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Abstract

:

This research aims to evaluate the individual and social implications of telework, along with the foreseeable permanent result that could be generated. Consistent with this objective, a survey has been carried out on a sample of 1180 Romanian employees, on which a model has been developed, based on structural equation modelling. The model includes five latent variables, on the one hand targeting telework features and on the other hand, its possible effects on individuals and society. At an individual level, the study results emphasize that telework could contribute to a better work–life balance and could also help teleworkers to develop specific teleworking abilities. At a social level, telework could generate sustainable effects targeting the long-term management of the work force and providing solutions to potential problems at local community levels. The managerial implications of this study are directed toward the need to implement a series of sustainable human resource management strategies and efficient employee training and development programs. Moreover, organizations need to be more proactive in assuming corporate social responsibilities.
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1. Introduction


While telework is a well-known and relatively established concept, in Romania it has been recognized only as of April 2018, when regulations have been issued specifically dedicated to telework. Whereas prior to these regulations, telework has been put into practice due to the real needs of companies and their employees, the pragmatic potential of telework has been ignored and the scarce academic research mostly focused on labor legal issues [1,2].



One could easily notice that the results of a large series of studies conducted over the past three decades are non-convergent, and sometimes even inconsistent, in terms of the effects of telework on employees [3,4,5,6,7,8]. Even though a significant number of studies show the benefits of telework for employees [9,10,11,12], there are also numerous studies that highlight the negative outcomes [13,14].



The research done in this field can be categorized into 3 main categories: (a) the effects of telework on employees and their behavior as teleworkers, (b) the enterprises’ attitude towards telework and the managerial challenges determined by telework, and (c) the social, organizational, and individual consequences of telework.



The present research aims to identify to what degree Romanian employees are familiar with the concept of telework, how they relate to the concept in terms of potential advantages and disadvantages, which are the objective conditions in which telework can be applied, and what is the willingness of the Romanian employees to accept such a work style. Additionally, this study attempts to diagnose the real situation regarding telework in Romanian companies. Moreover, the paramount objective of the present research is to verify whether the relationships existing in traditional work contexts are also preserved in telework contexts. Therefore, the link between work–life balance (WLB) and work satisfaction is revised, as well as the impact of autonomy on WLB. Additionally, connections between work autonomy and a series of abilities required to perform telework will be highlighted. The present study provides additional knowledge in the field via the conceptual model that targets the social implications of telework.




2. Literature Review and Hypotheses


Even though in Romania telework is in its initial development stages, in the advanced economies, the concept has been widely researched. However, researchers opinions have not always been convergent in terms of the effects telework has on employees, organizations, and societies overall.



Wojcak et al. [7] shows that the implementation of this new way to organize work activities brings new challenges for leadership, while Onken-Menke et al. [15] present evidence that flexible work schedules, including telework, increase the organization’s attractiveness. Managers have to be trained in relation to the ways in which employees that work remotely could be efficiently managed, and new and effective methods to supervise remote workers are required [16].



Several studies additionally investigated the impact of telework on the environment and on the society as a whole. A special interest was generated by the relationship between telework and traffic jams and pollution generated by cars used to commute [17,18,19]. While Nakanishi [20] questions whether telework has a real contribution to save energy, Shabanpour et al. [21] shows that telework makes a contribution to the decrease of the total daily vehicle miles traveled and the total vehicle hours traveled, as well as the decline in greenhouse gas and particulate matter emissions.



These different results show that the effects of telework are not fully known, hence further investigation is required. In this context, our study aims to explore the effects of telework on Romanian employers and employees since the first regulations of telework have been issued. This research has not favored certain sectors of activity, but has investigated the perception of Romanian employees on telework in general.



2.1. Telework, Work–Life Balance and Teleworkers’ Skills


A significant number of studies have revealed a strong connection between telework and personal–professional life balance in the case of individuals working from home. From the beginning, telework has been associated with a flexible work schedule, as numerous studies emphasize that flexibility in choosing the time and the place to work not only supports WLB [22,23,24,25] but also it is frequently a key factor when choosing an employer [24].



In traditional work contexts, there is a positive connection between WLB and work satisfaction level [26]. Consequently, Haar et al. [27] show a positive connection between WLB and professional satisfaction and a negative connection with anxiety and depression. Furthermore, every individual factor of WLB is an essential predictor of the professional satisfaction while professional satisfaction is, conversely, an important indicator of WLB [28].



In the present research, work satisfaction is defined by using the components identified by Zamfir [29], except for those concerning the presence of the employee inside of the enterprise. Consequently, determinant factors of satisfaction will be analyzed, such as: career opportunities, training opportunities, work conditions, and wage [30]. Accordingly, the present study suggests a first hypothesis:

H1. 

Telework satisfaction sources are positively related to work–life balance.







According to other studies, an important issue related to telework is the autonomy concerning the performance of activities. For organizations that grant organizational support and autonomy to employees, telework is an efficient solution [31]. Furthermore, the connection between flexible work practices (FWP) and the organizational attachment is mediated by the autonomy that employees might think they have regarding the structure and control of how, when, and where they can work [15]. A benefit of telework for both employees and employers consists in the increase in the flexibility and autonomy of workers [32,33]. Specifically, teleworkers own the freedom to organize their own activities and to decide where and how to work [6,34]. Consequently, teleworkers feel that they have more control over their activities and more flexibility in scheduling both their regular working hours as well as extra working hours. This flexibility has been positively associated with WLB, specifically as a result of circumstance that family duties are no longer neglected as opposed to professional responsibilities [35,36].



In this context, the present study puts forward a second hypothesis:

H2. 

The autonomy of teleworkers is positively related to work–life balance.







In order to achieve the WLB goals, teleworkers need to possess specific abilities, one of them being the ability to work and to solve problems independently [37]. McNaughton et al. [38] highlighted the need to train remote workers in digital skills and Golden [39] analyzes the effects of telework on burnout. Previously, a number of researchers have associated burnout with a set of negative results such as growing absenteeism, employees’ high turnover, illnesses, decreasing work satisfaction, and low performances [40]. Hence, reducing burnout could become an objective where telework might make its own contribution [41]. Therefore, an important asset for teleworkers should be the ability to manage the signs of exhaustion, as well as the ability to manage distractions from work.



All these abilities have a positive impact on work satisfaction. The same positive impact is associated with work autonomy [42]. Lopes et al. [43] showed that an increased level of work autonomy is related with an increased well-being of the employees, including an increase of vitality, psychological flexibility, and self-accomplishment.



To conclude, it can be noted that both specific abilities of telework, as well as work autonomy, can generate the increase of work satisfaction for remote workers, which leads to the assumption of the third hypothesis:

H3. 

The autonomy of teleworkers is positively related to telework abilities.








2.2. Social Implications of Telework


The social implications of telework are scrutinized in numerous studies. A series of researchers have analyzed the impact of telework on women with children. Sullivan and Lewis [44] revealed that the main reason for which women accept to work remotely is to take care of their children. This issue has a major impact on WLB since it addresses the possibility to take care of family responsibilities, which is an important indicator of WLB [45]. WLB can also be achieved through better time management [46,47] and through stress reduction [48,49,50]. All these aspects can have a positive influence on employees’ health [47,51]. In this way, the positive effects of telework on the individuals become real social implications, by increasing the number of employees and reducing health care costs (in Romania they are paid especially by national health insurance budget), to mention just these examples.



Various researchers investigated the durable effects of telework. Hynes [52] (p. 237) analyzes “the true social and environmental implications of individuals working from home”. Also, Hynes [53] shows that, in Ireland, telework was an important incentive for shifting toward a sustainable transport model. Telework is perceived as having a positive impact on the environment and climate on account of its sustainable effects on energy consumption [54].



An additional social impact of telework is the decrease in unemployment among people with disabilities and other categories of vulnerable people [31]. The present research focuses on the decline in unemployment among inhabitants of rural areas, who, in Romania, represent a vulnerable social category [55].



Another highly researched consequence is the traffic decrease on the national roads [31,56,57]. Moreover, Chakrabarti [58] shows that telework (on average, at least once a week) is associated with a 15% increase of walking in the time span of a week.



In accordance with, first, the connection between telework and WLB, and second, the social consequences of telework, hypothesis H4 is submitted:

H4. 

WLB is positively related to the social sustainable implications of telework.







As it has been highlighted in the previous sections of this paper, the social consequences of telework are: professional opportunities for women with children, reducing unemployment in rural areas, and decreasing traffic on national roads. These positive effects of telework are constrained by the extent to which employees possess the requisite abilities. Upon analysis of the implementing stages of telework in a number of Japanese companies, Higa and Shin [59] showed that at an early stage, the right employees were selected for telework and additionally, they attended a special training for this new type of work context. Consequently, considering the social consequences of telework and the need for special abilities for such a work context, we suggest the following hypothesis:

H5. 

Telework abilities are positively related to the social sustainable implications of telework.







As a result of the provided hypotheses, the theoretical model that will be tested is presented in Figure 1.





3. Research Methodology


The research goal is to estimate the social implications and the sustainable effects that could be generated by telework. To achieve this goal, a national survey was carried out on a sample of 1180 employees. The statistical population for this study is represented by Romanian employees, the sampling variables being: age, gender, education, and type of employer. The sample structure is presented in Table 1.



Data was collected between 15 May and 4 June 2018 using field operators. They were trained on research purpose, objectives, and the criteria for selecting the sample. Data management was performed using Excel, whereas for data analysis a structural equation modelling (SEM) was designed by use of Warp PLS 5.0 software. Structural equation modelling aims to estimate the dependence relationships among a set of constructs that are incorporated into a model [60] (p. 796).



In the present study, a type of structural equation modelling, Path Least Square (PLS), was used. It involves defining latent variables (constructs) as aggregates of observed variables, while the structural model describes the relationships between these latent variables [61]. All the latent variables incorporated into the model were reflective. The model adequacy was assessed by evaluating the construct reliability and validity.



3.1. Construct Reliability


To validate the designed conceptual model, five latent variables were defined via items measured with a Likert scale (ranging from 1-Strongly disagree to 5-Strongly agree). As shown in Table 2, the composite variables are: satisfaction sources in telework (defined by four items), autonomy of teleworkers (defined by three items), abilities for telework (defined by three items), work–life balance (defined by four items), and social implications of telework (defined by three items).



To assess the internal consistency reliability of the constructs, composite reliability and Cronbach’s Alpha coefficient were estimated. For PLS-SEM the composite reliability is more likely to be applied since Cronbach’s Alpha coefficient presents some limitations [61]. The acceptance threshold for a good reliability is 0.7 [60]. In our research, the values for composite reliability are higher than 0.8, showing a high level of reliability. This idea is also supported by the levels of Cronbach’s Alpha coefficients that are higher than 0.7 [61], except for one latent variable whose value was very close to 0.7, values above 0.5 being considered acceptable [62].




3.2. Construct Validity


In order to evaluate construct validity, convergent and discriminant validity should be assessed. The convergent validity signifies the extent to which a “scale correlates positively with other measures of the same construct” and all factors loadings should be higher than 0.5 (ideally higher than 0.7) and should be statistically significant [63] (p. 702). According to data shown in Table 3, for the items included into the latent variables, the factor loadings are statistically significant (p < 0.01) and exceed 0.7, except for two items that exceed 0.65, which conveys a very good convergent validity. Another measure applied to assess this dimension of validity is the average variance extracted (AVE). This indicator evaluates how much of the variance of the observed variables is explained by the latent variables, the minimum acceptable level being 0.5 [61]. In Table 2, it can be seen that for all latent variables, the values for average variance extracted (AVE) are higher than 0.5, with the latent variables explaining more than 50% of the variance of the observed variables.



Discriminant validity measures the distinctiveness of a construct from other constructs [60]. The loadings of an item with the associated latent variable should be higher than the cross-loadings with other latent variables [61]. As Table 3 shows, this condition is accomplished. By assessing the convergent and discriminant validity, we may conclude that the construct is valid.





4. Results and Discussion


To test the prior suggested hypotheses, a conceptual model was designed which evaluates the relationships between a series of latent variables, in terms of direction, strength, and statistical significance. The path coefficient (β) evaluates the strength of the relationship between two variables, the sign of the path coefficient (positive or negative) indicates the direction of the relationship, and the p-value assesses the statistical significance of this relationship. In order to test the designed model and to determine the path coefficients between the variables of the model, a structural equation modelling procedure was performed, using WarpPLS 5.0 (ScriptWarp Systems, Laredo, TX, USA) software. The resulting model is presented in Figure 2.



The probabilities (p) associated with path coefficients are lower than 0.01, meaning that the relationships between the latent variables are statistically significant. Figure 2 further presents the coefficients of determination R2, which indicate “the proportion of change in the dependent variable that is associated with changes in the independent variable” [64] (p. 296).



Figure 2 shows that the sources of satisfaction in telework have a significant effect on the work–life balance, with the path coefficient β = 0.11, p < 0.01, but the strength of the relationship is weak. Therefore, hypothesis H1 is accepted, which means that the type of satisfaction sources in telework do have an influence on the employees’ work–life balance.



The autonomy of teleworkers has a positive influence on work–life balance, with a path coefficient of β = 0.62, p < 0.01. The autonomy of teleworkers and work–life balance are strongly positively related. Thus, the more employees perceive a greater autonomy associated with telework, the more they have a better work–life balance. Consequently, hypothesis H2 is supported by the results. The sources of satisfaction associated with telework and the autonomy of teleworkers contribute significantly to work–life balance, the coefficient of determination being R2 = 0.43. Thus, the two variables explain 43% of the variation of work–life balance variable.



The autonomy of teleworkers has a positive influence, of moderate strength, over the telework abilities (β = 0.34, p < 0.01), thus hypothesis H3 is accepted. The greater autonomy teleworkers have in performing their professional and personal activities, the more they gain the required abilities for telework, both technical and non-technical. However, the low value of the coefficient of determination R2 = 0.12 shows that the autonomy in performing professional and personal activities only accounts for 12% of telework ability variation. This low value can be explained by the existence of other endogenous variables that could influence the acquiring of necessary abilities in telework.



Between work–life balance and sustainable social implications of telework there is a positive relationship of moderate strength, the value of the path coefficient being β = 0.27, p < 0.01. Consequently, a stable balance between professional and personal life associated with telework conveys positive social implications. The more telework balances the professional and personal life of an employee, the more the society has specific benefits such as: an increased rate of employment among young mothers, a decrease in unemployment rates in rural areas, and traffic decongestion on public roads. Therefore, hypothesis H4 is accepted.



Between telework abilities and sustainable social implications of telework there is a positive relationship of moderate strength (β = 0.36, p < 0.01), therefore H5 is accepted. The required technical and personal abilities for telework contribute to the personal development of the employees, in turn, this allows the involvement in work of categories of people that did not have the possibility to work within a traditional work frame before. Work–life balance and telework abilities account for 24% of the variation of sustainable social implications of telework. This result reveals an outstanding contribution of these variables to the positive effects that telework could generate.




5. Conclusions, Managerial Implications, and Limitations of the Research


The first research outcome shows a significant relationship between sources of telework satisfaction and work–life balance. According to our results, satisfaction sources, such as opportunities for career development and work conditions and remuneration, have a similar impact on WLB in telework as in traditional work activities. This conclusion aligns with other studies that focus on work satisfaction and WLB [27,28]. Moreover, the present study highlights the importance of this relationship in a telework context. A first implication at the organizational level is that managers can use the same motivational tools in teleworking contexts to increase work satisfaction and WLB. Another important implication is that teleworkers do not consider themselves a vulnerable socio-professional category. Quite the opposite, the flexible working schedule could become a competitive advantage for the organization. This perspective is highlighted by Maruyama et al. [24] when analyzing the importance of flexible schedule as a source of employees’ satisfaction.



Another conclusion underlines the assumption that the level of telework autonomy significantly influences WLB. The employee’s control over their professional and personal activities has positive effects on time management, stress level, and other health issues. This perspective is consistent with Chung and Van der Horst’s study [36] on the influence of flexible working hours on managing domestic issues. This result suggests that telework autonomy could increase the employees’ attachment to the organization which consequently could decrease staff turnover and absenteeism, and also promotes the design of sustainable human resource management strategies. Such a strategy could aim, for example, to increase the capacity of enterprises to adapt to Industry 4.0 requirements by adopting digitalization of business in all its aspects [65].



The present research additionally highlights the relationship between the teleworkers’ autonomy and their abilities. Thus, a high degree of autonomy determines employees to develop specific abilities in order to reduce their professional dependence on peers or managers. This perspective is addressed by another study [66] which correlates work autonomy—as a form of job resources—with perceived work abilities. An implication of this result is that teleworkers gain an intrinsic motivation to develop themselves professionally and personally. This could lead to an increase in the efficiency of staff training and development programs supported by the organization and could be a sustainable professional career strategy for the individual.



The final significant conclusion of the study concerns sustainable social implications of telework. Telework proves itself a sustainable work system that allows the access into the labor market of certain socio-professional categories that would otherwise have less employment opportunities (mothers with small children, people living in rural areas etc.). Following the directions set by other researchers [31,44,56,57], the model designed in this paper highlights that telework could generate sustainable social effects both in terms of human resources management (e.g., job opportunities for women with children, reducing unemployment in rural areas), as well as rendering other activities with social implications more efficient (e.g., reducing traffic on public roads). The issue of traffic on public roads has also been investigated from the point of view of time traffic [67], which can be considered a determinant of subjective well-being [68]. This suggests the possibility of biunivocal analysis of the relationship between the individual and social implications of telework. As a consequence, organizations could be more involved in corporate social responsibility activities and try to provide a long-term solution to the problems of the communities they belong to.



The results of the present research can be extrapolated cautiously to other countries, with telework implementation being influenced by various factors (legislative, cultural, technological, and demographic) specific to each country. For example, in Slovakia the employees perceive telework as an informal advantage with a potential positive impact on productivity and satisfaction [69]. Although the telework valence to create a better work–life balance seems quite universal, in France work–life balance is slightly perceived as a favorable factor for telework adoption [67]. However, telework becomes a valid option for large cities where the time spent on travel is high [67]. Corroborating these few examples with our research, a new hypothesis may arise: telework could be perceived more favorable in the Central and Eastern European countries than in Western Europe. This could be a new direction of research. The main limitation of the present study is that the model does not include all factors that could explain the social implications of telework. Therefore, future studies could include other organizational variables (e.g., attitudes of management towards telework) and individual variables (type of personality, socio-demographic variables, etc.).
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Figure 1. The conceptual model of telework implications. 
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Figure 2. The tested model of telework implications. 
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Table 1. The sample structure.
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Variables of the Sample

	
Number of Employees

	
Percent






	
Age

	
18–25 years

	
191

	
16.2%




	
26–35 years

	
270

	
22.9%




	
36–45 years

	
261

	
22.1%




	
46–55 years

	
241

	
20.4%




	
Over 55 years

	
217

	
18.4%




	
Gender

	
Male

	
593

	
50.3%




	
Female

	
587

	
49.7%




	
Education

	
High school

	
209

	
17.7%




	
Post-secondary school

	
93

	
7.9%




	
University

	
659

	
55.8%




	
Postgraduate studies

	
219

	
18.6%




	
Type of Employer

	
Multinational company

	
293

	
24.8%




	
Large Romanian company

	
257

	
21.8%




	
Small and medium-sized Romanian company

	
460

	
39.0%




	
Micro-firm

	
170

	
14.4%




	
Total

	
1180

	
100%
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Table 2. Reliability for latent variables.
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Construct

	
Item

	
Cronbach’s Alpha

	
Composite Reliability

	
AVE






	
Telework satisfaction sources (Source)

	
Source 1

The career options of teleworkers are similar to those of the employees that do not work remotely.

	
0.71

	
0.821

	
0.535




	
Source 2

Teleworkers have the same training opportunities as employees that work in offices.




	
Source 3

The work conditions of teleworkers are similar to those of the employees that work in offices (illuminating, heating, space).




	
Source 4

Teleworkers receive a wage comparable to the one received by people working in offices.




	
Autonomy of teleworkers (Auton)

	
Auton 1

Teleworkers feel they have more control over their activities.

	
0.712

	
0.840

	
0.640




	
Auton 2

Teleworkers have more flexibility to arrange their working schedule.




	
Auton 3

Teleworkers have more flexibility in arranging the schedule that is not work related.




	
Telework abilities (Abil)

	
Abil 1

Teleworkers need to solve their problems independently.

	
0.722

	
0.828

	
0.546




	
Abil 2

Teleworkers need digital literacy skills.




	
Abil 3

Teleworkers must be able to manage the burnout tendency.




	
Abil 4

Teleworkers must manage the work distractions.




	
Work-life balance (Equil)

	
Equil 1

Teleworkers can face better the family responsibilities than office employees.

	
0.743

	
0.839

	
0.565




	
Equil 2

Teleworkers can manage time more efficiently than office workers.




	
Equil 3

Teleworkers face less stress.




	
Equil 4

Teleworkers deal with less work-related health issues.




	
Sustainable social implications of telework (Implic)

	
Implic 1

Telework offers professional opportunities to young mothers.

	
0.694

	
0.831

	
0.621




	
Implic 2

Telework can reduce unemployment rate in the rural areas.




	
Implic 3

Telework could contribute to the decrease of traffic on the public roads.
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Table 3. Combined loadings and cross-loadings.
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	Variab Item
	Source
	Auton
	Abil
	Equil
	Impl
	S.E.
	p Value





	Source 1
	(0.764)
	0.096
	−0.035
	−0.073
	0.026
	0.027
	<0.001



	Source 2
	(0.722)
	−0.122
	−0.093
	0.148
	0.031
	0.027
	<0.001



	Source 3
	(0.712)
	0.015
	0.055
	−0.076
	0.037
	0.027
	<0.001



	Source 4
	(0.725)
	0.006
	0.076
	0.004
	−0.094
	0.027
	<0.001



	Auton 1
	0.016
	(0.657)
	−0.046
	0.500
	−0.013
	0.028
	<0.001



	Auton 2
	0.008
	(0.856)
	0.018
	−0.213
	−0.002
	0.027
	<0.001



	Auton 3
	−0.020
	(0.869)
	0.017
	−0.169
	0.012
	0.027
	<0.001



	Abil 1
	0.029
	0.066
	(0.726)
	−0.059
	0.029
	0.027
	<0.001



	Abil 2
	0.023
	0.044
	(0.687)
	−0.024
	−0.030
	0.027
	<0.001



	Abil 3
	−0.021
	−0.124
	(0.755)
	0.106
	−0.007
	0.027
	<0.001



	Abil 4
	−0.027
	0.020
	(0.785)
	−0.028
	0.007
	0.027
	<0.001



	Equil 1
	−0.031
	0.201
	0.099
	(0.749)
	0.002
	0.027
	<0.001



	Equil 2
	0.012
	0.193
	0.024
	(0.742)
	0.037
	0.027
	<0.001



	Equil 3
	0.006
	−0.072
	−0.079
	(0.777)
	0.000
	0.027
	<0.001



	Equil 4
	0.013
	−0.322
	−0.041
	(0.738)
	−0.040
	0.027
	<0.001



	Implic 1
	0.013
	0.154
	0.078
	−0.120
	(0.821)
	0.027
	<0.001



	Implic 2
	0.028
	0.007
	−0.113
	−0.019
	(0.799)
	0.027
	<0.001



	Implic 3
	−0.045
	−0.178
	0.035
	0.154
	(0.742)
	0.027
	<0.001
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