark of good work performance, which is, as it were, per-
manently visible when working in presence. The general
increase in the incidence of WFH since the pandemic is still
considerable, even in view of a relative decline; it is still
mainly the more highly qualified who use WFH. However,
to conclude that its regulation is less important seems to
be a premature assessment. Stressful aspects of WFH are
also reported by this group of workers, so that it must be
assumed that the form of work itself is manifestly problem-
atic. With the understandable argument of reducing office
costs, the thrust of entrepreneurial calculations is obviously
increasingly directed towards simple savings; in Germany,
the term “home office”, “remote work™ or “New Work™ also
points to an escape from regulations such as the Workplace
Ordinance, which sets guidelines for WFH. It seems ques-
tionable whether individual workers will be able to enforce
a healthy workplace, limited working hours or questions of
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infrastructure against the employer. Even if the changing
labour market may promise more concessions in the future,
the way of binding establishment-level agreements, which
has been practised by many European companies, seems to
be the more promising way for both sides, as it significantly
minimises the transaction costs of purely individual deci-
sions.

A wide range of evidence suggests that digital trans-
formation of work life will not only bring progress and sim-
plification, but also burdens, dangers and risks that may
need to be addressed. The interrelationships concerning
WFH and effects for employees identified in the extensive
study material need to be considered and should be reflected
in appropriate rules and standards at different levels (Do-
nath and Engelmann, 2023). Approaches like New Work
(Bergmann, 1990), which gained attention for employers
due to the strong link to the anthropological belief of inher-
ent desire to work, or especially the ILO-Concept of De-
cent Work both need to provide responses and mechanisms
to the different developments in the world of work (Con-
rads et al, 2020). To have healthy, motivated, and satisfied
employees seems to be a common goal, but the responsibili-
ties are conceptualised in a different way. Establishing clear
WFH rules is pivotal for optimizing the work environment
at home. Clarity in expectations, work hours, and com-
munication norms fosters a structured and productive WFH
experience. Defined guidelines on work-life balance con-
tribute to employee well-being, while explicit communica-
tion protocols ensure effective collaboration within teams
in the mode of WFH. Additionally, transparent rules help
create a sense of cohesion and shared understanding among
employees working from home, mitigating potential chal-
lenges arising from distance and varied working hours.

In tandem, incorporating Decent Work principles into
practices of WFH is essential for cultivating a positive and
sustainable work culture. Prioritizing fair compensation,
health, and safety considerations for such employees con-
tribute to their overall job satisfaction and commitment.
Furthermore, integrating opportunities for skill develop-
ment, ensuring job security, and promoting inclusivity and
diversity in WFH environments aligns with the broader goal
of creating a workplace that values the dignity and rights of
every worker, regardless of their physical location. How-
ever, the main difference between the two approaches is that
New Work focuses mainly on motivation psychology, while
Decent Work rely on legal protections provided by law, col-
lective agreements, and establishment-level agreements to
ensure good working conditions and dignity.

In addition, stakeholder theory as the third analysed
concept in this paper, is based on the principle that organisa-
tions should create value for all stakeholders by considering
the interests and well-being of everyone affected by their
decisions, including employees, customers, suppliers and
the community. It emphasises ethical management, trans-
parency and balancing the needs of different stakeholders
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to achieve sustainable success and build trust. The Decent
Work approach is therefore clearly in line with the stake-
holder theory, where fairness and responsible treatment of
employees are also important characteristics of WFH. The
extent to which Decent Work standards and stakeholder the-
ory can contribute to the development of good WFH regu-
lations for the “future of work” (Conrads et al, 2020) needs
to be further analysed.

5. Conclusion

Since the beginning of the COVID-19 crisis WFH has
increased at an unprecedented level globally. In Germany
we observed a catching-up movement compared to other
countries. Although this “pandemic push” will continue,
the pros and cons of different forms of WFH are debated not
only in the literature, but also within companies and among
social partners. We contribute to the literature by discussing
new empirical evidence with particular reference to quali-
tative research in four selected industries (public services,
chemical and pharmaceutical industries, metal and electri-
cal industries, and industries). The incidence of WFH ac-
cording to socio-economic indicators, tasks performed as
well as the kind and level of regulation (legislation, collec-
tive agreements at the level of the respective industry, firm
and industry) are reported.

The European social partners agreed on a telework
framework in 2002 to promote this form of work organi-
sation without compromising on employee protection. The
agreement ensures that teleworkers receive the same work-
ing conditions and legal protection as those working on site,
including equal treatment and non-discrimination.

But with the increase of WFH, the EU framework
agreement and a variety of informal arrangements on
company-level such as a team charter were no longer suffi-
cient, so that larger organisations in Germany begun to con-
clude establishment-level agreements as well as agreements
at individual locations. The intention was to find arrange-
ment at the lowest level possible to provide easy access to
WFH for the employees and a practical solution to avoid
high requirements for the organisation of WFH.

Further research requires more detailed information
about formal and informal agreements, experiences of
WFH and the issues addressed in these agreements. We
hope that the results of this—slightly jaundiced—review
will help to formulate the ‘right’ questions in questionnaires
designed for quantitative studies.

The empirical perspective of an international compar-
ison of (legal) frameworks and attitudinal and assessment
items has the advantage, among other things, of being able
to better classify individual constellations against the back-
ground of evolved work cultures. Complementing this with
qualitative data, as in the present case for a selected country,
allows a deeper look at the current change in work towards
a more hybrid world of work. In this respect, it is partic-
ularly interesting to see how the frameworks are actually
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fulfilled by the relevant labour policy actors on the ground.
The Schumpeterian approach of innovation as the necessary
destruction of the old is only partly useful here—in the case
of the regulations of a modern working world, the relevant
research of the last decades on questions of work quality,
ergonomics, of workload and over- or even under-demand
have been established in Germany since 1974 with the “Re-
search Programme for the Humanisation of Working Life”
and its successors (see on these aspects, e.g., the publica-
tions of the Federal Institute for Occupational Safety and
Health (Bundesanstalt flir Arbeitsschutz und Arbeitsmedi-
zin, BAuA) or the New Quality of Work initiative (Initia-
tive Neue Qualitét der Arbeit, INQA)). New arrangements
are needed for WFH and hybrid arrangements, online in-
duction, electronic coaching and remote technical support,
feedback and meetings, work-life balance and part-time op-
portunities.

The level of establishment agreements seems to be a
good option, if, as in the Swedish example, legal frame-
works ensure minimum standards. These arrangements
should be agreed in collective and establishment-level
agreements, with fair consideration for both sides and ap-
propriate organisational structures. The knowledge and
learning potential that has grown historically since the hu-
manisation of working life since the 1970s (Sauer, 2011)
must be preserved and valued in the sense of a humanisa-
tion of working life 4.0 (Conrads et al, 2020). These long-
standing findings should also be valid for WFH, but are cer-
tainly only a trace of the new working relationships: Em-
pirically, with the differentiation of (nation-state or supra-
national) labour models, specific manifestations should be-
come apparent, which should bear witness to different
country-specific incidences or changes in certain groups
of qualifications or consequences for the labour force, etc.
From a theoretical point of view, this raises the question of
the consequences of a progressive spatial relocation, as well
as questions of the regulation of new forms of work, which
have a successful history, especially in Europe—even if
there are observable gradations from social-democratic to
conservative to more market-liberal forms.

So, when we come back to the question of how the
empirical findings and identified effects are best reflected
in a labour science approach, it’s important to note the lack
of regulatory approach in there. The prevalence of WFH
has been shown and hybrid modes provides opportunities
for good work arrangements (Alewell and Matiaske, 2019)
with lived social bonds, good leadership quality, and high
Leader-Member Exchange level (Kyriakidou et al, 2023).
Combined with adequate regulations at the level of works
agreements and legal frameworks, digital transformation
could be regulated in a way that benefits everyone, in terms
of “Decent Work 4.0” (Conrads et al, 2020).

In addition, there is a lack of long-term observation
of labour like WFH—not only on issues like isolation,
changed modes of male/female work-life-balances includ-
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ing the responsibility for care work, collegiality or pro-
ductiveness but also on results on union reproduction, new
challenges for worker councils and new circumstances for
identifying the interests of the employees as a stakeholder
of its own. Beside this it is to investigate, how different
ways of working in physical or online presence will divide
workforce in a cultural as well as in a way of collective be-
haviour and, additionally, there seems to be some evidence
for a firms’ interest in hybrid forms of WFH and even roll-
back from WFH only (Bund and GroB, 2024), companies
are more interested in having their employees in a closer
visual range. This request for on both qualitative as well
as quantitative research on how employees are reacting by
facing a more controlled sphere of work as they were get
used in WFH.
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