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Abstract 
For many employees, the COVID-19 pandemic has precipitated a move from centralized workplaces to full-time 
teleworking from home. As a catalyst for the virtualization of the working world, the pandemic has accelerated 
company transformation to digitalization and New Work. In a post-COVID-19 world, companies will face the 
challenge of combining virtual and physical working while offering employees an appropriate working 
infrastructure. However, the future consequences for work design remain unclear, as many companies are in a state 
of flux. The purpose of the present study was to develop an up-to-date overview of what this future New Normal 
might look like, and to expand existing knowledge in this regard. To that end, we conducted fifteen in-depth 
interviews with experts from German industrial companies. The findings identify four main areas of change at 
individual and team levels: the meaning of the work environment, collaboration, creative work, and the nature of 
future work. The results offer some profound insights into the field of design and virtualization in terms of working 
location, working time models, and the future of collaborative and creative work. The paper concludes with 
recommendations for practice and future research. 
Keywords: New Work, COVID-19, Physical Work Environment, Collaboration, Creativity, Digital Trans-
formation, New Normal 
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1. Introduction 
The working world is undergoing a period of profound change as the outbreak of the new coronavirus SARS-CoV-
2 (COVID-19) has abruptly exposed companies in every sector to radically altered circumstances (Diab-Bahman 
& Al-Enzi, 2020; Schmidtner, Doering, & Timinger, 2021). To protect the health of employees, on-site work has 
had to be suspended or severely restricted, and most employees have had to move quickly to working from home. 
Depending on business type, technical requirements, and existing implementation of new styles of work, some 
companies have proved better prepared than others to respond to this crisis (Newman & Ford, 2021). In particular, 
companies with no prior experience of employees working from home had to accelerate the introduction of digital 
infrastructure and new work practices.  

The widespread societal and economic disruption caused by the pandemic has raised many questions for the 
world of work. In particular, managers and employees must develop alternative forms of collaboration to work 
toward common goals in creative, solution-oriented, and efficient fashion (Schmidtner et al., 2021). To that extent, 
the COVID-19 crisis has accelerated the digital transformation and evolution of the work environment at an 
unprecedented pace (Savić, 2020), and this can be expected to have long-term implications for how we work in 
the future (Davidson, 2020; Umbs, 2020). 
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The suddenness of these developments means that research has not yet had time to investigate these issues 
from an entrepreneurial perspective. To date, little is known about how companies are dealing with the effects of 
the crisis on daily work, the impacts on creative knowledge work, or how employers see the future. These issues 
are central to understanding how companies are changing, and what will be required in order to adapt successfully 
to the working world of the future. To explore these issues, the present study addresses the following research 
questions. 
1. How has the meaning of physical work environments (PWE) changed during the COVID-19 crisis, and 
what role will the office and home office play in the future?  
2. How has collaboration among employees changed, and how might it look in the future? 
3. How does the COVID-19 crisis impact creative work? 
To answer these questions, we employed an explorative qualitative research design based on 15 semi-structured 
in-depth interviews with experts from industrial companies (Gläser & Laudel, 2010; Kvale, 1996). Our findings 
contribute to two main strands of the existing literature: the changing meaning of the PWE, including the more 
specialized future role of the office and home office, and changes in collaborative and creative work at individual 
and team levels, including the design of future ways of working.  
 
2. Theoretical background 
2.1 Digital transformation of work 
Digitalization is currently considered the most important driver of change in the working world (Harteis, 2018). 
By defining new technological baselines and creating opportunities for cooperation, production, company 
organization, and the distribution of goods and services, digitalization affects organizations and employees in every 
sector (Parviainen, Tihinen, Kääriäinen, & Teppola, 2017). This impacts directly on work tasks and processes and 
has the potential to change them fundamentally (Harteis, 2018). This so-called digital transformation of work 
includes the transition from analog to digital work processes, the introduction of new types of digital working, and 
applications networking, along with the resulting potential changes in society (Hildebrandt, Kluge, & Ziefle, 2020). 

The digital technologies driving this transformation in work design (Manca, Grijalvo, Palacios, & Kaulio, 
2018) have radically altered the methods and content of industrial work (Johansson, Abrahamsson, Kåreborn, 
Fältholm, Grane, & Wykowska, 2017). The integration of cyber-physical systems in the Internet of Things and 
Services means that production processes are becoming increasingly automated. As well as flexible robotic 
technologies and associated new forms of interaction and division of labor between humans and machines (Gale, 
Wojan, & Olmsted, 2002), digital assistance systems such as data glasses or VR/AR applications can provide 
employees with situation-specific information for local and remote activities and service delivery (Schwarzmüller, 
Brosi, Duman, & Welpe, 2018). 

In knowledge work contexts, mobile devices are routinely used in many organizations as a standard 
component of flexible daily work (Jensen, 2018), providing technical support for the preparation and processing 
of previously unmanageable volumes of information and data (Mohammad, 2009). Technologies such as cloud 
computing and big data analytics with visualization tools increase control over work processes and facilitate more 
thorough decision-making (Schwarzmüller et al., 2018). Increasingly, artificial intelligence applications support 
and enhance complex activities, in some cases enabling computers to take over completely (Bødker & Sundblad, 
2008; Vargo, Zhu, Benwell, & Yan, 2020). Communication and collaboration applications are also increasingly 
common, changing how employees interact, often in virtual environments (Davis & Bryant, 2003; Kaushik & 
Guleria, 2020). 

These changes also impose new demands on employees’ technological and methodological competencies 
(Gale et al., 2002). In particular, digital working requires enhanced situational adaptability, intuition, creativity, 
problem-solving, interpersonal interactions, and persuasiveness (Kötting, 2019), and the accelerating pace of 
change makes lifelong learning and continuous development of these competencies increasingly important 
(Oberländer, Beinicke, & Bipp, 2020; Senge, 1990). To be successful in the long-term, companies need employees 
who can think innovatively and disruptively and work, decide, and act digitally (Van Laar, van Deursen, van Dijk, 
& de Haan, 2020), as well as managers who are proficient in digital leadership and self-management (Newman & 
Ford, 2021; Schmidt, 2014). 

Industry is currently exceeding the threshold at which digitalization becomes central to work and value 
creation. Simultaneously, innovation cycles are becoming shorter, and the rapid and efficient development of 
multiple technologies makes new applications possible (Amabile, 1988; Stalk, & Hout, 1990). As a consequence, 
there is no end in sight to the digital transformation of work. 
 
2.2 New Work 
Driven by digitalization and the accompanying processes of profound change at societal and economic levels, our 
understanding of work is also being transformed (Manca et al., 2018). The resulting developments can be 
subsumed under the concept of New Work (Gerards, de Grip, & Baudewijns, 2018; Senge, 1990). Given the 
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multiple possible interpretations of New Work, there is as yet no uniform definition of the term (Stoepfgeshoff, 
2018). In general, however, New Work is currently understood as the shift toward more flexible and forward-
looking work practices (Umbs, 2020) and innovative office concepts (Gerards et al., 2018). This foregrounds the 
needs and skills of employees, as well as the benefits for companies of new technology-based approaches and the 
resulting productivity (Umbs, 2020). 

Three of the main characteristics of New Work are flexibility, agility, and new office concepts. As these have 
significant implications for collaboration and creativity, they are of particular interest here. Figure 1 summarizes 
these main elements and their content. 

 

 
Flexibility. Among the key elements of New Work, making work more flexible is perhaps the most 

progressive (Härenstam, 2005; Maravelias, 2009; Nediari, Roesli, & Simanjuntak, 2021; Ollo-López, Bayo-
Moriones, & Larraza-Kintana, 2011) and primarily involves the implementation of local and temporal flexibility 
in various forms (Bailey & Kurland 1999; Halford, 2005). In particular, the digitalization of service and production 
processes, the use of information and communication technologies, and practices such as home and mobile 
working allow employees to choose their own work location, which is becoming increasingly important (Blok, 
Groenesteijn, Schelvis, & Vink, 2012). In addition, working time models such as “trust-based working hours” 
allow employees to schedule their own work, reflecting the desire to balance work with family and leisure time 
(Gray, Hudson, & Gordon,1996; Madsen, 2003). One common side effect of these developments is a more fluid 
transition between work and private life (Moll & Leede, 2016). 

Agility. The increased use of flexible methods of working and organizing means that companies must be able 
to react as quickly and innovatively as possible to changing market conditions and customer needs. To do so, 
companies rely on agile models and working methods (O'Reilly & Tushman, 2013) such as Scrum, Kanban, and 
Design Thinking (Stahl, 2019). Hierarchical structures are being replaced by task-oriented, project-based 
organizational forms characterized by interdisciplinary teams and flat hierarchies (Avolio, Walumbwa & Weber, 
2009; Koclowksi, 2010). In tandem, there is a move away from control-based leadership toward trust-based, 
results-oriented collaboration and participative decision-making mechanisms (Avolio et al., 2009). This agile way 
of working builds employees’ sense of autonomy in their daily work (Gerdenitsch, Korunka & Hertel, 2018; 
Haapakangas, Hallman, Mathiassen, & Jahncke, 2018; Koclowski, 2010) but also requires the ability to self-
organize (Kim, Candido, Thomas, & de Dear, 2016).  

New office concepts. As traditional offices cannot readily support these new ways of working, New Work 
also entails changes in the PWE (Leede & Nijland, 2016; Nediari et al., 2021). Instead, non-territorial office 
concepts such as Desk Sharing (Elsbach & Bechky, 2007), Shared Desk (Millward, Haslam, & Postmes, 2007), or 
Hot Desking (Babapour, Karlsson, & Osvalder, 2018; Millward et al., 2007) reduce the ratio of workstations to 
employees. Under these new workplace concepts, employees have no fixed workplace but must always look for a 
new one, adhering to a Clean Desk policy (Ross, Ressia, & Sander, 2017). In this way, workspaces are used more 
efficiently and companies can expect to reduce costs (Pérez, Sánchez, & de Luis Carnicer, 2002). In addition, the 
principle of Activity-based Working (ABW) is widely used in these non-territorial offices, which are designed to 
optimize support for employees across diverse tasks and activities (Appel-Meulenbroek, Groenen, & Janssen, 
2011). By providing a main open-plan area and a range of activity-related workspaces for individuals or teams 
(Eismann, Pakos, Rücker, Meinel, Maier, & Voigt, 2021; Wohlers & Hertel, 2018), this design allows employees 
to choose a suitable workspace for the task in hand. So-called Coworking Spaces push these concepts to extremes, 
where individual freelancers and, increasingly, employees with different corporate affiliations share common 
office spaces and infrastructure (Leclercq-Vandelannoitte & Isaac, 2016). 

Changes in collaboration. The flexibilization of work, less hierarchical structures, and the redesign of PWEs 
also change the nature of employee collaboration and interaction, and technology facilitates networking and 
collaboration independent of time and place (Kim et al., 2016). However, the potential for more efficient 
collaboration (Colbert, Yee, & George, 2016) also poses challenges for team cohesion (de Leede & Nijland, 2016). 
Additionally, relationships between managers and employees change in agile organizations, where collaboration 
is based on mutual trust (Baruch, 2001; Tschannen-Moran & Hoy, 2000), and employees are encouraged to act 
independently and to take responsibility for themselves (Busse & Weidner, 2020). The implementation of ABW 
also facilitates intra- and inter-departmental collaboration by promoting communication (Babapour et al., 2018; 
Haapakangas, Hallman, Mathiassen, & Jahncke, 2019). 

Figure 1. Elements of New Work. 
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Impacts on creativity. Increasing organizational flexibility and agility gives employees greater freedom in 
terms of decision making and self-determination, encouraging and challenging them to think creatively (De Paoli 
& Ropo, 2015). Additionally, the increasing use of new working methods like Design Thinking accelerate the 
creative process and promote new user-centered approaches to problem-solving (Gale, 2002). Activity-based 
office layouts have the potential to foster a company culture of innovation (Kegel, 2017) by introducing diverse 
spaces that are designed to stimulate creativity by varying elements such as light and acoustics (Appel-
Meulenbroek et al., 2011; Meinel, Maier, Wagner, & Voigt, 2017). Some rooms are designed and equipped to 
support creative work with appropriate materials (Gerdenitsch et al., 2018) while open-plan areas encourage 
mutual inspiration and creativity through intensive exchange between employees (Kok, 2016). 
 
3. Methodology 
3.1 Research setting 
The present study employed an explorative qualitative design based on in-depth interviews and multiple case 
studies. This approach was considered appropriate because few academic studies to date have explored the impact 
of the COVID-19 crisis on corporate work practices, and these novel and complex developments should be studied 
in their real-world context (Yin, 2018). A qualitative approach also enabled us to gather in-depth information to 
answer the relevant “how” and “why” questions (Stokes & Bergin, 2006; Yin, 2018) with a view to developing a 
detailed understanding of underlying causes and to generate new theoretical knowledge based on individual 
samples (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007). 

The empirical component of the study is based on semi-structured in-depth interviews with experts. This 
exploratory approach allows structured data collection while maintaining the principle of openness to generate 
new knowledge (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2018; Mayring, 2016; Yin, 2018) and conducting, processing, analyzing, 
and evaluating the interviews in iterative fashion (Gioia, Corley, & Hamilton, 2013; Kvale, 1996). In selecting the 
sample, we followed Yin’s (2018) recommendation, applying a replication logic to guard against the possible 
negative effects of sampling bias on the study results. 

To acquire the relevant data, we interviewed several experts from industrial companies. To ensure their ability 
to report on changes in creative work, we selected knowledge workers who work in an innovation environment 
and whose work has a creative component. Some of the selected experts were managers with the necessary 
strategic vision and innovative and creative expertise; the remainder were team members who could describe 
concrete changes in daily operations and personal experiences of everyday work. 

To obtain a broader picture of the changes arising from COVID-19, participants were drawn from companies 
of different sizes. The decision to rely on multiple cases ensured greater rigor, robustness, and reliability 
(Eisenhardt, 1989). Additionally, the results of multiple case studies can more readily be generalized, as there are 
fewer context-specific dependencies (Yin, 2018). 
 
3.2 Sample 
In total, the sample comprised fifteen experts, who were interviewed during September and October 2020. This 
includes six participants working in the automotive industry (40%), four from the electrical industry (27%), two 
from the consumer goods industry (13%), two from the information and communications technology industry 
(13%), and one who worked for an industrial service provider (7%). As mentioned above, the participants worked 
for companies of varying sizes. Figure 2 shows the sample distribution in terms of number of employees and 
company sales. Most of those interviewed (80%) worked for companies currently employing more than 10,000 
people, of which 67% generated sales revenues of between 10 and 200 billion euros in 2019. 
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Figure 2. Case companies: Number of employees and sales figures. 
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Table 1 provides summary details of individual interviewees; for reasons of confidentiality, all names are 
anonymized. 
Table 1. Summary details of interviewees 

# Management 
level 

Tenure  
(years) 

Industry Number of 
employees (2019) 

Sales 2019 
(in Mio. €) 

Duration 
(min) 

1 High 17 Consumer goods 1,000-5,000 100-500 43 

2 Expert 5 Automotive 50,000-100,000 10,000-50,000 47 

3 Middle 2 Automotive 10,000-50,000 5,000-10,000 52 

4 Middle 1 Automotive 1,000-5,000 100-500 42 

5 Expert 0.5 Automotive 10,000-50,000 10,000-50,000 47 

6 Middle 17 Electronics > 100,000 50,000-100,000 39 

7 Middle 18 ICT > 100,000 10,000-50,000 48 

8 High 13 Electronics 10,000-50,000 1,000-5,000 37 

9 Middle 1 ICT > 100,000 > 100,000 40 

10 Middle 3 Automotive 50,000-100,000 10,000-50,000 53 

11 High 25 Automotive 1,000-5,000 100-500 45 

12 Expert 7 Electronics > 100,000 50,000-100,000 40 

13 Expert 1 Consulting < 1,000 < 50 37 

14 Expert 2 Electronics > 100,000 50,000-100,000 39 

15 Middle 4 Consumer goods 50,000-100,000 10,000-50,000 58 
 
3.3 Data collection and analysis 
We conducted the interviews over a period of two months, by telephone or as virtual meetings, using an interview 
guide based on the research questions. In keeping with the study’s exploratory nature, the guide followed the 
principles of openness and flexibility to allow for the emergence of unexpected or novel themes (Magnusson & 
Marecek, 2015; Misoch, 2019). The interviews comprised three parts. To begin, a few general questions were 
asked to confirm the interviewee’s expertise and reliability, and to establish a common understanding of New 
Work and the company’s level of maturity in that regard. The second part included specific questions about 
changes in the PWE, collaboration, and creativity, understanding of the processes of transformation, and 
similarities and differences at individual, team, and organizational levels. In the third and final part of the interview, 
participants were asked to describe the pandemic’s implications for the future, which concepts they thought should 
be retained or discarded, and how they envisioned work in the future. 

To facilitate analysis and evaluation, all interviews were audio-recorded and subsequently transcribed. 
Following Miles, Huberman, and Saldaña (2020), the transcribed material was subjected to qualitative content 
analysis. For this purpose, we employed Gioia et al.’s (2013) scientifically recognized and recommended method, 
which is based on categorization and coding. This procedure involved three steps. First, we organized the literal 
statements from the transcripts in relation to the interview guide questions, dividing them into meaningful sections 
and paraphrasing them. From the individual paraphrases, we formed inductive categories that differed at first 
glance. In the second step, we reviewed the resulting categories across all transcripts to identify commonalities 
and differences; where possible, these were further summarized to develop subcodes. We then examined the new 
thematic blocks for interrelationships and deeper structures in light of the research objectives. Finally, in the third 
step, the subcodes were unified into superordinate categories (Gioia et al., 2013). 

Next, we conducted a frequency analysis following Holsti (1968), recording how often the individual 
interviewees referred to particular issues. This enabled us to infer the relevance of the emerging topics in relation 
to a given question. The analysis yielded a comprehensive data structure that proves rigorous on closer inspection. 
On that basis, we developed concepts to describe and explain the observations made during the expert interviews 
as the basis for a grounded theoretical framework linking the various concepts and addressing the research 
questions, taking account of all the main emerging categories, subcodes, and superordinate categories, as well as 
their dynamic interrelationships (Gioia et al., 2013). 

To further strengthen the theory, we sought to ensure its validity and to strengthen the foundation for emerging 
themes and their relationships by triangulating the expert testimonies with secondary data wherever possible 
(Maxwell, 2013; Yin, 2018). 
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4. Findings 
4.1 Changed meaning of the physical work environment 
Office. The expert interviews revealed that the COVID-19 crisis has triggered a tangible change in how PWEs are 
viewed, focusing in particular on the importance of the office and the home office. Before the outbreak of COVID-
19, 12 of those interviewed assigned central importance to the office as daily work venue and meeting point for 
collaboration with colleagues.  

Before the pandemic, I guess, the office and the exchange with colleagues there was taken for granted. 
(Expert #14) 

However, according to 10 respondents, decreasing presence in the office and the ability to work virtually from 
home has diminished the office’s importance as a place of work during the pandemic. On the other hand, 6 
interviewees said that the office has become much more important as a place to meet, and that they value face-to-
face meetings with colleagues more than before. 

I think the biggest change for me was that I suddenly saw how valuable this office interaction actually is. 
(Expert #13) 

Only 2 interviewees felt that the office was only one of several work locations even before the pandemic as a result 
of mobile working habits; for them, work had hardly changed. These findings are summarized in Figure 3. 

 

 
Home office. With the relocation of work to the home office, the role of the private environment as a place 

of work has also changed. Overall, all 15 of the interviewees felt that the home office would become very important 
in the future. Three interviewees suggested that organizations are increasingly willing to offer the option of home-
based work because of positive experiences to date. 

Companies are now much more willing to admit this. Many companies were reluctant to allow home working 
because they were unsure whether people could be trusted […] Now, however, most companies have had 
good experiences. (Expert #11) 

Eight employees saw advantages in a private work environment. In future, they hoped that activities requiring 
concentration or individual work, such as pure concept development, could be performed from home. 

I think a lot of people have realized that the home office is an efficient way of being able to focus and work 
on certain tasks in a concentrated way. (Expert #14) 
Office environments: Benefits and requirements. Although these results indicate a decline in the office’s 

importance as a place of work and a simultaneous increase in the importance of home-based work, it was clear 
that all of those interviewed still regarded the office as necessary. Figure 4 summarizes the benefits of office 
environments and the associated requirements. 

From an individual perspective, some interviewees said they come to the office primarily to use on-site 
facilities such as specialized workshop rooms or quiet zones (n = 5), or to use equipment and services that are not 
available to them at home (n = 7). For that reason, they expressed a need for an excellent office infrastructure that 
includes utilities (n = 8) and adequate technical equipment for all activities (n = 8). To accommodate employees’ 
diverse interests and the different tasks that arise during their working day, the office environment should also 
offer different work zones and flexible switching (n = 10). 

From time to time, there are situations where I say, “Okay, I prefer the office as a workplace” simply because 
I can access the infrastructure I need, such as a workshop room or IT equipment that I don't have at home. 
(Expert #3) 
At team level, the increasing importance of the office as a meeting place was again clear. Interviewees valued 

the office for both professional (n = 5) and informal (n = 4) exchange and felt that personal contact was essential 
for strengthening team solidarity and identity (n = 5). To foster exchanges between employees, organizations must 
provide sufficient space for informal meetings (n = 5) and for professional collaboration (n = 4). Meeting rooms 
should be flexible (n = 6) and should support both formal and informal teamwork (n = 4). In addition, it was 
considered important to have access to various creative tools (n = 11) and technical options to facilitate work (n = 
6). 

Figure 3. How the importance of the office has changed. 
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I believe that trustworthy cooperation depends on getting to know each other personally. [...] That means 
personal exchange is indeed important, [and] there are topics that can basically only be handled through 
personal meetings. (Expert #6) 

From an organizational perspective, the office remains important as a physical representation of the company’s 
identity (n = 3). In addition, it should serve as a point of contact for employees at all times (n = 3) and should help 
them to identify with the organization and with corporate values (n = 7). To achieve this, the office’s design must 
be appealing, flexible, and open, creating an atmosphere that employees find comfortable (n = 6).  

In my case, the physical work environment is definitely a focal point for strengthening the corporate culture 
and leveraging this for branding purposes. (Expert #9) 

 

 
 
4.2 Changes in collaboration 
During the COVID-19 crisis, both the workplace and ways of working have changed for many knowledge workers. 
In particular, collaboration could no longer occur on-site as before and depends instead on new digital channels. 

Communication and coordination. New regulatory restrictions mean that almost all teams (n = 14) have 
had to fundamentally alter their methods of communicating. In particular, digital communication and collaboration 
tools like Teams, Skype, or Zoom are now routinely used for both professional and informal exchanges. 

New communication channels were added, and they are being used. However, this required a bit of re-
norming—which channel is right for which topic? (Expert #3) 

Only one interviewee saw no change in communication, as he was already working mostly in a virtual team. 
According to a majority of participants (n = 9), the new conditions forced teams to find new ways of coordinating. 
Regular meetings to coordinate and distribute tasks were previously conducted in person but now had to be 
conducted through digital channels. In addition, some teams introduced new regular appointments to maintain 
contact more deliberately. Agreements previously made rapidly across desks now tend to involve short calls or 
chat messaging. In meetings, the loss of direct visual contact has led in some cases to new rules to support increased 
moderation and organizing efforts. 

For example, we have an early-morning team gathering three times a week […], where we get together 
virtually to discuss current developments and internal or external matters. (Expert #15) 

In contrast, six teams that were already using digital tools or hybrid forms of consultation for coordination reported 
almost no changes regarding coordination. 

Personal impact. These changes in how teams work have had both positive and negative effects on 
collaboration (see Figure 5). At a personal level, two interviewees observed that the changed work situation had 
created a new kind of trust culture and strengthened the desire for active participation in the team. In addition, they 
felt that communication among themselves was now friendlier and more open-minded. According to four 
participants, work disruptions caused by family or other personal circumstances are treated with greater 
understanding and tolerance. One interviewee said that employees are less concerned about conversations 
disturbing their colleagues and can communicate freely in their home office.  

This will to collaborate, to meet, and to exchange [is] stronger than ever because nobody wants to be in a 
silo—everyone wants to be part of a team. (Expert #15) 

Despite these positive effects and the many efforts to maintain communication through virtual equivalents, six 
participants referred to a longing for personal contact with colleagues. In particular, they miss the informal and 
spontaneous conversations during breaks or incidental encounters in the office, which were also seen to make an 
important contribution to team cohesion. In addition, one interviewee noted that working individually or in small 
groups can disconnect you from the team. 

Figure 4. Office environments: Benefits and requirements at various levels. 
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[…]You also lost contact with your teammates pretty quickly. […] making it extremely difficult to keep the 
team together because you just didn't see people anymore. (Expert #2) 
Professional impacts. Regarding professional collaboration, there was evidence of a slight increase in 

efficiency. According to two interviewees, virtual communication is now always consciously initiated, focused, 
and goal-oriented and is confined to essential matters within fixed timeframes. In addition, five interviewees 
indicated that virtual working has eliminated the time loss associated with changing room or location, and the 
available time is now used more efficiently for professional exchanges. 

Well, first of all, I exchange information differently. When I have a call, it's much more targeted because I 
have maybe half an hour for the call, during which I have to ask about everything I want to know. (Expert 
#9) 

On the other hand, collaboration is made more difficult by the limitations of digital working methods. According 
to four participants, the interactive possibilities of face-to-face meetings (such as manual use of whiteboards) are 
lost in the virtual world, and the available tools support only limited active participation. Three respondents noted 
that important non-verbal information in the form of gestures and facial expressions is also lost in the absence of 
visual contact, which can lead more quickly to misunderstandings. While this secondary information can be partly 
conveyed by video, its quality is not comparable. 

In fact, collaboration now means pushing workshop participants more to encourage them to participate. 
Interaction on a digital whiteboard differs from physical space. (Expert #10) 
Organizational impacts. From an organizational perspective, two interviewees felt that the elimination of 

location changes and spontaneous meetings helps to keep appointments on time. In the case of distributed teams, 
one interviewee felt that virtualization of team meetings increases participation, as there are no changes of location 
to be scheduled. According to two participants, another positive effect of this form of collaboration is that everyone 
attending a meetings participates in the same way, as even distant or international colleagues feel equally integrated. 

Of course, if you're physically in the room and someone is virtually connected, you don't pay much attention 
to that person. Now that everyone is familiar with virtual meetings and feels more integrated, willingness to 
collaborate more in the future by virtual means is also likely to increase. (Expert #2) 

However, one interviewee suggested that distance between team members can also inhibit collaboration if virtual 
contact involves too much effort, tempting them to omit brief but important consultations. 

[Previously,] when someone was working on something of interest, you could look over their shoulder. That 
has become more difficult, as has supporting each other quickly, and that inhibits collaboration. (Expert #12) 

 

 
Dependence on team intimacy. With regard to the pandemic’s effect on collaboration, it is especially 

interesting that six interviewees distinguished between newly formed teams and those whose members already 
knew each other personally before the pandemic. In their experience, virtual collaboration works better in teams 
that have already worked together physically, as any negative effects are less likely or can be more easily mitigated. 

It's easier to work together in a trusting and good way if people have already physically collaborated. I think 
it's harder [to collaborate with people] on projects that commenced after the closure period if you haven't 
had a chance to get to know each other in a physical environment. (Expert #7) 

 
4.3 Impact on creativity 
Uncertainty. The nature of creative work has been strongly influenced by current changes in the world of work. 
First, the pandemic-related economic crisis and the restrictions on companies and society have created great 
uncertainty for employees, and three participants felt that this constrained creativity.  

Apart from the fact that all employees have become insecure—which affects the entire organization—[...]this 

Figure 5. Impacts on collaboration. 



European Journal of Business and Management                                                                                                                               www.iiste.org 

ISSN 2222-1905 (Paper) ISSN 2222-2839 (Online) 

Vol.13, No.10, 2021 

 

9 

multidimensional field of influence naturally affects people emotionally [...] leading to uncertainty in many 
areas, and creativity suffers, of course. (Expert #1) 

At the same time, creative work is also influenced by the necessary transformation of business processes. For 
present purposes, we focused on how the virtualization of work and associated changes in location and time have 
affected creative work.   

Virtualization of work. As a consequence of virtualization, creative work must depend on new channels. 
All fifteen interviewees reported that the PWE was an important source of creativity before the pandemic. 
Interactive workshops facilitated creativity through exchange with others, using tools like whiteboards, post-its, 
and a range of creativity techniques. During the lockdown, these physical resources were for the most part no 
longer accessible. At the outset, there was uncertainty about how creative work could be successfully sustained, 
and face-to-face meetings had to be canceled. However, ten of the case companies quickly identified solutions that 
supported virtual creative workshops, including communication and collaboration tools like Mural, Miro or Teams. 
According to seven interviewees, these tools are fundamental resources for creativity work in virtual teams and 
beyond. 

I'm always experimenting a bit to see what I can transfer to the virtual world, so I have a flipchart or 
whiteboard to scribble on. We're testing various digital solutions, and we're getting better and better. We're 
also finding ways of transferring these to the virtual world, but there are inevitable limits. (Expert #3) 

According to our interviewees, these changes in working methods have had only negative effects on creative work 
at both individual and team levels (see Figure 6). Four participants noted the negative impact on individual 
employees working from home, whose sense of isolation from their colleagues results in a loss of mutual 
inspiration and direct feedback. Three participants said they miss the active physical aspects of on-site creative 
work, and two said that the use of digital tools makes creative processes like brainstorming or prototyping more 
difficult. 

For me personally, this lack of mutual exchange and inspiration in the digital world doesn't work as well as 
when I am physically working with people. (Expert #14) 

Because individual employees tend to work in a disconnected way, this also interrupts the team’s joint creative 
process and the group dynamic, which four participants felt was crucial for team creativity. One participant said 
that the use of digital tools increases the organizational effort invested in creative workshops, and five felt that this 
increases the difficulty of implementation. Because of limitations in relation to communication, methodology, and 
active participation, participants did not believe that a creative workflow of comparable intensity could be achieved. 
In addition, it was considered impossible to ensure the continuous presence of all participants, as attention span 
tends to be shorter for pure screen-based work. 

I think the need to concentrate so much on the screen makes the work monotonous. So, in fact, you can only 
be as creative as the computer allows [...] while I think it was more varied before [in the office]. (Expert #9) 

 

 
In light of the above effects of virtualization, six of the interviewees perceived an overall deterioration in the 
outcomes of creative work. However, it was also emphasized that this depends on the hardware and software used, 
as well as on the intimacy level of team members as described earlier. 

Change in place and time. Along with the shift of location from the physical workplace to the home office, 
more flexible scheduling and recording of working hours has given employees greater freedom to manage their 
daily lives, with a more fluid transition between work and private life (work-life blending). The positive and 
negative effects of these changes on creative work are summarized in Figure 7. Participants differed in their 
opinions about the effects of workplace relocation. While the effects on individual creative work were generally 
considered positive, the effects on teams’ creative work were perceived as negative. Eight respondents appreciated 
the calm atmosphere of home-based work as beneficial for concentration and the development of ideas. In addition, 
five participants said that employees feel more comfortable, inspired, and creative when they can adapt their PWE 
to their individual needs and working methods.  
However, teamwork is made more difficult by physical distance. Three participants noted in particular that joint 
processes of flow and idea generation suffer in the absence of personal collaboration and interactive methods of 
working. According to one interviewee, familiarization with new topics or integration into new teams is perceived 
as more difficult when isolated at home. Additionally, two participants said that family members or personal issues 

Figure 6. Impacts of virtualization on creative work. 
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can cause disruption and distractions that interrupt thought processes when working from home. 
There are also creative tools or tools for creative work that can be used in the home office with colleagues. 
[...] If these […] are state of the art, I believe that creative work can be accomplished very well [virtually]. 
However, the quality of creative ideas and outputs is never 100% the same as when people come together in 
a physical location. (Expert #1) 

More flexible working hours also have both positive and negative effects on creative work. Four interviewees 
noted that employees can adjust their working day to their individual performance curve and preferred work mode, 
and three said that, as a result, mental blocks and interrupted thought processes can be avoided. Additionally, five 
participants felt that employees can change their perspective and generate new or unexpected ideas by taking more 
frequent breaks to engage in sports or household activities. Two participants also noted that employees feel fresher 
and more creative when they take more frequent breaks and do not have to commute. 

I feel good when I do something different from time to time [instead of working]. [...] If you sit at your desk 
for 8 to 9 hours and work in the same environment, with the same smells and background noises, your brain 
is constantly exposed to the same influences. (Expert #5) 

On the other hand, three interviewees pointed out that flexible working hours challenge employees to create a 
working framework that balances work and private life. For example, two interviewees suggested that irregular 
breaks and low self-discipline can have a negative effect on creativity. Two also observed that working in a private 
environment can make it difficult to reconcile the demands of family and work, especially during lockdown. 

In general, when personal and professional life are completely blurred. […] And there is no distance from 
the job, I don't think that is always good for performance. I believe that distance from the job is important, 
not only for personal relaxation but also for the free association of thoughts or the appearance of ideas, 
which in turn promotes creativity. (Expert #7) 

 

 
These conflicting perceptions and the diversity of influencing factors make it difficult to draw clear conclusions 
about the impact of work-life blending on performance. However, it seems clear that the individual employee’s 
living conditions, spatial and technical resources, and personal working style determine how working from home 
affects creativity. 
 
4.4 Impact on future work 
The sudden outbreak of the pandemic posed unprecedented challenges for organizations in every sector. In 
response, they have reacted quickly by adjusting the PWE, with significant implications for collaboration and 
creativity. In this section, we consider what employees and organizations have learned so far and the implications 
of these changes for the future of work. 

Learning experiences. During the interviews, all participants referred to both positive and negative 
experiences, but the former clearly predominated. Figure 8 summarizes their accumulated learning experiences at 
employee and organizational levels. Nine of our interviewees were surprised to find how well working almost 
completely from home suited them personally. Four gained valuable experience of mobile and virtual working, 
and two said that their previous concerns about working in a private environment were allayed by their own 
positive experiences. For eight participants, the freedom of the home office proved very advantageous for 
balancing work, family, and leisure. In addition, two noted that a heightened awareness of personal needs related 
to work increases satisfaction and well-being, leading in turn to better performance. 

We have now seen and learned for the first time what it is like to have a home office, and how you can create 
a balance between private life and job. (Expert #5) 

However, two interviewees contended that the home office was not a permanent solution for the future. Eight 
highlighted the loss of personal contact with colleagues, and four referred to the associated negative effects on 
team spirit. Five suggested that differing workloads make it difficult to separate work and private life in a long-
term home office setting, with negative consequences for work-life balance. 

Figure 7. Effects of changes in working place and time.  
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Because [employees] are sitting at home and have no social interaction, they are likely to work all day 
without interruption. The idea that "I drive home from work and then I'm mentally gone" is missing, and you 
have to force yourself to take a break. (Expert #12) 

At the organizational level, three interviewees said that companies have learned that their technical infrastructure 
can function well even in this extreme situation, and two noted the organizational benefits of increased efficiency 
in many teams as a result of virtual collaboration and more efficient allocation of working hours. Six participants 
referred to the economic benefits of fewer business trips and lower transfer times and costs, and three noted the 
associated contribution to climate and environmental protection. In addition, three suggested that this is a good 
opportunity for many organizations to rethink their processes and to reposition themselves for the future. 
However, the participating experts also observed some negative effects of virtualization on work performance, 
especially with regard to collaboration and creativity.  

I believe we still need face-to-face interaction. [...] It is not the case that everything [feelings, emotions, etc.] 
can now be represented digitally. There is a loss of quality. (Expert #8) 

 

 
Adjusted conceptions of future work. Our findings also provide some indication of which traditional 

concepts of work might endure beyond the pandemic and which new concepts might persist. Figure 9 shows how 
concepts of work have changed over the course of 2020 and possible implications for the future of work. 
All fifteen of the participating experts anticipate a hybrid model of future work combining office and home-based 
work. Seven interviewees noted that many employees can already configure their own working arrangements to 
some extent, including its location, depending on the task to be performed. Six agreed that creative workshops will 
return to the office once the pandemic has been contained, and four believed the same would apply to selected 
activities that require office infrastructure or special equipment. 

I think [...] that employees will be more concerned in the future about the kinds of work to be performed in 
the office and what kinds of work might more usefully be completed from home. In other words, situated 
working [...] will become more important. (Expert #14) 

With regard to working hours, two interviewees expressed a wish to remain free to organize their own working 
day in the future. 

And that's a good thing because I think it gives employees a lot of flexibility to decide for themselves how and 
during what hours they want to work. (Expert #9) 

The COVID-19 crisis has also highlighted the importance of information technologies for daily work, and five 
interviewees believed that proven tools and digital work methods established during the pandemic will continue 
to be useful, with an ongoing increase in the use of technology. Seven anticipated that collaboration will 
increasingly be virtualized, especially for those collaborating over greater distances. However, five interviewees 
said they would prefer to meet in person, primarily to build and strengthen team cohesion. By implication, it seems 
likely that employees will make conscious decisions about whether to meet virtually or physically. 

Figure 8. Positive and negative experiences of virtual working. 
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The future of work. Our findings indicate that the COVID-19 crisis has accelerated the move to New Work, 

as well as consolidating the megatrends of digital transformation and globalization. Figure 10 summarizes some 
key trends that will shape the future of work. All fifteen participating experts agreed that work must become 
flexible in terms of location and time. Eight referred to the development of work models that can be adapted to the 
individual needs of employees in order to enhance work-life balance. At the same time, increasing virtualization 
will enable organizations to hire employees regardless of place of residence or company location. 

So, I believe that the work of the future will first and foremost be location- and time-independent because 
that simply aligns better with our flexible lifestyles, and that everyone will be able to make such decisions for 
themselves. (Expert #13) 

It can also be assumed that office-based places of work will remain necessary in the long term. However, according 
to eleven of the fifteen interviewees, the response to the current pandemic suggests that organizations will reduce 
their office space because of declining capacity utilization, and that office environments will have to be designed 
more flexibly in future. 

I think this will tend to increase the proportion of employees working from home, which I think will prompt 
companies to reduce their office space to some extent. (Expert #6) 

In addition, seven interviewees believed that a change in corporate and work culture is inevitable, as organizations 
must become more structurally adaptable to react rapidly to change and find new ways of retaining employees 
regardless of location. Along with new ways of working and new forms of collaboration, other values are also 
becoming more important. For example, in-house training and further education will need to focus more on soft 
skills, as well as creativity, inclusion, and intrinsic motivation. The new challenges posed by virtual leadership 
will require a more transformational style that focuses on results. 

In the future, people will need completely different skills […] and values like creativity or originality. […] 
We need completely different skills. (Expert #10) 

Four participants also noted a need to optimize both office and network technical infrastructure structure to connect 
to home offices. Some organizations have already begun to equip employees to work from home, and our 
interviewees shared the view that expenditure on technical equipment will continue to increase. 

 

 
 
5. Discussion 
This section reflects on the results of the analysis and relates the findings to previous research and the implications 
for future working practices. The main results of the study are summarized in Table 2. 
Studies completed before the onset of the pandemic described how new office concepts, home-based working, 
flexible working, and virtual forms of collaboration will shape the future world of work (Blok et al., 2012; 

Figure 9. Changing concepts of work over time. 

Figure 10. The future of work: Some key trends. 
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Hoendervanger, Van Yperen, Mobach, & Albers, 2019; Pyöriä, 2011). The main finding of the present study is 
that the COVID-19 crisis has significantly accelerated the transition to new ways of working, and that these 
changes are already underway. Both the experts we interviewed and the latest scientific sources (Nediari et al., 
2021; Savić, 2020; Umbs, 2020) have confirmed that organizations and employees rethought their PWEs, hours, 
and ways of working during the pandemic. 
 
5.1 Future work location and working time models 
The interview data indicate that, for many employees, the role of the office and home office has changed during 
the COVID-19 crisis. While the office was previously the epicenter of daily work, the pandemic has shifted the 
emphasis to the home office as described by Savić (2020), confirming that most individual activities can continue 
in this way, often with personal and organizational advantages. To that extent, the home office can be expected to 
retain its importance in the future as confirmed by the recent literature (Savić, 2020; Schmidtner et al., 2021; Umbs, 
2020).  
While offices will continue to play an important role, organizations are likely to reduce office space for capacity 
utilization and cost saving as confirmed by Parker (2020). On that basis, we formulated the following proposition. 

Proposition 1a: During the pandemic, the focus of work has shifted from the office to the home office as 
another permanent workplace option. 

At the same time, the importance of the office as a meeting place and venue for personal collaboration with 
colleagues became increasingly apparent during the pandemic. Our interviewees believed that this increased 
appreciation will endure, and that view is supported by several other studies (Parker, 2020; Samani & Alavi, 2020). 
On that basis, we formulated the following proposition.  

Proposition 1b: The office has gained in importance as a venue for personal encounters. Organizations are 
likely to use the office more frequently and deliberately for this purpose in the future. 

The future of work is also likely to involve a hybrid model combining office and home-based activities (Schmidtner 
et al., 2021). Our findings confirm that individual and focused work can be performed very well in the home office. 
At the same time, offices remain a great asset, especially for team and creative work, and are essential for activities 
that require special equipment. These trends are also described in Owen, Watson, and White (2020) and 
corroborate Blok et al.’s (2012) investigation of the purposes served by office buildings. Companies need to ensure 
that post-pandemic office design focuses on employee health by increasing workplace hygiene standards (see 
Nediari et al., 2021). In this context, it is reasonable to assume that employees will in the future decide where they 
perform which activities (Wessels et al., 2019). On that basis, we formulated the following proposition. 

Proposition 2a: In future, employees will consciously choose a suitable work location according to activity 
type. While individual and focused activities may be performed in the home office, team and creative tasks 
are likely to be performed in the office. For that reason, planning and consultation involving teams and 
managers will be essential. 

Our interview results suggest a need for different work zones within the office environment, allowing employees 
to switch flexibly. This will ensure that diverse activities during the working day can be matched to work locations 
that meet the employee’s needs. This principle of activity-based working (Appel-Meulenbroek et al., 2011; 
Eismann et al., 2021) allows every employee to choose an appropriate workspace for the task in hand. As an 
optional work location, the home office expands these choices beyond the office as a decentralized form of activity-
based working. On that basis, we formulated the following proposition. 

Proposition 2b: Non-territorial office layouts in combination with ABW create the spatial conditions for work 
location planning based on employee and task requirements. 

The increasing flexibilization of the working world means that knowledge work will become fully location-
independent. For example, mobile working will increasingly enable employees to decide where they want to work, 
perhaps performing part of their job in a café, park, or vacation home (Dumitraşcu-Băldău & Dumitraşcu, 2017). 
Many organizations had already agreed group arrangements for mobile working before the pandemic, but these 
were used only in exceptional cases (Belzunegui-Eraso & Erro-Garcés, 2020; Pyöriä, 2011). The present findings 
suggest that the COVID-19 crisis has prompted a rethink in this regard, and the home office option seems likely 
to be used more often in the future. In this context, the distance between company location and place of residence 
will become less important as a recruitment criterion for both organizations and employees as outlined in Nediari 
et al. (2021) and Thibault Landry, Schweyer, and Whillans (2017). 

Our interview data and other recent studies also indicate that employees appreciate the flexible hours when 
working from home and would like this to continue (Diab-Bahman & Al-Enzi, 2020). This increases the likelihood 
that organizations will introduce more flexible models of working time in the future (Davis et al., 2003; De Paoli 
et al., 2015; Naotunna & Zhou, 2021). Our results also align with other evidence (Diab-Bahman & Al-Enzi, 2020) 
that organizations can meet employees’ individual needs, including work-life balance, by granting them flexibility 
in terms of time and location, and this is already a decisive factor when judging an employer’s attractiveness 
(Stemmle & Hampton, 2020). On that basis, we formulated the following proposition. 
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Proposition 3: In the future, work will be flexible in terms of location and time and will adapt to the 
employee’s individual needs and life situation in the absence of operational and team-related conflicts. 

However, our results also show that a physical office is important for organizations because it gives employees an 
identity and facilitates physical contact between colleagues. Moreover, office premises are often needed for 
purposes such as meetings with partners and customers. More generally, organizations are already working on 
various office concepts that will enhance employee flexibility and attract new talent. In the future, for example, 
decentralized offices will mean that “the office comes to the employee” by being located within a short commute. 
In this way, working spaces and smaller hubs can be integrated with other locations (Beaudoin, Georgules & 
Raicht, 2020; Parker, 2020). On that basis, we formulated the following proposition. 

Proposition 4: In the fight to attract new talent, organizations will have to offer modern office solutions that 
are decentralized and close to their employees and potential employees. 

 
5.2 Future collaboration 
During the pandemic, teamworking has changed fundamentally in most organizations. Based on our interview 
results, these changes are likely to have long-term implications for collaboration.  
As work has largely shifted to the home office, task-related communication and coordination have changed 
accordingly in most of the case organizations. In particular, as digital communication and collaboration tools 
become indispensable for daily work, processes have adapted accordingly. These changes seem more significant 
for communication than for coordination. Indeed, those who were already using digital tools and hybrid meeting 
formats in virtual teams barely noticed any change. Conversely, Green et al. (2020) and Wang, Liu, Qian, and 
Parker (2021) reported that less experience of working from home is associated with a greater sense of upheaval. 
On that basis, we formulated the following proposition. 

Proposition 5a: The more experience workers had of virtual collaboration before the pandemic, the easier it 
was to relocate work to the home office.  

In addition, our findings clearly indicate that virtual collaboration worked better for teams that already knew each 
other personally than for newly formed teams or virtual teams. On that basis, we formulated the following 
proposition.  

Proposition 5b: Successful transition to virtual collaboration depends on team members’ existing level of 
acquaintance. When integrating new colleagues or starting a new project, it is therefore important to bring 
virtual teams together physically to build personal and team relations. 

During the pandemic, it became clear that virtual collaboration from the home office works well, especially for 
shorter meetings and coordination activities. In general, virtual activities and the more frequent participation of 
distant colleagues enhance team cooperation, openness, friendliness, tolerance, and punctuality. Additionally, 
professional exchanges tend to be more focused, and the scheduled time is used more effectively, which also 
contributes to greater efficiency. The evidence to date suggests that organizations will continue to use established 
communication and collaboration tools to sustain the benefits of virtual collaboration as discussed in the existing 
literature (Kaushik & Guleria, 2020; Liu et al., 2020; Sharfuddin, 2020). On that basis, we formulated the following 
proposition. 

Proposition 6a: In coordination meetings, virtual working methods offer communicative, organizational, and 
economic advantages. To exploit this potential, departments and teams must agree on standards for 
conducting virtual meetings.  

In contrast, virtual collaboration can undermine non-verbal communication and increase the risk of 
misunderstandings and conflicts in more complex and substantive meetings (Rutkowski, Vogel, Van Genuchten, 
Bemelmans, & Favier, 2002; Schulze & Krumm, 2017). While this problem can be mitigated by the use of 
webcams, especially in smaller meetings (Brodsky, 2020), this cannot entirely replace face-to-face interaction. 
Our own data and the relevant literature confirm that employees miss personal contact and informal 
communication with their colleagues, with adverse effects on team cohesion (Van der Lippe & Lippényi, 2020). 
For that reason, teams should continue to meet regularly in the office for team meetings and corporate events. In 
line with Oshri, Kotlarsky, and Willcocks’s (2020) findings, we formulated the following proposition.  

Proposition 6b: Face-to-face meetings with team members are an important means of strengthening team 
spirit and relationships and integrating new team members. Managers and employees share the responsibility 
for organizing such meetings and ensuring their success.   

Collaboration is increasingly likely to be virtualized, especially over greater spatial distances or when a business 
trip or change of location seems disproportionate in terms of meeting duration. The savings on employee time and 
travel costs will also contribute indirectly to environmental protection as highlighted in the recent scientific 
literature (Diab-Bahman & Al-Enzi, 2020; Jordan & Palmer, 2020; Nediari et al., 2021). On that basis, we 
formulated the following proposition.   

Proposition 7a: Organizations must adapt their travel policies to ensure that, wherever possible, cross-site 
or external collaboration is replaced by virtual collaboration, so contributing to cost reduction and increased 
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efficiency and sustainability.  
If future collaboration is to successfully combine virtual meetings, digital communication, and face-to-face 
encounters, organizations and teams must develop common standards and values for this hybrid work environment 
and a format for communication and collaboration that is appropriate to the given situation. 

Proposition 7b: Organizations must promote a new culture of collaboration and combine synergies by 
developing appropriate rules and creating conditions that support complementary face-to-face and virtual 
forms of work.  

New virtual forms of collaboration and joint working methods also increase the importance of digital and social 
skills and mutual trust. Our own data and other recent studies confirm that employees will increasingly need strong 
digital and social skills as well as openness, initiative, and personal responsibility for successful collaboration 
(Schulze et al., 2017; Van Laar et al., 2020). Managers must develop a more transformational and results-oriented 
style of leadership that places greater trust in their employees and supports them in self-organizing (Eismann et 
al., 2021). This need for appropriate support and training is also highlighted in the existing academic literature 
(Feitosa & Salas, 2020; Tokarchuk, Gabriele, & Neglia, 2021). On that basis, we formulated the following 
proposition. 

Proposition 8: Education systems and organizations must equip employees and managers with the necessary 
skills and abilities to engage in new forms of collaboration. In addition, organizations should create career 
concepts, target agreements, and targeted incentives for professional development and skills use to enhance 
employees’ intrinsic motivation. 

 
5.3 Future creativity work 
Our interview data confirm the strong impact on creativity of work virtualization and changes in work location 
and hours. In particular, the PWE is considered important for creative work in terms of access to different 
workspaces and formal and informal exchanges with colleagues. New ways of working can be said to have both 
positive and negative effects on individual creativity. In line with Waizenegger et al. (2020), our findings show, 
for example, that isolated home office work can cause alienation from one’s own team, loss of mutual spontaneous 
inspiration, and lack of regular feedback. On the other hand, being able to work partly from home and the 
associated flexibility in terms of time can promote individual creativity (Naotunna & Zhou, 2021; Vega, Anderson, 
& Kaplan, 2015) 

Echoing the findings of Naotunna and Zhou (2021) and Vega et al. (2015), our interviewees noted that the 
home office offers a quiet atmosphere for intensive work on ideas and strategic problems. Furthermore, employees 
are likely to feel comfortable and creative in a self-designed environment that stimulates free thinking. On that 
basis, we formulated the following proposition. 

Proposition 9a: The feeling of freedom engendered by the home office work environment can enhance 
individual creative work. 

Relocating to the home office also grants employees the freedom to schedule their working hours more flexibly, 
and being able to adapt the working day to one’s own needs is a form of autonomy that can also encourage creative 
moments (see Diab-Bahman & Al-Enzi, 2020). In addition, employees are more likely to take creativity-enhancing 
breaks at home, which also improves their work-life balance. On that basis, we formulated the following 
proposition. 

Proposition 9b: The COVID-19 crisis has accelerated the introduction of flexible working time models, 
freeing employees to organize their own working day and to better exploit their creative potential. 

Whether and to what extent creativity is enhanced by home-based working depends however on the more general 
domestic situation. For example, the lack of a suitable home workspace or regular disruption by family members 
or roommates is likely to interrupt creative thinking (Lopez-Persem, Bieth, Guiet, Ovando-Tellez, & Volle, 2021). 
In addition, difficulties in reconciling work and personal life may inhibit creativity, so increasing work intensity 
and stress levels. According to Russell, O’Connell, and McGinnity (2009), these issues frequently arise when 
working from home. On that basis, we formulated the following proposition 

Proposition 9c: In the future, employees will have to self-organize and decide for themselves whether the 
home office is suitable for creative individual work according to individual and task requirements and needs. 

In contrast to individual creative work, we found no evidence that these altered working methods have any positive 
effects on team creative work. In particular, the advantages of virtual collaboration, such as increased openness 
and efficiency, do not apply to team creativity, which seems to be undermined by this approach. Specifically, the 
adverse effects of physical distance on group dynamics and spontaneous encounters inhibits the flow that 
underpins creative processes and generates creative ideas (Allen, Golden, & Shockley, 2015; Kniffin et al., 2021). 
Moreover, when compared to analog and haptic working methods, digital tools often impede team creative work, 
as virtualization leads to a lack of activity and direct interaction.  

Our interviewees emphasized that the quality of virtual creative work processes and outcomes also depend 
heavily on the hardware and software used. While an increasing number of technologies provide good support for 
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virtual creative collaboration, organizations are not always familiar with the right software. On that basis, we 
formulated the following proposition. 

Proposition 10: Given the current state of the art, successful team creative work still depends on personal 
exchange, a shared physical environment with creative work tools, and haptic interaction. It follows that 
team creative work should in future be located principally at the company’s offices. 

In the longer term, many organizations continue to seek out suitable digital tools to improve the quality of virtual 
creative work (Schmidtner et al., 2021). Looking beyond the pandemic, virtual workshops based on such tools 
should aim to improve participant activity and interaction for better distance collaboration. Many emerging 
collaboration tools (e.g., whiteboards, concept boards, voting and polling tools) support creative and team-oriented 
work by encouraging active participation and creative forms of interaction. In addition, many employees now own 
laptops or tablets with touchscreens, which can be used for quick scribbles and visualizations in much the same 
way as haptic work. Smartphone apps for virtual meetings further expand the “walk-and-talk” work mode to the 
home office, and organizations must continue to work on solutions of this kind to make virtual creative 
collaboration more effective. In addition, effective moderation can enhance interaction in virtual meetings by 
actively involving all team members and encouraging everyone to express their ideas. In particular, it is important 
to allow for informal conversations at the outset to promote an atmosphere of trust that encourages spontaneous 
exchanges and so enriches creative work (Newman & Ford, 2021; Schmidt, 2014). Trust within a team also 
requires a culture of constructive criticism as a prerequisite for interactive collaboration and the lively exchange 
of ideas (Ford, Piccolo, & Ford, 2017). On that basis, we formulated the following proposition. 

Proposition 11: Appropriate creative tools, effective moderation, and a trust-based and open team culture 
will promote the activity and interaction needed for creative work. 

As creativity is already seen as one of the most important competencies for future work (Amabile, 1998; Van Laar 
et al., 2020), it is important to encourage ongoing creative thinking, supported by relevant training. On that basis, 
we formulated the following proposition. 

Proposition 12: In the working world of the future, creativity will be a key employee qualification and a 
critical success factor for organizations. Building on foundations laid in early childhood and education, 
selective recruiting and appropriate training programs will enable companies to create the requisite cultural 
conditions to encourage creativity. 

Table 2. Key findings 
Field Proposition 
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1a:  During the pandemic, the focus of work has shifted from the office to the home office as another 
permanent workplace option. 

1b:  The office has gained in importance as a venue for personal encounters. Organizations are likely 
to use the office more frequently and deliberately for this purpose in the future. 

2a:  
 

In future, employees will consciously choose a suitable work location according to activity type. 
While individual and focused activities may be performed in the home office, team and creative 
tasks are likely to be performed in the office. For that reason, planning and consultation 
involving teams and managers will be essential. 

2b:  Non-territorial office layouts in combination with ABW create the spatial conditions for work 
location planning based on employee and task requirements. 

3:  
 

In the future, work will be flexible in terms of location and time and will adapt to the employee’s 
individual needs and life situation in the absence of operational and team-related conflicts. 

4:  
 

In the fight to attract new talent, organizations will have to offer modern office solutions that 
are decentralized and close to their employees and potential employees. 
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5a: The more experience workers had of virtual collaboration before the pandemic, the easier it was 
to relocate work to the home office. 

5b: Successful transition to virtual collaboration depends on team members’ existing level of 
acquaintance. When integrating new colleagues or starting a new project, it is therefore 
important to bring virtual teams together physically to build personal and team relations. 

6a: In coordination meetings, virtual working methods offer communicative, organizational, and 
economic advantages. To exploit this potential, departments and teams must agree on standards 
for conducting virtual meetings. 

6b: Face-to-face meetings with team members are an important means of strengthening team spirit 
and relationships and integrating new team members. Managers and employees share the 
responsibility for organizing such meetings and ensuring their success.   

7a: Organizations must adapt their travel policies to ensure that, wherever possible, cross-site or 
external collaboration is replaced by virtual collaboration, so contributing to cost reduction and 
increased efficiency and sustainability. 
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Field Proposition 
7b: Organizations must promote a new culture of collaboration and combine synergies by 

developing appropriate rules and creating conditions that support complementary face-to-face 
and virtual forms of work. 

8: Education systems and organizations must equip employees and managers with the necessary 
skills and abilities to engage in new forms of collaboration. In addition, organizations should 
create career concepts, target agreements, and targeted incentives for professional development 
and skills use to enhance employees’ intrinsic motivation. 

F
u

tu
re

 c
re

at
iv

it
y 

w
or

k
 

9a: The feeling of freedom engendered by the home office work environment can enhance individual 
creative work. 

9b: The COVID-19 crisis has accelerated the introduction of flexible working time models, freeing 
employees to organize their own working day and to better exploit their creative potential.   

9c: In the future, employees will have to self-organize and decide for themselves whether the home 
office is suitable for creative individual work according to individual and task requirements and 
needs. 

10: Given the current state of the art, successful team creative work still depends on personal 
exchange, a shared physical environment with creative work tools, and haptic interaction. It 
follows that team creative work should in future be located principally at the company’s offices. 

11: Appropriate creative tools, effective moderation, and a trust-based and open team culture will 
promote the activity and interaction needed for creative work. 

12: In the working world of the future, creativity will be a key employee qualification and a critical 
success factor for organizations. Building on foundations laid in early childhood and education, 
selective recruiting and appropriate training programs will enable companies to create the 
requisite cultural conditions to encourage creativity. 

 
6. Implications and limitations of the study 
6.1 Implications 
The present study deepens existing knowledge about the impact of the COVID-19 crisis on work practices in 
industrial companies. In particular, it contributes to the literature on the transformative role of PWEs and the future 
importance of differentiated workspaces. Our findings also clarify the pandemic’s effects on collaboration and 
future work practices, as well as the impact of changing work conditions on creative work. Our findings also 
highlight the role of the COVID-19 crisis as a catalyst for virtualization and the accelerated transformation of 
organizations by digitalization and New Work. To ensure the transfer of these positive effects to the post-pandemic 
world of work, we make the following recommendations.  

Office spaces designed for teamwork and creativity in combination with a well-equipped home office 
environment for individual and intensive work will more fully meet employees’ needs, creating the conditions for 
enhanced productivity. As many employees will more often work from home in the future, organizations must 
seek to reconfigure and reduce existing office space. To fully exploit the benefits of these new arrangements, 
occupancy planning for team workspaces must be transparent and flexible, taking account of both short-term 
situational requirements and long-term capacity requirements. 

During the COVID-19 crisis, it became clear that certain forms of team collaboration and enhanced 
productivity can be sustained in the longer term. With ongoing improvement of tools and methods for virtual 
creative work, team members will be able to work together regardless of location, enabling organizations to recruit 
specialized talent from anywhere. To succeed in the long term in this hybrid world of work, organizations will 
need appropriate management tools and must continue to develop employees’ skills and ability to adapt to virtual 
work. 

Remote working also requires managers and employees to develop a culture of trust. By establishing an error 
culture, this can create the conditions for innovative, constructive, and creative work. In hybrid and virtual teams, 
reduced personal contact means that motivation, team spirit, and employee loyalty can suffer. However, 
compensatory measures like virtual team events, joint virtual coffee breaks, and targeted physical meetings can 
assist team building by developing and intensifying interpersonal relationships. 

Organizations should also develop extensive regulations for mobile working and use of the home office as a 
regular workplace. Along with rules governing working time, location, and insurance, company agreements should 
address the ongoing development of work practices and performance evaluation. 
 
6.2 Limitations and further research 
Given the exploratory nature of this qualitative study, it inevitably has some limitations. First, individual results 
must be viewed with caution, as the sample was relatively small and the results apply only under specific conditions. 
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As almost all of the interviewees were experts from German companies, the results take no account of national, 
cultural, or organizational differences, which should be explored in future studies. In general, the study’s content 
limits the generality of these results. For example, as multiple economic, organizational, technological, and social 
factors contribute to the current situation, each individual assesses the effects of the crisis in light of their own life 
situation and personal needs. To that extent, the interview data reflect only the subjective views of the individuals 
in question. As the pandemic is ongoing, the ultimate consequences for work in the future remain somewhat 
unpredictable. Most companies are currently undergoing an accelerated process of transformation, and the effects 
of many measures are only now becoming clear. For that reason, the experts’ statements refer only to the immediate 
present, and any assumptions about the “New Normal” and the future of work must be tested again at a later date. 

To assess the study’s validity and significance, future studies should recruit larger samples. The number of 
interviews should be increased, and international companies from different industries should be included to explore 
the new work practices from other perspectives and cultural backgrounds.  

Future studies must also examine the requirements for post-COVID-19 office design in order to comply with 
hygiene standards and give employees a feeling of security. Although Nediari et al. (2021) provide the first 
theoretical approaches to office design, corresponding designs and processes have to be tested and adapted on a 
company-specific basis, which is why best practices and experiences should be documented. 

Another topic of interest is the change in models of cooperation and management in the wake of the pandemic 
and how these can be sustained at the level of corporate culture. The present findings suggest that only those 
companies that can further develop their corporate culture and value system can successfully adapt to a New 
Normal. Against this background, further studies must analyze these future requirements in order to create 
appropriate mechanisms and trainings preparing employees and managers alike. 

Finally, future studies should also incorporate quantitative measures of virtual collaboration effects on 
productivity and creative work, as certain work processes must first be established. In particular, the pandemic has 
shown that companies and employees alike are able to come up with creative solutions to shape current change 
and maintain productivity. The pandemic is, however, an exceptional situation, which is why future studies should 
investigate how productivity and creativity in the New Normal and in a hybrid working world can be supported in 
an employee-friendly manner. 
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