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Abstract

Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, telework was an established discretionary practice
with a considerable amount of research. However, the COVID-19 pandemic forced
people who had never worked from home before to do so. Our two-wave descriptive
investigation provides a historical snapshot of what approximately 400 teleworkers
experienced in the first two to three months of the pandemic. We explored how this
experience differed for those who had previously teleworked, those who had children
in their home, and those who had supervisory responsibilities. The data exposed tel-
ework challenges and pandemic-specific challenges. The results support job crafting
theories that teleworkers proactively implement strategies to adjust their boundaries
and relationships to meet their need (Biron et al., Personnel Review, 2022). The data
also revealed that employees were still struggling two months later, despite imple-
menting strategies like self-care, taking breaks, and psychological reframing. This
research provides detailed evidence of how pandemic-induced telework is not the
same as traditional telework and some initial evidence of the pandemic-induced tel-
ework adjustment time period.
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Introduction

In March 2020, millions of workers across the globe were ordered to telework in an
effort to slow the spread of the COVID-19 virus. This change in work location was
an emergency solution for employers and workers attempting to maintain business
continuity in spite of the health and safety concerns associated with large numbers
of people gathering in a common work location. During the COVID-19 pandemic,

P< Tomika W. Greer
twgreer @uh.edu

University of Houston, Houston, TX, USA
2 Texas A&M University, College Station, TX, USA
3 ICF International, Baltimore, MD, USA

@ Springer


http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s41542-023-00151-1&domain=pdf
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-2113-9805

576 Occupational Health Science (2023) 7:575-602

telework became a health and safety requirement rather than a discretionary and
temporary alternative work location made available to certain employees (Belzu-
negui-Eraso & Erro-Garces, 2020). In this emergency state, minimal time was avail-
able to create a conducive work environment at home and ensure work processes
and tasks could be accomplished effectively at home. As a result, telework during
the pandemic — especially during the initial adjustment period — presented chal-
lenges to employees and employers all over the world.

Whereas challenges have been identified in pre-pandemic telework studies (e.g.,
Bailey & Kurland 2002; Greer & Payne, 2014; Pérez et al., 2002), previous research
focused primarily on employees who chose to telework and those who were rela-
tively successful at doing so. For example, Greer and Payne (2014) presented six tel-
ework challenges reported by 86 high performing teleworkers. We sought to extend
their results by identifying the extent to which pandemic-induced teleworkers expe-
rienced the same challenges and if the identified challenges varied for inexperienced
teleworkers, parents, men vs. women caregivers, and/or employees with supervisory
responsibilities. We speculated that the unprecedented circumstances of teleworking
during a global pandemic presented new additional challenges that are important to
document and differentiate from traditional telework challenges.

Another limitation in the pre-pandemic telework literature is the reliance on cross-
sectional survey studies that only present a snapshot of data and do not allow for an
examination of change or adaptation over time (cf. Allen et al., 2015). Any modi-
fication to a work arrangement is likely to take some time to get used to and cross-
sectional methods do not tell the evolving story of these adjustments. During the pan-
demic, even experienced teleworkers had to adjust to pandemic-specific issues (e.g.,
uncertainties about the virus, children in the home) while working from home.

Many people tend to be resistant and uncomfortable with change — particularly
the uncertainties associated with it (Bordia et al., 2004; Milliken, 1987). However,
employees can proactively adapt to change by altering their cognitions and behavior
in order to fulfill important needs. Wrzesniewski and Dutton (2001) proposed that
employees proactively craft their jobs by changing task and/or relational boundaries
which shape interactions and relationships with others at work. Building on job crafting
theory, Biron et al. (2022) recently proposed a process model of need satisfaction in
which teleworkers proactively and continuously conduct cognitive crafting of identities,
physical crafting of boundaries and tasks, and relational crafting of networks.

Proactive efforts to manage telework arrangements are also referred to as task and
behavioral strategies. In this study, we build on previous work documenting various
strategies that teleworkers use (Greer & Payne, 2014) and propose that teleworkers
used additional strategies to navigate pandemic-induced telework, which presented a
new set of challenges for teleworkers. Accordingly, we document the strategies used
by teleworkers to reduce telework challenges experienced during the pandemic. Our
study highlights the extent to which a subset of telework challenges changed over
the first two to three months of the pandemic in response to enacted strategies.

Whereas pandemic-related challenges were likely apparent to experienced tele-
workers (e.g., anxiety about catching the virus; Zacher & Rudolph, 2021), inexperi-
enced teleworkers were less likely to differentiate pandemic-related challenges from
traditional telework challenges (e.g., interruptions from pets). During the pandemic,
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researchers speculated that “newly remote workers have to create new strategies for
maintaining boundaries,” between work and nonwork and “blurring may be intensi-
fied for those who are also sharing their ‘place of work’” with nonwork role members
(i.e., partners, children) rather than with coworkers, requiring additional negotiation
and strategic management” (Allen et al., 2021, p. 256). Consistent with Biron et al.’s
(2022) conceptualization of telework as a dynamic process of adjustment and specu-
lation that experienced teleworkers should require less job crafting, we examined the
pandemic-induced telework challenges reported by workers during the early months
of the pandemic (April through June 2020) and compared experienced teleworkers
to inexperienced teleworkers. We sought to answer three broad research questions:

1. Were pandemic-induced telework challenges similar to previously identified pre-
pandemic telework challenges?

2. Did telework challenges and strategies differ for inexperienced teleworkers,
parents, and/or those with supervisory responsibilities? Were there differences
between men and women caregivers?

3. Did the prevalence of telework challenges change over the first two to three
months of the pandemic?

Pre-Pandemic Telework Challenges and Strategies

Prior to the pandemic, researchers had identified a number of challenges to tele-
work (e.g., Greer & Payne 2014; Kossek et al., 2015; Kurland & Bailey, 2002). For
instance, Kurland and Bailey (2002) noted difficulties with performance monitoring,
jealousy by non-teleworking employees, and lack of synergy among team members.
Furthermore, they documented challenges related to coordinating work tasks and
ensuring availability of team members who were working remotely. Kossek et al.
(2015) identified three pitfalls or “traps” of implementing flexible work arrange-
ments, like teleworking: (1) altering work-life dynamics (e.g., reduced contact with
coworkers, job and family creep), (2) the potential impact of negative equity and
fairness of flexibility programs (e.g., coworkers’ perceptions of injustice, gatekeep-
ers to flexibility allowing usage arbitrarily), and (3) potential negative impacts of
workplace flexibility on organizational culture (e.g., flexibility may be viewed as
undermining a creative culture). Telework researchers also recognized a home envi-
ronment that was not conducive to work would threaten the effectiveness of telework
practices (Allen et al., 2021; Kurland & Bailey, 2002).

In a sample of 86 high performing teleworkers, Greer and Payne (2014) asked
supervisors of teleworkers to identify challenges associated with teleworking. In
their study, six challenges were identified and described in open-ended responses,
including but not limited to missing face-to-face interaction with coworkers, dif-
ficulties coordinating with coworkers and managing/supervising other employees,
access to technology and other office resources, and interruptions/distractions in
the home environment (see Table 1).
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Table 1 A comparison of descriptive statistics for telework challenges to Greer and Payne (2014)

Greer & Payne Focal Study

Rank Frequency/ Percentages M (SD) Rank Telework Challenge
Percentage Rating
N=58 N=2804-808

1 23 (40%) 89% 243 (1.32) 1 Missing face-to-face interaction

2 22 (38%) 74% 1.38 (1.11) 5 Difficulties coordinating with others

3 13 (22%) 60% 1.07 (1.09) 8 *Difficulty managing or supervising others

4 6 (10%) 26% 0.41(0.81) 16 Resentment from those who cannot remote work

5 59%) 86% 1.93 (1.27) 2 Interruptions or distractions in the home envi-

ronment (e.g., people, pets, other temptations)

6 4 (7%) 61% 1.15(1.23) 7 Access to good quality equipment/resources

2% 1.21(1.04) 6 Technical difficulties due to technology limita-
tions

70% 1.88 (1.58) 3 *Keeping children entertained/cared for
64% 1.59 (1.49) 4 *Helping children with their schoolwork
50% 1.04 (1.25) 9 Concerns about personal health & safety
53% 0.95(1.15) 10 Challenges with transitioning work to be online
46% 0.85(1.17) 11 Insufficient time to prepare for remote work
42% 0.69 (0.99) 12 Concerns about information security
38% 0.64 (0.97) 13 Lack of control over my work
32% 0.57(0.99) 14 Little remote work knowledge or experience
32% 0.50 (0.86) 15 Resistance to change job procedures
23% 0.38 (0.83) 17 Resistant/lack of support from my supervisor

Note. The phrases used in Greer and Payne (2014) were slightly different, but the meaning of the content
remains the same. For example, Greer and Payne reported “face-to-face communication” and “interde-
pendencies of work™ as the first two challenges in the table. Percentages in focal study represent the per-
cent of the sample that rated the extent to which they experienced each challenge as more than 0 =none
(1 =small, 2=some, 3 =moderate, or 4= great) and not as “Not Applicable.” *Person-specific (e.g., par-
ent, supervisor) challenges

Greer and Payne (2014) also identified twelve strategies that teleworkers reported
implementing as ways in which they overcame telework challenges (e.g., using
advanced technologies, being accessible via technology, effectively communicating
with coworkers/supervisor; see Table 2 for a complete listing). Several of these strat-
egies were positively correlated with work-family facilitation in their study, showing
empirical support for the positive impact of using these strategies to overcome tel-
ework challenges.

Pandemic-Induced Telework
The COVID-19 pandemic was the impetus for the largest simultaneous adoption of

telework in history. This transition was deemed necessary to preserve health, well-
being, and business continuity during the global pandemic (Belzunegui-Eraso &
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Erro-Garces, 2020). However, for many reasons, home was not the ideal environ-
ment for many workers — especially those who had dependents who needed care,
help, and supervision (Jenkins & Smith, 2021). Due to the partial or full shutdown
of most workplaces and schools, many workers found themselves sharing their home
and its resources with all other occupants, all-day every day, which is likely to affect
the telework experience.

Pandemic-induced telework differed from pre-pandemic telework in several ways.
First, pandemic-induced telework was not discretionary; it was globally mandated
by governments for nonessential personnel. Therefore, some strategies (e.g., sched-
ule telework days, be location flexible) were not relevant during this time. Second,
the transition to pandemic-induced telework was sudden and without proper prep-
aration and time to equip workers with appropriate tools and technology (Carillo
et al., 2021); instead, employers assumed the home was a suitable place for workers
to conduct business (Jenkins & Smith, 2021). While managing their labor in the
home and the threat of the COVID-19 virus, workers had to quickly adjust to the tel-
ework arrangement by crafting strategies to overcome the challenges. Third, organi-
zations that typically conducted business face-to-face began relying extensively on
videoconferencing technologies (e.g., Zoom, Microsoft Teams) to conduct meet-
ings and provide services. Workers had to identify new ways to get their work done
(e.g., accept electronic signatures rather than handwritten ones). The pandemic “fast
tracked” the use of several emerging technologies which many employees had lit-
tle previous experience using (Maillot et al., 2022). Technology became especially
important for job-related information sharing (Shockley et al., 2020).

A major challenge for many workers at the onset of pandemic-induced telework
was the immediate blurring of boundaries between work and non-work (Kerman
et al., 2022; Maillot et al., 2022), resulting in physical, temporal, relational, and psy-
chological boundary violations (Allen et al., 2021; Clark, 2000). According to work/
family border theory, boundaries (or borders) are conceptualized as the “imaginary
lines” or “mental fences” that separate work from non-work roles (Clark, 2000;
Zerubavel, 1991). Boundary violations occur when events breach the boundaries
between work and private life (Kreiner et al., 2009). While existing research suggests
employee preferences for intentional separation (known as “segmentation”) of their
work and nonwork roles can help mitigate the negative consequences of boundary
violations (e.g., Allen et al., 2021), by definition, workers had less discretion over
pandemic-induced telework. Teleworkers can address these boundary violations by
imposing or “crafting” physical and temporal boundaries around work-related tasks
and relationships. We return to this idea later in the job crafting section.

Telework as Extra-Normative Work

Theoretically, some workers were likely to find this transition and new work arrange-
ment more challenging than others. Calderwood et al. (2023) offered that employees
who were not previously expected to telework may perceive pandemic-induced tel-
ework as extra-normative work, a term “which reflects work arrangements wherein
effort is required in ways, at times, and/or from locations that differ substantially
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from employees’ typical expectations” (Calderwood et al., 2023, p. 1). According
to situational strength theory, strong situations provide more information about
expected behaviors (Mischel, 1977; Meyer et al., 2010) defined situational strength
as a multifaceted construct that consists of four facets: clarity, constraints, consist-
ency, and consequences. We describe how each of these potentially manifest during
pandemic-induced telework and contribute to disparities between various groups.

Clarity involves unambiguous information about employee behavior expectations
in a given situation (Meyer et al., 2010). Employees with telework experience were
likely to have more clarity over what they needed to do and how to do it from home
than employees without telework experience (Biron et al., 2022; Raghuram et al.,
2001). Therefore, we compare teleworkers with and without experience as we antici-
pated experienced teleworkers would report fewer challenges than inexperienced
teleworkers.

Constraints concern the extent to which employees’ decision making and actions
are limited by outside forces (Meyer et al., 2010). During the pandemic, daycares
were temporarily closed and most, if not all schools, transitioned to online delivery
of instruction. As a result, teleworkers shared their workspace (home) with nonwork
members during work (and nonwork) hours. The closing of childcare and schools
was an additional constraint likely to have the greatest adverse effect on parents with
young children compared to workers without young children. Given historical trends
in which women are socialized and tend to take on more household and caretak-
ing responsibilities than men (Bianchi et al., 2012; Pleck, 1977), we anticipated that
women caregivers may have experienced more challenges when teleworking than
men caregivers due to the school closure constraint. For example, women caregivers
may have been called upon more often during the workday to help young children
with schoolwork, entertain them if they were not schooling, or prepare and serve
them food. Previous research has shown partners (e.g. spouses) expect telework-
ing partners to take on more at-home responsibilities (e.g., meeting the repair per-
son, meal preparation; Hammer et al., 2005). Further, research during the pandemic
revealed women reported providing significantly more childcare than men (Berg-
hammer, 2022; Krukowski et al., 2021). Correspondingly, we examine gender dif-
ferences in pandemic-induced telework challenges and strategies within the parent
subsample.

The third facet of situation strength is consequences, which captures the extent
to which an employees’ decisions or actions have a positive or negative impact on
others (Meyer et al., 2010). For many supervisors, the COVID-19 pandemic was
the first time all of their direct reports teleworked simultaneously. Providing guid-
ance and support to subordinates on how to telework with minimal to no preparation
during a pandemic presented additional responsibilities and challenges that non-
supervisors did not have to deal with. Due to the nature of their role, supervisors
tend to have a higher workload given their responsibilities for the people who report
to them, which increases the potential consequences of the supervisor’s behaviors.
Therefore, we propose that supervisors reported experiencing more challenges than
non-supervisors during pandemic-induced telework.

The fourth situational constraint facet is consistency, or “the extent to which cues
regarding work-related responsibilities or requirements are compatible with each other”
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(Meyer et al., 2010, p. 126). In the earliest days of pandemic-induced telework, there
were many inconsistent messages from the government, health officials, and organiza-
tions due to the quickly changing and unprecedented nature of the pandemic, making
it a stressful situation for all. As leaders learned more about the virus and the appropri-
ate responses for coping with the virus, the messaging became a bit more consistent.
Accordingly, we expected teleworkers to report a decrease in the challenges they were
experiencing over time.

Job Crafting

Building on Wrzesniewski and Dutton’s (2001) theory of job crafting, Biron et al.
(2022) described telework as a dynamic process of continuous adjustment. Specifically,
teleworkers’ satisfaction of needs for competence, autonomy, and relatedness, as well
as feedback from multiple sources (self and others) serve as enabling mechanisms for
this continuous process. They proposed that teleworkers engage in cognitive crafting of
work and nonwork identities, physical crafting of work-nonwork boundaries and task
allocation, and relational crafting of professional and personal networks. For example,
teleworkers cognitively craft their work identity to allow them to identify as a member
of a given organization even though they may not always travel to a common physi-
cal location to connect with colleagues. They might set aside a physical space in their
homes with a door to physically craft a boundary between work and nonwork roles
and limit interruptions from family members. Additionally, teleworkers are likely to
rely on various communication technologies to craft and maintain various work-related
relationships.

Other researchers have empirically examined job crafting by teleworkers during
the pandemic. In a study of over 500 teleworkers in Italy, broad job crafting behav-
iors mediated the negative impact of work overload on stress (Ingusci et al., 2021). In
another study of over 450 higher education employees in Finland, the most engaged
teleworkers demonstrated more job crafting behaviors than less engaged teleworkers
(Mikikangas et al., 2022).

In our study, we sorted pre-identified lists of telework challenges and strategies into
the cognitive, physical, and relational categories proposed by Biron et al. (2022). We
depict this information in Tables 3 and 4. We also posit that teleworkers engage in
temporal boundary crafting (altering the time of day they allocate to work tasks) when
given discretion over when they work.

Method

After obtaining Institutional Review Board approval, we collected data using two
online surveys that included quantitative measures and open-ended questions.
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Participants and Procedure

We recruited participants by email and social media initially through our personal
and professional networks and then “snowballing” or forwarding the invitation to
other potential participants. In exchange for their participation in each survey,
respondents who provided contact information were entered into a drawing for one
of three $50 gift cards. The only criterion for inclusion in the study was that the par-
ticipant had to be employed when responding to the Time 1 (T1) survey, which was
administered April 6-30, 2020 (very closely following stay-at-home orders issued in
most states). Whereas over 1000 people clicked on our survey link, the sample was
reduced to the 851 participants who (1) completed at least a third of the survey, (2)
indicated at least some portion of their job was conducive to working from home,
and (3) responded correctly to at least two out of three directed response items.

A majority (97%) of the respondents worked in the US in a variety of different
industries. The largest industry categories were higher education (18.0%), pro-
fessional and business services/consulting (17.5%), and health/medical services
(10.6%). Participants ranged in age from 18 to 73 years old (M=39.12, SD=10.61).
The sample was predominantly White/Caucasian (84.7%), and the majority of
respondents were women (67%), married (64%), and had a Bachelor’s degree or
higher (90.6%). 40% of the respondents had at least one child who was 18 years or
younger at home (number of children: M=0.77, SD=1.11). Two hundred fifty-six
participants (30%) indicated they were a supervisor at T1. One-quarter (26%) indi-
cated they had never worked from home before.

Approximately two months later (June 8-26, 2020), we sent a second survey to
the 716 T1 participants who provided contact information and expressed interest in
participating in a second survey. Of these, 395 individuals (55% response rate) pro-
vided Time 2 (T2) survey responses. On average, there were 63.94 (§D=6.70) days
between the T1 and T2 responses.

Telework Challenges and Strategies

The T1 survey contained 17 potential telework challenges and 11 strategies to
combat those challenges, derived from the pre-pandemic telework literature. The
telework challenges were adopted from Greer and Payne (2014) with a few nota-
ble differences. First, given popular press about internet bandwidth issues during
the pandemic, we divided Greer and Payne’s “lack of resources” challenge into the
following two challenges: “good quality equipment/resources” and “technical dif-
ficulties due to technology limitations”. Second, considering the rapid transition to
pandemic-induced telework, we added three additional challenges: “challenges with
transitioning work to be online,” “insufficient time to prepare for remote work,” and
“resistance to change job procedures.” Third, we added two items for parents: “help-
ing children with their schoolwork” and “keeping children entertained/cared for”.
Fourth, one item was added specifically for supervisors: “difficulties managing or
supervising others.” A complete listing of the challenges appears in Table 1.
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Telework strategies listed in the T1 survey were also adopted from Greer and
Payne (2014) with a few modifications. First, because pandemic-induced telework
was presumed to be mandatory during the data collection period, we did not ask
respondents to rate two of Greer and Payne’s telework strategies: “be location flex-
ible” and “schedule telework”. Second, because of the school and daycare closures
during the data collection period, we divided Greer and Payne’s (2014) “using dedi-
cated childcare” strategy into two additional telework strategies: “trading off tending
to children’s needs with my partner” and “securing childcare help”. A complete list-
ing of the strategies appears in Table 2.

Participants were prompted with the following instructions for the challenge
items: “The following is a list of common challenges or barriers to working from
home. Please rate the extent to which you have experienced these challenges.”
Instructions for the strategy items read: “The following list contains some resources
and strategies for overcoming remote work challenges. Please rate the extent to
which each of these helped you and contributed to your ability to work from home
effectively.” Respondents rated both challenges and strategies on a 5-point extent
scale (0=no extent, 4 =great extent, NA). After each set of items presented in a
matrix format, participants were given the option to write in up to three additional
challenges as well as strategies with prompts of “Other #1,” “Other #2,” and “Other
#3” and rate them using the same scale. To keep the length of the second survey
manageable, only six of the seventeen challenges listed in the T1 survey were pre-
sented in the T2 survey. The challenges included in the T2 survey were ones rated
relatively highly at T1 and were relevant to all (regardless of parenting or supervi-
sory status).

The second author and a research assistant coded the open-ended responses using
a content-analysis approach. After reading all the responses, the coders noticed
most responses were specific examples of the challenges and strategies listed in the
survey. For example, the written response “slow internet speed due to living in the
country that impacts Zoom meetings” is a specific example of “technological dif-
ficulties due to technology limitations.” These responses were assigned to catego-
ries that were listed in the survey. When responses did not fall into a previously
identified category, new categories were proposed by both coders. The coders then
came together and discussed the new categories that emerged, the most descriptive
and unique labels for the new categories, and a definition for them. Then the cod-
ers completed their individual coding by assigning all responses to the agreed upon
categories. After all the responses were coded into an existing or new category by
both coders, the coders met to discuss any discrepancies in coding and resolved to
consensus.

Results
A comparison of T2 respondents and nonrespondents on the T1 study variables
revealed that T2 respondents were not different on any of the demographic varia-

bles except race, with T2 respondents more likely to classify themselves as White/
Caucasian (¢ (849) = -2.19, p<.05). T2 respondents were significantly more likely
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to have teleworked before (¢ (849) = -3.85, p<.05) but they were not different on
parenting or supervisory status. In terms of challenges, T2 respondents reported
the following challenges to a lesser extent at T1 compared to T2 nonrespondents:
“resistance/lack of support from my supervisor,” (¢ (759)=2.35, p <.05) “access to
good quality equipment/resources,” (¢ (792)=2.66, p<.05) “resistance to change
job procedures,” (¢ (767)=2.41, p<.05) and “lack of control over my work” (¢
(776)=2.31, p<.05). Furthermore, T2 respondents rated the following strategies
at T1 as significantly more effective than nonrespondents: “good quality resources”
(r (755) = -4.58, p<.05) “maintaining regular communication with my colleagues
and supervisors,’(r (792) = -2.24, p<.05) “structuring my work environment,” (¢
(783) = -3.19, p<.05) and “adopting a work-oriented mindset and routine” (¢ (786)
=-2.81, p<.05).

Pandemic-Induced Telework Challenges

Our first research question asked how were pandemic-specific telework challenges
similar to previously identified pre-pandemic challenges. Table 1 contains descrip-
tive statistics for the challenges listed in both Greer and Payne’s (2014) study and
the current study. Consistent with previous research, the most highly rated telework
challenge was “missing face-to-face communication.” This was followed by experi-
encing “interruptions or distractions in the home environment”. The third and fourth
most highly rated challenges concerned children: “keeping them entertained and
cared for” and “helping them with their schoolwork,” supporting likely differences
between parents and non-parents. The next four challenges rated relatively highly by
the current sample were: “difficulties coordinating with others”, “technical difficul-
ties due to technology limitations”, “access to good quality equipment/resources”,
and “difficulty managing or supervising others”.

Surprisingly, challenges anticipated to be more relevant during the pandemic,
such as “challenges with transitioning work to be online” and “insufficient time to
prepare for remote work,” were rated lower by participants in the current study com-
pared to pre-pandemic telework challenges. One challenge that was less prevalent
for respondents in this study was “resentment from those who cannot remote work,”
perhaps because in many organizations, pandemic-induced telework was experi-
enced simultaneously by as many employees as possible.

Survey respondents were permitted to write up to three additional challenges in
the survey, potentially revealing pandemic-specific telework challenges. A total of
187 open-ended responses were recorded. Most (n=123; 66%) of these responses
were personalized experiences and accounts of the challenges previously listed
in the survey and therefore were not new or pandemic-specific. For example, one
respondent wrote “lack of in person client interaction” which is a specific example
of “missing face-to-face interaction.” Another respondent wrote “constant petting of
a very needy dog!” which could be classified under “interruptions or distractions in
the home environment (people, pets, other temptations).”

Some open-ended challenge responses corresponded to the challenges listed in
the survey (e.g., technical difficulties due to technology limitations) but were more
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broadly described, often a result of the pandemic affecting other things like the over-
all demand for Internet bandwidth and children schooling from home. For example,
one respondent wrote “Limited tech resources for husband also working from home
and children attending virtual school classes.” Another respondent wrote, “Obsta-
cles and inefficiencies created by the practices, needs and habits of coworkers who
are themselves not adept at using technology to work remotely or whose inability or
refusal to adapt work habits requires others to do substantially more work, invest
substantial time and/or adjust their own work practices in ways that would not be
necessary if those coworkers were to more efficiently adapt to remote work.” These
responses reflect the urgency of the pandemic situation and lack of time given to
prepare to telework for the respondents and their colleagues, which we tried to cap-
ture with the challenge “insufficient time to prepare for remote work.”

Finally, a few other challenges mentioned in the open-ended responses were pan-
demic-specific, but not telework-specific. Many of these responses concerned very
stressful personal and professional realities for employees including “Feeding my
kids with daycare closed,” “Uncertainty about duration of situation,” and “Constant
fear of org-wise[sic] layoffs.” Some respondents conveyed the impact of school,
daycare, and elder care closures and lack of services. For example, one respondent
wrote, “No time for self-care because nights/weekends are used to catch up on work
that wasn’t done during the day because I was taking care of my kid” and another
wrote, “Elderly care - parent with Alzheimers [sic].” Other respondents expressed
challenging emotions: “I am bored.” Although these pandemic-specific challenges
were not telework challenges, they were likely impacting respondents’ health, well-
being, and ability to focus on work during pandemic-induced telework and respond-
ents rated experiencing them more than the other challenges.

Comparing Pandemic-Induced Telework Challenges Between Groups

Our second research question concerned whether some groups of respondents
experienced more challenges than others. First, we explored potential differences
between those with and without pre-pandemic telework experience (Table 5; Sup-
plemental Table 1). Within our sample, 620 (74%) respondents indicated they had
worked from home in some capacity before the pandemic. Independent samples
t-tests with a Benjamini-Hochberg (B-H, 1995) correction for false discovery using
Thissen et al.’s (2002) procedure revealed 9 out of 17 challenges were rated sig-
nificantly differently by the respondents. For the most part, respondents without pre-
pandemic telework experience rated experiencing the challenges to a greater extent
compared to respondents with pre-pandemic telework experience. The biggest dif-
ferences appeared for “little remote work knowledge or experience” and “transition-
ing work to be online.”

Second, we compared challenge ratings for workers with and without super-
visory responsibilities (Table 5; Supplemental Table 2). In our sample, 31% of
the respondents identified themselves as a supervisor. Independent samples 7-tests
with the B-H correction revealed that supervisors did not rate any challenges
significantly higher than non-supervisors (with the exception of “difficulties

@ Springer



Occupational Health Science (2023) 7:575-602 589

Table5 A comparison of telework challenge ratings between those with and without telework experi-
ence, supervisor status, parenting status, and gender within parents

Experience d Supervisor d Parentd Parent Gender d

T1 Challenges

Access to good quality equipment/resources  0.18 0.06 0.04 —0.06
Concerns about personal health & safety 0.18 0.09 0.09 -0.41%*
Concerns about information security 0.22% -0.07 0.10 -0.09
Difficulties coordinating with others 0.16 -0.10 0.00 0.03
Difficulties managing/supervising others 0.05 -0.44* -0.15 -0.05
Helping children with their schoolwork 0.11 0.00 -1.44%  -0.36%
Insufficient time to prepare for remote work ~ 0.47* 0.08 0.06 -0.42%
Interruptions or distractions in the home 0.06 -0.04 -0.69*  -0.23*
environment
Keeping children entertained/cared for 0.23 0.03 -1.66%  -0.21
Lack of control over my work 0.35% 0.08 0.04 -0.27*
Little remote work knowledge or experience  0.86* 0.05 0.09 -0.39%
Missing face-to-face interaction 0.29% -0.08 -0.04  0.01
Resentment from those who cannot remote 0.18 -0.03 0.05 -0.09
work
Resistance to change job procedures 0.50* -0.05 -0.03 -0.08
Resistance/lack of support from my supervi-  0.29* -0.09 0.04 -0.15
sor
Technical difficulties due to technology 0.17 0.01 -0.14 -0.28%*
limitations
Transitioning work to be online 0.60* 0.04 0.07 -0.22
T2 Challenges
Concerns about information security 0.03 -0.05 0.18 0.03
Concerns about personal health & safety -0.45 0.12 0.14 -0.45%
Difficulties coordinating with others 0.45 0.26 0.01 0.45*
Interruptions or distractions in the home -0.10 0.11 0.59 -0.10
environment
Lack of control over my work 0.06 -0.01 0.08 -0.06
Missing face-to-face interaction 0.32 0.13 0.11 -0.32

Note. Sample sizes, means, and standard deviations depicted in Supplemental tables. * p <.05

managing or supervising others” (Supervisors: n=239, M=1.31, SD=1.09
vs. non-supervisors: n=233, M=0.83, SD=1.05; ¢t (470) = -4.80, p<.05; d =
-0.44).

Third, we tested whether there were differences between parents and non-par-
ents and found that beyond the children-specific challenges, parents (M =2.43,
SD=1.23) reported experiencing significantly more “interruptions or distrac-
tions in the home environment” than non-parents (M =1.59, SD=1.19; t = -9.58,
p<.05; d =-0.69; Table 5; Supplemental Table 3). Whereas it is inappropriate to
compare these groups on children-specific challenges, it is informative to see how
parents rated the children-specific challenges relative to the other challenges.
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Table 6 Changes in telework challenge ratings over the first two to three months of the pandemic

Time 1 Time 2 t (df) d Challenges
M (SD) M (SD) N=337-347

0.53 (0.86) 0.92 (1.01) r(336) =-6.70* -0.37 Lack of control over my work

1.03 (1.25) 1.31(1.25) r(340)=-3.82* 0.21 Concerns about personal health & safety

1.36 (1.09) 1.54 (1.11) 1(346)=-3.27* 0.18 Difficulties coordinating with others

1.97 (1.24) 2.08 (1.25) 1(345)=-1.85 0.10 Interruptions or distractions in the home environment
0.62 (0.96) 0.70 (0.96) ¢ (338)=-1.44 0.08 Concerns about information security

242 (1.33) 2.43(1.26) 1(344)=-0.19 0.01 Missing face-to-face interaction

Note. *p <.05. Challenges rated on a 5-point extent scale (0=none, 1 =small, 2=some, 3 =moderate, or
4 =great). Sample sizes reflect the number of valid responses. “Not Applicable” responses removed from
analyses as reflected in the degrees of freedom

We also tested to see if there were differences between men (n=222) and women
(n=119) within the parent subsample' (Table 5; Supplemental Table 4). Approxi-
mately 40% of our sample reported having one or more children aged 18 or younger
at home (n=342). As depicted in Supplemental Tables 4, compared to men caregiv-
ers, women caregivers rated six T1 challenges significantly higher including “insuf-
ficient time to prepare for remote work™ and “concerns about personal health and
safety.” Additionally, women caregivers rated “helping children with their school-
work” significantly higher than men caregivers, but the difference on “keeping chil-
dren entertained/cared for” did not reach the threshold of statistically significant. At
T2, men caregivers rated “difficulties coordinating with others” significantly higher
than women caregivers, whereas women caregivers rated “concerns about personal
health and safety” significantly higher than men caregivers.

Comparing Telework Challenges Over Time

Our third research question sought to answer the extent to which the prevalence of
pandemic-induced telework challenges changed over the first two to three months of
the pandemic. Paired corrected #-tests for the respondents who rated challenges at
T1 and T2 indicated significant increases in three challenges, which are reported in
Table 6. Contrary to expectations, many respondents indicated that they experienced
challenges to a greater extent at T2 than T1. The biggest increase was for “lack of
control over my work,” followed by “concerns about personal health and safety,”
and “difficulties coordinating with others.”

Next, we examined the extent to which changes in challenges experienced over
time varied for the four previously identified subgroups: experienced telework-
ers, parents, men vs. women caregivers, and supervisors (Table 7). To test this, we

! Although many of these men and women are likely fathers and mothers respectively, because we did

not ask respondents to identify themselves this way explicitly, we refer to them as how they identified
themselves in the survey (men and women with one or more children 18 years or younger living in the
home).
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conducted a mixed MANOVA for each pairing. Consistent with the earlier analy-
sis, respondents rated challenges as even more troubling further into the pandemic.
There was not a main effect for telework experience but there was a significant
interaction between time and experience on the challenge of “missing face-to-face
interaction” (F=5.51, p<.05). As depicted by the means in Table 7, workers with-
out pre-pandemic telework experience reported “missing face-to-face interaction”
less challenging over time, whereas workers with pre-pandemic telework experi-
ence reported this challenge as more impactful over time. Time did not interact with
parental status, gender within the parent subsample, or supervisor status.

Telework Strategies

Next, we reported the prevalence of telework strategies. Consistent with Greer and
Payne’s (2014) findings, as shown in Table 2, the strategy rated most helpful to
respondents was “good quality resources (equipment, internet, etc.).” This was fol-
lowed by “maintaining regular communications with one’s colleagues and supervi-
sor” and then “making oneself available to his/her supervisor and colleagues.” Other
strategies rated highly were “structuring one’s work environment” and “adopting a
work-oriented mindset and routine.” Conversely, “getting more accomplished than
what was expected” was not rated very highly.

Just as we invited respondents to write in additional challenges they experienced,
we also invited them to write in strategies they found helpful that contributed to
their ability to work from home effectively. A total of 71 strategies were written in.
Most (54; 76%) of these strategies were specific examples of the strategies we listed
in the survey. Many respondents mentioned something about having a set schedule
which could be captured in the strategy we listed “adopting a work-oriented mind-
set and routine.” For example, one respondent wrote “structuring work day” and
another wrote “maintaining my typical work hours.” Some respondents incorporated
non-work-related activities into their response, perhaps for the purposes of taking
a break or resting, reflecting the blurring of work with nonwork (e.g., “Building in
dedicated time in the day that can be flexed toward non-work™). A good number of
responses concerned communication. For example, one respondent wrote “talking to
colleagues regularly” which we interpreted the same as “maintaining regular com-
munication with my colleagues and supervisor.” Another respondent wrote, “Having
more help with the kids and schoolwork,” which appears to be a specific example of
“securing childcare help.” Another example conveys the extension of care needed
for pets as well, “Trading off animal needs with partner” or substitutes for care “Fill
dog toys with treats to keep dog busy.”

Respondents also wrote in a variety of strategies that could be organized into
three categories we did not identify in advance: (1) taking breaks and building in
time for self-care, (2) obtaining training and/or additional work-related resources,
and (3) psychological reframing of the crisis. These first two categories consist of
important health- and work-related practices that are relevant regardless of a pan-
demic, whereas the third one appears to be a more pandemic-specific strategy.
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Regarding breaks, some respondents took a structured approach by scheduling
them during the workday (e.g., “Setting time in my calendar for breaks and lunch”),
whereas others just mentioned the importance of just taking them by “Stepping
away from desk for breaks.” Some respondents also mentioned food and exercise.
For example, “Scheduling exercise and breaks” and “Planning my meals and des-
ignating certain times to eat.” The second category of write-in strategies concerned
resources to facilitate work (e.g., “Attending optional tech trainings online provided
by my district”) or physical resources to create boundaries from nonwork (e.g.,
“Create google voice number so patients can reach me at home without getting ny
personal info” and “Noise canceling headphones”). The third category of write-in
strategies reflected important tips for managing a stressful situation like a pandemic,
which appear to include some cognitive crafting. For example, one respondent wrote
“Acknowledging and accepting fear, sorrow, mourning for old way of life.” Others
wrote “Letting go of pressure to do it all,” and “Humor during the situation.”

Comparing Telework Strategies Between Groups

Next, consistent with our first research question, we compared the same groups that
we compared when examining telework challenges. First, we compared respondents
with and without pre-pandemic telework experience. The only strategy on which
they differed significantly was “good quality resources (equipment, internet, etc.)”.
Those with pre-pandemic telework experience (M=3.31, SD=1.01) were signifi-
cantly more likely to report this strategy as contributing to their ability to work from
home effectively than those who did not have pre-pandemic telework experience
(M=3.02, SD=1.13; t=3.15, p<.05; d = -0.28). A complete listing of these com-
parisons appears in Table 8; Supplemental Table 5.

The next groups we compared were those with and without supervisory experi-
ence. We found no significant differences between supervisors and non-supervisors
on the strategy measures (Table 8; Supplemental Table 6).

Beyond the parent-specific strategies of “trading off tending to children’s needs
with my partner” and ‘“securing childcare help,” parents reported significantly
higher rates of “adopting a work-oriented mindset and routine”, “getting more
accomplished than what was likely expected”, and “structuring my work environ-
ment” than non-parents (Table 8; Supplemental Table 7). Despite considerable gen-
der differences among parents in the challenge ratings, there were no significant dif-
ferences in the strategy ratings (Table 8; Supplemental Table 8).

Supplemental Analyses

Previous research found telework strategies were positively related to work-fam-
ily facilitation (Greer & Payne, 2014). In this study, we explored how helpful tel-
ework strategies were to work-family balance and job performance measured two
months later. We found that seven of the eleven strategies had positive significant
relationships with work-family balance. Correlations ranged from 0.14 for “making
myself available to my supervisor and colleagues” to 0.16 for “maintaining regular
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communication with my colleagues and supervisor.” Seven strategies were also sig-
nificantly related to job performance with correlations ranging from 0.10 for “set-
ting goals and prioritizing tasks” to 0.23 for “securing childcare help.” Interestingly,
the strategies significantly related to work-family balance were the same as the ones
related to job performance with one exception. “Communicating with people in my
home” was significantly related to work-family balance but not job performance,
whereas “securing childcare help” was significantly related to job performance but
not work-family balance. These correlations are presented in Supplemental Table 9.

Discussion

At no other point in history have so many workers been required to telework in order
to protect the health and well-being of workers, their family and friends, and the
larger community. Our results represent a snapshot of pandemic-induced telework
experiences as workers adjusted during the early months of the COVID-19 pan-
demic. In the current study, we identified the prevalence of telework challenges at
the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic and investigated changes in the following
two months. Further, we examined variation in changes experienced for four impor-
tant groups: (1) workers who had pre-pandemic telework experience, (2) supervi-
sors, (3) parents, and (4) men vs. women caregivers. We also examined which
strategies were perceived as most helpful during the first two to three months of pan-
demic-induced telework. We identified new strategies used by workers to overcome
telework challenges during the pandemic. The results of our study offer insights into
the feasibility of continued telework practices in the future, as COVID-19 becomes
less of a public health threat.

Pandemic-Induced Telework Challenges

Consistent with telework research before the pandemic (Greer & Payne, 2014), the
most frequently cited challenge involved “missing face-to-face communication.”
Unlike previous research and consistent with speculation by other researchers that
boundary violations may be intensified for those sharing their place of work with
nonwork role members (i.e., parents; Allen et al., 2021), the challenges of “keeping
children entertained and cared for,” as well as “helping children with their school-
work” were also experienced at high levels. Each of these challenges might be
addressed with relational crafting, reflecting the importance of connecting with oth-
ers and of non-work roles when constraints are imposed and boundaries are blurred.

Our results are consistent with construing pandemic-induced telework as extra-
normative work (Calderwood et al., 2023) and situational strength theory (Mis-
chel, 1977), which identifies situations with more constraints and consequences
and less clarity and consistency as more ambiguous and stressful (Meyer et al.,
2010). We found evidence that pandemic-induced telework challenges were signifi-
cantly less pronounced among workers who had pre-pandemic telework experience
and presumably more clarity on how to telework. Not surprisingly, “getting more
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accomplished than what was expected” was not rated very highly, likely due to all
the anxiety and stress imposed by the pandemic.

The challenges that were not significantly different between those with and with-
out pre-pandemic telework experience can also provide some insight into the most
difficult aspects of the pandemic-induced telework experience. Workers with pre-
pandemic telework experience reported experiencing many challenges just as much
as people who did not have pre-pandemic telework experience (e.g., “technical dif-
ficulties due to technology limitations,” “difficulty coordinating with others,” and
“difficulty managing or supervising others”.) Although not significant, respondents
with pre-pandemic telework experience rated interruptions and the two children-
related challenges as more challenging than the respondents without pre-pandemic
telework experience, perhaps reflecting that pre-pandemic they did not experience
these challenges.

A particularly informative aspect of our study was the examination of challenges
over the first two to three months of the pandemic. Respondents rated challenges
concerning control over their work, concerns about health and safety and chal-
lenges associated with coordinating with others as significantly higher than they
did initially. Our data show a similar pattern of increasing challenges for workers
with pre-pandemic telework experience, supervisory responsibilities, and children
at home (equally for men and women caregivers). Ultimately, the initial adjustment
period to pandemic-induced telework involved increasing challenges that were not
mitigated for many workers within those first two to three months. This presents
novel data about the timeframe over which employees adapt to telework during a
crisis. Whereas some researchers propose a period of adaptation (Biron et al., 2022;
Limburg, 2003), the duration of this timeframe is unclear. There appeared to be a
persistent and increasing need for access to appropriate technologies, coordinating
effective communication among coworkers, ensuring the health and safety of work-
ers, and giving workers a sense of control over their work during pandemic-induced
telework.

Pandemic-Induced Telework Strategies

Consistent with Greer and Payne’s (2014) finding that access to good quality
resources was an extremely important strategy for facilitating telework and over-
coming telework challenges, workers in the current study rated this strategy the most
helpful for them to work effectively. Maintaining regular communication with one’s
supervisor and colleagues was also rated highly, followed by making oneself availa-
ble to their supervisor and colleagues, structuring the work environment, and adopt-
ing a work-oriented mindset and routine. Interestingly, T2 respondents rated these
strategies higher at T1, so given the smaller sample size at T2, they may be even
more helpful than our data reveal.

Mapping these strategies to job crafting categories previously proposed (Biron
et al., 2022), all three types of job crafting are important (see Table 4). Interestingly,
these strategies were not specific to pandemic-induced telework. Whereas these
strategies were rated as helpful two to three months into the pandemic, respondents
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rated all of the challenges higher at T2. This suggests that these strategies were not
sufficient for overcoming or reducing the perceived challenges during the initial
months of pandemic-induced telework.

Some of these strategies were not equally executable for all employees. For
instance, the early months of the pandemic were plagued with inadequate access
to computing devices, communication technologies, and internet bandwidth to han-
dle virtual meetings, especially with multiple people in the home who needed these
resources for work and school. Similarly, the pandemic highlighted how income ine-
quality impacted telework experiences as access to technology and internet as well
as the availability of a dedicated workspace at home were major concerns for some
Americans (Maillot et al., 2022; McClain et al., 2021). Likewise, regular communi-
cation with colleagues and supervisors is a strategy that may be limited at times dur-
ing the pandemic due to widespread anxiety, stress, and illnesses. Finally, the ability
to structure one’s work environment is influenced by the amount of space employees
have access to and the number of people they share that space with.

Supplemental correlations between T1 telework strategies and T2 work-family
balance and job performance were consistent with previous research. “Securing
childcare help” was the strategy with the strongest correlation with job performance,
reinforcing pre-pandemic telework recommendations of using dedicated childcare
(Greer & Payne, 2014).

Implications

Our research contributes to crisis-specific circumstances and the broader telework
literature. Very few studies have tracked teleworkers over time allowing for a within-
person examination of change (Allen et al., 2015). The results of the current study
suggest that, although context is an important contributor to telework experiences,
some challenges are relatively ubiquitous for anyone engaging in telework. We also
found evidence of enduring challenges that were not mitigated with traditional tel-
ework strategies and likely continued to impact the well-being and productivity of
teleworkers during the pandemic.

Our results speak to a larger need for organizations to prepare employees for
the challenges of telework, especially as more workers and organizations establish
hybrid and permanent remote work arrangements. Pandemic-induced telework high-
lighted the challenges associated with combining work and nonwork and the impor-
tance of interpersonal interactions. In the future, organizations can anticipate and
try to mitigate challenges associated with childcare, sharing technological resources
with household members, and missing face-to-face in-person interaction. These con-
siderations are important for effective business continuity planning (Federal Emer-
gency Management Agency, 2018).

We advocate for continued research on how to reduce telework challenges.
Although traditional telework strategies were rated as helpful in this study; these
strategies were not sufficient for reducing challenges during the first two to three
months. Open-ended responses to our survey suggested that self-care and attention
to psychological well-being were also important for overcoming telework challenges
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during the pandemic times. These strategies were less salient in the traditional tel-
ework literature and appear to be important strategies highlighted during the pan-
demic that can positively contribute to the health and well-being of workers.

Limitations and Future Research

We recognize that our research study was predicated on survey respondents who
were willing, able, and available to respond to two surveys separated by two months
early in the pandemic. It is possible that the workers who were experiencing the
most challenging adjustments during that time frame did not have additional capac-
ity to participate in our study and/or complete the T2 survey. In fact, our nonre-
spondent analyses reflect that nonrespondents to our T2 survey were struggling with
challenges a bit more at T1 than T2 respondents. As a result, our estimates of the
prevalence of challenges during pandemic-induced telework may be underestimates
of the broader population. Also, we did not reassess all the challenges and strate-
gies we assessed at T1 in T2, so there may have been other changes that we did not
capture. Future research may be able to capture additional changes in challenges and
strategies as many workers continue to telework regularly.

It would also be interesting to track changes in challenges and strategies over
multiple occasions for a more-extended time period (e.g., one year) to allow for a
more sophisticated analysis of intraindividual change using latent growth modeling
and possibly latent profile analyses. It would also be informative to track any other
changes occurring at work or in the home at the same time. For example, having
other adults in the home to help with nonwork demands (e.g., childcare, meal prep-
aration) can possibly have a significant impact on teleworkers’ ability to focus on
work demands when working from home.

Our sample consisted of individuals who could work from home and therefore
excludes “essential” workers like those in grocery stores and hospitals. The sample
was also relatively homogeneous with respect to race/ethnicity and education levels.
Whereas we were able to explore the challenges experienced by a new set of tel-
eworkers, the majority (74%) of our sample had teleworked in some capacity before.
Therefore, new explorations should seek more demographically diverse samples,
with varying levels of telework experience.

The number of telework challenges (17) and strategies (11) measured in this study
created statistical challenges for conducting additional analyses, including assessing
which variables predict the use of strategies and if certain strategies alleviate certain
challenges. It would be informative to determine if certain challenges and/or strate-
gies are more likely to occur together, allowing the creation of teleworker profiles.

Finally, our dichotomization of telework experience may not fully capture
the extent to which telework experience can serve as a buffer against the chal-
lenges associated with teleworking. This theoretically continuous variable is
likely to be an important variable in future research and practice as telework has
become more common among many workers. In fact, many employees continue
to telework on a regular basis. Accordingly, organizations who want to maintain
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a healthy workforce must take note of telework challenges and promote strategies
to mitigate those challenges.
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