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Chicago, Illinois, USA

ABSTRACT

Context-specific knowledge on enhancing performance and well-being at work is necessary,
as different contexts pose different advantages and challenges. At the same time, the hybrid
work model is often investigated as a homogeneous work design, despite its varied uses and
locations. For public employees in rural areas, a hybrid work model could contribute to
sustainable work that supports performance and well-being. Yet, little is known about which
factors this group perceives as important or necessary to achieve this. To address this gap, we
recruited 70 public sector employees from a sparsely populated area in Sweden. They
completed a qualitative survey about their psychosocial and organizational hybrid work
environment, performance, and well-being. Our reflexive thematic analysis suggests that (i) an
adequate setup and trust-based leadership, (i) a supportive climate and reasonable demands,
and (iii) work flexibility are central for this specific group. Despite diverse demographic
backgrounds, participants shared similar needs, particularly regarding the importance of
spatial and temporal flexibility, empowerment, and trust-based leadership. Our results
contribute to the Job Demands-Resources model by qualitatively exploring perceptions of
resources and demands, identifying factors that support performance and well-being when
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using a hybrid work model within a public organization in rural Sweden.

Introduction

A hybrid work model allows employees to combine
onsite (i.e. office) and remote (e.g. at home) work
(Eurofound, 2023a; Halford, 2005) with enhanced
performance (Wang et al, 2021) and well-being
(Galanti et al., 2021; Godbersen et al., 2022; Vander
Elst et al, 2020) as positive outcomes. Supporting
sustainable work (Ferreira et al., 2021; Hopkins &
Bardoel, 2023) aligns with the United Nations’ global
sustainable development goals (2015), particularly
the goals of well-being (SDG3) and decent working
conditions and economic growth (SDG8). As such, in
the USA, allowing work from home (to some extent)
has increased disability employment, thus improving
the inclusion of a vulnerable group into the work-
force (Bloom et al, 2024). Furthermore, the hybrid

work model has supported migration from the city
centers; yet, moving away from the office induces
longer commutes for the onsite days (Ramani et al,,
2024). Nevertheless, the hybrid work model contrib-
utes to the growing trend of individuals relocating
from metropolitan and urban areas to rural commu-
nities, where tourist destinations like ski resorts are
desirable for relocation (Rex & Westlund, 2024).
Similarly, this shift provides organizations in rural
areas with increased opportunities to attract talent
that is not place-dependent, and employees benefit
from shorter commutes and increase their use of
local services, thereby supporting the SDG11 in the
sustainability of small communities (The Swedish
National Audit Office, 2024). In Australia, with vast
rural areas, the hybrid work model has been used for
a long time to support employees living outside the
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city centers (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2024). In
Sweden’s neighboring countries, Norway and Finland,
the use of the hybrid work model differed signifi-
cantly pre-pandemic. In Norway, the hybrid work
model has been frequently implemented
post-pandemic, whereas in Finland, the public sector
has used remote work long before the pandemic to
attract and retain necessary talent (Milasi et al., 2020;
Nordregio, 2024). While the benefits of the hybrid
work model can extend to multiple sectors, they
hold particular significance for public organizations
in rural regions that want to deliver services rooted
in the local community.

However, previous studies with heterogeneous
samples of hybrid workers show diverse contributors
to performance and well-being, thus, sustainable
work (Babapour Chafi et al,, 2021; Eng et al, 2024;
Grobelny, 2023). While these studies are central in
showing the diversity and sometimes contradictory
needs of employees in different contexts, now there
is a request for context-specific knowledge of hybrid
work, taking into account geographic location (e.g.
urban or rural) and the specific type of sector (e.g.
public or private), to provide new insights (Aksoy
et al., 2022; Eurofound, 2023b; Swedish Agency for
Work Environment Expertise, 2020).

With this in mind, our study aimed to offer insights
into factors that can contribute to sustainable work for
public employees in sparsely populated regions. The
Job Demands-Resources model (JD-R model) serves as
a comprehensive, flexible, and intuitive framework that
is widely used to examine factors that either support
or hinder work performance and well-being across var-
ious contexts (e.g. Bakker & Demerouti, 2018; Demerouti
& Bakker, 2023; Pienaar & Willemse, 2008; Salanova
et al, 2005; Schaufeli, 2017). Consequently, the JD-R
model was a part of our pre-understanding for explor-
ing the resources and demands experienced by public
employees using the hybrid work model in a sparsely
populated region of Sweden.

The job demands-resources model

Schaufeli (2017) argues that the JD-R model (Bakker
& Demerouti, 2017; Demerouti et al.,, 2001) provides
insights into the psychological factors that influence
stress and motivation in the workplace. Hence, the
JD-R model combines the occupational health per-
spective (i.e. reducing job stress and burnout) with
the human resources approach (i.e. enhancing work
performance), explaining how different actions can
foster a healthier and more motivated workforce
(Schaufeli, 2017). The JD-R model explains how work

conditions affect different outcomes; for instance, an
imbalance between job demands and resources can
harm employees’ work engagement and health
(Demerouti et al, 2001; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004).
According to this view, job demands are related to
aspects of work that require an investment of cogni-
tive, emotional, and or physical resources (e.g. when
employees carry out work tasks and participate in
meetings). In contrast, resources are social, organiza-
tional, and personal factors that support goal fulfill-
ment and reduce the strain cost of job demands
(Bakker & Demerouti, 2017). Both personal aspects
related to employees’ internal resources, such as their
cognitive ability to solve problems, and organiza-
tional aspects, such as a reasonable workload, auton-
omy, and time for recovery, are central in this model
(Xanthopoulou et al., 2009).

Overall, when demands and resources are per-
ceived as satisfactorily balanced, work can be com-
prehensible, manageable, and meaningful, which
tends to strengthen employee engagement (Grgdal
et al, 2019), resilience, and adaptation to new cir-
cumstances (Mittelmark et al., 2022). Accordingly, as
hybrid work requires employees to juggle between
the different elements of spatial (e.g. workplaces,
locations), virtual (e.g. synchronous/asynchronous
interaction), social (e.g. task or relatedness-oriented
interactions), and temporal (e.g. frequency and dura-
tion) factors (Eurofound, 2023a), adaptation and resil-
ience to change might be particularly important for
their performance and well-being. It has also been
established that work flexibility combined with
autonomy contributes to control over one’s work life,
increasing intrinsic motivation and work performance
(Deci & Ryan, 2008; Halvari et al., 2021; Nagshbandi
et al,, 2024; Ryan & Deci, 2017). However, even if the
possibility to make decisions can be perceived as a
resource, it can also be perceived as a demand; the
outcome of autonomy depends on factors such as
job design (Dettmers & Bredehoft, 2020) and per-
sonal resources.

Relatedly, information and communication tech-
nologies (ICT), a prerequisite for remote work, can
also be seen as a resource offering autonomy in
when and where to work, yet also as a demand if
employees lack the opportunity to disconnect
(Eurofound, 2024). Feeling overwhelmed by demands
for connectivity relates to the work-life balance (WLB)
concept, which is defined by an individual's percep-
tion of the balance between work and non-work
activities and life in general (WLB: Brough et al.,
2014). Furthermore, regardless of whether they are
working onsite or remotely, workers express similar



management needs; to managers, however, remote
work requires virtual leadership (Lundqvist & Wallo,
2023; Mourdo et al.,, 2021), which increases managers’
perceived work strain (La Torre et al, 2019; Nielsen
et al, 2017). Nevertheless, since ICTs support work
away from the office, they can fulfill a greater pur-
pose in preserving small communities where people
can use local services and simultaneously lower their
carbon footprint through fewer commutes, thus
being positive for the climate.

Recent studies suggest that working from home
increases stress and reduces WLB, thus harming
employees’ well-being (Aksoy et al, 2022; Olafsen
et al.,, 2024; Soga et al., 2022). However, many bene-
fits of the hybrid work model are also found in other
studies, such as increased inclusion and thriving of
rural communities, as well as improved productivity,
WLB, and well-being (Bloom et al., 2024; Eurofound,
2024a; Hopkins & Bardoel, 2023; Nagshbandi et al.,
2024; The Swedish National Audit Office, 2024). These
contradictory findings suggest that we need to
explore which actions support a healthy and moti-
vated workforce when combining work at the office
and from home (Demerouti & Bakker, 2023). To
achieve this, we used the JD-R model to explore
which hybrid work factors public employees in a
sparsely populated region perceive as supportive (or
detrimental) to performance and well-being.

Method
Participants and recruitment

Of our total sample of 109 public employees, 70
(64%) completed the survey in the spring of 2022.
All participants worked in a large public organization
in a sparsely populated region of northern Sweden,
which spreads over a geographical territory similar to
the surface of the Netherlands (ca. 130000 inhabi-
tants, population density = 2.7 inhabitants per square
kilometer). When the public organization saw media
reports about the authors’ ongoing research on
hybrid work, they reached out for collaboration.
Accordingly, participants were recruited through pur-
posive sampling (since this recruitment method sup-
ports gathering informative and contextually relevant

Table 1. Complete demographics of the sample.
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data; Quinn Patton, 2015). The organization’s human
resource department subsequently informed the per-
sonnel working under these managers about the
research project.

The inclusion criteria were to be at least 18years of
age, to be employed in the organization (regardless of
the employment degree), and to have a hybrid work-
place solution. In this study, hybrid work meant that
employees were allowed to work from different places
to some extent (i.e. mainly but not only working onsite
or remotely, or working equally onsite and remotely).
Of our sample, 15 participants were managers, and 55
were employees who were non-managers. Participants
were aged 30 to 68years (M=48years, SD=9.58years).
Proportionally to the gender distribution in this sector,
48 participants reported identifying themselves as a
woman (69%; M=49years, SD=9.53years), 17 as a
man (24%; M=48years, SD=9.45years), one reported
not being sure and four refrained from providing their
gender (7%; M=38years, SD=6.34years). Participants’
distance between their home and the office in the
city varied from living nearby (having less than a kilo-
meter), whereas others had 100 to 200 kilometers;
thus, some lived in the region’s capital and others in
the countryside. Since success factors and WLB can be
affected depending on whether one has children at
home (Yerkes et al., 2022, 2024), we also asked partic-
ipants to provide whether they had children, which
the majority did. For the complete demographics of
the sample, see Table 1.

Procedure and material

Since the participants were spread over a geograph-
ically large area, an online survey was used to collect
data (Braun et al, 2021). In addition, since our
method for analysis of data (i.e. a reflexive thematic
analysis [RTA]) is about seeing patterns across the
cases rather than finding meaning within individual
cases when having many respondents (compared to
a few interviews with lengthy answers), even shorter
data points can provide rich data (Braun & Clarke,
2022a). The Research Ethics Committee of Mid
Sweden University reviewed the study (January 2022)
and raised no objections from an ethical point of
view. Participants were informed about the topic and

Gender Age Children Degree of work Role Main workplace distribution
n (%) M (range) Yes No 1-50% 51-100% Manager Worker Onsite Remote 50/50
Male 17 (24%) 48 (30-63) 11 6 1 16 4 13 8 6 3
Female 48 (69%) 49 (31-68) 28 20 4 44 10 38 15 22 1
Other? 5 (7%) 38 (30-45) 3 2 1 4 1 4 1 2 2

Note. ?Reflects participants being unsure (n=1) or unwilling to tell their gender (n=4) identity (labeled as ‘they’ in the results).
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aim of the study, and that participation was volun-
tary and anonymous. After that, participants con-
sented actively to their participation, data storage,
and processing. The survey was distributed via the
online survey platform Qualtrics. Incomplete answers
were automatically deleted after one week to respect
participants’ right to withdraw at any moment.

The survey consisted of three parts. In the first
part, participants were asked background questions
about their work situation, such as role, primary
workplace localization, and whether they worked
part-time or full-time. In the second part, broad
open-ended questions asked participants to express
factors of importance in their choice of workplace
location (e.g. Which factors are most important to you
when choosing a work location?), their perception of
what in general contributes to work-related health
(What do you think contributes to work-related health?),
and to sustainable hybrid work conditions (e.g. What
do you think contributes to a good organizational
hybrid work environment? What do you think contrib-
utes to a good psychosocial hybrid work environment?).
In the third and final part, demographic questions
regarding age, gender identity, and children were
asked. Participants were also allowed to elaborate on
anything they would like to add (You have now
answered the entire questionnaire. Is there anything
else you would like to add?). Participant information
and questions were in Swedish and presented in the
same order to all participants.

Data analysis

Demographic data were compiled using IBM SPSS
statistics 27. Qualitative data were analyzed through
the six interactive phases of the reflexive thematic
analysis (RTA), as suggested by Braun and Clarke
(2006, 2019, 2023). When using RTA, the goal is:
‘Telling a story of patterned meaning, based on a
range of data and participants. It is not to provide a
case study of a single person’s experiences. Our task
is one of interpretation, of making sense of what our
data set (not just an individual participant) tells us,
based on the skills and wider knowledge we bring to
the process’ (Braun & Clarke, 2022b, p.215). Therefore,
to follow the method presented by Braun and Clarke,
coding was not merely conducted question by ques-
tion or case by case. Each respondent’s perceptions
are more or less represented within the themes. The
length of the answers varied greatly within and
across respondents, with some questions triggering
more elaborate answers, such as questions covering
interaction with colleagues (i.e. psychosocial aspects)

or routines for hybrid work (organizational aspects).
The answers given by the respondents were, on aver-
age, 21 words long across participants and questions.
However, some respondents needed many words
(e.g. 95 words) to say the same thing that another
respondent could express with one sentence (e.g. 15
words). Hence, a short answer could be as much or
even more substantial than a lengthy one. However,
since we looked at patterns across the whole range
of data, short and long answers together provided
rich data for the RTA. In line with our explorative
stance, no pre-defined categories were brought into
the RTA.

Within RTA, the researcher’s pre-understanding is
actively used, given that codes can differ between
researchers; as such, there is no ‘correct’ set of codes
to be measured (Braun & Clarke, 2022b). Therefore,
inter-coder reliability is not applicable within RTA
(Braun & Clarke, 2023). The first author conducted
phases one to five of the analysis, and all authors
actively participated in completing the report in
phase six. In the first phase, the whole dataset was
printed out as a full-length text and case by case so
we could make sure that answers were evenly dis-
tributed within and across participants’ responses (i.e.
not just one or two very expressive respondents or
respondents copy/pasting the same answer to all
questions). Thereafter, the data was familiarized by
reading the dataset several times. The text was
marked, notes were taken, and questions related to
the overall aim of the study were held. In the second
phase, a Word document was used, the relevant text
was highlighted again, and initial codes were
created. Throughout the coding process, coding
remained close to the data and in line with the
explorative stance of the study. After that, all codes
were transferred into a new document to create a
condensed and clear overview of all codes across the
dataset. In phase three, codes related to the same
area were clustered (and re-clustered) together into
groups of codes. In the fourth phase, the groups of
codes were sorted into candidate themes represent-
ing areas of relevance for factors facilitating sustain-
able work when using a hybrid work model. To
ensure that the analysis was still close to the data,
the whole dataset was re-read as a mass of text and
case by case. By re-reading all data case by case and
deriving quotes from the dataset, it became clear
that the three themes represented patterns across
the dataset (i.e. not just a few expressive cases nor a
specific demographic group). In phase five, candidate
themes were labeled and conceptualized to present
distinct, informative, and meaningful stories of the



participant’s perceptions and experiences, as well as
the researcher’s interpretation. In the sixth and final
phase, the first draft of the report was written by the
first author; all authors revised subsequent drafts.
Within our results, quotes are used illustratively,
meaning that they are not vital to understanding the
overall story of the analysis; they are used to provide
transparency on participants’ voices related to the
themes. The data extracts (translated from Swedish
into English by the first author) represent different
levels of abstraction from semantic (e.g. overt,
explicit) to latent (e.g. underlying, implicit) content
(Braun et al., 2021). Within the results, to show voices
from different demographic groups, quotes from
workers are presented with a participant number
(P#), gender identity (i.e. female, male, they), and
when having children at home (e.g. P28, female, par-
ent); however, to avoid the risk of identification, the
smaller group of managers was not presented by
gender nor parenthood, only by their role as manag-
ers (e.g. P54, manager). Since RTA is about telling a
story about patterns and the researcher’s interpreta-
tion, data were not quantified. As such, our results
are seen as patterns found across the participants.
However, in cases where a pattern was not found
across participants, but the content of the answer
was of high value or interest, we report these results
and specify that ‘a few’ respondents expressed this
opinion or had that experience. In this study, ‘a few’
represents answers from 1 to 5 participants.

Researcher perspective

Since the researcher is no tabula rasa, the RTA is
influenced by their experiences, perspectives, and
theoretical stance, which requires information on the
researcher who mainly performed the analyses (Braun
& Clarke, 2023). The first author, who conducted
phases one to five of the RTA, is a public employee
who has been using the hybrid work model for over
20years, mainly in the same geographic region where
the study was conducted. In addition, she brings
a constructivist worldview into the semi-inductive
approach, where the semantic content is of primary
interest while exploring factors that public employ-
ees experience as supporting sustainable work when
using a hybrid work model. As Braun and Clarke
(2022b) described, an inductive-deductive approach
exists on a continuum and not as opposites, which
was met by continuous reflections on how the
authors’ worldview, theoretical knowledge, and expe-
riences were brought into the analysis.
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Results

Three main themes were generated from the qualita-
tive data regarding which hybrid work factors public
employees in a sparsely populated region perceive
as supportive (or detrimental) to performance and
well-being: (1) Adequate setup and trust-based lead-
ership for well-functioning hybrid work; (2) Supportive
climate and reasonable demands for balanced work
conditions; and (3) Work flexibility for public employ-
ees in a rural region to prosper. Overall, despite their
varied demographic background, most respondents
showed similar patterns of requests and needs in
support of performance and well-being when using
the hybrid work model.

Adequate setup and trust-based leadership for
well-functioning rural hybrid work

The first theme was based on responses regarding
how organizational regulations, interpretations, phys-
ical work environments, and trust-based leadership
serve as the fundamental components for effective
and well-structured work onsite and remotely.

Organizational hybrid work regulations and
interactive physical work environment
Participants expressed that organizational-level regula-
tion of hybrid work needs to be clear and outspoken.
When the overall rules are set regarding how often
and where to work remotely, employees can plan their
work and leisure time: ‘To achieve a good organiza-
tional work environment in the supposedly “new
normal” (...). You need to find a mix like “these days
we are at the office for physical meetings,” and if you
do this right (...), it will be a win-win situation for
everyone’ (P44, manager). Participants also exemplified
how the opposite, namely managers applying organi-
zational policies in an unclear or inconsistent way,
frustrates workers: ‘The regulations must be transpar-
ent, as each manager seems to interpret them accord-
ing to their own opinions. Our managers say that the
rules do not allow work from home unless there are
special reasons (...), while other managers allow work-
ing from home a few days a week’ (P50, female).
Furthermore, participants stated that a communi-
cation plan is necessary to achieve supportive and
productive interactions. They described that commu-
nicating guidelines on when, where, and how to be
available supports workflow, performance, recovery,
and WLB. Participants also held the importance of
having a functional onsite and remote work setup,
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including ergonomic office furniture and suitable ICT
solutions. Different areas promoting deep individual
focus (e.g. quiet rooms) or collaboration and creativ-
ity (e.g. open spaces, room for digital meetings)
should be provided at the office. Three participants
expressed: ‘Well-being and social contacts are import-
ant aspects of the regular workplace [...] thus phys-
ical spaces for spontaneous social meetings' (P52,
male), ‘A balance between working alone and in an
environment with my colleagues (P6, manager), and
‘Balance between creative meetings and the oppor-
tunity to work undisturbed, and to work in an envi-
ronment that facilitates movement’ (P40, female).

Trust-based leadership

According to the participants, feeling trusted by their
manager led to a greater sense of empowerment as
well as autonomy in planning and solving tasks,
which resulted in positive work outcomes. Participants
suggest that the organizational structure needs to
support trust-based leadership since a strict hierar-
chical structure cannot foster trust at all organiza-
tional levels. A manager expressed: ‘An organization
that promotes a supportive and non-hierarchical cul-
ture based on trust and confidence in its workers is
crucial for a healthy work environment. [...] Recently,
| have noticed that we have become more anxious
about making mistakes [...], making workers less
willing to make their own decisions’ (P30, they).

Respondents connected transparency to decision-
making, wherein they wished to be included in some
decisions but left out of others, as well as their manag-
ers backing them up: ‘Involved in decisions (can be
information about content, direction, and alternative
outcomes), but also that the manager takes the lead in
difficult decisions and leads the way for their workers’
(P5, female). According to the respondents, leadership
based on control is ineffective and considered obsolete.
When the manager directly or indirectly requests work-
ers to seek ‘permission’ before making decisions, it can
harm momentum and commitment: ‘Today, so much is
controlled that | sometimes feel that it becomes hard
to do my work’ (P57, female, parent), and ‘The trust
between manager and employee is the most important
thing for me. To be shown trust and not have to “ask
for permission” for everything, all the time, as if you
were a child’ (P50, female).

Also, leadership showing trust in their workers’
skills, abilities, and capacity to perform well was
emphasized. Three workers expressed: ‘That the com-
petence that each person possesses being valued’
(P28, female, parent), and: ‘To be able to focus on

what | am employed to do [...] to have the opportu-
nity to do it [work] as well as | can’ (P57, female, par-
ent), as well as: ‘Clear management and division of
roles, permissive organization, and sense of participa-
tion as well as the possibility of influencing one’s
work situation’ (P1, they). They also expressed the
importance of work being meaningful not just to
themselves but to their organization and the wider
community. When stimulating tasks aligned with the
skills, participants found work more meaningful. For
instance: ‘Possibility to impact your work situation,
feeling trusted by managers and colleagues, and
knowing that your work matters to others’ (P12,
female, parent), and: ‘Work under my responsibility
so that | can plan the work. Then, it is possible to
achieve a work-life balance that supports well-being.
[...] | feel that goal fulfillment increases when man-
agers give space to their workers’ (P39, female,
parent).

Supportive climate and reasonable demands for
balanced work conditions

The second theme was based on responses on pro-
moting equality and safety through inclusive, respect-
ful, and supportive interactions. It also highlighted
the importance of managers’ support in setting per-
formance expectations and work priorities, as well as
establishing reasonable demands and expectations
of commitment.

Safe, respectful, and supportive interactions

Collaboration and social interaction were highlighted
as essential parts of the working life. Some partici-
pants expressed a need for frequent contact, both
onsite and remotely: ‘Not only meeting online but
also in person. (...) That you have someone to share
information and discuss ideas’ (P35, female, parent). In
contrast, others preferred the remote days to be less
interactive or interruptive. However, the most domi-
nant interaction aspect was the participants’ request
for a safe conversational climate with an inclusive and
respectful atmosphere where everyone’s input is
equally valued. Thus, providing interactions without
fear of social punishment (e.g. being belittled, mocked,
or excluded): ‘An accepting atmosphere where no
topics are off the table, so workers dare to express
thoughts and feelings to the work group. Openness
and a humble attitude between colleagues, who help
each other unpretentiously and non-hierarchically.
Where you dare to ‘expose weaknesses/lack of knowl-
edge’ to learn and develop together’ (P13, female).



A safe climate was also associated with individual dif-
ferences in skills and opinions being seen as a
strength: ‘Safe working climate (psychosocial), cooper-
ation between colleagues [...] with permission to
make mistakes, allow everyone to be who they are
and think what they want, see the strength in differ-
ences’ (P47, female) and ‘That one’s knowledge, skills,
and experiences are used and that one is not dimin-
ished. A leadership without domination techniques’
(P55, female).

Also, participants expressed that an available and
supportive manager fosters a positive psychosocial
climate, especially when using a non-hierarchical
approach: ‘Managers who respect their workers, sup-
port them and create a safe and pleasant work envi-
ronment’ (P52, male) and ‘Good tone of conversation
in the work group where everyone gets to speak and
has equal value regardless of “position™ (P57, female,
parent). Some participants linked manager availabil-
ity and support to observing work performance and
interacting with workers. In contrast, others associ-
ated it with answering workers’ questions and pro-
viding support: ‘To quickly and effectively get
feedback and support from my boss and to feel con-
fident that the boss backs me up’ (P56, manager).

Reasonable workload and expectations of work
commitment

To create decent working conditions, participants
described how managers should explicitly communi-
cate work goals, available resources, and performance
expectations: ‘Clear goals and structure, coupled with
autonomy and accountability, should be comple-
mented by constructive feedback and growth oppor-
tunities’ (P3, they), and ‘Clarity and transparency! Clear
but flexible management! If there are strict require-
ments, frameworks, and guidelines, help must also be
adapted accordingly. Access to support’ (P9, they, par-
ent). Further, participants expressed a need for man-
ager support in prioritization since knowing when to
take shortcuts and when to perform well saves time
and reduces stress. A worker said: ‘Management that
understands the employee’s situation. A good dia-
logue between manager and workers, as well as par-
ticipation and transparency in the processes’ (P51,
male, parent). Participants describe that transparency
in expectations and work goals supports autonomy,
empowerment, and willingness to invest time and
effort in organizational matters. Through transpar-
ency, it becomes easier to understand, accept, and
support changes: ‘Transparent and clear leadership,
where the entire workgroup highlights structures
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together and works with evaluations and improve-
ment work, not only on paper but that time is set
aside for it and that it is recurring’ (P12, female,
parent).

Participants highlight that a reasonable workload
is essential for WLB and well-being, as well as reflec-
tion, collaboration, and regular breaks. Participants
related unreasonable workload to overtime and feel-
ings of inadequacy. A manager expressed: ‘Politicians
and senior managers should have reasonable expec-
tations and understand that we cannot do every-
thing at once. Also, we should have the opportunity
to prioritize, say no, and not have to work more than
eight hours’ (P15). Another more latent aspect in the
responses was the desire for reasonable expectations
of work commitment and not being required to han-
dle work-related issues while on vacation or sick
leave: ‘To feel that everything does not depend on
oneself. Feeling secure in taking sick leaves or vaca-
tions, knowing there will be a backup handling
urgent matters’ (P35, female, parent). A male worker
with children said: ‘Being able to disconnect from
work when not working is influenced by the work-
place and work planning, allowing how to let go of
work’ (P10).

Work flexibility for public employees in a rural
region to prosper

When the respondents experience supportive organi-
zational (theme 1) and social (theme 2) conditions,
they express that the hybrid work model can facili-
tate sustainable work. The third theme was based on
responses about how spatial and temporal flexibility
is experienced and in support of work performance,
WLB, and well-being.

Spatial and temporal flexibility was valued
resources

Participants expressed positive feelings towards spa-
tial and temporal flexibility: ‘A freer, more flexible
way of working will benefit employers and employ-
ees. Of course, there can also be problems, which
may not be [good] for everyone. However, for many,
this opportunity can provide an increased standard
of living' (P43, female) and: ‘Freedom to be able to
control where and how the workday/week is best
laid out concerning deadlines, meetings, private life,
need for recovery, contributes to best efficiency and
increased well-being’ (P24, female, parent). As such,
spatial flexibility was a highly valued resource, pro-
viding them with the freedom to take control over
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their daily life. Furthermore, temporal flexibility was
also experienced positively: ‘The fact that we have
flexible hours at my job affects my well-being a lot.
| work best in the afternoons and early evenings, so
being able to work during this time of the day has a
positive effect on work quality as well’ (P17, female,
parent). As such, spatial and temporal flexibility was
mainly seen as resources, yet respondents highlight
that this may not be true for all employees.

Performance, WLB, and well-being outcomes
Spatial and temporal flexibility was seen as valued
resources in support of performance, WLB, and
well-being. Spatial flexibility was expressed to pro-
vide the best workplace solutions. For example, the
quiet environment at home was experienced as
essential for their focus, effectiveness, and productiv-
ity, whereas social belonging, collaboration, and cre-
ativity were supported when working onsite. In
addition, the time gained from fewer commutes was
used for work activities such as preparing before
meetings, reflecting on work, and taking regular
work breaks, leading to a healthier and less stressful
workday. A participant illustrates her perceptions of
the remote part of hybrid work: ‘(...) it has dramati-
cally improved my life, not commuting or sharing
office space. | can be there for my children and have
time for leisure activities, mine and my children’s,
without any stress. At the same time, there are ample
opportunities to do an excellent job while primarily
working from home’ (P21, manager).

Participants reported using the increased spare
time for health-promoting activities, such as exercise
and recovery: ‘Avoiding long travel times back and
forth to work provides more free time and recovery.
Physical activity should be rewarded’ (P52, male). They
also used the extra spare time on family and friends:
‘When the children have activities, | can work at home
and avoid the stress of getting home on time. Since |
live in the countryside, reduced travel time lowers my
stress’ (P33, manager). They described that when
working onsite, personal matters must occur before or
after work (e.g. driving the kids to school or taking a
walk with the dog) and not in between; in contrast,
when working remotely, participants described how
work and life could be intertwined: ‘The balance
between work and leisure, the opportunity to work
flexibly - take a long walk at lunch in beautiful
weather and work a little longer in the afternoon or
start earlier in the morning’ (P67, manager).

On the contrary, when strict boundaries between
work and leisure were needed, a few participants

perceived challenges with remote work: ‘Work at the
workplace and free time outside the workplace, thus
clearly distinguish between work and leisure for
good health’ (P70, female). Also, for a few, there were
work-from-home challenges related to an inadequate
physical work environment and a lack of social inter-
actions. In these cases, the remote part of hybrid
work provided gained time from fewer commutes to
the price of indecent organizational and social work
conditions. However, to some participants, the hybrid
work model provided more than the support of per-
formance, WLB, and work-related well-being; it made
it possible for employees to settle down in a place
with the mountains in its backyard: ‘I am not forced
to live near the main office [...] which means that |
can live in a place where | feel good with closeness
to nature, friends, and an active leisure time’ (P6,
manager).

Discussion

This study explored which hybrid work factors public
employees in a sparsely populated region perceive as
supportive (or detrimental) to performance and
well-being. Through RTA, three main themes were
generated, namely (1) Adequate setup and trust-based
leadership for well-functioning hybrid work; (2)
Supportive climate and reasonable demands for bal-
anced work conditions; and (3) Work flexibility for
public employees in a rural region to prosper. The
themes present factors that can contribute to sustain-
able work (United Nations, 2015) with well-being
(SDG3), decent work conditions, and economic growth
(SDG8), as well as thriving communities (SDG11)
within this specific context of public employees in a
sparsely populated region. Importantly, contrary to
previous research on the hybrid work model with het-
erogeneous samples showing diverse needs (Babapour
Chafi et al,, 2021; Eng et al.,, 2024; Nagshbandi et al.,
2024), our sample, despite its heterogeneous demo-
graphic and large differences in the distance to the
centralized office (i.e.less than 1 km to 200km),
showed mainly homogeneous patterns of needs and
requests related to the support of their performance
and well-being. We elaborate on the results related to
geographical location, organizational affiliation, and
how resources and demands (i.e. the JD-R model) are
perceived within this specific hybrid work context.
This suggests that the specific context (i.e. public
actor in a sparsely populated region) plays a major
role in determining which factors will promote perfor-
mance and well-being in a hybrid work model.



Setting the stage through organizational
regulations and trust-based leadership

Firstly, respondents expressed a need for organizational-
level regulations and interpretations of hybrid work.
Also, in line with previous research, they requested a
good work setup with appropriate ICT solutions and
digital security, both onsite and remotely (Ferreira
et al,, 2021), as well as a joint level of digital maturity
within the workgroup to support inclusive digital col-
laboration (Swedish Agency for Work Environment
Expertise, 2020). Through consistent ICT skills and
interpretation, the digital divide can become less
prominent (Sostero et al., 2020). Nevertheless, our
results show that work flexibility risks building a psy-
chological contract of unreasonable availability and
work commitment, thus fostering a work climate
where public managers and workers rarely discon-
nect from work. For public sector employees, citizens
depend on them to meet deadlines and ensure their
work performance never fails, which increases the
pressure on work commitment. This aligns with
research indicating that having the flexibility of
working from home may hamper WLB and well-being
(Aksoy et al,, 2022; Olafsen et al., 2024; Soga et al,
2022), thus not being the resources most knowledge
workers opt for.

Hence, participants’ requests for a communication
plan become highly relevant within this context. (Un)
reasonable expectations of work commitment relate
to organizational and social aspects of the JD-R
model since it includes policies that set the stage for
hybrid interactions and social expectations from
managers and co-workers regarding work availability.
When being explicit regarding interactional expecta-
tions, the cognitive, physical, and emotional demands
of the JD-R model can be reduced. The organiza-
tional resources of explicitly expressing a communi-
cational plan regarding how, where, and when to
interact seem particularly important when using a
hybrid work model. Through clarity, availability
demands can be reduced, thus fostering organiza-
tional work conditions to support WLB and well-being
(Grobelny, 2023; Molino et al., 2020; Swedish Agency
for Work Environment Expertise, 2021; The Swedish
Work Environment Authority, 2018).

Secondly, participants requested trust-based lead-
ership, supporting autonomy, and work flexibility in
a way not seen in previous research. Thus, our results
add to the JD-R model by suggesting that these fac-
tors are of greater importance for public employees
in rural regions when using a hybrid work model.
Our results also support that managers offering
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empowerment to their workers facilitate performance
and well-being (Legood et al., 2021), while managers
with an excessive need for control seem to diminish
these positive outcomes. However, since the public
sector has a great responsibility to the citizens, there
are built-in control systems to avoid mistakes, a sys-
tem that, if inadequately designed, is at risk of coun-
teracting a trust-based and non-hierarchical culture.
Furthermore, as suggested by the JD-R model,
depending on the respondent’s personal resources,
such as the ability to structure and plan work,
empowerment was a resource to some and a demand
to others (Dettmers & Bredehoft, 2020). Thus, to
respondents perceiving empowerment as a resource,
it contributed to increasing their WLB. On the other
hand, to respondents experiencing empowerment as
a demand, this contributed to lowering their WLB.
Thus, managers need to be observant of their work-
ers’ abilities in planning and conducting onsite and
remote work. Most respondents requested that
hybrid work be permanently implemented. However,
our results also indicate that the hybrid work model
may not suit all employees’ situations, abilities, and
needs, particularly for those who require clear bound-
aries between work and personal life, and for those
who need daily in-person support and social interac-
tion (Ferreira et al., 2021; Olafsen et al., 2024). Hence,
hybrid work conditions become a double-edged
sword when public employees state that hybrid work
conditions should be regulated on an organizational
level. Indeed, when a manager does not follow the
regulations and reduces remote workdays, it can
indicate a low level of trust (Legood et al., 2021), or
it can mean that the manager knows that the remote
part of hybrid work, to some extent, is not a good
match for some of their workers. Consequently, pub-
lic managers must solve a complex puzzle to facili-
tate sustainable work in which organizational, team,
and employee needs and goals are met (Contreras
et al,, 2020; Lundqvist & Wallo, 2023).

Balanced work conditions through support,
safety, and reasonable demands

Thirdly, a prominent psychosocial aspect was the
request for a group climate based on safety. When
using a critical lens on what participants want and
do not want, a strive for increased equality becomes
evident. However, our results indicated a hierarchical
structure and interactional climate where this was
not taken for granted. Expressions about being able
to expose weaknesses, lack of knowledge, and
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making mistakes were related to a request for vul-
nerability without entailing the risk of social punish-
ment or exclusion from the group. These factors are
at the core of the concept of psychological safety in
which employees perceive no or low interpersonal
risk-taking (e.g. fear of embarrassment, criticism, or
social exclusion) when they speak up, surface con-
cerns, and disagree openly (Edmondson, 1999, 2019).
In groups with a high level of psychological safety,
belonging and learning can prosper (Edmondson &
Lei, 2014). Participative safety is a related concept
that matches the respondents’ expressions, in which
employees perceive that they, without fear of nega-
tive consequences, can experiment and participate in
decision-making processes (Anderson & West, 1998).
Accordingly, when public employees in a rural region
pose psychological and participative safety chal-
lenges, decision-making, creativity, and team innova-
tion can deteriorate, thus putting them at risk of
providing less adequate and effective public service.
Therefore, resources such as a safe group climate
and supportive leadership are central within public
organizations. This can be understood in light of the
high societal demands on these employees and the
expectations that public employees should be effec-
tive and never make mistakes.

Furthermore, in line with previous research (e.g.
Lundqvist & Wallo, 2023; Mourao et al., 2021), our
respondents requested a hybrid leadership where
different employee skills, experiences, perspectives,
and needs are explicitly accepted and supported,
thus facilitating relatedness and a safe group climate
for learning and innovation. The requested manage-
ment performance, such as being supportive, allocat-
ing resources, and prioritizing between work
assignments, was similar to onsite and remote work
models, yet by combining in-person and virtual
meetings. As such, the respondents reported high
expectations of the manager’s availability for support
and feedback, which 5-minute virtual check-ins could
meet. However, the demands of being accessible and
supportive, as well as transforming into a virtual
management (Hoch & Kozlowski, 2014; La Torre et al.,
2019) may cause strain, which, in the long run, could
deteriorate managers health (Bakker & Demerouti,
2017; Mittelmark et al., 2022). Consequently, as avail-
ability and supportiveness were identified as vital
resources within the current research context, man-
agers also require support and resources to perform
their duties effectively and maintain their well-being.

Fourthly, our respondents requested reasonable
workload and expectations of availability and

commitment, which are previously established
demands that our public employees (i.e. managers
and workers) also related to their performance
(Galanti et al., 2021), WLB, and well-being (Demerouti
& Bakker, 2023; Godbersen et al., 2022). In line with
the JD-R model, respondents requested clarity
regarding work goals and performance expectations
to ease work demands and increase their percep-
tions of control (Halvari et al., 2021). Strengthening
employees’ perceptions of work as comprehensible
and manageable reduces cognitive strain, which sup-
ports performance and well-being in the long term
(Bauer & Jenny, 2007; Mittelmark et al, 2022; Vogt
et al, 2013). Since manageability makes room for
high-quality work (Deci et al, 2017), reasonable
demands also support perceptions of competence.
In sum, our results show that transparent work
regulations, trust-based leadership, and reasonable
demands are prerequisites for the hybrid work model
in supporting employee performance and well-being.
Allowing employees in a rural region to have remote
workdays decreases time-consuming commutes, thus
increasing time resources for work and non-work
activities. The strong request for workplace flexibility
could be related to participants living in a geograph-
ically large and sparsely populated region where it is
not unusual to have a one-way commute of 100-200
kilometers, mainly by car, since other options are lim-
ited. However, these positive effects of workplace flex-
ibility could also apply to other geographical areas,
such as metropolitan areas, where commuting by car
or public transport can be highly time-consuming,
even for shorter distances. Still, there is a significant
difference between rural regions and metropolitans in
terms of commuting by public transport since, in rural
areas, employees only have one or two (or none)
scheduled public transport in each direction per day.
In contrast, in metropolitan areas, public transport is
frequent, with employees having the option to com-
mute back and forth to the office every ten minutes.
Accordingly, most participants felt that remote work-
days improved WLB and reduced stress, for instance,
by being able to quickly pick up their children from
school if they got sick. As a result, public organiza-
tions can use the hybrid work model to become
attractive employers by offering spatial and temporal
flexibility, thus reducing strain and enhancing employ-
ees’ perceptions of autonomy and work manageabil-
ity, thereby supporting performance, WLB, and overall
well-being (Clark et al., 2020; Godbersen et al., 2022;
Mittelmark et al.,, 2022; Vander Elst et al., 2020). In
addition, through spatial flexibility, employees have



the freedom to relocate outside the cities. During
those remote days, they support local businesses and,
consequently, the thriving of small communities in
the countryside.

Limitations and future research

Even if the distribution of open-ended questions via
an online survey is a commonly used and supported
data collection method (Braun et al., 2021), the more
elaborative and interactive stance of interviews and
focus groups would allow for complementary data.
Furthermore, a future direction involves enhancing our
understanding of employees’ perceptions regarding
resources and demands in the hybrid work context by
employing a mixed-methods approach. Through rigor-
ous measures, we can explore the factors that support
or hinder well-being and performance in a hybrid
work model across various geographical regions and
organizations, thus providing a valid extension of the
JD-R model. As such, quantitative research should be
used to develop a generalizable understanding of fac-
tors supporting sustainable work within different
hybrid work contexts.

Also, since participants addressed psychological
and participatory safety at length, it is important to
investigate how to support this when the employees
work at different places. Additionally, since some par-
ticipants struggled with boundaries between work
and non-work activities and the lack of social interac-
tions during work from home, offering local cowork-
ing space near the employee’s home would be an
important future direction to investigate. Accordingly,
since different workplace locations and hybrid work
designs could favor employee performance, WLB,
and health differently, large public organizations with
offices in various geographical areas may explore
whether unequal hybrid work solutions could
increase equality (e.g. for employees working in a
metropolitan vs. a rural region or working from home
vs. a local coworking place).

Conclusions

This study explored factors supporting performance
and well-being when using a hybrid work model,
thus promoting sustainable work for public employ-
ees in a rural area of Sweden. In contrast to previ-
ous research, within this organizationally and
geographically uniform sample, requested resources
supporting performance and well-being were mainly
homogenous, with the hybrid work model
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experienced as the most beneficial work model
(compared to both onsite and remote work models).
To public employees, onsite and remote work are
complementary as social interactions can be sup-
ported in one sphere and cognitively demanding
individual work in the other. Spatial and temporal
flexibility, as well as empowerment through
trust-based leadership, were vital resources within
this specific context. These findings were explored
in the light of the JD-R model, showing its applica-
bility within a public work context in a sparsely
populated region when using a hybrid work model.
Future studies should use mixed methods with
larger samples from different areas and organiza-
tions to deepen our knowledge and find generaliz-
able results. Another important direction is to
investigate how to retain the benefits of reduced
commutes and, at the same time, address work-from-
home challenges.
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