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Introduction: Activity-based work in combination with working from home
(WFH) has become more prevalent in recent years. However, research on these
work environments remains limited regarding managers leadership practices
and working conditions within the context of public sector organizations.
This study seeks to address this gap by examining how managers within
a municipal organization experience and adapt their leadership approach
following the transition to activity-based workplaces in conjunction with working
from home. The aim of the study is to explore the challenges managers
reported in relation to risks, opportunities, and expectations. Moreover, the study
seeks to offer both practical and theoretical implications for how managers
can effectively apply successful leadership approaches within these emerging
workplace configurations.

Methods: Data was collected from 71 managers through open-ended survey
responses addressing expectations, opportunities, and risks, as well as from in-
depth interviews with six managers. A content analysis was conducted to reveal
patterns from both data sources.

Results: The results revealed four categories: changes in leadership approach,
supporting employees, physical work environment, and social and organizational
conditions. These categories involved both risks and opportunities in activity-
based and homeworking environments. The findings indicate that managers
perceive a shift in their leadership approach toward more relationship-oriented
and trust-based behaviors following the transition to the new environments. The
managers become more formal and need to be more visible. Other results are
that the managers’ report the need to manage and detect employees well-being
and make individual adjustments.

Discussion: This study suggests that managers should be provided with
the appropriate tools, training, and support to navigate these new work
environments, particularly for managing employees in both remote and physical
settings. Future research should expand the scope by investigating activity-
based workplaces in combination with homeworking across a broader range of
public sector organizations and sectors, employing both longitudinal quantitative
methods and in-depth qualitative interviews.
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1 Introduction

In the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic and the increased
digitalization of work, different hybrid work models including
increased working from home (WFH) have become common in
several sectors (Masoudinejad and Veitch, 2022; Allen et al., 2024;
Hoddinghaus et al., 2024). In administrative work, hybrid work
models are often combined with changes in office designs, such as
activity-based workplaces (ABWs; Bergsten et al., 2021; Wahlstrom
et al., 2024). This type of office has become particularly popular in
Swedish public sector organizations, which is the empirical base for
this study. ABWs are characterized by an open-plan layout without
fixed workstations. The workspace is typically divided into distinct
zones, such as a completely silent zone, a zone permitting quiet
conversations, and a zone where conversation and phone calls are
allowed freely (Appel-Meulenbroek et al., 2011; Backlander et al.,
2021).

The objectives of ABWSs include enhancing employee
collaboration, increasing creativity, improving well-being in
the workplace, and reducing organizational costs through more
efficient utilization of workspaces (Toivanen et al., 2023). Previous
studies have demonstrated that ABWs bring about a decentralized
organizational structure, which reduces hierarchical distinctions
and eliminates status and clear group divisions (Eismann et al.,
2022). However, research has also highlighted challenges such as a
lack of communication in teams, unclear roles, overcrowding, and
a deterioration in employee well-being (Babapour, 2019; Toivanen
etal., 2023; Allen et al., 2015).

While WFH is not new, the pandemic accelerated the
development of communication tools, enabling a shift to remote
work environments that allowed many employees to WFH and
adapt to hybrid work models (Toivanen et al., 2023). One review
of the WFH model (Swedish Agency for Work Environment
Expertise, 2022) finds that this type of working can increase
employee flexibility and self-determination but can also be
problematic as there is less contact between employees and
their peers and managers, leading to social isolation. Results
from the review also indicate better employee work-life balance
and productivity.

In this context, enhanced understanding of leadership
challenges and practices is crucial (Bravo-Duarte et al., 2025a).
Although research regarding ABW and WFH environments has
expanded during the last years, there is limited research regarding
managers experience of their leadership practices in public
sector workplaces after the transition to ABWs in combination
with WFH.

When it comes to leadership approach in these environments,
previous research has revealed key leadership competencies
including competences for reducing operational distance, affinity
distance, work to family enrichment, autonomy and trust (Bravo-
Duarte et al., 2025a). Another review identified four traditional
leadership functions that are of importance for virtual leadership:
encourage self-management, define mission, support the social
climate, facilitate use of technology (Bell et al., 2023). Another
study highlighted leaders’ digital communication skills, goal
management, support and empowerment as important leadership
practices (Boccoli et al., 2024; Bravo-Duarte et al., 2025b).
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The role of leadership changes in an ABW environment
combined with WFH, with leadership needing to emphasize
innovation, trust, and less hand-on control. Managers are expected
to deal with complex problems and identify signs of work-related
health issues at an early stage, as employees are more independent
and often work in different locations (Toivanen et al., 2023).
Similarly, self-leadership becomes a crucial factor, with employees
themselves being responsible for planning their working day and
choosing a suitable workplace. This changes the role of leadership
as managers have less control over where and how employees work
and instead need to prioritize how they can create conditions for
independent work. Leadership thus becomes more supportive and
facilitative, rather than directly controlling (Bicklander et al., 2021).
Research has shown that when managers show only limited trust
and limit employee autonomy;, it can lead to poorer health, reduced
job satisfaction, and lower job performance in these environments
(Wohlers and Hertel, 2017).

Certain types of leadership styles and behaviors are more closely
correlated with positive outcomes than others (Bass, 1996; Yukl,
2019), this also applies in ABW environments, where trust-based
leadership has been linked to positive outcomes in the transition to
ABWs (Hansson et al., 2025). Change-oriented leadership, where
managers actively support and prepare employees before and
during changes, has been shown to mitigate productivity losses in
the transition (Bergsten et al., 2021; Larsson et al., 2022). Relation-
oriented leadership, where managers actively create an inclusive
and supportive work culture and are present and supportive
relationally, has been shown to reduce negative outcomes such as
social isolation and reduced cohesion in the work group when
working remotely (Lundqvist and Wallo, 2023). In hybrid work
models, where WFH is combined with physical presence at the
workplace, managers may experience difficulties in monitoring
workload, maintaining fair working conditions, and identifying
early signs of work-related health issues. It is therefore necessary
to develop leadership strategies that are adapted to hybrid work,
where digital communication and structured social support systems
are key enablers (Lundqvist and Wallo, 2023). According to these
researchers, the following six leadership behaviors are essential in
WFH contexts. The manager should (1) communicate and promote
the use of technology for communication, (2) regularly check,
provide feedback and steer people toward business goals, (3) show
trust in the employee and allow them to be autonomous, (4) show
support and empathy, (5) encourage and promote health, and
(6) balance the needs of individual employees with the needs of
the team.

According to Hoddinghaus et al. (2024), there is a lack of
knowledge about how managers should adapt successful leadership
behaviors in remote work settings. However, in a systematic
review by these researchers, findings from 16 studies showed
positive relationships between task-oriented leadership styles (e.g.,
management by objectives) and employee outcomes such as
job performance and job satisfaction (e.g., Hertel et al., 2004;
Konradt et al., 2003; Wolter, 2017). Regarding relation-oriented
leadership (e.g., participative leadership), fifteen studies revealed
positive correlations with employee performance and job attitudes
(e.g. Hill et al, 2014; Madlock, 2012), and regarding change-
oriented leadership, 12 studies showed correlations with employee

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/forgp.2025.1699712
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/organizational-psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org

Vinberg et al.

performance and job satisfaction (e.g. Mawanda, 2012; Wolter,
2017).

In summary, when virtuality of work is seen as a moderator of
leadership effectiveness, studies indicate that both task-oriented-
and relation-oriented leadership can be even more effective when
virtuality is high. Change-oriented leadership behaviors appear to
be even more effective in highly remote contexts when there is a
high degree of remote interaction between teams of employees, but
not when the interaction is between the manager and individual
employees (Hoddinghaus et al., 2024).

Considering the limited knowledge about the use of ABWs
in combination with WFH arrangements in the public sector,
particularly regarding managerial experiences, this study addresses
a clear research gap by examining how managers in a municipal
organization experienced and adapted their leadership practices
following the transition to these environments. The aim of the
study is to explore the challenges managers reported in relation to
risks, opportunities, and expectations. Moreover, the study seeks to
offer both practical and theoretical implications for how managers
can effectively apply successful leadership approaches within these
emerging workplace configurations.

2 Materials and methods

In total, 620 administrative staff (534 employees and 86
managers) in a medium-sized, Swedish municipality moved into
a brand-new office building, designed as an ABW. The building
consisted of about 400 workspaces in different areas. As the
design encompassed only 60% of the workforce, it needed to
be complemented with a WFH model. The purpose of the
design was to establish the municipality’s activity-based work
approach, continue to get commitment to this approach from
employees, and develop a foundation to prepare the building’s
functions for activity-based work. The building’s features and
IT solutions supported the municipality’s aspiration to create a
pleasant, attractive, functional workplace. After the relocation,
workers could work on any one of three floors containing open-
office landscapes, creative, medium, and silent zones, conference
rooms, a canteen, and coffee rooms. In addition, employees could
choose to work from home or in any of the ABW-based working
zones. The relocation process started in 2019 with a project
including workshops with both employees and managers, field
visits by managers to other organizations that had implemented
ABWs, and training through working in open-space offices. The
transition began in late 2023 and was completed in early 2024.

2.1 Participants

The participants in this study consisted of 71 managers, 58
women and 8 men (5 did not indicate sex). The participants median
age was 47.5 years and 83 percent had at least three years of
university studies. They were managers at different hierarchical
levels (senior-, middle- and first-line managers) and different
administrative operations such as e.g. social welfare, elderly care,
school administration, municipal executive office and culture and
leisure. These managers answered three open-ended questions
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in a questionnaire concerning their opinions of risks, threats
and opportunities regarding working in ABWs in conjunction
with WFH.

In the second step, six managers (five women and one
man) were interviewed about their leadership practices in
these environments. The participants represented four different
departments: elderly care, social welfare, municipal executive office
and school administration. The number of employees led by the
managers varied between 6 and 22 employees. The criteria for
participation in the interviews were that the respondent should
have personnel responsibility and work in an organization where
ABWs are applied. The selection can be described as strategic and
was carried out partly through personal contact and partly through
mediation by the HR manager within the municipality.

The public sector comprises the largest section of the workforce
in many countries. Around 1.5 million people (out of around 5
million in the Swedish workforce) were employed in the Swedish
public sector in 2022. Sweden is one of the countries with the
highest proportion of employees WFH (Eurofound, 2025). Thirty
percent of the workforce WFH at least one day per week (Swedish
Work Environment Authority, 2025). National statistics in Sweden
for 2024 show that 43 percent of office workers work in open-space
offices, of which 20 percent work in ABWs (Ibid.).

2.2 Study design

The data material was sampled in spring 2024 through
a questionnaire with three open-ended questions: perceived
risks, perceived opportunities, and potential risks associated with
activity-based working (ABW) environments. In addition, six semi-
structured interviews with managers were conducted in spring
2025 to get a deeper understanding of their perceptions of being
a manager in ABWs in conjunction with WFH.

This study has been conducted within the framework of the
research project Attractive and Healthy Municipal Workplaces at
Mid Sweden University (Lofstrand et al., 2025). The study has ethics
approval from the Swedish Ethics Review Authority (DNR 2023-
06718-01).

2.2.1 Content analysis of open-ended responses

Initially, responses to open-ended questions about
expectations, risks, and opportunities of ABWs and WFH
environments were analyzed. These were collected three months
after the relocation to these settings. The questions were: What
expectations do you have of your workplace? What risks do you
see in your workplace? and What opportunities do you see in
your workplace? The questions were answered by 448 employees
and managers in total and in this study, the 71 answers that
were identified as being from people in managerial positions
were analyzed.

The content analysis was carried out in accordance with
guidelines for qualitative content analysis mainly inspired by
Graneheim and Lundman (2004), with a pragmatic approach and
focus on practical relevance in line with recommendations by Vears

and Gillam (2022).
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The analysis process began with all 71 free-text responses
regarding expectations, opportunities, and risks. An initial reading
was conducted to gain an overall understanding of the material
and identify recurring experiences. The text material was divided
into units of meaning that were relevant for the purpose (Table 1).
The units of meaning, in the form of sentences or text passages,
were condensed if necessary. These were then given a preliminary
code and divided into overall categories. Due to the nature of
the material, with often short answers and sentences, the most
meaningful units could be divided into codes and categories
without being condensed or processed. Once a pragmatic coding
procedure had been created that corresponded well to the purpose
of the analysis, the remaining responses were coded in the same
way. The focus was on the conditions and challenges for managers
in the public sector, and questions about the physical environment
were included only where they were considered to affect leadership.

2.2.2 Interviews with managers

The results of the content analysis of the open-ended responses
formed the basis for the design of a semi-structured interview
guide. The interview guide was structured around leadership
challenges, communication, employee relations, organizational
support, and strategies in ABW environments. In addition to
the themes from the questionnaires, exploratory questions were
included to capture new perspectives and broaden understanding
further. This enabled triangulation, allowing the results from six
interviews with managers to be validated and deepened using
results from the initial open-ended questionnaire. Five interviews
were conducted on site at the participants’ workplaces, and one
interview was conducted digitally via video link. All interviews
were recorded by mobile phone and lasted between 30 and 60 min.
The interviews were transcribed after the last interview using the
Whisper tool. After transcription, the authors listened through all
interviews and corrected any errors in the text to ensure that the
transcription corresponded to the audio material.

The purpose of the analysis was to deepen the understanding
of managers’ experiences and strategies linked to leading in an
ABW environment based on issues identified in the open-ended
questionnaire. After the six interviews had been conducted, the
transcriptions were read through to get a good overview of the
material. During this phase, initial impressions, key themes and
potential areas on which to focus the later analysis were noted.
During the reading, sensitive information such as names, and
non-essential information and passages that were clearly irrelevant
to the overall purpose of the study, were deleted to ensure the
confidentiality of the participants and to facilitate the coding
process. The same systematic procedure described earlier was
then followed: the text was broken down into units of meaning,
condensed, coded, and finally compiled into categories and themes.

3 Results

3.1 Open-ended responses

This section addresses how managers perceived risks,
opportunities and expectations in their leadership approach. The
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open-ended survey questions generated a total of 33,640 characters,
comprising 5,537 words. The mean response length was 79 words
per answer. The results of the content analysis of the open-ended
responses resulted in four categories, with 3-4 codes per category
(Table 2). The results from the open-ended responses reveal in
total 540 responses distributed among 13 codes. The number of the
responses ranges from 97 for Social and organizational conditions
to 159 for Changes in leadership approach. Of the total number
of codes, 50% was found from responses concerning expectations.
Among the categories, poorly adapted environment for work tasks,
individual adjustments and from spontaneity to formality were
most frequently reported in the analysis.

3.2 In-depth descriptions of information
from the interviews and open-ended
responses

This
supplemented by comments

section is based on interviews with managers,

from open-ended responses.
Each quote is labeled with its source, M = Managers and R =

Response from open-ended questions.

3.2.1 Changes in leadership approach

This category consists of the sub-themes from spontaneity to
formality, new strategies for visible leadership, increased need for
trust and individualized leadership.

From spontaneity to formality: All managers say that there
has been a change in the way they interact with their employees
in ABWs. When teams previously sat in cellular offices, worked
physically on site, and often in a separate unit with their colleagues,
they were able to more easily identify the need for meetings
and spontaneously and simply hold them. In ABWs, the physical
conditions have made spontaneity more difficult, and managers say
that they often work with more structured coordination, and if they
or their employees identify the need for a meeting, it is usually
preceded by an administrative booking to meet the employee in a
separate meeting room. One manager describes it briefly as “What
you used to be able to do was go into the other person’s office and
say, can we talk about this? It's also a meeting. But now you must
book, so it’s done in a different way” (M1). From the open-ended
responses according to the need of more formality one response
was “meeting rooms are often fully booked; we need to allow bufter
time for preparation and wrap-up” (R 42).

New leadership:  One
characteristic that several of the participants mention is being a

strategies  for visible managerial
present manager. One manager describes an initial fear that ABWs
would not be compatible with being able to be a present manager,
but that the manager has found new strategies for being present.
They describe it as follows: “From the beginning I was afraid that
I wouldn’t be able to be visible. But it hasn’t been like that. 'm
careful with my calendar. If 'm green, I'm green. And then I'm a
chat away. If I don’t answer, they can call me, so they write” (M 4).

As a result of losing direct physical proximity to their
employees, managers have found strategies that work for them and
for the teams. Several managers, both in the interviews and in the

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/forgp.2025.1699712
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/organizational-psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org

Vinberg et al.

10.3389/forgp.2025.1699712

TABLE 1 Example of step-by-step analysis from units of meaning to categories in open-ended questionnaires.

Condensed unit

Unit of meaning

Category

“Now it is like you book an appointment so that Scheduled appointments

we can find the time”

From spontaneity to formality | Changes in leadership approach

TABLE 2 Categories, codes and frequences.

Categories and codes Risks Opportunities Expectations Total
Changes in leadership approach
From spontaneity to formality 15 13 27 55
New strategies for visible leadership 6 4 14 24
Increased need for trust 7 6 19 32
Individualized leadership 13 12 23 48
41 35 83 159
Supporting employees
Individual adjustments 16 14 48 78
Managing employee well-being 15 8 17 40
New strategies to detect wellbeing issues 6 7 6 19
37 29 71 137
Physical work environment
Poorly adapted environment for work tasks 50 8 53 111
New responsibility for the work environment 7 5 11 23
Evaluating performance 3 4 6 13
60 17 70 147
Social and organizational conditions
Reduced everyday contact 9 6 21 36
Promoting social and organizational community 17 19 16 52
Introduction of new employees 2 2 5 9
28 27 42 97
Total 166 109 266 540

open-ended responses, say that they consciously make themselves
visible among their employees. “I walk around and say hello to
everyone,” explains manager 3. Another manager stated: “Another
risk is that, as a manager it becomes harder to see where everyone is,
not for control, but from a workplace and staff perspective” (R 14).

Increased need for trust: Another key change in leadership is
the transition from a more controlling approach, when employee
performance could be observed directly, to a leadership style based
more on trust in employees. Managers describe that they cannot
maintain the same degree of control and therefore work more
with trust. “I have to trust that they do their job, I can’t control
everything anymore, I trust until I have reason to think otherwise”
(M3). The managers highlight increased trust as a prerequisite for
ABWs and home working to function effectively. Another manager
clarifies the value of trust in conversations about home working and
flexibility: “Overall, I feel that home working is great. I have full
trust in my work team” (M1). One manager mentioned: “Eighteen

Frontiers in Organizational Psychology

of us share the office space, most permanently. I fully trust that my
belongings are respected” (R61).

Individualized leadership: Since the transition to ABWs and
WFH, managers have had to find a way to identify what employees
need, even though they are at home or dispersed around the
office. Information could previously be communicated between
managers and employees through joint meetings or by visiting
each other’s offices. Managers say that it has now become more
difficult to understand who has received what information, and
how it was received, when some employees are at home and
others are not. Managers therefore have more frequent remote
meetings with individuals to ensure that everyone has received
relevant information. Leadership is described as having become
more individualized. “Some need more. I need a little more space.
More of you,” explains manager 1. Another manager answered: “we
are all different; some find ABW effective, but others find it less
so” (R54).

frontiersin.org



https://doi.org/10.3389/forgp.2025.1699712
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/organizational-psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org

Vinberg et al.

Together, these themes reflect a transition toward more
formalized work interactions, the development of new visibility
strategies, and a growing dependence on trust and individualized
forms of leadership.

3.2.2 Supporting employees

Individual adjustments: Since the transition to ABWs,
managers have had to take more responsibility for employees’ well-
being, which is affected by the physical work environment. Several
managers, both in the interviews and the open-ended responses,
describe cases where they had to make individual adjustments
and deviate from the principles of the ABW system where all
employees work in open spaces, and different zones depending
on the task. The individual adjustments have usually meant that
employees have been given their own offices after sick leave or
on the recommendation of a doctor. One manager says: “And I
have had an employee who couldn’t cope, who was given extra,
was given a room to sit and work in. And made an adjustment so
I have had some things that had never been an issue, it's a new
phenomenon since activity based” (M2). One manager explained:
“Good ergonomics with adjustable desk and chair preferably dual
monitors, and external keyboard” (R12).

Managing employee well-being: After the transition to ABWs
and WFH, managers say that it has become significantly more
difficult to assess the well-being of employees when they are
not physically present or when they are dispersed across the
office environments and in the different zones. At the same time,
employees in the public sector often have emotionally demanding
conversations and meet citizens in very vulnerable situations. One
manager says: “But I think about it this way. Going back to before
the pandemic, back then, I had my employees in the office every
day. And we met and went for coffee together, for example, it was
easier than seeing if someone was stressed or feeling unwell or had
something at home that was bothering them. Today it is a little
more difficult. If you had someone sitting at home because they
were feeling unwell, then it is harder for me to notice it” (M6).
Several managers indicate in their open-ended responses that not
noticing stress symptoms in their employees in time is an ongoing
concern and describe it as incompatible with how they want to
act as managers. One example from the interviews (M3) was “I
am afraid that they can go further in feeling bad now without me
discovering it until later. The fear that, as a leader I can say ‘damn
it, I missed that someone has been sick, got sick, that I have not seen
it says one manager”.

New strategies to detect well-being issues: While it has become
more difficult to pick subtle signals in ABWs combined with WFH,
the responsibility for ensuring employee well-being has resulted in
managers developing new strategies. Several managers say in the
interviews and in the responses from the open-ended responses that
they ask their employees more often about how they are feeling and
how they are doing at home as a way of protecting their employees,
and at the same time being able to do their job as a manager. “I
focus more on the relationship with my employees today than I did
before. This personal relationship is important. I wish I had done it
more before, but I guess we didn’t because we took each other for
granted then” (M5). One manager emphasized: “I also see a higher
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risk of burnout due to stress for not having a fixed workspace and
constant movement” (R19).

In summary, managers accommodated employees’ individual
needs through tailored adjustments, such as flexible work
arrangements and personalized support. They also developed
strategies to detect well-being issues, including regular check-
ins and monitoring workload. In addition, managers actively
supported employee well-being by providing guidance, resources,
and feedback to maintain engagement, motivation, and work-life
balance. However, the managers highlight that the responsibility
they have for their employees” well-being becomes more difficult to
handle when they work from home, since the manager has limited
insight into employees™ actual working conditions, workload, and
work performance.

3.2.3 Physical work environment conditions

Poorly adapted environment for work tasks: The analysis shows
that the managers face new challenges linked to the physical work
environment after the transition to ABW. One such challenge is
that the work environment is not suitable for the work tasks to
be performed. Above all, the environment is described as poorly
adapted to handle confidentiality and work that requires focus. One
manager explains: “[...] There is a great deal of confidentiality.
There are a lot of medical reports [...] basically every single
conversation is a conversation that no one else should listen to.
[...] It is because we all sit together, it is teams that work primarily
with the elderly and often need to speak quite loud in their
conversations” (M5). Managers describe both in the interviews and
in the open-ended responses that it is difficult to work in an ABW
with the assignment they have, namely, to be accessible to citizens.
One manager says, “[...] Because we talk on the phone all the time.
And it becomes difficult to have to go to another room every time
we must talk on the phone. Because it’s not that we do it once a day,
we do it all day long” (M6). One manager stated: “I see ergonomic
risks. My workstation is not adapted to me, and I can’t bring my
own equipment like a mouse or a keyboard” (R36).

New responsibility for the work environment: The managers
say that they are no longer responsible for the physical work
environment in the same way as before the transition. There are
now specific teams that work with the physical work environment
and make necessary adjustments, but that it is often the managers
themselves who must report and act as intermediaries when
employees have complaints. Managers’ report that they now must
deal with more complaints from dissatisfied colleagues about
noise and ergonomics, and that the matter is often the subject
of discussion at workplace meetings, which takes time away from
discussing other topics. This affects the team and, by extension, the
managers. One manager says: “It’s tiring because there are constant
stimuli all the time in all areas except in the quiet zone. It’s tiring for
the employees and it’s tiring for me because I don’t know what to
do” (M1). The managers also say that employees tend to want to sit
together, or in quiet rooms if they are available. Managers thus have
a responsibility to ensure that ABW is adhered to and meets the
needs of their employees. The managers are trying to find a system
that suits everyone “[...] it gets difficult. It gets frustrating. Then we
switched to a system where you were allowed to sit in a certain office
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for a maximum of two days. Then you had to rotate, and you had to
sit in the open area before you came back. A very difficult system to
keep track of. It requires the manager to keep track of it” (M3). One
manager stated: “The employer needs to provide clear structures
and guidelines to make sure that ABW works for everyone” (R39).

Evaluating performance: Most managers believe that it is
possible to get a true picture of formal work performance even
though they do not sit with their subordinates, or many work from
home: “So in our business, it is somewhat tricky to assess overall
performance. I would not say that the location makes or breaks it”
(Ms).

On the other hand, several managers describe that the informal
elements of work evaluations are difficult to get a view of. “What I
think is more difficult is the salary audit part [...] I heard people
in a different way before. Now it’s more that I may have you-and-
mine dialogues, but I don’t have the same sense of how they have
collaborated with the rest of the group” (M5). From the open-
ended responses, one manager stated: “Harder to keep track of field
workers, when they left, when they are expected back, and where”
(R55).

In summary, managers observed that the work environment
was often poorly adapted to employees specific tasks, which
created challenges for productivity and efficiency. In response, they
assumed new responsibilities for shaping and adapting the work
environment to better support their teams. Simultaneously, they
actively monitored and evaluated employee performance to ensure
tasks were completed effectively despite environmental constraints.

3.2.4 Social and organizational conditions

Reduced everyday contact: The interviews with the managers
contain recurring accounts of how social cohesion has been affected
after the transition to ABWs and WFH. The change has brought
new challenges, with managers saying that they rarely meet their
employees, and that team members do not meet as naturally
and frequently as before. Some managers say that they meet
their employees a few times a week. The manager with the most
employees working from home says: “I have said that I think they
should be here at least two days a week. Because we don’t have any
instructions from above. But I have said two days just to get used
to it. Then I have not said that they must be here from seven to
five. They might go in and work in the morning, pick up their mail
and then go home and work or vice versa. So that flexibility is also
there” (M1). The managers describe the reduced everyday contact,
and the lack of community it leads to, as a negative aspect that
they are actively working on. One manager stated: “Risk of losing
contact with close colleagues and not knowing their whereabouts
or routines” (R22).

Promoting social and organizational community: Reduced daily
contact has prompted managers and employees to try to create a
sense of community. Previously, the natural way was to meet during
a joint coffee break, in their shared lounge, in the places they were
used to sitting. Managers say that in that the overcrowding and
workplace environment in the physical offices prevent the teams
getting together in the way they used to. Managers say that they are
actively working on seeing each other as much as possible: “They
like being with colleagues, it is important for them. [...] because
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we have different zones where we sit and we do different tasks. So,
I may sit in one place, and the others sit in another place, but we
always send a message beforehand saying, “I'm going for a coffee”
and then we gather” (M4).

Another manager says: “Every Friday in pay week, we have
breakfast. Just to try to do something so that we bond together”
(M3). Furthermore, new strategies have emerged for working from
home to coordinate the days employees choose to work on site,
so that they can be in the office together. From the open-ended
responses, one manager stated: “Opportunities for better cross-
department cohesion, with movement and meeting new people”
(R55).

Introduction of new employees: The existing cohesion in teams
that were established before the transition to ABWs and WFH is
reported to have improved because colleagues have more quality
time with each other. But the situation is more challenging for
members who were new to the team after the reorganization. One
manager says: “[...] So, no one sits in the same place, so you can
come into an area and have no idea who belongs to your team. It
could just as easily be for support or, in other words, this knowing
who your colleagues are, who you can turn to with questions. It is
more difficult here compared to when we used to have our offices
off a corridor. This corridor is ours. All these people belong to
your work team. There is a huge difference in that, in how they
are introduced to this environment compared to, well compared to
how it was before” (M2). Another manager describes: “the feeling is
that it takes longer to get into the team than it did before” (M5). One
manager stated: “difficulties in introducing new employees” (R70).

In summary, managers recognized that reduced everyday
contact among employees challenged both communication and
cohesion within the team. To address this, they actively promoted
social and organizational community by facilitating interactions,
team activities, and opportunities for collaboration. Additionally,
they paid special attention to the introduction of new employees,
ensuring challenges with onboarding processes supported social
integration and understanding of organizational norms.

4 Discussion

This study set out to explore how managers in a municipal
organization experienced and reshaped their leadership practices
following the transition to ABWs in combination with WFH. While
these environments have been studied separately, their combined
implementation remains underexplored. Our findings show that
this dual transition produces more profound and complex changes
inleadership practices than either arrangement alone, underscoring
a critical gap in existing research.

A central contribution of this study is the identification of
complex effects created when ABWs characterized by mobility,
reduced territoriality, and reduced spontaneous interaction are
paired with WFH. This separates teams across physical and
digital spaces. This combination forces managers to compensate
for the loss of shared spatial cues and everyday visibility. They
do this by adopting new communication structures, relation-
oriented leadership behaviors, and environmental problem-solving
strategies. These shifts clarify not only practical challenges but
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also the mechanisms through which leadership practices are co-
constructed by spatial, technological, and organizational systems.

4.1 Structured communication and loss of
spatial cues

Managers reported a marked shift from spontaneity toward
more formalized, scheduled communication. This shift is driven
not just by practical needs but by the reduced ambient
awareness that supports coordination in co-located teams.
Without predictable interaction opportunities, either due to ABW
zoning or employees working remotely, managers create virtual
coordination structures. These results are supported by Boccoli
et al. (2024) which emphasize the importance of managers digital
communication skills to support employee engagement in remote
work settings. While these structured, task-oriented practices can
improve clarity and support remote performance (Hoddinghaus
et al,, 2024), our study show that they also increase administrative
load and reshape the managerial role into one that is more
systematically arranged which results in higher cognitive demands.

At the same time, managers sought to restore a sense of
accessibility through enhanced visibility strategies, such as being
physically present in office zones or reducing their own WFH
days. These strategies highlight a visibility-suitability tension: our
study reveals that managers must remain visibly available in
environments that may not support their own task needs, but
to enhance trust and employee relations. Previous research on
ABWs highlights the need for trust-based leadership and clear
communication structures (Babapour, 2019; Eismann et al., 2022;
Toivanen et al., 2023).

4.2 Expansion of relational behaviors and
the “invisible workforce”

A second major pattern from our results involved the
expansion of individualized, one-to-one contact, particularly to
maintain relationships and support employees returning from
illness or navigating new working conditions. In the studied
environment, employees become partly “invisible,” dispersed across
zones and home locations. This makes managers invest in
intentional relation-oriented leadership, seeking out employees,
monitoring well-being, and compensating for the weakened
social fabric of shared spaces. While aligned with recommended
leadership strategies for hybrid work, these practices intensify the
emotional and administrative burden already noted in public-
sector management roles (Toivanen, 2018). Our study highlights
a “relational load” effect, where managers need to work harder to
maintain cohesion and clear communication in fragmented teams.

4.3 Physical environment as a leadership
demand

ABWs introduce a unique set of spatial constraints that
managers must navigate. When workspace design poorly supports
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task requirements, for example inadequate confidentiality zones
or mismatched ABWs, employees turn to managers to mediate
dissatisfaction, redistribute work, or escalate issues. This expands
leadership responsibilities into domains typically associated with
facility management or organizational design. Our findings
align with Masoudinejad and Veitch (2022), emphasizing that
environmental affordances shape not only employee experience
but also leadership demands, particularly around confidentiality,
coordination, and environmental problem-solving.

4.4 Cohesion dynamics and onboarding
challenge

The social and organizational condition theme from our results
revealed a nuanced picture. Managers perceived that increased
relational efforts helped maintain cohesion in established teams.
However, the results also revealed that the same conditions
created significant challenges for integrating new employees. These
results point to an onboarding challenge: while relationship-
oriented leadership can sustain existing cohesion, ABW and WFH
environments may inhibit the formation of cohesion in newly
formed teams, particularly when high levels of WFH reduce
opportunities for shared experiences. The need for increased
relationship-oriented and task-oriented leadership approaches in
hybrid work models are supported by earlier research (Lundqvist
and Wallo, 2023; Bravo-Duarte et al., 2025a,b; Bell et al., 2023).

4.5 Conclusions and implications

Our findings extend research on hybrid work by demonstrating
that the combination of ABWs and WFH environment constitutes
a distinct hybrid model, rather than a variation of traditional
office vs. WFH arrangements. This combined model requires a
hybrid leadership approach that is simultaneously relationship-
oriented, to counteract fragmentation and invisibility. Trust-based
to address the reduced opportunities for direct oversight. Task-
oriented to compensate for the loss of spontaneous interaction,
and environmentally responsive, to manage the design-related
challenges of ABWs and WFH. This leadership approach increases
managers workload and psychosocial demands, highlighting the
need for measures that ensure sustainable working conditions for
managerial staff.

The findings provide an empirical basis for practical
recommendations. Employers should support managers with
training, tools, and forums for sharing experiences, focusing on
balancing psychosocial demands, onboarding new employees,
individual adaptations, and promoting team cohesion. While
ABWs and WFH enhance employee flexibility and work-life
balance, managers often do not benefit equally due to their
commitment to visibility. Clear frameworks for responsibilities
and support in handling individual adjustments and well-being can
reduce potential conflicts and workload. As proposed by Bakker
et al. (2014), organizational interventions should encompass
initiatives such as job redesign and targeted training programs.
These interventions should aim to optimize job demands while
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enhancing both job-related and personal resources among
managers. From this perspective, it is essential to strengthen
managers leadership behaviors, particularly those related to
communication with employees through technological tools.
Moreover, interventions should promote the provision of support
and feedback, the demonstration of trust and autonomy, and the
implementation of effective mechanisms for monitoring individual
and team performance in alignment with organizational objectives.
Both internal and external resources, such as human resource
departments and occupational health services, can play a valuable
role in the design and implementation of these interventions.

In summary, this study contributes a more nuanced theoretical
understanding of leadership in ABW/WFH environments by
revealing how managers perceive risks, opportunities, and shifting
expectations related to leadership practices, supporting employees,
physical work environment and social- and organizational
conditions. Overall, while the study highlights challenges specific to
ABWs and WFH, some issues may also reflect broader managerial
demands in administrative workplaces. Based on both theoretical
reasoning and empirical findings, Demerouti and Bakker (2023)
suggested that employees were exposed to heightened job demands,
thereby increasing the importance of resources for meeting these
demands. A key theoretical contribution of the present study is the
conceptualization of ABWs and WFH in combination as a hybrid
work model, for which the JD-R theory is particularly relevant
in understanding managers’ job demands and job resources. In
addition, a theoretical contribution of the present study is the
finding that managers in organizations adopting hybrid work
models are required to adapt their leadership practices toward more
relationship-oriented and trust-based behaviors.

4.6 Limitations and future research

This study used a strategic convenience sample recruited via
contacts and HR, which may introduce bias, as participants could
be more motivated to discuss the advantages or disadvantages
of ABWs and WFH. This was partly mitigated through open-
ended interview questions and interview follow-ups on concrete
behaviors. The study captures experiences during the early stages
of ABW and WFH implementation, which limits generalizability.

Future research should adopt longitudinal designs to track
managers and employees over time and examine how teams
with established cohesion vs. newly formed teams are affected.
Investigating the learning process for new employees is particularly
important, as managers point at reduced collegial learning and
increased responsibility for onboarding. Larger-scale studies across
public sector organizations using mixed methods could provide a
broader understanding of these dynamics.
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