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Abstract

The shift towards hybrid work, accelerated by the COVID-19 pandemic, has triggered
significant organisational change. However, there remains limited understanding of what
constitutes effective work from home within hybrid patterns and which features influence it.
This doctoral study addresses these gaps by exploring how general managers, HR professionals,
and employees perceive the essential features of effective hybrid work, and how their
perspectives align or diverge. The aim is to develop a practical framework for structuring hybrid

work models that balance organisational requirements with employee needs.

A qualitative single case study was conducted within a German bank where hybrid working,
initially introduced during the pandemic, was later deliberately maintained. The study is
grounded in social constructionism, recognising that hybrid work is interpreted differently by
various organisational actors. Eighteen participants from management, HR, and employee
groups were selected through purposeful sampling and interviewed using semi-structured

methods. Reflexive thematic analysis enabled a detailed, iterative exploration of key themes.

A core contribution is the development of structured autonomy, a conceptual framework that
captures the balance between organisational imperatives and individual flexibility. The study
identifies both commonalities and differences in how the three target groups understand
effective hybrid work, highlighting areas of alignment as well as tensions and trade-offs. While
all groups broadly support hybrid work for its flexibility, autonomy, and efficiency, challenges

remain—particularly around expectations for office presence, collaboration, and visibility.

The study offers practical implications for organisations designing hybrid work models. By
integrating the perspectives of multiple stakeholder groups, it provides evidence-based
recommendations for frameworks that support both strategic alignment and employee

expectations. HR professionals are positioned as cross-functional enablers in this process.

Ultimately, the study enriches academic and practical discourse by illustrating the complexity of

hybrid work and the need for context-specific, strategically aligned implementation.

Keywords: hybrid work, structured autonomy, case study, organisational effectiveness, HRM
strategy, social constructionism, reflexive thematic analysis, German corporates
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1. Introduction

1.1. Background and context

The world of work has changed radically during the COVID-19 pandemic years: Many companies in
Germany switched from completely office-based, where possible in terms of activity and competence,
to utterly digital due to the virus and partially mandatory isolation (Alipour et al., 2020). This "big
bang", often referred to in the literature in this context, resulted in the fastest possible introduction of
technology and tech-driven working methods (Boch, 2021; Schaffelhofer, 2022). But it is not only on

the technological side that the pandemic is often described as a catalyst for change and transformation.

In terms of an individual's day-to-day working life, for many, the move to work within their own
homes initially only meant a shift in their place of work (Becker et al., 2022). According to most
studies on working from home during the pandemic, a shift or flexibilisation of working hours has also
developed, which many employees no longer want to do without (Boch, 2021; Fliiter-Hoffmann and
Stettes, 2022). The elimination of commuting time or shifting asynchronous activities to a time when
productivity is at its highest is often cited as a positive side effect (Gneuss, 2021; Kreuzer et al., 2022).
Ultimately, the work-life balance expectations have evolved, showing that flexibility means something

different for everybody.

Furthermore, in Germany, working from home has been regulated in the so-called "home office offer
obligation", which according to § 28b paras. 4 IfSG, from 24 November 2021 to 19 March 2022,
established the legal obligation of employers to send white-collar employees to the home office if
there are no compelling operational reasons to the contrary (Bundesministerium fiir Gesundheit,
2021). For the first 1.5 years of the pandemic, both employees and employers were allowed to
experience how working outside the familiar office environment works (Kreuzer et al., 2022). Now
that the pandemic is no longer acute and the home office regulations in Germany have been abolished
since 20 March 2022, the following change was and, in some organisations, still is imminent
(Bundesministerium fiir Wirtschaft und Energie, 2021): A fusion of different perspectives and both

forms of work (office and home office), which resulted in a concept called “hybrid work™.

The concept of hybrid work is rooted in a variety of flexible work arrangements, each offering distinct
approaches to how, when, and where work is performed. Over the years, various terms and concepts
have become established, some of which differ in substance (Bath and Winkler, 2023). In most cases,
the terms used in German studies are hybrid work, telework, mobile work, or flexwork. However, the
terminology is not consistent, and there is currently no generally valid definition (Bailey and Kurland,
2002; Harker Martin and MacDonnell, 2012). Therefore, in the following chapter a definition of terms

is developed and a common understanding of the underlying models for the regulation of working
-1-



time and place is created. Given company practice and various press releases from (large) corporations
based in Germany, many organisations have reacted to the demands of the new working world by
adopting company agreements for a new, flexible working time model. This working model regulates

location-independent work (TRATON SE, 2022; Wernecke, 2021).

Moreover, the demands on future work design often come from two directions. On the one hand, many
organisations want to continue using purely digital work’s advantages from the "pandemic world",
such as flexibility, self-determination and increased productivity (Sekhar and Patwardhan, 2023). On
the other hand, the office-based work also provides advantages not to be despised, such as personal
contact and improved communication as well as collaboration on site (Boch, 2021; Fliiter-Hoffmann
and Stettes, 2022; Schaffelhofer, 2022). How should these requirements be combined? There is a
consensus in the literature that it is not enough to implement hybrid work by combining remote work
and on-site in isolation from each other (Kreuzer et al., 2022; Schaffelhofer, 2022). Kreuzer et al.
(2022) argue that various elements, such as requirements for collaboration, efficient working,
employee satisfaction, adequate information technology (IT) equipment, culture preservation, etc.,

must be interlinked to create a new, sustainable hybrid work.

The challenges of establishing effective hybrid working across the entire organisation coupled with
requirements of designing a sustainable working (time) model, are also particularly relevant in the case
study organisation. This is one of Germany’s top 20 banks. With over 5,000 employees, 26 sales
locations, and 5.4 million customers, the study focuses on its Berlin-based holding company, which
oversees core banking operations. This entity, with approximately 2,500 employees, has undergone

rapid structural and cultural transformation, significantly accelerated by the COVID-19 pandemic.

Previously, the bank operated almost exclusively in a face-to-face culture, with remote work allowed
only under strict teleworking agreements. However, the pandemic forced an immediate shift to remote
work, prompting a reassessment of collaboration models, meetings, and processes originally designed
for in-office work. While the benefits of remote work became evident, the organisation now faces key
questions: How can can hybrid working be organised as effectively and sustainably as possible? What
are the essential features influencing effective hybrid work in our organisation? Should there be

overarching rules, fixed office days, or full autonomy in choosing work location and hours?

In this study (also referred to as ‘this research”), the researcher adopts the role of an insider researcher
due to her professional position in HR within the case study organisation. This insider status enables a
nuanced understanding of organisational dynamics, cultural norms, and context-specific practices,
thereby fostering credibility and trust with participants (Maxwell and Beattie, 2004). While the
research problem holds both theoretical and practical significance, the researcher’s interest is further

shaped by its direct relevance to her HR practice. Positionality in this study is particularly pertinent in

2.



the context of hybrid working, where the researcher’s dual role as both an employee and a researcher
necessitates a reflexive approach to mitigate potential biases while leveraging her familiarity with
organisational structures, informal interactions, and evolving workplace norms. The role of the

researcher and reflexivity will be described in more detail in chapter 3.

In addition to the design requirements, there are also labour law requirements, especially in the highly
regulated German labour law. The application of a hybrid working model in combination with local
labour law in the German context frames this study. German labour law is highly regulated and offers
little leeway compared to other countries. Therefore, this research focuses on the German context, i.e.
hybrid work for companies that have their local place of work in Germany and consequently apply
German labour law. These begin formally with the definition of hybrid or mobile working and end
legally with employment contract regulations or collective agreements (Jung and Kraus, 2021).
Several ambiguities are noticeable at the beginning of exploring the hybrid working field. These
ambiguities relate, on the one hand, to the underlying definition of hybrid working, local labour law,
and the design of the respective company. On the other hand, different studies have found different
motivations and partly contradictory statements about work performance (Andrei and Militaru, 2022;
Bailey and Kurland, 2002; Illegems and Verbeke, 2004). Therefore, it is of utmost importance to gain a
firm understanding of the terminology and the underlying phenomenon and to strictly adhere to this

definition.

The research topic will be approached from the perspective of human resource management (HRM).
Furthermore, this work is based on the understanding of Wright and Mcmahan (1992) that strategic
HRM is the coordination and congruence of various HRM practices and functions as a management
strategy for the Human Resources (HR) sector. HR implements these measures in day-to-day
operations and is understood as a cross-sectional function in this study. In recent publications, there
seems to be agreement that, despite all the flexibility, it can be helpful both on the part of the employer
and on the part of the employees to establish some framework conditions in which these freedoms of
the new working model can be realised (Jung and Kraus, 2021; Wernecke, 2021). Suppose one
considers the understanding of HR work on an equal footing with the executive board by representing
the interests of employers, which has been consolidated both in the literature and the work context. In
that case, HR is a significant driver in transformation processes, such as introducing new working

models (Illegems and Verbeke, 2004).

Moreover, the pandemic not only accelerated the adoption of hybrid work but also triggered a
fundamental shift in HRM towards more employee-centred approaches (Bal and Bulgur, 2023). This
transformation underscores a growing recognition that organisations must prioritise employee needs,
fostering an environment that supports individual autonomy, work-life balance, and psychological

well-being. The traditional employer-driven approach has given way to more inclusive and



participatory HRM strategies that empower employees through greater flexibility, personalised career
development opportunities, and a stronger emphasis on mental and physical health. Ultimately, this
shift reflects an urgent need to align workplace structures with evolving workforce expectations,
reinforcing the role of employee-centric policies in driving organisational resilience and long-term

success (Edgar and Geare, 2014).

Current scholarship on hybrid work underscores its potential to reshape organisational dynamics by
offering flexibility and fostering employee autonomy (Howe et al., 2021). However, research also
highlights challenges, including maintaining cohesion, addressing disparities in access to resources,
and managing diverse employee experiences (Hodges, 2024). These challenges have spurred interest
in understanding the specific features of hybrid work that influence organisational performance (OP),
such as communication, collaboration, and the balance between autonomy and accountability. While
much attention has been given to measuring the productivity outcomes of hybrid work (Katou et al.,
2022), there remains a gap in understanding the qualitative aspects that underpin its success and
challenges (Becker et al., 2022; Boeckler Stiftung, 2021). This doctoral thesis investigates the
qualitative dimensions of hybrid work by exploring how individuals perceive performance and
identify the essential features that underpin effective hybrid work practices. Rather than attempting to
quantitatively measure performance or develop a performance assessment model, the study focuses on
uncovering the lived experiences and insights of those engaged in hybrid work settings. By examining
what employees consider effective and understanding the broader impact of hybrid work

arrangements, this research offers a nuanced perspective on the evolving nature of work in Germany.

Questions about influencing features while working from home in hybrid patterns and individual
performance in hybrid work environments are highly relevant in (HR) practice and are even more
relevant nowadays as this working model is predicted to be dominant in the new working world (Vyas,
2022). Interestingly those focus topics within the research field of “hybrid work” were approached and
answered differently in research. Most of the research projects in the recent past seem to have focused
on individual aspects of different target groups. There still seems to be little knowledge about the
outcomes for the organisation, and therefore, future research still requires more insights into the
effects of extensive hybrid work adaption on an organisational level (Andrei and Militaru, 2022;
Illegems and Verbeke, 2004). Even though many studies emphasised the importance of overall OP,
only a few publications addressed this topic in their research. Interestingly, most publications that
purport to address the organisational level were still purely based on individual perceptions of
employees (Andrei and Militaru, 2022; Harker Martin and MacDonnell, 2012; Illegems and Verbeke,
2004). Harker and MacDonnell (2012) also point out that in some studies, the perspectives of
managers and employees have been placed in the same category, which, according to the authors,

revents the "true picture" of the organisational perspective. They argue for the inclusion and,
p p g persp y arg



simultaneously, the isolated consideration of managers in the form of a qualitative study. Andrei and
Militaru (2022) add to this by pointing out that only a few studies conclude an overarching OP. The
authors emphasise that future research should tie in here to look at the effects of hybrid work from the

organisation’s perspective.

Therefore, the following study will follow an integrative approach (see Figure 1) that considers both

the top-down perspective of general management and the bottom-up needs of employees.

HR professionals play a key role in balancing organisational objectives with employee needs, making
them essential for understanding the implementation of hybrid work. As enablers of employee-centred
approaches and transformations, they provide insights into how hybrid models are structured,
communicated, and adapted to support both flexibility and performance. Their cross-functional
position allows them to mediate between management and employees, addressing diverse interests
while ensuring regulatory compliance. Thus, including HR professionals as a third level in the
integrative approach enriches the analysis by capturing their role in shaping hybrid work policies and

their impact on workplace dynamics.

General management
embody employers'
requirements

HR professionals

as a cross-sectional enabler of transformation

Employees
embody employees' needs

Figure 1: Integrative approach - Three target groups

Source: Own illustration

This integrative approach should furthermore combine different perspectives when exploring the
mentioned paradigm shift towards employee-centred HRM approaches as a change in the context of
hybrid work. An employee-centred approach might influence the whole organisation, so this study

addresses the lived-experiences of general management, HR professionals and employees.

Thereby this study contributes to the growing research on hybrid work by examining how an

employee-centred approach can be effectively integrated into organisational contexts. Rather than
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measuring specific outcomes, it seeks to understand the key factors that shape organisational success
in hybrid work environments. Central to this inquiry is how hybrid work arrangements can be
structured to align employee needs with organisational objectives. By identifying the essential
elements of successful hybrid models, the study offers insights into enhancing organisational

adaptability and effectiveness.

What sets this research apart is its focus on the interaction between hybrid work practices and
employee-centred HRM approaches. Through the perspectives of various organisational stakeholders,
it explores how organisations can navigate the complexities of hybrid work. The findings aim to
provide practical guidance for fostering inclusivity, resilience, and long-term effectiveness in a rapidly

evolving workplace.

1.2. Research problem

As the explanations in the previous section have shown, the broad field of hybrid work is complex,
flexible in its understanding, and, therefore, not yet clearly defined. Given the recent changes in the
working world and the pandemic’s catalyst effect, this research project is relevant and offers the
potential for further investigations in many areas. As hybrid work is a contemporary phenomenon
currently being established as a new working model in groups in Germany and will affect the entire
organisation, this research should be located in HRM. The research field of HR is considered with its

strategic approach, i.e. the strategic orientation of the organisation - reflected by HR - is the focus.

The available studies illustrate the uncertainties regarding a uniform definition of the term, possible
influencing features and the effects of hybrid working at the overall organisational level. Beyond that,
many studies take a generalised approach, providing overarching conclusions about the success and
challenges of hybrid work (Verma et al., 2023) but often failing to account for the nuanced and
context-specific challenges organisations face. In this context, the temporal component should also be
considered: Studies from the recent past usually consider pandemic-induced home-based work and its
outcomes for different target groups. This study will focus on the new normal and a linkage between
the old and new world. The term "new normal" has emerged to describe the significant transformations
in workplace structures and practices following global disruptions, notably the COVID-19 pandemic
(Vyas, 2022). In the realm of hybrid work, this concept encapsulates the transition from traditional,
centralized office environments to more flexible arrangements that integrate both remote and in-person
work modalities (Hofmann et al., 2021). This shift has been driven by advancements in information
and communication technologies, enabling employees to maintain productivity outside conventional
office settings (Choudhury et al., 2022). The "new normal" emphasizes the importance of flexibility,
-6-



employee autonomy, and the strategic use of digital tools to foster collaboration and sustain

organizational performance in an evolving work landscape.

Despite the growing body of research on hybrid work, significant gaps remain in understanding its
practical implementation and long-term impact on organisational effectiveness. Existing studies
primarily focus on policy frameworks, technological enablers, and mental health issues (Andrei and
Militaru, 2022; Bath and Winkler, 2024), often neglecting the organisational complexities that
influence hybrid work success. While research highlights the transition towards more employee-
centred HRM approaches (Kohl-Boas, 2017), it rarely examines how hybrid work models are
managed within organisations or how different stakeholders perceive effective hybrid working.
Furthermore, much of the existing literature provides generalised insights, overlooking sector- or role-
specific challenges, such as leadership approaches, team coordination, and workplace culture in hybrid
settings (Parker et al., 2020). These limitations underscore the need for a deeper exploration of how

hybrid work is structured, adapted, and sustained in practice.

Additionally, research on hybrid work emphasises the need to identify which aspects of hybrid work,
as part of HRM systems, are essential to organisational success and how these elements should be
designed for maximum efficiency (Andrei and Militaru, 2022; Boch, 2021; Fliiter-Hoffmann and
Stettes, 2022). However, existing studies have yet to comprehensively address these factors,
particularly in the context of the German labour market, which operates under a highly regulated legal
framework. The absence of research linking hybrid work design to the specific constraints and
opportunities within Germany’s employment regulations further highlights the gap in current

literature.

This study seeks to address these gaps by examining hybrid work through an organisational lens,
focusing on how key stakeholders — general management, employees, and HR professionals — perceive
and experience hybrid work arrangements. By investigating the ways in which hybrid work policies
are implemented, the study aims to provide valuable insights into the essential features that contribute
to hybrid work success. In doing so, it challenges assumptions suggesting hybrid work is a one-size-
fits-all model, instead advocating for a more nuanced approach that considers specific organisational
contexts. Given the increasing reliance on hybrid work, understanding these dimensions is crucial for
designing sustainable, effective, and inclusive work environments that balance flexibility with

operational needs.

Furthermore, the underlying research project investigates the qualitative dimensions of hybrid work by
exploring how individuals perceive performance and identify the essential features that underpin
effective hybrid work practices. Researching a German company and working with the described

integrative approach address those limitations of past publications. Methodologically, the integrative
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approach and conducting qualitative work focusing on essential features influencing hybrid work and

essential features influencing OP will offer new knowledge in this research field.

The pandemic-initiated hybrid work offers, for the first time, a comprehensive application and,
building on this, extensive experience in a wide range of sectors, company sizes, and cultures. At the
same time, this situation allows for exploring extensive questions related to hybrid working yet
highlights gaps in the literature and the need for further research. Furthermore, the paradigm shift
towards employee-centred HRM approaches represents a change whose impact in the context of
hybrid work is to be examined in more detail. This dynamic research field and the comprehensive gaps
in the specific context of German groups with highly regulated labour law agreements emphasise the

value of this research and the demand for theory and practice.

1.3. Significance of the research

Overall, this research aims to identify the essential features for effective hybrid work by reviewing
existing literature and analysing the perceptions of HR professionals, general managers, and
employees. It examines both commonalities and differences in stakeholder perspectives to provide a
comprehensive understanding of hybrid work dynamics. Based on these insights, the study develops a
practical framework for designing effective framework conditions for hybrid work. Hence, the

research makes several contributions to both theory and practice.

1.3.1. Significance to theoretical knowledge

This research adds to the theoretical knowledge of effective hybrid work in a German organisation
addressing significant gaps in existing research. Many studies adopt a universal approach, offering
broad statements about hybrid work success (Verma et al., 2023) while overlooking its contextual

complexities. This research challenges such oversimplifications, emphasizing the need for tailored

approaches that account for organisational structures, cultural conditions, and stakeholder dynamics.

By employing a qualitative lens (Kitzinger, 1995), this study provides insights into OP in hybrid work
settings. Unlike quantitative studies, it explores the lived experiences of employees, uncovering how
informal practices interact with formal frameworks to shape hybrid work and it’s essential features.
This perspective advances theoretical knowledge by highlighting the interplay between these elements

and their impact on power dynamics and team interactions.



The research also addresses the multi-level nature of hybrid work addressing organisational, team, and
individual needs. It examines the shift from hierarchical, employer-driven models to employee-centred
approaches (Howe et al., 2021) that promote autonomy and innovation. This contributes to theories on
power distribution and offers guidance for achieving sustainable hybrid work practices. Furthermore,
the study emphasises that hybrid working strategies must be customised to specific organisational
contexts. This challenges the notion of universal models and enhances theoretical discourse by linking

hybrid work practices to organisational culture.

In summary, this research will enriche theoretical knowledge by providing a nuanced, context-driven
understanding of hybrid work. It offers a practical framework for sustainable implementation, moving

beyond generalised prescriptions to address the complexities of diverse organisational environments.

1.3.2. Significance in practise

This research aims to generate practical framework for the effective implementation of hybrid work
strategies, focusing on the need for customised approaches that reflect specific organisational contexts
rather than generic, one-size-fits-all models. It will examine how hybrid work structures can be
designed to align with an organisation’s culture, stakeholder expectations, and operational needs,
ensuring both efficiency and employee well-being. Additionally, the study seeks to deepen
understanding of the complexities surrounding hybrid work, contributing to the development of

flexible and sustainable workplace strategies that support long-term organisational success.

By investigating the interaction between formal policies and informal workplace practices, this study
intends to provide actionable guidance on fostering collaboration, adaptability, and engagement in
hybrid work environments. The findings will help leaders create inclusive and innovative workspaces
that integrate physical and digital interactions seamlessly. Furthermore, the research will analyse
power dynamics within hybrid work settings, focusing on how organisations can empower employees
through participatory decision-making and flexible policies while maintaining strategic alignment.
Through qualitative insights into employee experiences, the study will offer a practical framework that
enable organisations to anticipate challenges, refine their hybrid work models, and implement
interventions that enhance both productivity and workplace satisfaction. Ultimately, this research is
designed to support businesses in navigating the evolving world of work, offering evidence-based

strategies that improve hybrid work effectiveness in practice.

In summary, this study equips practitioners with strategies to create adaptive, sustainable hybrid work

models that enhance performance and long-term organisational success.



1.4. Research aim, questions and objectives

The theoretical and practical need to fill the identified research gap can be summarised in the

following research question, objectives and goals.

The aim of this research is to explore what influences effective working from home in hybrid patterns
on an overall organisational level according to HR professionals, general management, and employees.
As mentioned, the research will be conducted in a German bank. The purpose of the research is to
construct a practical framework based on the accounts of the three target groups on how to design
working conditions for a hybrid working organisation. This practical framework will support the target

group of this study, the German corporate organisation.

By applying this approach, the following research questions will be explored:

1. What do HR professionals perceive as the essential features of effective working from home

in hybrid patterns on an overall organisational level?

2. What do general managers perceive as the essential features of effective working from

home in hybrid patterns on an overall organisational level?

3. What do employees perceive as the essential features of effective working from home in

hybrid patterns on an overall organisational level?

4. Where do HR professionals, general management, and employees agree and disagree

regarding effective working from home in hybrid patterns on an overall organisational level?

By answering the before mentioned research questions the following main research objectives are to

be achieved:

1. To identify, through a critical review of relevant literature, the current state of understanding
how working from home (in hybrid patterns) can be effective and what are currently

considered the main influences on it.

2. To understand the perceptions of all groups on essential features for effective work from home

in hybrid patterns (target group: HR professionals, general managers and employees).

a) To investigate how perceptions on essential features coincide between the three target

groups.
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b) To investigate how perceptions on essential features differ between the three target

groups.

3. To construct a practical framework — based on the account of the three target groups — on how

to design relevant framework conditions for a working model in hybrid patterns.

1.5. Definition of key target groups

In order to ensure a targeted and transparent approach when explaining the needs of individual target
groups and when collecting data, for example, the three groups " employees", "general management"
and "HR professionals" are defined below and a standardised understanding of the definition of terms

used here is created:

Employees

In Germany, it is not possible to define "employees" according to clear criteria. Therefore, the term
‘white-collar employee’, which is also not clearly defined but can be distinguished in terms of content,
will be adopted for the sake of simplicity. White collar employee, however, is defined as far as
possible by German labour law and social security law but may differ depending on the area of
application. In contrast to the so-called blue-collar worker, the white-collar worker is traditionally
regarded as an employee who has to fulfil predominantly intellectual tasks (commercial, higher
technical, office-based or predominantly managerial activities) (Wichert, 2018a). In many professions
and activities, this attribution is doubtful, so that in practice higher-value, predominantly office-based
activities are often carried out by so-called "white collar employees" (Schmidt, 2018). Furthermore,
German labour law often makes a distinction between tariff, non-tariff and executive employees
(Wichert, 2018a). For the purposes of this research, both tariff and non-tariff employees are in scope,

while executive employees are considered under "general management".

General management

The term "general management" is used in this study as a collective definition of various people who,
by nature of their employment relationship or function in the company, represent the employer and its

interests.

This includes senior executives, managing directors, etc. What these persons have in common is that

they are entrusted with the fulfilment of employer functions. As there is no standardised legal
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definition, the common perception is decisive. According to case law, someone is a managerial
employee if an overall assessment shows that an employee performs sufficiently significant
entrepreneurial tasks, is responsible for a considerable scope of decision-making and this also
corresponds to their position and employment contract (Schmidt, 2018). As this study focuses on the
interests and needs of different target groups, the persons mentioned are summarised as "general

management".

The legal representatives (executive bodies) of corporations such as the board members are not
included in this definition as they are organ members. In principle, board members are not to be
classified as members of staff such as employees and management, as the board exercises the supreme
authority of a company. Board members are authorised by law to represent the respective legal entity

(§ 78 1 AKtG, § 35 I GmbHG) (Wichert, 2018b).

HR professionals

HR, also known as personnel management, comprises the area of the company that deals intensively
with employees, their needs and their further development. It assumes a diverse and central function in
the overall company perspective. In the Gabler Business Dictionary, HR is described as the sum of all
HR-related fields and individual measures to support current and future corporate development
(business development) and the associated change processes (organisational development) (Bartscher,

2018).

In Germany, HR plays a critical role in aligning employer needs with governance responsibilities.
Thus, HR professionals act as intermediaries between management and employees, ensuring that
workforce strategies such as recruitment, performance management, and compensation align with
organisational goals (Kaehler and Grundei, 2019). They also oversee governance and compliance by
ensuring adherence to legal standards, including co-determination laws (Mitbestimmung) and works
council (Betriebsrat) regulations (Janetz, 2022). These efforts are crucial for maintaining ethical

operations and mitigating risks (Schonenberg, 2010).

While HR prioritises employer goals, it also addresses employee concerns to foster motivation and
retention (Hildisch, 2012). By ensuring fairness and equity, HR balances the needs of employers and
employees, contributing to a productive and stable work environment (Kaehler and Grundei, 2019).
Through these multifaceted functions, HR in Germany not only upholds governance and compliance

but also supports ethical and sustainable business practices (Fischer et al., 2019).
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1.6. Research design

The details of the research design are explained in Chapter 3, so the following chapter serves as an

initial overview.

This study adopts an inductive, qualitative research design within a constructionist paradigm to
explore the key factors influencing effective remote work in hybrid settings. Rooted in the belief that
meaning is co-constructed through social interactions and organisational practices, this approach
enables a deeper understanding of how hybrid work is experienced and managed within a specific

organisational context.

To achieve this, the research is conducted as a single case study within a German bank, allowing for a
detailed, context-rich investigation of hybrid work implementation. The researcher, acting as an
insider-researcher (Saunders et al., 2023), was able to facilitate participation, build trust, and enhance
the depth of insights gained. This positionality enabled access to key stakeholders and internal
organisational dynamics that may not have been as easily accessible to an external researcher, thus

strengthening the study’s practical relevance and contextual validity.

For data collection, semi-structured interviews were conducted, ensuring a balance between flexibility
and comparability across participants. This method allowed the researcher to probe deeper into
individual experiences, uncovering rich qualitative data that reflect the complexities of hybrid work.
The data were analysed using reflexive thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2022), a method well-
suited to capturing nuanced patterns and diverse perspectives within the dataset. Through iterative
coding and thematic development, key themes were identified, offering a comprehensive

understanding of the challenges, benefits, and essential features of hybrid work.

The study employs a mono-method qualitative approach, prioritising depth over breadth to facilitate a
detailed exploration of hybrid work dynamics. By comparing perspectives across general
management, HR professionals, and employees, the research seeks to uncover areas of alignment and
divergence, highlighting the organisational, managerial, and individual considerations that shape
hybrid work success. The findings contribute to both academic knowledge and practical implications,
offering insights that can inform the development of more effective, adaptable, and sustainable hybrid

work strategies in regulated environments such as the German banking sector.
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1.7. Thesis structure

The thesis is divided into six interconnected chapters, each addressing a specific component of the

research process.

The first chapter, the Introduction, outlines the research problem, research question, and the primary
aim and objectives of the study. It also provides a rationale for the chosen research context and
includes a brief overview of the research design. The second chapter, the Literature Review, critically
examines relevant academic sources on hybrid work, HRM, employee-centred approaches and hybrid
work’s impact on OP. This chapter establishes the theoretical foundation for the study by identifying
key concepts, frameworks, and gaps in the existing body of knowledge. The third chapter, the
Research Methodology, describes the philosophical framework underpinning the research, the adopted
research strategy, and the methods used for data collection and analysis. It also discusses ethical
considerations, the role of the researcher, and the measures undertaken to ensure research quality. The
fourth chapter, the Findings, presents the results of the study. Initially, the findings are structured to
address the perspectives of each target group separately, followed by a comparative analysis of these
groups to identify areas of convergence and divergence (see research questions 1-4). Chapter five, the
Discussion, critically interprets the study’s findings in relation to the existing literature, highlighting
key areas of alignment and divergence with previous research. By analysing these insights, the
discussion provides a deeper understanding of the essential features that influence the effectiveness of
hybrid work, offering theoretical and practical implications for organisations. The final chapter,
Conclusion, synthesises the study’s contributions to both academic knowledge and organisational
practice, outlining how the findings enhance the theoretical and practical understanding of hybrid
work. In addition to acknowledging the study’s limitations and proposing future research directions,
this chapter includes a personal and professional reflection, offering insights into the researcher’s

experience and the implications of their insider perspective.

This structure ensures a coherent and logical presentation of the research process, enabling a

comprehensive understanding of the study's context, methodology, findings, and implications.
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2. Literature review

In the previous chapter, a brief introduction to the underlying research topic and the research questions
was given. This leads to the research needs and purpose of this study. This chapter will now review the

literature and provide a framework for the theoretical underpinnings of this thesis.

To provide a structured foundation for this study, the literature review is framed around a conceptual
model that integrates key aspects of hybrid work, HRM, employee-centred approaches, and OP. This
framework serves as a guiding structure for the subsequent subchapters, each of which will examine a
specific component in detail. By presenting this conceptual lens at the outset, the reader gains an
overview of the theoretical perspectives that shape the study. In the final chapter, this framework will
be revisited to synthesise the key insights from the empirical findings, illustrating how the theoretical

dimensions interact with the study’s results.
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2.1. Literature search strategy

A narrative literature review was conducted to explore the key themes: hybrid work, the employee-
centred approach, and OP. Each topic was examined separately before identifying commonalities and
connections. The review highlights key debates on hybrid work, the paradigm shift towards an
employee-centred HRM practise, and hybrid works’ essential features influencing OP, providing a

transparent and structured foundation for this research.

The narrative literature should comply with the search, selection and evaluation procedures of the
reviewers and editors. Therefore, the researcher’s search method should be transparent and
reproducible. Furthermore, the author aims to discuss the validity of the studies considered by means
of a comprehensive qualitative and well-reasoned as well as critical evaluation of the studies (Collins

and Fauser, 2005; Rhoades, 2011).

In qualitative research, saturation is traditionally associated with data collection, signifying the
juncture at which additional data no longer contribute novel information (Guest, 2017). Transposing
this concept to narrative literature reviews involves recognising when the inclusion of additional
sources fails to uncover new themes or perspectives, thereby suggesting that the literature has been
exhaustively explored. Achieving saturation in a narrative literature review therefore requires a
systematic and comprehensive approach (Rhoades, 2011). The process begins with defining clear
objectives and identifying the focus area, in this case hybrid work, a rapidly evolving and

contemporary research topic.

Multiple academic databases, including the university library and a German university library in
Berlin were searched, supplemented by Google Scholar for broader coverage. A combination of

LRI

carefully selected English and German keywords, such as “hybrid work,” “telework”, “mobile work”,

LR INT3

“home office”, “flexible working arrangements”, “employee-centred approach”, “soft HRM”, “people-
centred HRM”, “organisational performance”, “performance measurement in HR”, “link between HR
and OP” and “effective hybrid work™ ensured that the literature search captured the topic's depth and
nuances. Boolean operators and filters, including timeframes and the selection of peer-reviewed
studies, refined the results to prioritise relevance and quality. An iterative approach guided the process,
revisiting databases and refining search terms to identify overlooked materials. The search continued

until no new insights, themes, or patterns emerged, signifying that saturation had been reached.

Saturation was marked by the repetition of core themes and the absence of new findings in subsequent
searches. Thematic analysis played a central role in this process, helping to identify recurring patterns

and central concepts while highlighting gaps in the literature (Fink, 2014). This comprehensive
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exploration provided a stable thematic structure, ensuring that all relevant aspects of hybrid work had

been addressed.

Hybrid work is both a current phenomenon and a rapidly expanding area of research, shaped by
ongoing technological, organisational, and societal changes. The literature review was initially
conducted around spring 2024, aiming for saturation based on the available research at that time. To
ensure relevance and comprehensiveness, it was revisited and enriched in January 2025, incorporating
newly emerging studies and developments in the field. Given the dynamic nature of the field, new
studies and insights are likely to emerge beyond this timeframe, potentially altering the understanding
of the topic. This limitation underscores the evolving nature of hybrid work as a subject of inquiry.
Recognising this temporal limitation allows for a balanced approach that combines rigorous

scholarship with an awareness of the field's dynamic and emergent characteristics.

2.2. Theoretical framework

2.2.1. Hybrid work

The subsequent subchapters provide a critical examination of the literature on hybrid work, the
employee-centred approach and relevant aspects of OP. These perspectives collectively informed the

foundation for an integrated conceptual framework, which approaches the research questions.

2.2.1.1.  Definition of key terms

Telework

Wernecke (2021) suggests that the term and concept of telework is already several years old. In
international literature, the term "telework" is often used when employees carry out their work entirely
from home with the help of information technology instead of at the employer's premises (Alipour et
al., 2020). If employees also have a workplace in the company in addition to their workplace at home
and they work alternately at these workplaces, this is so-called "alternating telework" (Wernecke,
2021). For the German (labour law) context, there has also been a legal definition since November
2016 that formalises the form of work. Thus, in the so-called Workplace Ordinance (ArbStattV),
telework is legally defined according to § 2 para. 7 ArbStéttV as a form of work in which employees
perform part of their work with the help of a computer workstation permanently set up by the

employer outside the company. These workplaces are connected to the employer's premises via
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information and communication equipment (Deutscher Bundestag, 2017). Accordingly, there is a
significant difference between Wernecke's definition of permanent work from home and the German
legal definition according to the Workplace Ordinance: The German definition speaks of partial
performance of work from a permanently installed workplace and therefore already reflects elements
of hybrid working in terms of frequency and locations. In line with the definition in the Workplace
Ordinance (ArbStéttV), the term telework is often used colloquially as a generic term for all forms of
location-independent activities using telecommunications. In this arrangement of terms, "mobile

working" and "home office" then represent sub-forms (Bertram et al., 2021).

Mobile work

With mobile working, employees do have a workplace at the company that they can use. However,
they are also equipped with a laptop, tablet or smartphone so that they can work flexibly wherever
they happen to be (for example, at home, on public transport or at a customer's premises) (Wernecke,
2021). The working form of mobile working has not yet been legally defined (Deutscher Bundestag,
2017). Like teleworking, mobile working is based on a connection to the company via information and

communication technology.

Home Office

In general, the term home office is understood to explain that employees carry out their contractual
work wholly or partly from home. In terms of content, the terms "telework" and "home office" can
therefore be congruent (Bertram et al., 2021; Wernecke, 2021). Alternatively, "home office" can be
understood as a sub-form of telework as outlined above. It is clear that authors like Betram et. al
(2021) and Wernecke (2021), among others, think the term is often used inconsistently, sometimes as a

synonym for telework, sometimes for mobile work.

Flexwork

Flexwork, in turn, describes the company-specific differentiation of the organisation of working time
and place and is often referred to by German companies (Schwuchow and Gutmann, 2020). For
example, TRATON, the holding company for the commercial vehicle brands in the VW Group,
published a new company agreement in May 2022 that regulates flexible, location-independent
working - including other European countries - in consultation with the works council. The aim is to
achieve maximum flexibility in consultation with the manager (TRATON SE, 2022). Within Germany,

flexwork is therefore not limited in time per se, but can be restricted by operational concerns, e.g. if
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attendance is indispensable due to project specifics. Employee appraisals should also be conducted in

the company and in person, according to Bernd Osterloh (former HR Director of TRATON SE).

In the context of this work, these forms of work are differentiated by means of generic terms and sub-
terms: Telework is understood as a superordinate concept with a corresponding legal definition in
German labour law, which creates the basis for more flexible working in terms of place and time -
compared to the provision of services in the employer's company. Mobile working and working from
home (“home office”) are used as sub-concepts that essentially refer to the place of work. Flexwork,
on the other hand, refers to the company-specific adaptation of working time and location
arrangements, a term frequently used by German companies to describe their tailored approach to

flexible work structures.

sub-concepts that essentially refer to
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Figure 3: Telework and common definitions in Germany

Source: Own illustration

Hybrid work

The term "hybrid work" began gaining prominence in discussions about work shortly after the initial
phase of the COVID-19 pandemic in late 2020. Since then, the concept has been explored, defined,
and developed, with much of the focus centred on the post-pandemic era and the anticipated changes
in workplaces and working life (Schwuchow and Gutmann, 2020). Early discussions tended to
approach hybridity through a limited lens, often describing it as flexibility in terms of time and
location (Bath and Winkler, 2024). This understanding frames hybrid work as a model where
employees split their tasks between the employer’s premises and remote locations, such as home or
other spaces, leveraging digital tools for communication and collaboration (Schaffers, 2020;
Schwuchow and Gutmann, 2020). This interpretation closely parallels the traditional German concept
of telework as described above where part of the work can be performed from home.
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For this study the term “hybrid work™ is understood as a superordinate concept analogous to
teleworking according to the Workplace Ordinance (ArbStéttV) in terms of a location-flexible concept
between working from home and on-site. For the author of this study, the difference between the two
terms lies in the German legal definition, which today literally refers to “teleworking” and refers
directly to a workstation installed by the employer at the employee's home. Therefore, in this study in
terms of concept hybrid work is understood to be identical to telework with the difference that the
provision is not limited to a fixed, installed teleworkstation. Therefore, as described, various literature

sources that focus on telework, mobile work, flexwork and hybrid working are considered.

2.2.1.2.  Historical and theoretical development

Historically, telework emerged in the mid-1970s in the US state of California as a substitute for daily
commuting through telecommunications technology (Nilles, 1994). Companies created suitable
alternatives in response to the 1973 energy crisis, which meant that employees could no longer
commute to work frequently (Torten et al., 2016). The concept of telework at that time involved
working via landline telephones, fax machines and huge stationary computers - outside the local
workplace (Makimoto and Manners, 1997). This first description of telework by scholars is outdated
by today's standards. More recent publications classified telework with other forms of work

organisation and tried not to relate their understanding of telework to its historical roots.

The research topic of "telework" and, more recently, "hybrid working" can be historically divided into
two phases. While initial studies from 1970 to around 2016 focused on contractual telework and its
advantages and disadvantages, more recent research projects have focused on topics such as employer
attractiveness, mental health, work-life balance, corporate culture, knowledge transfer, technological

adaptation and performance measurement (Andrei and Militaru, 2022; Boch, 2021).

A few studies also compare the past years' sporadically perceived optional working from home with
mandatory, pandemic-related teleworking (Fliiter-Hoffmann and Stettes, 2022; Martinez-Sanchez et
al., 2007). Pre-pandemic studies have in common that telework adaptation was rare; thus, the
experiential values were limited, and the sample sizes were reduced. With the beginning of the
pandemic, there is now a comprehensive and, above all, already two-year period of observation for

findings on pandemic-initiated telework.
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(Pre-) pandemic telework & hybrid work

Even well before the pandemic, there were already insightful and interesting results in research on the
topic of work flexibility and teleworking. For example, as early as 2007, Martinez-Sanchez et al.
investigated the relationship between telework adoption, change management and company
performance. They found a positive relationship between telework and the satisfaction perceived by
workers when they have the opportunity to adapt their tasks to their needs and desires, thus supporting
the workforce flexibility literature. According to this, telework allows for a greater match between
individual needs and opportunities to meet those needs, which in turn leads to higher job satisfaction.
Interestingly, the results also suggest that telework in particular is positively related to OP (Martinez-
Sanchez et al., 2007). Thus, the results are in line with other studies from i.e. Harker Martin and
MacDonnell (2012) that find a positive relationship between telework and the perceptions of
organisational outcomes. In terms of content, the mentioned pre-pandemic studies refer to teleworking,
whereby teleworking already includes hybrid elements (analogous to the German legal definition

above) and is described as not fully remote work.

The situation is different in studies on the pandemic peak - here, pure remote work is dealt with due to
the pandemic-related distancing regulations and complete working from home. Looking at studies on
teleworking during the pandemic, many studies like Schmoll and SiiB3 (2021) report mainly positive
experiences regarding work-life balance aspects, the handling of the COVID-19 infection figures but
also the establishment of the hybrid working model and the desire of many employees to maintain a
partial remote part even after the pandemic. These findings are also supported by recent survey results
on the continuation of flexible working. Although some researchers suggest that the prevalence of
flexible work may decline somewhat, it is not expected to return to pre-crisis levels (Becker et al.,
2022). In the study ‘Companies in the COVID-19 Crisis’ conducted by the Institute for Employment
Research (IAB), managers from around 2,000 companies in several sectors of the economy in which at
least one employee subject to social security contributions works were surveyed on how the company
is dealing with the pandemic. The economic sectors ‘public administration, defence, social security’,
‘private households’ and ‘territorial organisations and corporations’ were excluded. Furthermore, only
companies that stated that home office was possible for them were included. According to this survey
two thirds (67 %) of the companies, in which there are basically home office options, stated that they
want to enable the same extent as in the pandemic. 21% even want to expand this further. The
proportion of companies that want to expand the offer increases significantly with the size of the
company. However, Brenscheidt et al. (2022) suggest that there are also many activities for which

local flexibility is difficult to guarantee.

Alongside the positive reports, Donath and Engelmann (2023), for example, elaborate on mixed

experiences in terms of health protection and consider the views of interest representation like works
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councils in large companies during the pandemic. In the literature, the autonomy and sovereignty
gained in determining time and place as well as flexible working environments are often mentioned as
positive aspects, especially with regard to childcare or leisure activities (Boeckler Stiftung, 2021;
Fliiter-Hoffmann and Stettes, 2022). On the other hand, exactly these points are also cited for a
blurring of work and private life as well as necessary recreational phases. In Donath and Engelmanns
research published in 2023, which focuses on the pandemic years, there are indications of potential for
optimisation for occupational health and safety in Germany, which should be worked out in the case of
a nationwide, permanent use of hybrid working. This double perspective also exists on the employer
side: On the one hand, the decentralised provision of work in the employee sector is seen as a cost
saving and efficiency gain, but on the other hand it is also associated with a loss of control and

management (Donath and Engelmann, 2023; Schmoll and Sii3, 2021).

In addition, there are interpersonal and cultural issues. In studies conducted during the pandemic, there
is increased criticism from employees that there is too little trust on the part of employers and that
many feel micromanaged (Parker et al., 2020). On the other hand, many managers fear a loss of
productivity and employee performance if employees work remotely (Ahmad et al., 2022).
Interestingly, senior managers shared other perceptions: They perceived consistent and sometimes
increasing productivity among employees who worked from home (Hajal, 2022). Ultimately,
researchers like Bérastégui (2021) conclude that the successful implementation of telework depends
significantly on the degree of autonomy granted to employees and on a presumed culture of trust and

compassion that organisational leaders can create.

However, many authors actively point to the consideration of external circumstances of a global
pandemic in their studies to assess the results. Thus, it is also important to consider the extreme
working and living conditions caused by the crisis (Donath and Engelmann, 2023): Even though
flexible working in times of the COVID-19 pandemic may be associated with negative effects, Zhang
et al. show that people who did not work at all during the pandemic had comparatively worse mental
and physical health, more stress and less life satisfaction than those who did their work in a home

office (Zhang et al., 2020).

Parallel to this, the development on the labour market is also interesting to observe. Here, the shortage
of skilled workers coupled with a dynamic, increasingly international environment (especially in the
highly sought-after IT sector) is leading to location- and time-independent work increasing employer
attractiveness and, depending on the sector, is sometimes even seen as indispensable (Hofmann et al.,
2021; Kreuzer et al., 2022). Interestingly, with a view to different employee generations, a tendency
and preference for mobile-flexible work was already predicted in 2015 for the younger generation on
the labour market (Otto and Remdisch, 2015). Here, the pandemic is understood in some studies as a

catalyst for the introduction of hybrid working, and it remains questionable whether such a
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widespread, rapid shift to home-based work would ever have been possible without pandemic-related

influence (Bianchi-Weinand and Wannoéffel, 2022; Klaftke, 2022).

Post pandemic telework & hybrid work

The pandemic brought about a significant transformation in the world of work, prompting many
companies to shift from a predominantly office-based model to fully digital operations wherever job
roles and competencies permitted. This sudden transition, widely discussed in the literature,
accelerated the adoption of technology and digital work practices at an unprecedented rate (Boch,
2021; Schaftelhofer, 2022). However, the impact was not limited to technological advancements, as
the pandemic also served as a catalyst for broader changes in workplace dynamics. Initially, for many
employees, remote work was merely a relocation of tasks to their homes. However, research on
telework during this period suggests that, beyond the shift in location, working hours also became
more flexible — an adjustment that many employees have come to appreciate and wish to retain (Boch,
2021; Fliiter-Hoffmann and Stettes, 2022).The elimination of commuting time or shifting
asynchronous activities to a time when productivity is at its highest is often cited as a positive side
effect (Gneuss, 2021; Kreuzer et al., 2022). Ultimately, the work-life balance expectations have gained
in importance and different trends and individual flexibility preferences have emerged (Kreuzer et al.,

2022).

According to Kreuzer et al. (2022) the first 1.5 years of the pandemic served as an opportunity for
both, employees and employers, to experience working outside the traditional office setting. The
literature indicates a broad consensus in both German research and industry that the world of work has
undergone a lasting transformation due to the pandemic (Flitter-Hoffmann and Stettes, 2022). Hofman
et al. (2021) supports this theory, as they state that the discussion is no longer about whether hybrid

work will persist but rather how it should be structured to meet future demands.

One key factor shaping the post-pandemic workplace is the realisation that hybrid work arrangements
can be both efficient and productive. Furthermore, employee expectations regarding their employers
have evolved significantly, particularly in light of growing labour shortages, necessitating a stronger
focus on workplace flexibility and employee well-being (Hofmann et al., 2021). Both in Germany and
the United States, a substantial wave of resignations emerged during the pandemic (Kreuzer et al.,
2022). Among the primary reasons for this shift were changing employee priorities, including the
demand for greater flexibility in terms of time and location, increased autonomy in work organisation,

and a heightened emphasis on mental health support from employers (Stich, 2021).
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Considering the current trends in the labour market coupled with the increasing shortage of skilled
workers, the question of whether to introduce flexible working no longer arises for many companies
(Bergmann, 2020). Studies like Stich (2021) found a positive relationship between flexible working
models and job satisfaction as well as the employee motivation to work for a certain organisation.
Interestingly, the pandemic has had an impact on the role of employees, and in particular their needs
and involvement in business decisions, among many other aspects of the world of work (Taapken and
Heinen, 2021). A shift in the prioritisation and consideration of employee needs can be observed in
research as well as in practice (Volini et al., 2021). Some publications also speak of a paradigm shift

caused by the pandemic and COVID-19 related research (Howe et al., 2021).

Nevertheless, compared to the pre-pandemic era, this far-reaching development of the world of work
brings with it very fundamental questions of office management, workplace equipment, work culture,
technological equipment, the design of management and communication relationships, and HR work
practise (Hofmann et al., 2021). Organisations like the Bavarian State Bank have reacted to this and
are downsizing or redesigning their office spaces to meet future demands and working conditions

(Radomsky, 2022).

However, according to some authors like Amerland (2022) and von Bergen et al. (2019), among
others, the increased work from home does not only bring positive effects for organisations and
employees. The sense of identity towards the employer can decline and a new balance between work
and life is needed (Burkhart, 2023). Moreover, the traditional nine-to-five job, which is often common
practice in the white-collar sector, has changed dramatically in a high-tech age where workers can
work from anywhere and at any time through various electronic platforms (Amerland et al., 2022).
While in the past, work was done at the physical workplace and it was closed on holidays, weekends,
evenings, or nights, this has changed according to Amerland (2022). Today, depending on the work
culture, employees can and should access their work remotely and respond to requests regardless of
the day or time (Von Bergen et al., 2019). As the authors state, this leads for many workers to a work-

life imbalance and a higher and sometimes more permanent workload.

Accordingly, there are various aspects to consider in the introduction as well as post-pandemic

continuation and, if necessary, redesign of hybrid work.

Looking at the European labour market, before the pandemic 85% of workers had never teleworked or
considered that their work could be done (partly) remote (Milasi et al., 2021). In the pandemic-induced
introduction of largely exclusive home-based work, there was no preparation time on either the
employer or employee side (Donath and Engelmann, 2023). Correspondingly, the transition from a

well-defined to a very fluid structure was also associated with stress and anxiety. Moreover, authors
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such as Parker et al. (2020), for example, question the relationship of different workspaces on

individuals’ efficiency and satisfaction while hybrid working (Oygiir et al., 2022).

2.2.1.3. German context

This section addresses telework and hybrid work in the German context, focusing on labour law and
practical considerations. As previously mentioned, the "home office offer obligation" (§ 28b para. 4
IfSG) mandated employers, from 24 November 2021 to 19 March 2022, to enable employees to work
remotely unless compelling operational reasons precluded this. White-collar employees defined as
those engaged in mental rather than physical work, were the primary focus of this regulation,

reflecting their relevance to the study.

Historically, teleworking has been a long-discussed concept but was underutilised in Germany, with
studies (Eurostat, ifo, and Randstad) showing that fewer than half of employers offered home office
options pre-pandemic. Germany trailed the European average in this regard, with many employees not
utilising available opportunities (Alipour et al., 2020). The COVID-19 pandemic, however, shifted
workplace dynamics, reducing resistance to remote work and accelerating its adoption (Bertram et al.,

2021).

Legally, the determination of the workplace typically falls under the employer’s right of direction (§
106 sentence 1 GewO), broadly interpreted by case law. Employment contracts or collective
agreements often specify eligible workplaces, but employers cannot unilaterally mandate work-from-
home or other remote arrangements without employee consent (LAG Berlin-Brandenburg, 2018).
Mobile work and telework must be explicitly agreed upon in contracts or other arrangements, as these

fall outside the employer’s default directive rights (Pieper, 2017).

In larger companies, works councils play a crucial role in workplace organisation, particularly for
decentralised or remote work setups (Janetz, 2022). Although introducing home office arrangements is
an entrepreneurial decision, their implementation requires consultation and co-determination by the
works council on personnel, social, and economic matters (§ 90 BetrVG). This includes reviewing

workplace design, equipment, and mental health considerations (Donath and Engelmann, 2023).

Many German corporations have responded to the new demands of hybrid work by introducing
flexible working models like "flexwork," which facilitate location-independent work. These
agreements reflect broader organisational shifts towards accommodating employee flexibility and

thereby the implementation of hybrid working models.
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Data protection is a key consideration, governed by General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) and
the Federal Data Protection Act (BDSG). Employers must implement robust technical and
organisational measures to protect both personal and corporate data. Before implementing telework or
mobile work, each task must be evaluated to ensure it complies with data protection laws. Ultimately,

employers bear responsibility for safeguarding sensitive information (Taeger and Gabel, 2022).

2.2.2. Paradigm shift because of COVID-19 pandemic

As previously mentioned, another drastic change can be observed in research regarding hybrid work
and the prevailing HRM practice: a paradigm shift. According to Howe et al. (2021), a paradigm shift
is a fundamental change in the underlying assumptions of a phenomenon. In research, these are rare
but drastic changes that radically alter our understanding of phenomena by changing the fundamental

assumptions on which our understanding is based (Howe et al., 2021).

Howe et al. (2021), among others, suggest that the COVID-19 pandemic had the potential to bring
about several paradigm shifts in organisations that could not be fully anticipated by society and in
general in advance. In terms of companies, it was observed at the beginning and during the peak of the
pandemic that many organisations generally reacted in a compassionate and employee-friendly manner
(Holzapfel, 2021). For many employers and employees, how and where they work changed radically
due to the pandemic (Bollinger, 2021). While such measures may seem prudent and sensible, authors
like Howe et. al (2021) emphasise that the challenge lies in assessing such paradigm shifts and the

long-term impact of the pandemic.

Subsequently, the paradigm shift towards employee-centred HR work and organisational orientation in

response to the pandemic is examined and the aspects associated with this approach are explained.

2.2.2.1.  Historical and theoretical development

The term “employee-centred approach” does not have a universal definition in the literature. It is often
used interchangeably with related terms such as “soft HRM”, “people-centred HRM”, and “human-
centred approach.” Despite slight variations in terminology, these concepts share a common focus on
prioritising employee needs, well-being, and development within organisational strategies (Edgar and
Geare, 2014; Richards, 2022). For the purposes of this study, the term “employee-centred approach” is

adopted to encompass these shared principles. Thus, as explained at the beginning, publications
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containing the keywords “human-centred approach”, “people-centred HRM” or “soft HRM” were also

included in the literature review.

The employee-centred approach is underpinned by a philosophy that places significant emphasis on
recognising and valuing the needs, aspirations, and contributions of employees as integral to
organisational success (Page and Vella-Brodrick, 2009). Lepak and Snell (1999) state that this
approach acknowledges employees as individuals with distinct skills, perspectives, and experiences.
Hence, it transcends the traditional view of employees as mere organisational resources, instead
highlighting their intrinsic worth and the diverse value they contribute to the workplace (Lepak and
Snell, 1999).

This approach has evolved over time, shaped by various theoretical developments and practical
insights into workplace dynamics (Edgar and Geare, 2014). The origins of the employee-centred
approach can be traced to the Human Relations Movement, which emerged as a response to the
limitations of scientific management. Elton Mayo’s Hawthorne Studies from 1993 demonstrated that
social relationships, employee satisfaction, and a sense of belonging were critical to productivity. This
marked a shift from viewing employees as tools of production to recognising their psychological and

social needs to improve them (Franke and Kaul, 1978).

Moreover, Abraham Maslow’s theory of Human Motivation (1943) introduced the idea that
individuals are driven by a hierarchy of needs: physiological, safety, social, esteem, and self-
actualisation. That was when organisations began to consider how workplace conditions and practices
could address these needs to motivate employees effectively (Ghosh et al., 2022). Moreover, Douglas
McGregor’s Theory Y (1960) proposed that employees are naturally motivated, seek responsibility,
and thrive under participative leadership. This challenged traditional, authoritarian management styles
and laid the foundation for employee-centred HRM practices (Edgar and Geare, 2014; Truss et al.,
1997).

Another approach, the resource-based view (RBV), highlighted the strategic importance of HR as a
source of competitive advantage (Barney and Arikan, 2005). Thus, organisations increasingly
recognised that investing in employee development, engagement, and well-being could yield
significant benefits in performance and innovation. Modern developments in organisational
psychology, such as positive organisational behaviour and psychological capital, further reinforced the
importance of focusing on employee well-being, strengths, and engagement (Page and Vella-Brodrick,

2009).

A significant focus within this approach is on the well-being of employees, encompassing their
physical, mental, and emotional health. Organisations committed to this principle strive to create
environments where individuals can thrive holistically. Bakker and Demerouti’s (2007) Job Demands-
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Resources (JD-R) model highlights the critical role of supportive work environments in reducing
stress and increasing motivation. By prioritising well-being, employers not only support healthier

employees but also enhance productivity, job satisfaction, and retention rates (Guest, 2017).

Another crucial aspect of the employee-centred approach is the empowerment of employees. Creating
environments where individuals feel encouraged to take initiative and contribute meaningfully fosters
engagement and allows employees to realise their full potential (Deci and Ryan, 1985). Empowerment
aligns with self-determination theory, which emphasises the importance of autonomy, competence, and
relatedness in fostering intrinsic motivation (Gagné and Deci, 2005). When employees are
empowered, they are more likely to exhibit commitment, creativity, and proactive behaviours that

benefit the organisation (Luthans and Youssef, 2007; Page and Vella-Brodrick, 2009).

Participation and employee voice also form integral elements of this approach (Edgar and Geare,
2014). Actively involving employees in decision-making processes demonstrates respect for their
perspectives and insights, cultivating a culture of inclusivity and mutual respect (Morrison, 2011).
Such practices ensure that employees feel valued and heard, which strengthens their commitment to
the organisation and enhances the quality of organisational decisions. Research has shown that

employee involvement increases engagement and organisational effectiveness (Jha et al., 2019).

Overall, these principles collectively demonstrate a philosophy that seeks to balance organisational
priorities with the holistic needs of employees, creating a mutually beneficial dynamic that drives
sustainable success. By embedding these values into their practices, organisations cultivate a

workforce that is engaged, empowered, and dedicated to shared goals.

The COVID-19 pandemic significantly intensified discussions around employee-centred HRM
practices, prompting organisations to reconsider the role of people within the workplace. As businesses
faced unprecedented human and social challenges, such as supporting employees with caregiving
responsibilities, grieving lost colleagues, and facilitating remote work, a renewed emphasis on
employee well-being emerged (Kaushik and Guleria, 2020; Peuter et al., 2023). This shift extended to
leadership behaviours, with managers increasingly adopting more empathetic and relational

approaches (Townsend and Romme, 2024).

As the employee-centred approach emphasises creating supportive work environments that align
employee satisfaction with organisational goals, making it a key consideration in the context of hybrid

work.
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Alignment with HRM theories and strategies

The employee-centred approach in HRM is a philosophy, not a standalone HRM strategy or a concept
derived directly from one specific theory, but an overarching orientation that aligns with multiple
HRM strategies and theories (Edgar and Geare, 2014). This approach emphasises that engaged,
satisfied, and empowered employees significantly contribute to organisational success and

sustainability.

While the employee-centred approach does not originate from a single theory, it aligns with multiple

HRM strategies and theoretical frameworks:

e Soft HRM: This approach treats employees as valuable assets rather than costs to be
minimised. Soft HRM focuses on employee well-being, training, and engagement to foster
commitment and loyalty (Legge, 1995).

e High-Commitment HRM: High-commitment HRM strategies aim to strengthen the
psychological contract between employees and employers by fostering trust, involvement, and
shared values (Walton, 1985).

e High-Performance Work Systems (HPWS): HPWS integrate practices such as team-based
work, job enrichment, and flexible work arrangements to empower employees and enhance
performance (Boxall and Macky, 2009).

e Employee Engagement Theories: Building on Kahn’s theory of engagement, these approaches
focus on creating environments where employees feel psychologically safe and motivated to
invest in their work roles (Kahn, 1990).

e  Well-Being-Oriented HRM: Modern HRM frameworks increasingly incorporate well-being as
a strategic priority, recognising its impact on productivity, retention, and organisational culture

(Guest, 2011).

Accordingly, the employee-centred approach in HRM is not a distinct strategy or theory but rather an
overarching orientation that informs the design and implementation of various HRM practices (Edgar
and Geare, 2014). By aligning with multiple theories and strategies, such as soft HRM, high-
commitment HRM, and well-being-oriented HRM, the employee-centred approach continues to
influence both research and practice in HRM (Guest, 2017; Page and Vella-Brodrick, 2009). Its
evolution demonstrates a growing recognition of the reciprocal relationship between organisational
goals and employee needs, making it a cornerstone of effective HRM in contemporary workplaces

(Edgar and Geare, 2014; Howe et al., 2021).

For some organisations, the pandemic reinforced an employee-centred approach,while for others, it

was initially imposed but later intentionally maintained during the transition to the 'new normal'
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(Garcia-Alvarez and Lopez-Fernandez, 2023). The following section examines the implications of this

approach, particularly in the context of hybrid work and its key aspects.

2.2.2.2.  Impact for organisations and HRM practise

Beyond these immediate responses to the pandemic, an employee-centred HRM approach carries
strategic implications for organisational practices. By placing employee needs, well-being, and
development at the forefront, this approach has consequences for power dynamics, stakeholder
relationships, decision-making processes, and the formalisation of organisational rules (Edgar and

Geare, 2014; Jarlstrom et al., 2018; Ogbonnaya and Aryee, 2020).

The following section examines these implications within the context of hybrid work, focusing on
their impact on organisations. While embedded in broader theoretical and strategic frameworks, these
topics are considered through the lens of the employee-centred approach, aligning with the study’s

overarching research questions.

Power dynamics

Power within organisations has been a subject of extensive study, with diverse theories elucidating its
nature and distribution. French and Raven identified five bases of power: legitimate, reward, coercive,
expert, and referent, underscoring that power derives not only from formal authority but also from
individual expertise and interpersonal relationships (French and Raven, 1959; Kovach, 2020).
Foucault further argued that power is pervasive, embedded within organisational structures, norms,
and discourses, thereby shaping and being shaped by organisational practices (Gordon and Foucault,

1980).

HRM practices play a pivotal role in influencing organisational power dynamics. The design and
implementation of HR policies can either reinforce existing power structures or act as catalysts for
change (Guest, 2011). For example, empowerment initiatives in HRM, aim to decentralise decision-
making, challenge traditional hierarchies and promote employee autonomy (Conger and Kanungo,
1988). However, the success of these initiatives often hinges on organisational culture and leadership's

genuine commitment to sharing power (Wilkinson, 1998).

It is clear from the literature that an employee-centred approach further reconfigures power dynamics
by decentralising authority and fostering greater participation. Collaborative structures, replacing

traditional top-down hierarchies, enable employees to engage in decision-making and problem-

-30-



solving, thereby redistributing power (Assian, 2019). Practices such as open-door policies,
participatory budgeting, and inclusive goal-setting encourage employee input and have been linked to
improved job satisfaction, reduced turnover, and enhanced organisational commitment (Ogbonnaya
and Aryee, 2020). Nonetheless, balancing empowerment with managerial accountability requires
careful planning to ensure decision-making efficiency and alignment with organisational goals

(Richards, 2022).

Critically, employee empowerment can also expose underlying power imbalances, highlighting the

complexity of implementing such initiatives effectively.

Stakeholder — power dynamics and participation in decision-making

Power dynamics extend beyond internal hierarchies to include relationships among employees,
management, shareholders, and external partners. Stakeholder theory emphasises the need to balance
the interests and power of diverse groups to achieve sustainable success (Freeman and McVea, 2001).
Moreover, HRM practices play a critical role in managing these relationships by mediating between
organisational objectives and employee interests (Hildisch, 2012). Transparent communication and
participatory decision-making can enhance trust and collaboration, fostering a positive organisational
climate and balancing power dynamics (Nielsen, 2013). Conversely, neglecting employee voices risks

disengagement and conflict, undermining organisational effectiveness (Kovach, 2020).

An employee-centred HRM approach aligns with stakeholder theory by recognising employees as core
stakeholders whose interests are integral to organisational success. The author's reasoning is confirmed
in the literature, among others by Jarlstrom et al. (2018), who assume that sustainable HRM practices,
such as equitable treatment and transparent communication, build trust and loyalty among employees
while strengthening relationships with external stakeholders. These practices often intersect with
corporate social responsibility (CSR) initiatives, where prioritising employee well-being enhances
public perception and strengthens connections with customers, investors, and the community. For
instance, flexible working arrangements and mental health support demonstrate ethical HR practices,

attracting socially conscious consumers and investors (Amerland et al., 2022).

Challenges arise when shareholder interests in profit maximisation conflict with employee-centred
goals, emphasising the need for a balanced, integrative approach to stakeholder management
(Ogbonnaya and Aryee, 2020). Practices such as collaborative planning, cross-functional team
meetings, and employee advisory councils, not only improve decision-making but also foster

employee ownership and accountability (Fischer et al., 2019).
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However, inclusivity requires careful management. It can delay decisions and complicate consensus-
building due to conflicting viewpoints (Edgar and Geare, 2014). Thus, organisations must establish
mechanisms to integrate employee feedback into decisions genuinely, ensuring inclusivity strengthens

rather than diminishes organisational cohesion.

After examining stakeholders and decision-making processes in HRM practices, the degree of
formalisation should also be considered as it directly shapes how decisions are structured,
communicated, and implemented (Tanner et al., 2014). Formalisation influences the clarity,
consistency, and adaptability of HRM strategies, making it a critical factor in understanding

organisational dynamics and their impact on outcomes.

Organisational formalisation

Formalisation refers to the standardisation and documentation of organisational rules, procedures, and
communications. Hence, it plays a key role in shaping HRM practices and influencing efficiency,
employee behaviour, and overall performance (Skorkova, 2020). As a central element formalisation
defines roles, implements procedures, and coordinates activities (Tanner et al., 2014). High
formalisation reduces ambiguity and enhances predictability through documented rules, while low
formalisation allows flexibility, fostering innovation but increasing variability in performance (Nolan
and Harney, 2023). In highly formalised organisations, HRM practices such as recruitment,
performance appraisal, and training are standardised, promoting fairness and efficiency. However, this
can limit creativity and adaptability, particularly in dynamic environments. Low formalisation, on the
other hand, supports customised practices, encouraging innovation and employee empowerment but
potentially leading to inconsistencies and perceived inequity if poorly managed (Li and Rees, 2021;
Nolan and Harney, 2023). Striking a balance between formalisation and flexibility is essential to

maintain clarity, consistency, and responsiveness to change (Tanner et al., 2014).

HRM strategies also influence the level of formalisation. Cost leadership strategies often require
higher formalisation to enhance efficiency through standardisation, while innovation-driven strategies
favour lower formalisation to promote creativity and adaptability (Thomaschewski and Volker, 2017).
Organisational factors such as size, sector, and the presence of an HR department are strongly
associated with greater formalisation, as these entities are more likely to establish formal HR policies

and procedures (Li and Rees, 2021; Singh and Vohra, 2009).

Employee-centred HRM practices may influence formalisation, particularly in policies, procedures,
and rules. An employee-centred approach balances formalisation with flexibility (Mariappanadar,

2024). For instance, hybrid work models require clear policies to manage expectations while
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accommodating diverse preferences (Tanner et al., 2014). Nevertheless, the authors point out that,
despite the need for a formal policy, there are different views on how this should be designed in terms
of the level of detail. Mariappanadar (2024) highlights that sustainable HRM practices integrate

flexibility within a framework of accountability and trust.

Reducing formalisation also presents risks, as ambiguities in rules may lead to inconsistencies and
perceptions of unfairness. Clear communication, ongoing training, and adaptive leadership are
essential to implementing flexible policies effectively, ensuring coherence and equity (Jérlstrom et al.,

2018).

To sum up, HRM strategies significantly influence organisational power dynamics by aligning HR
practices with broader goals. Depending on the HRM strategy adopted some organisations centralise
decision-making, reinforcing hierarchical structures (Wright and Mcmahan, 1992), while others
focusing on high-commitment practices, such as employee involvement and internal promotion, aim to
empower employees and distribute power more equitably (Walton, 1985). However, critics argue that
empowerment initiatives may serve as managerial tools for control rather than genuine redistribution

of power (Legge, 1995).

An employee-centred HRM approach challenges traditional power hierarchies by promoting
collaboration, inclusivity, and shared governance. This approach redistributes decision-making
authority, engages employees in policy development, and prioritises adaptability to modern workforce
needs, such as hybrid work models (Jarlstrom et al., 2018; Jha et al., 2019). Germany's co-
determination system has long facilitated employee participation in organizational decision-making,
inherently supporting employee-centered HRM practices (Wiachter and Muller-Camen, 2002).
However, the COVID-19 pandemic has accelerated the shift towards hybrid work models, prompting a
reevaluation of traditional HRM approaches. This transition has highlighted the need for more flexible,
employee-focused strategies that address the complexities of remote and hybrid work environments
(Kohl-Boas, 2017). Studies have shown that hybrid working can enhance job satisfaction and reduce
work-related stress, underscoring the importance of adaptable HRM policies in this new context
(Zhang et al., 2020). Therefore, it is imperative to examine how employee-centered approaches can be
effectively integrated into hybrid work models to promote organizational resilience and employee

well-being.

2.2.2.3.  HRM practise in German-speaking countries

Despite the developments towards an employee-centred approach, the literature on the extent of the

paradigm shift towards employee-centered HRM in Germany remains limited. While organisational
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practices are evolving to incorporate more flexible and employee-friendly policies, comprehensive

studies quantifying the degree of this shift are scarce (Edgar and Geare, 2014).

The following section therefore looks at the HRM practices in German-speaking countries that are

affected by an employee-centred approach, as explained above.

Power dynamics

Since the amendment of the German Works Constitution Act (BetrVG) in 1972, employee co-
determination has been a cornerstone of industrial relations in Germany (Schnabel, 2020).
Institutionalised through works councils and employee representation on supervisory boards, co-
determination ensures that employees have a formal platform to voice their concerns and participate in
shaping workplace policies (Scheriau, 2015). Works councils, elected by employees, hold extensive
rights to consultation and co-decision-making on matters such as working conditions, layoffs, and
restructuring (Janetz, 2022). This participatory approach fosters a pluralistic environment where
management and employees engage collaboratively, promoting mutual trust and reducing potential
conflicts (Harris et al., 2004). Even though the right to establish a works council is enshrined in the
Works Constitution Act, Schnabel (2020) points out that works councils and other representative

bodies are less common than is often assumed.

Stakeholder — power dynamics and participation in decision-making

Decision-making in German organisations is typically consensus-driven and formalised, requiring
deliberation and consultation with stakeholders (Altenburger and Mesicek, 2016). Works councils play
arole in mediating between employees and management, particularly during major organisational
changes such as restructuring or the adoption of new technologies (Schnabel, 2020). These processes
involve detailed planning and negotiations to achieve mutual agreement, showcasing the German
cultural preference for thoroughness and preparation (Harris et al., 2004; Hofstede, 1993). While
formal structures exist, the genuine inclusion of diverse stakeholder voices requires a commitment to
transparency and a willingness to share organisational power (Behrens and Dribbusch, 2014). Critics
argue that, in some instances, participatory mechanisms may be utilized as managerial tools for control

rather than as avenues for genuine empowerment (Nerdinger, 2008).

Decisions are frequently documented and codified, with a strong preference for written
communication over verbal agreement (V6lp, 2019), further underscoring the formalised approach to
HR practices. According to Volp (2019), this is justified, among other things, by the fact that careful

documentation of decisions is essential for managers to avoid legal liability and to ensure that
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decision-making processes are transparent. While explicit rules dominate the regulatory landscape,
implicit cultural norms also shape workplace dynamics in Germany. Values such as punctuality,
reliability, and meticulous attention to detail, though unwritten, are widely understood and adhered to

(Hofstede, 1993).

In conclusion, German HRM practices exemplify a structured approach to stakeholder management
and participation in decision-making, with legally mandated frameworks ensuring employee
involvement at multiple organisational levels. The success of these practices depends on the authentic
engagement of stakeholders and the alignment of participatory mechanisms with organisational

objectives and culture.

Formalisation

German HRM practices are defined by a high degree of formalisation (Schréter and Davoine, 2013).
For the purposes of this study, this high degree of formalisation is also seen as explicit rules. In
addition, German HR practice includes a range of implicit role perceptions and power constellations
(Holtzheimer, 2022) that complement the formal, explicit framework. Formalisation is rooted in
detailed legal frameworks, such as the Arbeitszeitgesetz (Working Time Act) and
Betriebsverfassungsgesetz (Works Constitution Act), which establish clear standards for employment
contracts, working hours, remuneration, and occupational health and safety (Janetz, 2022).
Employment contracts are legally binding and highly specific, not only outlining terms of employment
but also addressing conditions for termination (Lorenz and Falder, 2016). These frameworks ensure
consistency and compliance across industries, reflecting Germany's emphasis on legal clarity and

precision (Scheriau, 2015).

2.2.3. Organisational performance

Since this study examines the essential features of effective hybrid work at an organisational level
based on stakeholder perceptions, it is necessary to establish a clear understanding of OP. The
following section will define OP in this context, recognising that the study does not aim to measure it

quantitatively but rather to develop a shared conceptualisation aligned with its qualitative approach.
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2.2.3.1.  Definition of key terms

Performance management and OP have been widely studied, yet the field remains inconclusive, with
further research needed to refine definitions, establish reliable measurement criteria, and assess their
impact on organisational success (Nagshbandi et al., 2023; Singh et al., 2012; Singh et al., 2016).
Although the field of research is of such great interest, a terminological fuzziness in the definition of
the term and in its measurement is found in research (Kirby, 2005). In management research,
performance seems to be so common that its definition is rarely explicitly justified and its
appropriateness is often unquestioningly assumed (Richard et al., 2009). OP is commonly viewed as a
key outcome variable across areas such as HR, IT, operations, and marketing, with a shared focus in

research and practice on enhancing, maintaining, and controlling performance (Singh et al., 2016).

Besides the terminological fuzziness, OP can be generically described as a multidimensional construct
that is typically measured through financial and non-financial indicators (Andrei and Militaru, 2022;
Saridakis et al., 2017). Financial performance is often assessed using publicly available data, such as
annual reports or stock market results, providing robust and objective measures (Singh et al., 2016). In
contrast, non-financial performance relies more heavily on subjective assessments, such as managers'
evaluations of company performance, profitability, or HR contributions, which can offer valuable
insights but are prone to bias (Ait Razouk, 2011; Singh et al., 2016). Despite these challenges,
subjective measures are ubiquitous in management research and play a critical role in capturing
aspects of performance not easily reflected in financial metrics (Camps and Luna-Arocas, 2010). The
following study adopts this approach and therefore focuses on the subjective understanding as well as

perception of OP followed by the essential features of hybrid work.

Studies demonstrate the importance of subjective measures in understanding performance holistically.
For example, Rizov and Croucher (2008) used subjective indicators such as service quality,
productivity, and innovation to show that collaborative HRM practices are associated with higher
performance. Similarly, Singh et al. (2016) found that subjective measures are not inferior to objective
metrics when carefully designed and analysed, emphasizing their potential for uncovering insights

unavailable through financial data alone.

Beyond the distinction between financial and non-financial measures, the differentiation between OP
and organisational effectiveness is also significant. Organisational effectiveness is a complex construct
that includes, among other things, OP (Cameron and Whetten, 1983). However, management research,
particularly in strategic management, often narrows its focus to accounting, financial, and market-
based results. Based on management research and in line with the research area of this thesis, a

distinction is made below between organisational effectiveness and OP (Richard et al., 2009):
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(a) OP
OP, as often defined in the literature, refers to three specific areas of company performance:

e Financial performance (profits, return on capital, return on investment, etc.)
e Product market performance (sales, market share, etc.)

e Shareholder return (total shareholder return, economic value added, etc.)

Although this definition primarily emphasises quantitative measures, Camps and Luna-Arocas (2010)
challenge the exclusivity of this approach, highlighting the importance of incorporating qualitative
dimensions, which are equally significant for OP. Recognising OP as a multidimensional construct that
encompasses both financial and non-financial indicators, this study adopts a broader perspective by
explicitly integrating qualitative, non-financial measures to ensure a more comprehensive

understanding.

(b) Organisational effectiveness

Organisational effectiveness is a broader construct encompassing OP and various internal performance
outcomes that extend beyond purely economic evaluations by stakeholders such as shareholders,
managers, or customers (Singh et al., 2016). For instance, it includes considerations such as corporate
social responsibility. Despite its comprehensive scope, organisational effectiveness is less prevalent in
management research compared to OP, largely due to the latter’s narrower focus, which facilitates
cross-company and cross-industry comparisons (Richard et al., 2009). The literature highlights tools
like the Balanced Scorecard, which has brought attention to organisational effectiveness by
incorporating a variety of performance dimensions. However, it is tailored to individual companies,
making comparisons across organisations "almost impossible" (Neely and Bourne, 2000). As a result,

the emphasis on OP remains dominant (Richard et al., 2009).

This study adopts the broad definition of OP (based on definition a), recognising it as a
multidimensional construct informed by both financial and non-financial indicators. As emphasised by
Camps and Luna-Arocas (2010), qualitative measures are also essential in understanding OP. By
incorporating this perspective, the study acknowledges the diverse aspects that may influence OP in
the context of hybrid work. While the research takes a multi-perspective approach, it does not seek to
comprehensively measure OP but rather explores how different target groups perceive it. This

definition allows for a more nuanced understanding of OP, particularly regarding qualitative aspects,
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without attempting to quantify performance outcomes. Instead, the study focuses on how employees,
HR professionals, and general managers interpret OP within hybrid work structures, capturing their

insights on potential influences and implications.

The following discussion explores the relationship between performance approaches and HR practices,

with a focus on their application within the German context.

2.2.3.2. Relevant OP theory and approaches

The relationship between HRM practices and OP has been a central focus in management research for
decades, with scholars exploring this link through various theoretical perspectives. The systems
perspective, for instance, investigates how HRM practices and information sharing influence
employee and OP, while the strategic perspective examines how a cohesive set of practices contributes
to competitive advantage (Singh et al., 2012). Other approaches, such as the contingent perspective,
account for contextual factors like industry, organisational size, and political systems in evaluating
HRM effectiveness (Paauwe and Boselie, 2005). Similarly, the RBV highlights HRM’s potential to
shape human capital by fostering desired attitudes and behaviours, ultimately driving performance
(Barney and Wright, 1998; Beardwell, 2004). Despite general consensus on HRM’s impact, the
empirical evidence is often fragmented, highlighting the complexity of the HRM-OP relationship
(Singh et al., 2012).

One prominent critique in the literature is the tendency to oversimplify HR structures, neglecting the
unique mechanisms and social processes within organisations (Fleetwood and Hesketh, 2006). This
has led to calls for more exploratory research that examines how HR practices interact with various
organisational contexts and intermediate variables to affect performance (Becker and Huselid, 1998;
Becker and Huselid, 2006). Scholars also emphasise that contextual factors, or "characteristics of the
organisational environment," heavily influence HR systems, which often vary significantly across
organisations (Becker and Huselid, 2006). This variability underscores the importance of qualitative

research to better capture the nuanced impact of context-specific factors on OP (Guest, 2011).

Internal and external factors further complicate this relationship. Internally, HR policies such as
training, compensation, appraisals, and feedback, along with organisational structure, play a critical
role in shaping performance outcomes (Singh et al., 2012). Externally, factors like market demand,
regulatory requirements, and financial conditions also influence the effectiveness of HR practices
(Singh et al., 2016). Together, these elements highlight the multifaceted nature of the HRM-OP link,
suggesting that both internal mechanisms and external pressures must be considered when evaluating

performance.
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Another layer of complexity arises from the debate over whether HRM practices have direct or
indirect effects on OP. Advocates of the direct perspective argue that practices such as High-
Performance Work Systems or Pfeffer’s HRM best practices directly enhance OP by fostering
efficiency and competitive advantage (Beltran-Martin et al., 2008; Wood and Menezes, 2008).
Research in this area suggests that integrated HR systems are more impactful than isolated practices,
as the synergy of multiple HRM activities enhances their effectiveness (Barney and Wright, 1998;
Delaney and Huselid, 1996). However, critics point to the inconsistent results these best practices
produce across organisations, reflecting the influence of specific organisational and industry contexts
(Guest, 2011). Additionally, studies often prioritise financial performance metrics, overlooking critical
aspects like employee satisfaction and wellbeing, which are equally important to a holistic

understanding of performance (Redman and Wilkinson, 2013; Singh et al., 2012).

In contrast, the indirect perspective focuses on intermediary mechanisms, often referred to as the
"black box" of HRM research, through which HR practices influence OP (Guest, 2011; Wright et al.,
2003). Although studies in this area have identified potential mediators, such as employee engagement
and organisational commitment, the precise mechanisms linking HRM to performance remain unclear

(Way, 2002; Wright et al., 2003).

In this context, Pfeffer’s HRM best practices framework provides a compelling approach to examining
the HRM-OP link. This model identifies specific practices, such as high-performance work systems
and employee involvement, which directly enhance OP by fostering efficiency and competitive
advantage (Beltran-Martin et al., 2008; Wood and Menezes, 2008). Pfeffer’s framework is particularly
well-suited to a qualitative study on hybrid work effectiveness for several reasons. First, it offers a
structured set of practices that can be examined in diverse organisational contexts, making it adaptable
to the hybrid work environment. Second, its focus on high-performance practices such as fostering
trust, autonomy, and participation aligns with the key elements of hybrid work, where flexibility and
employee engagement are critical. Third, using Pfeffer’s framework allows for an exploration of how
these practices interact with both internal and external factors, such as organisational culture,
leadership, and external regulatory requirements, providing a comprehensive understanding of hybrid

work effectiveness (Pfeffer, 1998).

Complementing this perspective, the JD-R model provides another useful framework for
understanding the complexities of hybrid work and its essential features. Widely applied in research on
working conditions, the JD-R model explains how job demands and resources influence employee
well-being and performance (Bakker and Demerouti, 2014, 2017). Job demands such as time pressure,
emotional demands, and role overload require sustained effort and are associated with psychological

and physiological costs (Katou et al., 2022). Conversely, job resources such as autonomy, participation
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in decision-making, and organisational support reduce the negative effects of demands, enhance

motivation, and foster personal growth (Demerouti and Bakker, 2011; Katou et al., 2022).

The JD-R model identifies two critical processes: motivation and stress. When job resources are
abundant, they enhance engagement and commitment, leading to improved performance. Conversely,
excessive job demands deplete resources, causing disengagement and decreased performance (Bakker
and Demerouti, 2007). This model is particularly relevant to hybrid work, where telework and flexible
arrangements alter employees’ working conditions. Hybrid work can enhance job resources, such as
flexibility and autonomy, but also intensify demands, such as reduced social interaction, leading to

mixed outcomes on performance (Nagshbandi et al., 2023).

By integrating Pfeffer’s HRM best practices with the JD-R model, the author aims to achieve a more
comprehensive understanding of the HRM-OP link within hybrid work environments. While Pfeffer’s
framework provides a structured set of practices to examine organisational-level effects, the JD-R
model offers insights into how individual-level dynamics, such as job demands and resources,
influence performance. Together, these frameworks allow for a nuanced exploration of hybrid work’s
organisational implications, addressing internal mechanisms and different stakeholders. This
integration underscores the need for further empirical research to refine these perspectives and better

understand the evolving nature of hybrid work and its essential features.

Overall, the relationship between HRM practices and OP is multifaceted, shaped by internal and
external factors, direct and indirect effects, and the variability of organisational contexts. While
existing research provides valuable insights, significant gaps remain, particularly in understanding the
nuanced mechanisms and contextual factors that mediate this relationship. A holistic approach that
integrates diverse theoretical perspectives and considers subjective measures and non-financial
performance metrics is essential for advancing knowledge in this critical area of management research.
This broader perspective will enable organisations to better align HRM practices with organisational

objectives, fostering sustainable and contextually relevant outcomes.

2.2.4. Effective hybrid working

Having established a theoretical foundation and examined the current state of the literature on hybrid
work, HRM, the employee-centred approach, and OP, the next step is to explore their interplay.
Therefore, this section focuses on the current body of knowledge regarding effective hybrid working,
identifying key insights and research findings. Additionally, it delves into the essential features and

contextual factors that influence the effectiveness of hybrid work, providing a comprehensive
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understanding of the aspects and conditions that support successful implementation in organisational

settings.

The widespread adoption of hybrid work, particularly in countries like Germany, was not a
conceivable scenario prior to the pandemic (Jung and Kraus, 2021; Speck, 2022). Thus the pandemic-
driven shift towards hybrid work has significantly altered workplace dynamics and introduced new
research areas (Bath and Winkler, 2023). Among these is the evolving field of performance
measurement in hybrid work environments, which remains under-researched despite growing interest.
Similar to hybrid work research itself, the literature in this domain can be broadly divided into two
categories: pre-pandemic theoretical studies that explored implications for effective telework, and
(post-) pandemic studies that examine the realities of hybrid work and its essential features. The latter

provides initial insights into the status quo, existing research gaps, and sector-specific contexts.

Recent years have seen an increase in studies examining effective teleworking during pandemic peaks
and in hybrid work post-COVID-19. However, the field remains nascent as hybrid work continues to
establish itself. The literature reports inconsistent findings regarding the relationship between telework
as well as hybrid work and their impact on OP. Some studies report positive effects, citing increased
flexibility and autonomy that empower employees to organise their work effectively, enhancing
productivity (Gajendran et al., 2015; Sekhar and Patwardhan, 2023). Conversely, other studies
highlight potential drawbacks, such as blurred boundaries between work and personal life, which can

decrease productivity (Campo et al., 2021; Wohrmann and Ebner, 2021).

Research indicates that employees who work almost exclusively from home often experience reduced
organisational commitment and professional isolation due to limited interaction with colleagues (Lee
and Gasco-Hernandez, 2023; Van der Lippe and Lippényi, 2020). Yet, a study in the United States
comparing teleworkers and non-teleworkers found no significant difference in work motivation
between the two groups (Caillier, 2012). Collectively, these findings suggest mixed support for the
impact of teleworking or hybrid working on individual outcomes, with some studies highlighting
positive effects and others noting challenges or inconclusive results (De Vries et al., 2019; Lee and
Kim, 2018). Hybrid work, which has received less attention in the literature, remains particularly

underexplored in terms of its relationship with OP measurement.

Two noteworthy studies underscore the link between individual and organisational outcomes.
Nakrosiené et al. (2019) demonstrate that individual outcomes, such as increased productivity, can
positively influence OP. Similarly, Choi, (2020) emphasises the need to differentiate between
individual and organisational effects, noting, for example, that an employee's intention to leave an

employer (individual level) does not always translate to higher turnover at the organisational level.
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These insights highlight the importance of multi-level analyses in understanding telework and hybrid

work's broader implications.

Previous studies have predominantly focused on individual employee perceptions and their effects,
leaving OP underexplored (Lee and Gascd-Hernandez, 2023). This gap justifies the need for further
research that incorporates diverse target groups and examines the impact of hybrid works’ essential
features on OP more comprehensively. In particular, work engagement is increasingly considered a
critical mediator between hybrid work arrangements and performance. Defined as a sustained,
positive, affective-motivational state characterised by dedication and absorption, work engagement is
influenced by factors such as autonomy and personal discretion, including flexible work arrangements
(Gerards et al., 2018; Nagshbandi et al., 2023). Exploring autonomy and flexibility within hybrid work
models can provide valuable insights into the mechanisms driving performance outcomes at both

individual and organisational levels.

In summary, while existing literature provides valuable insights into the impact of telework and hybrid
work on performance, it highlights the need for further research, particularly on qualitative aspects of
OP. By addressing the gaps in understanding hybrid work's nuances and exploring multi-level
analyses, future studies can better capture the complex dynamics shaping performance in the evolving

workplace.

2.2.4.1. Essential features for effective hybrid work

Hybrid work, as described at the beginning, is a flexible working model that is independent of time
and place. This means that employees can perform their work from the office, from home or from
another location and, in theory, at any time. However, a number of questions implicitly arise here in
organisational terms, particularly in terms of productivity. When can employees work most

productively, where and, if applicable, on what (Bath and Winkler, 2023)?

Various recent studies and publications have explored these questions, identifying key factors that
influence the effectiveness of hybrid work. It is important to acknowledge that while hybrid work
relies on a supportive infrastructure, its complexity arises from the interplay of multiple organisational
dimensions. These include the alignment of the work model with corporate strategy, as well as the role
of organisational culture and leadership in shaping collaboration. Beyond strategic considerations,
hybrid work requires the adaptation of management tools, communication frameworks, and
collaborative processes, alongside the necessary infrastructure, to ensure that employees and teams can

operate effectively within a hybrid environment.
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HR policies

A McKinsey study found that companies actively developing and communicating a "post-COVID-19
policy" after the initial pandemic phase achieved higher performance and employee commitment
levels than those that did not. Employees in these organisations reported a stronger sense of belonging,

better support, and improved individual performance (Alexander et al., 2021).

However, implementing hybrid work presents challenges that may seem contradictory. While
employees require significant freedom to organise their work and choose their location, this must be
balanced with a clear organisational framework to ensure alignment with company needs (Becker et
al., 2022). Legal and operational conditions for establishing a structured and consistent hybrid work
culture must also be thoroughly examined (Bogenstahl and Peters, 2021; Hart et al., 2022; Lott and
Abendroth, 2020).

Leadership

Leadership is frequently highlighted as a critical factor influencing the success of hybrid work, with
managers facing the challenge of effectively leading hybrid teams (softgarden, 2021). Combining the
strengths of in-person and remote work requires navigating complexities related to time and distance,
which significantly affect collaboration both within teams and between managers and employees

(Hirsch, 2022; Winkler et al., 2022).

Surveys underscore the difficulties associated with hybrid leadership. For instance, only 9% of
respondents in a study by the Institute for Leadership Culture in the Digital Age perceived purely
positive opportunities in hybrid team leadership. Similarly, the "Future of Leadership" survey by
softgarden revealed that 80.2% of respondents viewed remote leadership as one of the top three
challenges for managers, with many doubting their leaders' preparedness for such roles. Among HR
managers surveyed, 59.4% believed their organisations’ leaders were "not at all" or "rather not"

equipped for remote/virtual leadership (softgarden, 2021).

The literature identifies leadership as pivotal in hybrid work, emphasising the need for further training
and digital-oriented competencies. These include IT skills, emotional intelligence, authenticity, and
openness to change, which are increasingly prioritised over traditional delegation skills (Winkler et al.,
2022). Building trust, fostering a culture of openness, and maintaining emotional proximity to

employees are seen as essential components for effective hybrid leadership (Bath and Winkler, 2023).
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Communication and collaboration (team/ cross-functional work)

Communication is a critical factor not only in hybrid leadership but also within teams, whether in line
organisations, cross-functional collaboration, or project contexts. Hybrid teams face unique challenges
due to their dynamic composition, often shifting between "online and offline" members daily
(Bernardy et al., 2021). These shifting dynamics can lead to uneven team cognitions and emotions,
posing challenges for fostering cohesion and effective collaboration. A key priority is creating a
cohesive workplace culture that supports communication and collaboration across locations (Weise,

2021).

According to Weise (2021), effective communication in hybrid work requires clear guidelines and
rules, especially in models where employees can choose when and where to work. Setting explicit
rules for work processes, result sharing, and managing synchronous and asynchronous workflows is
essential to avoid misunderstandings and ensure alignment (Winkler et al., 2022). Participation,
transparency, and joint decision-making are also vital aspects of communication. A study on hybrid
work revealed that 74% of employees felt hybrid work measures in their organisations lacked
transparency, fairness, or inclusivity (Owl Labs, 2022). These concerns can be mitigated by
maintaining continuous communication about processes and interim results and involving employees
in decision-making, both virtually and in person. Such practices not only foster inclusion but also

empower employees to shape their working environments (Winkler et al., 2022).

Motivating communication, conscious team-building efforts, and fostering cross-functional dialogue
are essential for ensuring effective teamwork in hybrid settings. To prevent physical distance from
undermining collaboration, it is necessary to cultivate strong team relationships, establish cross-
functional connections, and create regular opportunities for contact and interaction (Bernardy et al.,
2021; Winkler et al., 2022). By prioritising communication strategies that address these elements,

organisations can support hybrid teams in thriving both online and offline.

Team structure

Team structure is a critical aspect of hybrid work, with "self-organised teams" increasingly recognised
as a key feature of modern leadership culture. These teams distribute leadership responsibilities among
members, fostering trust and collaboration at both project and departmental levels (Piecha et al.,

2012).

The shift to decentralised leadership is driven by the complexity of hybrid work, making centralised
control and decision-making inefficient. Traditional leadership models based on hierarchical authority

face limitations in this context, leading to growing adoption of shared leadership approaches
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(Rybnikova, 2014). Shared leadership, which distributes responsibility among team members, aligns
well with the flexibility and collaboration required in hybrid work settings and is seen as a promising

direction for the future (Winkler et al., 2022).

2.2.5. Identified gaps in the literature

The literature on hybrid work, OP, and employee-centred HRM reveals significant gaps that warrant
further exploration. While hybrid work has gained prominence as a workplace model, particularly
during and after the pandemic, the impact of its essential features on OP remains insufficiently
understood. Pre-pandemic studies primarily focused on theoretical implications and limited telework
adoption, while post-pandemic research has started to examine hybrid work in practice. However,
findings are inconsistent, with some studies reporting positive outcomes, such as increased flexibility
and autonomy leading to enhanced productivity (Gajendran et al., 2015; Sekhar & Patwardhan, 2023),
and others highlighting drawbacks, such as blurred work-life boundaries and employee isolation
(Campo et al., 2021; Wohrmann and Ebner, 2021). Furthermore, most research concentrates on
individual-level outcomes rather than exploring the broader organisational implications, underscoring
the need for multi-level analyses to capture the full spectrum of hybrid work’s impact on OP (Choi,
2020; Lee and Gasco-Hernandez, 2023; NakroSiené et al., 2019).

The growing emphasis on employee-centred HRM, accelerated by the pandemic, introduces further
complexities. This approach challenges traditional hierarchies by promoting inclusivity, shared
governance, and adaptability, yet its integration into hybrid work models remains underexplored.
While such practices have the potential to enhance employee satisfaction and organisational
sustainability (Jarlstrom et al., 2018; Ogbonnaya and Aryee, 2020), they also encounter challenges,
including balancing stakeholder interests and managing power dynamics (Edgar and Geare, 2014).
Empirical research is needed to examine how employee-centred HRM can operationalise autonomy
and inclusivity while maintaining alignment with organisational goals. Additionally, the interplay
between employee-centred HRM and stakeholder theory requires further investigation, particularly in
managing tensions between shareholder profit objectives and employee well-being (Fischer et al.,

2019; Freeman and McVea, 2001).

The role of formalisation in hybrid work requires further investigation. While it ensures consistency
and compliance, excessive rigidity can hinder innovation, while insufficient structure risks
inconsistencies (Nolan and Harney, 2023; Skorkova, 2020). Hybrid work demands a balance between
clear policies and adaptive practices to manage challenges such as remote performance management

and equitable resource allocation. Although research highlights the need for accountability and
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flexibility (Mariappanadar, 2024), more studies are needed to determine how organisations can

achieve this balance effectively.

Beyond formalisation, the degree of centralisation in decision-making remains underexplored. While
centralisation promotes uniformity and control, it may limit team-level adaptability (Schonenberg,
2010). Conversely, decentralised decision-making allows teams to adjust hybrid work practices but
risks inconsistencies in implementation (Scheriau, 2015).Despite its relevance, little research has
examined how hybrid organisations can balance centralised oversight with decentralised autonomy to

maintain both alignment and flexibility.

Similarly, the level of explicitness in communication and organisational rules remains an
underdeveloped area in the literature. Highly explicit communication — through formal policies,
structured reporting, and written guidelines — enhances clarity and transparency but may hinder
informal knowledge-sharing and flexibility (Peuter et al., 2023). In contrast, Brewster (2018) states
that implicit communication, based on shared norms and unwritten expectations, fosters trust and
agility but can disadvantage remote employees who lack access to contextual cues. Research is still
lacking on how organisations can structure communication and decision-making to support clarity,
inclusivity, and adaptability in hybrid settings. Addressing these gaps is key to structuring hybrid work

in a way that balances efficiency, autonomy, and organisational coherence.

Another notable gap lies in effective hybrid working and its essential features. Existing studies
overwhelmingly favour quantitative methodologies and financial performance metrics, often
neglecting non-financial dimensions such as employee engagement, organisational culture, and mental
health (Cohanier, 2014). Incorporating qualitative and subjective aspects is critical for capturing the
nuanced impacts of hybrid work but is underrepresented in current research. Moreover, much of the
literature relies on individual employee perceptions, limiting insights into organisational-level
outcomes (Andrei and Militaru, 2022; Harker Martin and MacDonnell, 2012). There is a pressing need
for qualitative approaches to address these gaps and provide a more holistic understanding of hybrid

work’s essential features and their influence on performance.

Overall, the fragmented nature of existing research underscores the need for interdisciplinary
approaches that bridge hybrid work, employee-centred HRM, and OP. Current studies often treat these
topics in isolation, limiting understanding of their interdependencies. Future research must adopt
multi-level frameworks and qualitative methodologies to explore how these elements interact,
addressing gaps in knowledge and advancing both theoretical insights and practical applications. By
adopting a qualitative lens, this study departs from the predominantly quantitative focus of existing
research, offering richer insights into the lived experiences of employees and managers in hybrid work

settings.
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Furthermore, this study has practical implications. Hybrid work presents unique challenges and
opportunities for aligning employee-centred HRM practices with organisational goals. Investigating
these complexities within the German context provides an opportunity to inform HRM strategies
tailored to hybrid work, addressing the pressing need for balance between employee well-being and
organisational outcomes. The research, therefore, not only fills an academic gap but also provides

insights for organisations navigating the hybrid work transition.

2.2.6. Summary

Returning to the conceptual framework introduced at the beginning of Chapter 2, the previous
subchapters critically reviewed the literature on hybrid working on an organisational level as well as
aspects of the employee-centred approach which might be influential in the transition of hybrid work
organisations. Taken together, this literature review highlights several topics deserving further

investigation.

As a result of the extensive literature review, a framework emerged that illustrates the link between
HRM practises and OP when investigating hybrid work in an employee-centred HRM context. This
study's conceptual framework integrates key elements from Pfeffer’s nine HRM best practices, the JD-
R model, and insights from OP literature, particularly regarding internal and external factors
influencing the HRM-OP link. All aspects included in the framework are examined through the lens of
an employee-centred approach, emphasising flexibility, inclusivity, and employee well-being as central
to hybrid work’s success. Thus, the concept includes those aspects of the individual theories and
approaches that (may) change as a result of hybrid work or that have been directly influenced by the
shift to hybrid work. For example, not all of Pfeiffer's 9 HRM practices are taken into account, but the
aspect of self-managed teams and decentralised authority, since the author believes that these can be

associated with hybrid work:
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Figure 4: Conceptual framework based on literature review

Source: Own illustration

The conceptual framework not only guides the theoretical structure of this study but also informs the
design of the data collection process. It underpins the development of semi-structured interview
questions, ensuring that the data collection aligns with the study’s objectives and captures the nuanced

relationship between HRM practices, hybrid work, and OP.

This approach enables a structured yet flexible exploration of the subject matter, facilitating a deeper

understanding of how these interdependent elements operate in practice.

The following chapter explores the philosophical foundations and methodological framework selected
for the study. It provides an overview of the qualitative research design, including the justification for
applying a single-case study approach and the procedures for data analysis. Furthermore, it discusses

key aspects of research ethics and reflects on the researcher’s role in the investigation.
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3. Research methodology

Based on the previous discussion, research on hybrid work in German organisations and its essential

features is a relatively new area of research.

The following chapter will now explain the design of the research. First, a common understanding of
the relevant research philosophies is created and an overview of them is given. This is followed by a
detailed description and justification of the chosen paradigm constructivism. The pardigm forms the
theoretical basis for the axiological, ontological and epistemological position of this research. This is
followed by an explanation of the reasons for choosing an inductive and qualitative approach.
Moreover, the choice of a mono-method approach, using an iterative interview process, is outlined,
including the data collection, with descriptions of the sampling method, sample size and the research
ethics to be considered. The remainder of the chapter outlines the process of data analysis and

highlights the rationale for choosing thematic analysis.

Finally, this chapter provides an overview of the ethical considerations for this research.

3.1. Research philosophy

The relationship between data and theory has concerned philosophers and scientists for years and still
influences management and business research today. Many researchers emphasise choosing a suitable
research philosophy and then a suitable research strategy (Easterby-Smith et al., 2021; Saunders et al.,
2023).

As the research philosophy is a set of beliefs, values and assumptions that influence the generation of
knowledge, whether consciously or unconsciously, it is crucial for any researcher to consider their
philosophical position. The underlying assumptions that researchers make or have already deeply
internalised typically influence the research philosophy and design (Saunders et al., 2023). Saunders
et. al essentially distinguish three different types of assumptions that are relevant to research

philosophy: Ontology, Epistemology and Axiology.

Ontology describes the reality of nature. In the business and management research context, ontology
serves as an answer to the question of whether individuals in organisations are understood as objects
or subjects (Easterby-Smith et al., 2021). Espistemology, on the other hand, focuses on assumptions
about knowledge (Saunders et al., 2023). Specifically, epistemological assumptions provide
information about what is accepted, valid and legitimate in knowledge generation. Thus, this stance
also has implications for the way data is collected, and knowledge is communicated. Axiology
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explains the role of values and ethics within the research project (Merriam and Tisdell, 2015). This
refers on the one hand to the researcher's own values, but also to how the values and ethics of
respondents or other individuals, for example in organisations, are addressed. In summary, these three

types of assumptions form the basis for the approach and design of the research.

Therefore, the context and background of the research topic will be discussed below in order to
explain the philosophical derivations based on this and to select the appropriate methodology in line

with the philosophical orientation.

An overview of the research methodology including the philosophical orientations (see in blue) is

illustrated below:
/' Research philosophy
Realism Internal Realism Relativism Nominalism
Ontology - >
Strong Positivism Positivism Constructionism Strong Constructionism
Epistemology < "
Objective, value-free and detached Subjective, value-bound and integral
Axiology
. > Positivism Critial realism Pragmatism Constructivism Interpretivism
.
Research approach
Deduction Abduction Induction
/ N
Research design |
Methodology choice Mono-method Mono-method  Multi-method Multi-method Multi-method Monoti-method
quantitative qualitative complex simple qualitative qualitative
Strategy Experiment Survey Case Method Action research ~ Grounded Theory Ethnography
Time Horizon Longitudinal Cross-sectional
Techniques & procedure Data collection & analysis

Figure 5: Research methodology - an overview

Source: Own illustration inspired by Saunders et al. (2023)

3.1.1. Research background

The evolution of hybrid work has introduced significant changes to organisational structures, HRM

strategies, and employee experiences. While hybrid work has been widely adopted across various
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industries, its full implications on essential features influencing OP remain underexplored. This study
aims to fill this gap by examining hybrid work through a qualitative, multi-perspective approach,
capturing the views of different organisational actors. Given the complexity and contextual
dependencies of hybrid work, this research acknowledges the necessity of integrating multiple

perspectives to generate a comprehensive understanding of its impact.

Hybrid work, integrating remote and on-site arrangements, has become a key feature of modern
workplaces. However, its adoption varies based on corporate culture, industry needs, and legal
frameworks. The COVID-19 pandemic accelerated the shift from presence-based to remote work,
prompting a fundamental transformation in work practices. Initially a necessity, hybrid work has since
evolved into a long-term model, requiring alignment with HRM policies and organisational goals. This
transformation underscores the need for a methodological approach that captures the dynamic and
multifaceted nature of hybrid work. Therefore, this study adopts a qualitative research design to
explore how different target groups perceive and experience hybrid work, providing a richer and more
nuanced analysis. To comprehensively understand hybrid work’s impact, this research takes an
integrative approach by incorporating perspectives from three key organisational groups: general
management, HR professionals, and employees. Each group plays a distinct role in shaping and

experiencing hybrid work, making their input essential for constructing a holistic framework.

By integrating these perspectives, the study acknowledges that different realities exist within the
organisation and that hybrid work is not a one-size-fits-all model. This methodological choice aligns
with the study’s broader goal of examining hybrid work as a superordinate construct influenced by

various actors and features.

A central aspect of this research is understanding hybrid work’s essential features impacting OP.
Traditionally, OP has been assessed using financial and quantitative metrics. However, scholars such
as Camps and Luna-Arocas (2010) highlight the importance of incorporating qualitative indicators,
recognising that OP extends beyond purely financial outcomes. This study adopts a broader
conceptualisation of OP, incorporating non-financial factors. Instead of relying on quantitative
performance metrics or establishing a formal evaluation model, this study prioritises the personal
experiences and perspectives of individuals working within hybrid environments. By adopting this
approach, the research seeks to uncover what general managers, HR professionals, and employees
perceive as essential features of hybrid work, as well as its broader implications for the evolving

German workplace.

Thereby this research aims to capture the diverse perspectives of participants, offering a more detailed
understanding of the essential aspects of hybrid work, with a particular focus on employee-centred

HRM strategies. By investigating what employees, HR professionals, and management perceive as
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OP’s essential features, the study generates insights into how hybrid work can be structured to support

both organisational goals and employee well-being.

Given the evolving nature of hybrid work, the study embraces a flexible research design. Hybrid work
is influenced by contextual factors such as labour law, industry regulations, and cultural dynamics,
making a static or overly prescriptive methodology unsuitable. Instead, a qualitative approach allows
for adaptability in exploring emerging themes and stakeholder experiences. Semi-structured interviews
enable an in-depth exploration of key topics while allowing participants to introduce new perspectives

that may not have been initially anticipated.

The study also acknowledges the role of HR professionals as a cross-functional group that bridges
organisational strategy and employee experience. Their inclusion enhances the study’s methodological
robustness by providing insights into policy implementation, employee engagement, and structural
considerations. This approach strengthens the research’s ability to generate a practical framework for
hybrid work models and for assessing the potential fit of an employee-centric approach for the

respective organisation.

3.1.2. Explanation of the chosen research philosophy

In order to approach a suitable paradigm, the ontological, epistemological and axiological characteristics

within the basic philosophical attitudes will be discussed first.

The continuum of the best-known ontological positions ranges from realism to internal realism,
relativism and nominalism. Within the social sciences, the last three positions in particular come into
question. With regard to this study, a relativistic stance is adopted. Relativism is characterised by the
assumption that different views exist. Collins and Stevens (1983) go one step further and say "what
counts for the truth can vary from place to place and from time to time.". This study recognising that
facts are shaped by the observer’s perspective and the surrounding context. In work environments such
as hybrid work realities are socially constructed and influenced by time, place, and organisational
dynamics. Rather than assuming a single, objective truth about hybrid work, this approach acknowledges
the varied experiences and perceptions of general managers, HR professionals, and employees. Given
the fast-evolving nature of hybrid work, a relativist ontology is particularly suitable, allowing for an
exploration of multiple perspectives that reflect the complexities of this work model. This aligns with
the study’s qualitative methodology, ensuring that findings are rooted in participants’ lived experiences

rather than predefined assumptions.
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Facts are therefore based on the perspective of the observer and the corresponding context and
environment. As the world of work and the very fast-moving environment of hybrid work (often referred
to as the "new normal") is characterised by different views and factors that depend on time and place,

this positioning is appropriate.

Epistemologically, a distinction is made between two contrasting perspectives: Positivism and social
constructionism. Within the social sciences, social constructionism has developed in the last half-
century, mainly as a reaction to the limitations in the applicability of positivist positions to the social
sciences. In contrast to positivism, it is assumed here that reality is not objective and external. Rather, it
is socially constructed and is characterised by the interaction of people and the exchange of their
experiences. Therefore, these individual experiences should be valued and researched. In contrast to
measuring facts and mathematical correlations, for example, in order to make generalisable deductions,
the social constructionism approach focuses on thinking, feeling and communicating, verbally and non-
verbally, subjective experiences. Furthermore, the complexity of situations is recognised and not broken
down to the simplest terms. Social constructionism serves as the epistemological foundation for this
research due to its emphasis on the co-construction of meaning through social interaction. Hybrid work,
as a phenomenon, is shaped by individual and collective experiences, organisational structures, and
cultural contexts. Rather than existing as an objective reality, hybrid work is continuously negotiated
through discourse, policies, and practices within organisations. Given that this study investigates hybrid
work through the perspectives of different target groups, social constructionism aligns with the research
aim of exploring multiple, context-dependent realities. The study recognises that hybrid work is not a
fixed entity but a socially constructed process that varies across organisations, industries, and cultural

contexts.

Furthermore, social constructionism acknowledges that knowledge is historically and socially
embedded. The shift to hybrid work has been significantly influenced by external events, particularly
the COVID-19 pandemic, as well as evolving employee expectations and HRM strategies. By adopting
this epistemological stance, the research critically examines how participants perceive, negotiate, and
institutionalise hybrid work, rather than seeking to measure it as an independent, objective phenomenon.
This perspective also supports the study’s qualitative approach, allowing for an in-depth exploration of
the meanings that different actors assign to hybrid work and OP. Through interviews and thematic
analysis, the study captures the nuanced ways in which hybrid work is understood, implemented, and
evaluated, reinforcing the premise that reality is co-constructed through language, interaction, and

shared experiences within the organisational setting.

The axiology underpinning this research reflects a value-bound and value-aware (not value-free)
approach to understanding hybrid working and OP. This study acknowledges the influence of the

researcher’s perspectives while striving to engage reflexively and minimise bias. By embracing the
-53-



subjectivity inherent in qualitative inquiry, it seeks to honour the complexity and diversity of participant
experiences. As a value-bound study, it prioritises context-specific insights over universal solutions,
aligning with a relativist ontology. It emphasises that hybrid working must be tailored to organisational
and cultural conditions, rejecting sweeping generalisations in favour of nuanced understanding. This
approach values the interplay of organisational, collective, and individual factors, highlighting the
importance of capturing these dynamics authentically. At the same time, the research is value-aware,
maintaining an ongoing commitment to reflexivity. By critically examining the researcher’s own
influence, the study seeks to uphold transparency, trustworthiness, and fairness. Ethical considerations,
such as respecting participant voices and interpreting insights within their contexts, are central to the
research process. Additionally, the axiology reflects a commitment to bridging theoretical knowledge
and practical application. The study values actionable insights that inform organisational practice,
positioning hybrid working as a dynamic phenomenon requiring tailored approaches. This dual focus
ensures that the research contributes meaningfully to both academic discourse and real-world
challenges. In summary, this research’s axiology is characterised by its value-bound foundation and
value-aware execution, ensuring findings that are both contextually relevant and ethically robust while

maintaining practical significance.

The combination of a relativist ontology, a social constructionism epistemology and value-aware
axiology, coupled with the research context and aim of this study, leads to the choice of a constructivist
paradigm. Since nuances between the paradigms of constructivism and interpretivism are ultimately

essential in the final choice, the following will briefly explain which aspects were decisive:

Constructivism believes that reality is a product of an adaptive, subjective and self-referential cognitive
process of an individual perceiving their environment (Hug et al., 2019; Olson, 1995; Von Glaserfeld,
1989). Therefore, constructivists argue that what one knows cannot be the result of a passive acquisition
of knowledge. Rather, the knower actively generates new knowledge by applying what is already known
in order to construct new knowledge (Glaser and Strauss, 2017; Olson, 1995). Knowledge is understood
as a human construction and does not exist independently of the knower (Von Glaserfeld, 1989). In
conclusion, according to constructivists, there are multiple realities that are constructed by the people
who are actively involved in the research process (Olson, 1995; Vygotsky et al., 1980). In the context
of this study, the researcher would seek to understand the complex worldviews of the individual
participants and the organisation. The researcher would rely on qualitative methods and ask the views,
opinions and feelings for the research questions under investigation through open-ended questions in
interviews. In this way, insights from the organisation become known and new knowledge can be
generated for practice through self-reflection of the researcher in the role of practitioner. Critics warn

that constructivist epistemology can cause confusion because implicit assumptions are usually not made
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explicit, leading to different understandings of common concepts, especially reality (Avenier, 2010;

Lincoln and Guba, 2007).

Constructivism and interpretivism share a close philosophical foundation, as both emphasise the
subjective nature of reality and the role of human interpretation in shaping knowledge. Given their
conceptual overlap, the following section will clarify the distinction between the two and apply these

perspectives to the research topic, ensuring a precise alignment with the study’s epistemological stance.

Interpretivists, on the other hand to constructivism, believe in multiple realities (Hudson and Ozanne,
1988) and assume that reality is relative rather than fixed (Djamba and Neuman, 2002). Therefore, they
focus on time- and context-bound meanings, motives and reasons among other subjective experiences
(Djamba and Neuman, 2002; Hudson and Ozanne, 1988). Knowledge is generated in interpretivism by
applying a personalised and flexible research approach (Carson et al., 2001). The aim is to capture
meanings in human interaction (Black, 2006) and thus make sense of what is perceived as reality (Carson
et al., 2001). Interpretivists see reality as too complex and unpredictable for the development of an a
priori research design (Hudson and Ozanne, 1988). According to Hudson and Ozanne (1988), an
emergent and collaborative approach, in which the researcher and the participants are participants are
interdependent and mutually influential, is considered purposeful. Interpretivist research remains open
to adapted knowledge and new social realities throughout the research process (Hudson and Ozanne,
1988). In the context of this study, an interpretivist researcher would focus on the individual experiences
and needs of the participants and the organisation. She would focus on the specific and concrete to gain
knowledge of the participants' distinctions between facts and values that would enable him to understand
and interpret their realities. By relying on qualitative methods, the subjective reality and actions of an
individual, guided by emotion or reason, can be explored in depth. By applying an interpretivism
philosophy, the researcher values contextual variables rather than trying to decontextualise the given

(business) context (Cooke, 2018; Della Porta and Keating, 2008).

As the research aim is to construct an understanding from multiple angles and to understand the reality
regarding effective working in hybrid patterns, the study focuses on how participants construct their
business reality in their minds. It should be emphasised that the study aims not only at interpreting
different perspectives but rather understanding the phenomenon (Lee, 2012). Therefore, a deep
understanding of what conceptualises and constitutes an individual’s working model is mandatory.
Following this, the aim is to reach a level above the mere interpretation of other people's impressions -
one that can reflect the organisational context. As a result, constructivism is the most appropriate for
this study, aiming to create a more comprehensive understanding of the essential features influencing

effective working from home in hybrid patterns to offer a practical framework.
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Constructivism offers the significant advantage of generating an understanding which does not remain
at the personal level but enables a higher (organisational) level (Lee, 2012). This allows for developing
a practical framework. This level of detail and interpretation, coupled with the practical framework to
be developed at the organisational (company) level, will provide new knowledge for companies and the

working world of today as well as tomorrow.

3.2. Research approach

The research design depends on the philosophical beliefs of a researcher and specifies different
techniques depending on the epistemological positioning. Constructionists research designs are linked

to relativists and nominalists ontologies.

Starting with the research approach, in the context of HR and an explorative nature within the research
questions an inductive and qualitative approach is pursued. This can be justified from a scientific and a
practice-related perspective: Based on published limitations of theory and practice, which often consider
a quantification of work features in the white-collar sector to be too simplistic, the topic of hybrid work
is to be examined in more depth and qualitative form (Kiinzel, 2016). It is explored through qualitative

data collection to find patterns that generate a theory (Saunders et al., 2023).

Thus, qualitative research enables the investigation of research problems by looking at the meaning
that individuals or groups attach to a social problem (Creswell and Creswell, 2018). In order to
understand the complex phenomenon of OP under hybrid working conditions holistically, different
perspectives (of the target groups within the integrative approach) were collected and analysed
qualitatively. Thus, the research outcome later includes voices of participants, the reflexivity of the
researcher, a complex description and interpretation of the research problem as well as the contribution

to literature and practice.

3.3. Research strategy

Coming from an epistemological orientation of the social constructionist, the research aims above all
to allow for different truths and to explore the interaction with different perspectives and experiences.

Thus, a broad range of research strategies could be considered (Easterby-Smith et al., 2021).

The researcher considered action research, cooperative inquiry, case studies, and grounded theory for
this study, selecting methods based on their practical applicability and alignment with research aims.

Archival research and ethnography were excluded early due to their limitations. Archival research
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lacks the ability to capture lived experiences and the dynamic nature of hybrid work, making it
unsuitable for exploring the evolving organisational context. Ethnography, while valuable for in-depth
cultural insights, typically requires long-term fieldwork, which extends beyond the specific focus of

this study.

Action Research and Cooperative Inquiry

Both action research and cooperative inquiry prioritise participatory engagement, involving
collaboration between researchers and participants to address real-world challenges (Argyris and
Schon, 1989; Lewin, 1946). These approaches are particularly effective when research aims to
implement change or solve organisational problems (Coghlan, 2007). However, their interventionist
nature may introduce bias, impacting research objectivity. Additionally, action research’s iterative,
problem-solving focus may detract from a deeper analysis of hybrid work’s complexities in a single

organisational setting.

Grounded Theory

Grounded theory, which generates theories from empirical data, provides systematic and flexible
analysis (Glaser and Strauss, 2017). While this method is valuable for developing new theoretical
insights, it prioritises broad, generalisable findings over the in-depth, context-specific exploration that
this study requires (Charmaz, 2012). As this research aims to understand hybrid work within a single

organisation rather than develop a new theory, grounded theory is less suitable.

A case study approach was ultimately chosen as it allows for a detailed, contextual examination of

hybrid work, capturing the nuances of stakeholder experiences without the need for theory generation.

While action research, archival research, ethnography, narrative methods, and grounded theory each

offer valuable insights in different contexts, none are as well-suited to the goals of this study.

Following a constructivist philosophy, the chosen research strategy can be described as a case study.
According to extensive academic research, case study research is a valid method that "has the ability
to generate insights from intensive and in-depth research to investigate a phenomenon in its real-world
context, resulting in rich, empirical descriptions and the development of a theory" (Dubois and Gadde,
2002; Eisenhardt, 1989; Yin, 2012 cited in Saunders et al., 2019, p. 197). A case study is a research
strategy that uses various research methods for data generation and analysis in order to answer the

research question in-depth (Eisenhardt, 1989; Saunders et al., 2023; Stake, 2010). Furthermore, it
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captures the complexity of a phenomenon by focusing on the values and intentions of the participants

(Merriam, 1998, 2015; Merriam and Tisdell, 2015).

Critics of this method point out that there is a lack of specific design requirements that guide the case
study. This has led to case studies in the past that lacked quality and therefore also credibility and
validity (Hyett et al., 2014; Meyer, 2001). On the other hand, it is pointed out that this method makes it
possible to gather information and experience that would have been hardly possible, if at all, by other

means.

One of the main reasons for choosing this research strategy is its detailed investigation (Hartley, 2004),
which offers a rich and empirical understanding of the topic. Since hybrid work in the context of a
“new normal” is a contemporary phenomenon, the aim is to identify which features are essential and
why (Easterby-Smith et al., 2021). Furthermore, the chosen methodology is intended to contribute to
an in-depth understanding of the effects of the working method and potential implications for OP.
Regarding the essential features in hybrid work, the study has an exploratory character to generate new

knowledge and identify meaningful findings within the specific population (Jansen, 2010).

There is a heated debate in management research about the use of single or multiple cases. Proponents
of the single cases usually come from a constructionists epistemology, while the multiple cases are

often positivists (Saunders et al., 2023; Yazan, 2015).

Epistemological views also play an important role within the case study method and their application -
the strongly positivistic use of case studies focuses on large amounts of data, which should enable
researchers to test theories and hypotheses. Multiple cases are often used with up to 30 samples, which
also enable a cross-case comparison. Robert Yin coined this approach and is considered one of the
best-known users of this method in the social sciences (Yin, 2009). In contrast to this, an alternative
approach of case study methods was developed, coming from a constructionist epistemology. Robert
Stake is often associated with this approach in the literature (Yazan, 2015). He characterised this
approach by focusing on a big, rich picture of life or (human) behaviour in organisations or groups.
This approach focuses more on the individual features of one or a few cases and, therefore, often leads

to within-case analysis (Stake, 2010).

Following the epistemological choices within the research philosophy and approach this study
considered the constructionists approach to case study research. Furthermore, a distinction should be
made between instrumental and expressive case studies analogous to Stake. While the former looks at
a specific case and aims to derive general principles, the expressive focus is on a specific case due to
the unique features - the findings may be adaptable to other contexts, but this is not the focus of the

study (Yazan, 2015).
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Table 1: Case Study Approach Yin vs Stake

Source: Own illustration with content from (Yazan, 2015)

Case Study approach by Yin Case Study approach by Stake

Philosophical orientation | Positivist/ post-positivist Constructivist/ interpretivist

Purpose Theory testing, explanatory, causal | In-depth understanding of
analysis particular, unique cases

Types of case studies Explanatory, descriptive, Intrinsic, instrumental, collective
exploratory

Role of theory Theory as a starting point to guide | Minimal role for theory; focuses on
data collection and analysis unique case insights

Research questions "How" and "Why" questions Questions focused on
focused on causal relationships understanding unique experiences

or contexts

Data collection Structured and systematic; multiple | Flexible and evolving; relies on
sources, including documents, interviews, observations, and
archival records, interviews, direct | participant perspectives
observation

Analysis approach Deductive; pattern matching, Inductive; emphasizes themes,
explanation building, time-series contexts, and participant meanings
analysis

Outcomes/ findings Generalisable findings, often Contextualised, case-specific
theory-driven insights without generalization

Researcher*s role Objective observer, seeks to Engaged interpreter, embraces
minimise bias subjective understanding

Following the case study understanding of Stake (see Table 1), this study applies a single case
approach. The single case study approach is suitable because the study focuses on a research topic that
represents current academic and practical change and is therefore likely to become typical in the future
(Hammersley and Atkinson, 2007). Accordingly, due to the uniqueness of this case in the current state
of knowledge and research, the focus is on the detailed study of a single organisation. Dubois and
Gadde (2002, p. 554) share this view, stating that "the interaction between a phenomenon and its

context is best understood through in-depth case studies".

With the aim of researching large amounts of data, testing hypotheses and producing generalisable
results, critics of the single case argue with these very aspects. Researchers who have conducted single
cases effectively counter and emphasise the dependence on explorative research questions, the creation
of new ideas and abstract concepts. Nicolaj Siggelkow defends the single case study from a

constructionist point of view with the frequently cited talking pig example:

-59-



“(..) we only need to produce a single talking pig to demonstrate the error of the popular idea

that pigs are incapable of intelligent speech.” — Nicolaj Siggelkow (2007)

Regarding the chosen company it is important to mention that the understanding of hybrid work is
regulated by a German company agreement, which meets the criteria from above’s hybrid work
definition (see chapter 2). Furthermore, the organisation has a corresponding degree of maturity, so
there is a professionalised HRM and a functioning operational and organisational structure. A mature
organisation such as this company is deliberately chosen in comparison to, for example, start-ups, as a
more stable environment and established personnel processes are assumed here. Considering that
hybrid working is offered in Germany regardless of the sector and company size, yet it is implemented
and applied individually in companies, exploring one specific organisation at a time seems reasonable.
Among other things, the industry, the size of the company, the pain caused by the shortage of skilled
labour and the resulting employer attractiveness aspects etc. play a major role here. It therefore makes

sense to query this individuality and develop specific knowledge for the selected organisation.

To conclude, the case study approach is the most appropriate methodology for this research on hybrid
work in a German financial company. It allows for an in-depth exploration of the hybrid work
practices within a specific organisational context, enabling the researcher to capture the complexity
and richness of participants' experiences (Yazan, 2015; Yin, 2014). By focusing on a single case, this
study can examine the interactions between individual perceptions, organisational culture, and broader
structural factors that influence hybrid work, which would be difficult to achieve using other methods

(Merriam, 1998; Thomas, 2016).

The case study approach allows for a balanced examination of both individual and organisational
factors, offering a detailed understanding of hybrid work as it is experienced within a specific
organisation (Yazan, 2015). This methodological choice ensures that the study provides a
comprehensive, context-sensitive analysis of hybrid work practices that could inform both theory and

practice in organisational studies.

3.4. Time horizon

The time horizon of this research is cross-sectional, reflecting its focus on capturing a detailed and
context-specific understanding of hybrid working within a particular organisational setting at a single
point in time (Saunders et al., 2023). Following Saunders view, this approach is well-suited to the
study’s objectives, which centre on exploring participants’ perceptions and the interplay of
organisationally driven, collectively driven, and individually driven factors that influence hybrid work

practices and OP.
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A cross-sectional design enables the research to provide a “snapshot” of the current state of hybrid
working within the organisation, offering valuable insights into its governance, cultural conditions,
and power dynamics (Denzin, 2013; Glaser and Strauss, 2017). This is particularly appropriate given
the study’s emphasis on generating in-depth, context-sensitive knowledge rather than tracking changes

or developments over an extended period, as would be the case in a longitudinal study.

Furthermore, the choice of a cross-sectional time horizon aligns with the practical constraints and
theoretical aims of the research (Lee, 2012). She states that by focusing on a specific moment in time,
the study can delve deeply into the unique organisational context and the lived experiences of
participants, ensuring that the findings are grounded in the realities of the organisation as it operates

within the current hybrid working environment.

In conclusion, the cross-sectional time horizon is an appropriate methodological choice for this
research. It allows for a comprehensive examination of the organisational and cultural dynamics
shaping hybrid working, without the need for temporal comparisons, which are outside the scope of

this study.

3.5. Techniques and procedures

This section begins by presenting an overview of the case study context and the chosen methodology
for data collection. Subsequent sections provide a detailed account of the iterative process employed in

designing interview questions, as well as the strategies used for participant sampling and recruitment.

3.5.1. Data collection methods

Mono-method qualitative research involves employing a single qualitative data collection and analysis
technique to address specific research questions (Creswell and Poth, 2025). The decision to adopt a
mono-method approach using semi-structured interviews as the primary data collection method aligns
with the research aim of exploring perceptions and experiences of hybrid work within a single case study
organisation. Given the complexity and multidimensional nature of hybrid work, semi-structured
interviews provide the necessary flexibility to capture rich, in-depth insights while ensuring consistency
across participants through a predefined set of guiding questions. This approach allows for adaptability,
enabling the researcher to probe deeper into relevant themes that emerge during the interviews (Merriam
and Tisdell, 2015). This stands in contrast to mixed-methods research, which, although broader in scope,
may not provide the same level of detailed insight into the specific context and subtleties of individual

and collective practices (Denzin et al., 2024).
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A central advantage of the mono-method approach is its ability to deliver depth of understanding. Hybrid
work, encompassing both remote and on-site arrangements, is a multifaceted phenomenon shaped by
organisational policies, individual preferences, and external influences. A single qualitative method
offers the flexibility to explore these layers in detail, allowing for iterative data collection and analysis,
and the opportunity to refine inquiries as the research unfolds (Creswell and Poth, 2025). By
concentrating on one method, researchers can thoroughly engage with participants’ perspectives,
reflecting on emergent insights and thereby constructing a rich account of the hybrid work experience
(Stake, 2010). This level of detail and contextual embedding is often more challenging to achieve in

quantitative or mixed-methods research.

A further reason to adopt a mono-method design lies in its contextual relevance. The success or
challenges of hybrid work cannot be divorced from the unique environment in which it occurs.
Employing a single qualitative technique permits a close alignment with the organisation’s specific
culture, policies, and stakeholder dynamics. Within the German financial company under examination,
local norms, industry regulations, and organisational culture may shape how employees and managers
perceive and enact hybrid practices. A single-method study can thus illuminate the intricacies of this
context, ensuring that interpretations remain sensitive to the setting (Creswell and Poth, 2025). By
contrast, a mixed-methods approach, although it may capture broader trends, risks diluting the

contextual depth that is critical for meaningful analysis (Merriam and Tisdell, 2015).

Methodological consistency is another key benefit. When only one qualitative method is employed, the
data collection and analysis processes align closely with the overarching research aims (Denzin, 2013).
Fewer methodological variances reduce the potential for conflicting findings or interpretive
complexities. Instead, there is a coherent chain of evidence (Yin, 2012) that allows the researcher to
trace how insights emerge from the data, thereby bolstering the study’s credibility. This consistency also
fosters resource efficiency, as researchers can invest their time and expertise in mastering a single
technique rather than dividing efforts across disparate methods (Creswell and Poth, 2025). Particularly
in doctoral research contexts, where time and resources may be limited, such focus can lead to a more

rigorous and reflexive inquiry (Merriam and Tisdell, 2015).

Beyond resource considerations, the mono-method qualitative design aligns with the research objectives
of gaining a comprehensive understanding of hybrid work practices within one specific organisational
environment. By prioritising depth over breadth, the approach enables the researcher to document subtle
nuances in participant experiences and organisational processes, generating findings that may not be
discernible through quantitative measurements alone (Creswell and Poth, 2025). While mixed-methods
studies can offer triangulation benefits, the granularity afforded by a single-method design is often more

conducive to generating rich, context-sensitive insights (Stake, 2010).
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In conclusion, the adoption of a mono-method qualitative approach is both recommended and
appropriate for an in-depth investigation of hybrid work practices within a German financial company.
Its capacity for capturing contextual detail, ensuring methodological coherence, and enabling efficient
use of resources aligns strongly with the aims of this research. By emphasising depth of inquiry and
local relevance, a single qualitative method provides a robust framework for illuminating how hybrid
work functions within this specific organisational setting, thereby advancing both scholarly

understanding and practical knowledge of this increasingly prominent mode of work.

All data for this study were collected through semi-structured interviews, thereby constituting primary
data gathered exclusively for the purposes of this research in the form of individual interviews. These
first-hand accounts provide insight into participants’ experiences and perceptions, enabling a deep
exploration of the phenomenon under investigation (Creswell and Creswell, 2018). Although
secondary data sources are often used in broader research contexts, they are not employed in this
study. Instead, the findings derived from the interviews will be contextualised in the Chapter
“Discussion and Conclusion” by examining how the findings align with, expand upon, or challenge
existing theories and research. As an insider researcher, the author is also familiar with two internal
organisational policies that, while not formally analysed as secondary data, have implicitly informed
the research by providing contextual understanding of the organisation’s hybrid work practices and
guiding principles. This process of situating the study’s primary findings within the broader scholarly
literature does not constitute the analysis of secondary data; rather, it ensures that the conclusions

drawn are both theoretically informed and practically relevant (Braun and Clarke, 2022).

Interview guide

The process of data collection for this study has been successfully completed, employing semi-structured
interviews as the primary method to address the four research questions. Semi-structured interviews are
widely used in business research, particularly in HRM studies (Doody and Noonan, 2016; Lee, 2012).
This approach offers flexibility, allowing participants to provide detailed responses (Whiting, 2008).
According to Doody and Noonan (2016), semi-structured interviews are effective in capturing rich
qualitative data and serve as a strong foundation for in-depth analysis. Given the exploratory nature of
this research, this method was deemed particularly suitable for understanding participants' subjective

perceptions and experiences.

The interview guide was developed based on the conceptual framework established after an extensive
review of the literature. This framework provided a structured yet adaptable basis for the interviews,
ensuring alignment with key themes identified in previous research. The interview questions were

designed to capture insights into organisational, collective, and individual factors influencing the
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research phenomenon (see Appendix 2.1; 2.2 and 2.3). Individual interviews were conducted with HR
professionals, general managers, and employees within the case study organisation. These interviews
followed an open-ended, indicative question format and took place in a one-to-one setting between the
researcher and each participant. In line with Easterby-Smith et al. (2021) recommendation for an
iterative approach to interview design, the interview guide was adapted for each target group to reflect
key thematic areas derived from the literature. As this was an exploratory study, questions remained
flexible, allowing for slight modifications or expansions during the interviews to accommodate
emerging insights. At the start of the interviews, all participants were introduced to the study's definition

of OP (see chapter 2) and asked for their agreement to the given definition or any additional perspectives

All interviews were conducted online via the researcher’s University of Worcester Microsoft Teams
account and were both audio- and video-recorded. The recordings were subsequently transcribed, and
the transcripts were securely stored in a password-protected OneDrive folder hosted on the University
of Worcester’s secure server. These transcripts will be retained until the dissemination process is
complete (an exemplary transcript for each target group can be found in the appendix 2.4-2.9).

Since the interviews were conducted in German, the researcher analysed the original audio and video
recordings in their source language. Only relevant excerpts were translated into English for inclusion

in this thesis and other publications, ensuring the accuracy and contextual integrity of the data.

3.5.2. Samples

Qualitative research typically involves relatively small sample sizes, which are dependent on the
research question and academic context. Given that this study sought to capture subjective experiences
rather than achieve generalisability, a larger sample size was not necessary (Kitzinger, 1995). The
appropriate sample size was determined inductively based on theoretical saturation, as recommended

in the literature (Guest et al., 2006) and will be explained in more detail in chapter 3.6.2.

Participants were recruited based on their ability to provide insights into the experience of essential
features in hybrid work. They were selected purposefully (Glaser and Strauss, 2017; Marshall, 1996)
according to the predetermined criteria relevant to the specific research objective (Guest et al., 2006):
To be eligible for the study, participants had to be currently employed by the case study organisation
and belong to one of three groups: employees, HR professionals, or general managers. This
classification ensured an even distribution across the target groups. Furthermore, the study focused on
exploring experiences, needs, requirements, and perspectives on hybrid working within the
organisation. Therefore, an additional eligibility criterion required participants to either work in a
hybrid format or manage individuals who did. The specific distribution of remote and on-site work

(e.g., working from home once a week versus four times a week) was not a factor in the recruitment
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process, as potential differences in distribution patterns were considered an aspect to be explored

during the interviews.

The selection process leveraged existing organisational networks, which facilitate knowledge
exchange among different professional groups. HR professionals were approached through internal
HR networks. Managers were recruited from various leadership networks, allowing for a balanced
representation of perspectives from different hierarchical positions. This approach ensured that
insights were gathered from both senior leaders involved in strategic decision-making and mid-level
managers responsible for operational implementation. Employees were selected through networks,
including professional working groups such as those for junior staff, IT specialists, and cross-

functional teams focused on innovation and artificial intelligence.

Participants

) N g

HR professionals = Employees = General manager

Figure 6. Participants per target group

Source: Own illustration

A total of 18 interviews were conducted, with six participants from each target group, until data
saturation was reached (see chapter 3.6.2). Since the only relevant criteria for participation were
affiliation with one of the three target groups and engagement in hybrid work or management of
hybrid workers, no further descriptive sample analysis was required. Additionally, all participants
remained in the study throughout the research process; none withdrew after completing their
interviews or receiving the transcribed documents. As a result, all 18 interviews were included in the

final analysis.
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3.5.3. Recruitment

The recruitment of participants for this study followed a structured process in alignment with

organisational regulations and ethical guidelines (see Appendix 1.1 Ethical approval).

Participant recruitment was initiated with approval from HR management, as per company policies. A
signed agreement formalised the gatekeeper approval, granting access to potential participants and
authorising data collection, including internal documents and public reports. Once this agreement was
in place, HR management was no longer involved, ensuring that recruitment remained independent
and objective. Participants were contacted through their respective group mailing lists, ensuring that
the recruitment process was transparent and aligned with ethical research standards. Communication
was conducted via the academic email address of the researcher, providing detailed information about
the study to allow potential participants to make an informed decision about their involvement.
Participation was voluntary, with the option to withdraw at any time. To avoid any potential bias, it
was made clear that direct reports were not to be approached individually. Should any direct reports
proactively express interest in participating due to prior knowledge of the research, their involvement

was declined to maintain the integrity of the study.

No incentives, either financial or otherwise, were offered to participants, maintaining the voluntary
nature of the study. The use of organisational networks was deemed the most effective way to reach
appropriate individuals who fit the study’s target groups, ensuring that recruitment was both

systematic and ethically sound.

3.6. Data analysis

Qualitative research involves an in-depth examination using empirical data collected over a defined
period, guided by a well-structured research framework to deliver a contextual analysis (Cohanier,
2014; Flick, 2018). This section outlines the data analysis process in the present study, detailing the
transcription and translation of interviews alongside the systematic organisation, aggregation,
clustering, and interpretation of data. Furthermore, the discussion addresses the achievement of data

saturation and reflects on the practitioner-researcher’s role within the analytical process.
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3.6.1. Thematic analysis

This study employs Reflexive Thematic Analysis (RTA) as outlined by Clarke and Braun (2022). RTA
offers a flexible yet rigorous approach to qualitative data analysis, allowing for the identification and
interpretation of patterns and themes within the data. The process follows six interrelated steps,

detailed below (Braun and Clarke, 2022).

Transcription and translation

The first step in the analysis involved transcribing all semi-structured interviews verbatim. The
transcription process was undertaken exclusively by the researcher to ensure full engagement with the
data from the outset. This approach required additional time and effort but was deemed essential to
maintain direct responsibility for the transcripts and to foster a deeper understanding of the data. The
data were gathered in Germany, with German being the researcher’s native language. To minimise
potential misunderstandings, the coding process was conducted in the original language (Galletta,
2013). However, all quotations were translated into English at the report stage and subsequently
verified by a professional translator to ensure the highest level of accuracy. Despite these measures, it
is important to recognise that the complexity of language may result in some nuances of German being
lost in translation. The transcription and translation processes were iterative, with regular reviews to
address ambiguities and ensure that the original intent of the participants’ narratives was preserved

(Brinkmann and Kvale, 2015; Galletta, 2013).

Coding with software (MaxQDA)

The data analysis proceeded with coding using MaxQDA, a software designed for qualitative research.
Meaningful segments of text were identified and assigned initial codes, addressing both explicit
(semantic) and underlying (latent) content (Braun and Clarke, 2022). These codes were developed
inductively, reflecting phrases relevant to the research objectives, while also being informed by the
research questions. Prior knowledge from the literature review and the researcher’s professional
experience provided a foundational context for this phase. MaxQDA was instrumental in organising
and systematically examining the data, offering a structured framework for deeper analysis.
Reflexivity was integral to the process, with memos used to capture evolving ideas, potential biases,

and emerging patterns (Thomas, 2016).
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Generating initial themes

Following the completion of coding, the analysis transitioned to identifying initial themes by
clustering related codes. Codes with similar meanings were grouped together and organised into
potential themes, reflecting significant broader patterns within the data. This process included
collating data relevant to each theme to assess their viability (Roberts et al., 2019). A research journal
was maintained to document reflections on the data analysis process, enabling the researcher to track
and refine insights (Ortlipp, 2008). Codes that were not aligned with the research aims and objectives
were set aside in a miscellaneous category for memorable yet non-central statements. The dataset was
revisited multiple times (read, listened to, and reviewed) to ensure a comprehensive understanding of
the material. Themes were conceptualised as overarching patterns representing meaningful aspects of
the data in relation to the research questions. This stage involved moving beyond mere description to
active interpretation, examining interactions between codes and exploring broader meanings.
Preliminary themes were noted for their coherence and relevance, with openness maintained to

uncover unexpected insights.

Reviewing themes

The preliminary themes underwent a thorough review to evaluate their accuracy and relevance. This
process involved comparing the identified themes against the dataset to ensure they collectively
presented a compelling narrative. Themes were assessed for internal homogeneity, focusing on the
coherence and meaningful connections between the codes within each theme, and for external

homogeneity, ensuring that the themes were distinct and clearly differentiated from one another.

Coded data were revisited to verify that each theme was adequately supported and that no significant
elements of the dataset had been overlooked. Themes were refined, merged, or discarded depending on
their alignment with the data and their ability to address the research objectives. This stage also
included iterative refinement, such as splitting, combining, or eliminating themes to ensure they were
robust, comprehensive, and reflective of the dataset. These efforts guaranteed that the resulting themes

were both analytically sound and relevant to the overarching research aims.

Defining and naming themes

At this stage, each theme was clearly defined and given an informative, evocative name that
encapsulated its essence. Definitions were developed to provide a detailed explanation of what each
theme encompassed, its relevance to the study, and its connections to other themes. The process

involved a detailed analysis of each theme to determine its scope, focus, and the overarching narrative
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it represented (Braun and Clarke, 2022). This step resulted in the identification of 10 key themes.
Informative names were chosen to reflect the analytical depth and coherence of each theme, ensuring

their alignment with the research objectives and broader theoretical framework.

Report

The final stage focused on synthesising the identified themes into a cohesive narrative for the analysis
report. This report presented the key themes and subthemes, supported by illustrative examples from
participant responses. Insights derived from the semi-structured interviews were compiled into a
comprehensive case report, offering a holistic view of the research findings. The aim was to deliver a
rich and nuanced understanding of the research topic while upholding standards of transparency and

analytical rigour.

3.6.2. Achieving saturation

Data saturation refers to the point at which no new information or themes emerge from additional
interviews, indicating that the researcher has captured a comprehensive understanding of the
phenomenon under study (Cohanier, 2014; Denzin, 2009). Achieving data saturation is critical to
ensuring the credibility and robustness of the findings (Flick, 2018; Lincoln and Guba, 2007). The
process of reaching data saturation involves careful attention to the depth and breadth of the data
collected (Kitzinger, 1995). Semi-structured interviews are particularly well-suited for this purpose, as
they allow for both consistency in exploring predetermined themes and flexibility to probe emergent
topics. This combination enables the researcher to identify recurring patterns and themes across
participants while remaining open to novel insights that enhance the richness of the data (Galletta,

2013).

While saturation cannot be determined in advance, existing literature offers some guidance on sample
sizes for qualitative research. Marshall et al. (1996) recommend 15-30 participants for case studies,
while Guest et al. (2006) suggest that 612 participants may suffice for homogeneous groups. These
recommendations provide a useful reference point, but the actual determination of saturation depends
on the nature of the study and the diversity of perspectives within the sample. The iterative approach
of this study ensures that saturation is assessed dynamically based on the emergence of new themes.
Factors such as the diversity of the sample, the complexity of the research topic, and the variability in
participants’ perspectives will influence the point at which saturation is reached (Marshall, 1996;

Merriam, 1998).
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As mentioned previously, theoretical saturation played a crucial role in determining the endpoint of

data collection and analysis, which continued until interim findings indicated that further interviews

were unlikely to yield new insights for theory building (Braun and Clarke, 2022; Brinkmann and

Kvale, 2015). Consequently, interviews were conducted over a defined period until sufficient data had

been gathered and saturation was achieved. Data saturation was reached through an iterative interview

process, where themes began to recur without the emergence of new insights. This was evident in the

final rounds of interviews, where responses increasingly reinforced previously identified themes rather

than introducing novel perspectives. Several indicators confirmed saturation:

Redundancy in themes across groups

@)

In the final interviews, participants echoed similar observations regarding hybrid
work’s structural implications, team dynamics, and managerial practices. For instance,
HR professionals, employees, and managers consistently highlighted flexibility as

both an advantage and a challenge, indicating a convergence in perspectives.

Statements regarding autonomy, digital competencies, and workplace collaboration

became repetitive, demonstrating thematic stability.

Saturation in organisational dynamics

Managers across different departments reported similar experiences in understanding
performance and structuring hybrid work arrangements, suggesting that further

interviews would not yield significantly new insights.

Employees described comparable challenges with hybrid work, particularly around
communication, visibility, and the boundary between work and leisure, reinforcing

that core themes had been thoroughly explored.

Triangulation across target groups

o

By incorporating multiple stakeholder perspectives (HR, employees, and managers),
the study ensured that findings were not limited to a single viewpoint. The consistency

of responses across groups confirmed the robustness of the identified patterns.

For example, the need for collaboration rules in their teams was discussed by both HR
professionals and managers, while employees independently emphasised similar

challenges related to virtual communication.
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Iterative refinement of questions

o During the interview process, minor adjustments were made to probe underexplored

arcas.

o The final three interviews primarily served to validate existing findings rather than
expand thematic coverage, reinforcing that additional interviews would likely result in

redundancy rather than deeper insight.
Alignment with reflexive thematic analysis

o As the analysis progressed, coding revealed strong consistency across participant
responses. The emergence of well-defined themes with clear supporting data
suggested that further data collection would not significantly alter the conceptual

framework.

o Theoretical saturation was observed, meaning that additional data would not
contribute meaningfully to the refinement of themes but rather repeat existing

insights.

Thus, the decision to conclude data collection after 18 interviews was grounded in both
methodological rigor and empirical justification. The purposeful sampling strategy ensured a diverse
yet representative participant pool, while the iterative interview process confirmed that core themes
had been sufficiently explored. By the final interviews, patterns had stabilized, and additional data
collection would have led to diminishing returns rather than meaningful new findings. Therefore, the
sample size was deemed appropriate to achieve both depth and saturation, strengthening the validity

and credibility of the study’s conclusions.

In conclusion, data saturation serves as a key benchmark for ensuring that the findings of this
qualitative research are well-grounded and representative. By carefully monitoring the emergence of
themes and maintaining a reflective approach, this study aims to reach saturation in a manner that

upholds its methodological rigour and analytical depth.

3.6.3. Rigour

To ensure transparency and trustworthiness in the data analysis process, it is necessary to conduct it in
a methodically rigorous and systematic way (Flick, 2018; Lincoln and Guba, 2007; Nowell et al.,

2017; Stake, 2010). The quality of a qualitative study is judged by whether the results and
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interpretations emerge from a structured and transparent process and whether readers can have
confidence in the presentation and the conclusions drawn (Grodal et al., 2021). This requirement is
particularly challenging for inductive approaches, such as reflexive thematic analysis, because the
analytical process is iterative and requires the researcher to play an active role in interpreting the data

(Costley et al., 2010; Grodal et al., 2021).

Transparency in this context refers to the extent to which the individual steps, decisions and
judgements made during a research project are presented in detail and openly. With this in mind, this
chapter (Chapter 3) describes the research process, the approaches and methods used in detail to
ensure a high degree of transparency and a shared understanding of the research strategy of this work.
The data analysis is also designed to be comprehensible, as it was carried out using computer-assisted

qualitative data analysis (CAQDAS) and the MaxQDA software.

The trustworthiness of interpretative qualitative research is evaluated on the basis of four central

criteria: credibility, reliability, transferability and confirmability (Lincoln and Guba, 2007).

Credibility is initially demonstrated by the researchers checking the consistency between the
participants' perspectives and their own account, which requires a thorough understanding of the
context and the data collected (Hair et al., 2023). In this research project, credibility is ensured by a
detailed account of the research process and a precise presentation of the results in conjunction with a
well-founded conclusion. In addition, the researcher expanded her knowledge of data analysis by

attending webinars and continuously recorded her observations in a research diary.

Dependability, on the other hand, is achieved by documenting the data collection and analysis
processes in a logical, comprehensible and transparent manner (Flick, 2018). The selection of
participants was justified with protocols and scripts, and the data analysis was carried out using a
CAQDAS, which allowed for comprehensive documentation of the process. However, it should be
emphasised that despite these measures, which are aimed at the concept of reliability, the results of

qualitative analyses are difficult to reproduce (Bortz and Déring, 2002).

Transferability makes it possible to evaluate the results of a study in relation to other contexts. This
can be ensured by providing comprehensive explanations and detailed descriptions (Bergold and Flick,
1987). This study provides in-depth insights into the perceptions and experiences around effective
hybrid working practices so that other practitioner researchers could apply the findings to their specific
organisational contexts (Bortz and Doring, 2002). At the same time, the context of the project is
described in detail, highlighting the special features of this study in comparison to other research

projects.
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The fourth criterion, confirmability, is achieved when credibility, transferability and reliability are
given. It aims to ensure consistency and exclude bias in the data analysis (Flick, 2018; Lincoln and
Guba, 2007). In this thesis, the research process was carefully documented using markers to justify the
theoretical, methodological and analytical choices made during the course of the study. However,
thematic analysis, which is accessible to inexperienced researchers due to its flexibility, can involve
uncertainties. Therefore, the choice of social constructionist research philosophy was first explained in

detail before the six steps of data analysis developed by Braun and Clarke (2022) were applied.

Being an insider researcher within the case study organisation offered advantages such as deeper
contextual understanding and access to key informants (Costley et al., 2010). However, it also required
careful consideration of potential biases and preconceptions (Easterby-Smith et al., 2021). To mitigate

these risks, several reflexive strategies were implemented:

Research diary: A reflexive research diary (Ortlipp, 2008; Thomas, 2016) was maintained
throughout the study, capturing reflections on interviews, methodological decisions, and
emerging patterns in the data. This diary served as a tool for critical self-examination, helping
to identify potential biases, track changes in interpretations, and ensure that data analysis

remained grounded in participants' perspectives rather than personal assumptions.

Bracketing preconceptions: Given prior knowledge of the organisation’s structures, policies,
and culture, efforts were made to bracket pre-existing assumptions. Before conducting
interviews, notes were made on potential expectations regarding responses to specific themes,
ensuring that during analysis, findings were derived from the data rather than preconceived

notions.

Iterative interview process: Reflexivity was actively integrated into the interview process by
adapting questions based on previous interviews and allowing participants to expand on topics
freely. This iterative approach helped avoid leading questions and allowed themes to emerge

naturally from participants’ perspectives.

Member reflection and clarification: Where possible, participants were asked for
clarification during interviews to prevent misinterpretation. This approach minimised
researcher bias by ensuring that meaning was derived directly from participants’ experiences

rather than inferred through assumptions.

Peer debriefing: Throughout the research, discussions with academic peers and supervisors

served as a mechanism for critical reflection. These debriefing sessions helped challenge
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assumptions, refine coding and thematic development, and ensure a balanced interpretation of

the data.

Transparency in data analysis: Thematic analysis was conducted using a systematic, step-
by-step process to enhance trustworthiness. A reflexive thematic analysis approach was
adopted, acknowledging the researcher’s role in interpreting data while maintaining a
commitment to grounding findings in participants’ voices (Braun and Clarke, 2022). The
analytical process, including coding decisions and theme development, was documented to

enhance transparency and reproducibility.

Ethical considerations and power dynamics: Reflexivity extended to ethical considerations,
particularly concerning power dynamics in interviews (Karnieli-Miller et al., 2009). As an
insider researcher, care was taken to create a neutral and open environment, reassuring
participants of confidentiality and encouraging candid responses. Furthermore, only persons

who are not in a direct reporting line to the researcher were interviewed.

Engagement with the broader academic community: To enhance methodological
awareness and strengthen reflexivity, the researcher actively engaged with the broader
academic community. This included presenting the study at academic events, participating in
webinars and workshops on qualitative research, and extensively reviewing relevant academic
literature. Engaging with other scholars provided valuable external perspectives, reinforced

methodological rigour, and contributed to a more informed and reflective research process.

By employing these reflexive strategies, the research upheld rigour, transparency, and ethical integrity.

Reflexivity not only strengthened the validity of the findings but also contributed to a more nuanced

and authentic representation of participants’ perspectives on hybrid work and its organisational

implications.

3.6.4. Researcher role & reflexivity

The role of the insider researcher in this case study, as discussed above, offers distinct advantages that

enhance the depth and quality of the research (Creswell and Creswell, 2018). One key benefit is the

privileged access to a wide range of business networks within the organisation, which facilitates the

identification and engagement of participants who are directly relevant to the study. Additionally,

established rapport and familiarity with organisational processes allow for a more seamless integration
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into the research setting, reducing potential barriers to trust and openness among participants (Costley

et al., 2010).

Insider status also provides a nuanced understanding of the organisation’s cultural and operational
dynamics (Costley et al., 2010). This perspective enables the contextualisation of participants’
responses with a high degree of accuracy and relevance. Furthermore, logistical arrangements, such as
scheduling interviews or obtaining necessary permissions, can be expedited, thereby streamlining the

research process.

Despite these advantages, the role of an insider researcher is not without challenges, necessitating a
critical and reflective approach to mitigate potential disadvantages (Creswell and Poth, 2025; Karnieli-
Miller et al., 2009). A significant concern is the potential for power dynamics to influence participant
responses. Insider researchers may inadvertently be perceived as representing the interests of the
organisation rather than as independent researchers, which could lead participants to withhold or
modify their responses. To address this, efforts are made to reassure participants of the confidentiality

and independence of the study, with clear communication of its academic and exploratory purpose.

Another challenge lies in the risk of bias as discussed above (Braun and Clarke, 2022). Familiarity
with the organisation and its processes may predispose the researcher to interpret data in ways that
align with pre-existing assumptions. To counter this, a research diary is maintained to document
reflections, assumptions, and decision-making processes throughout the study (Ortlipp, 2008). This
practice enables the identification and challenge of any biases that might arise, fostering a more

objective and transparent research process.

Moreover, the dual role of insider and researcher requires careful navigation to avoid compromising
the study’s rigour (Flick, 2018). Reflexivity is actively employed, involving regular reflection on how
the researcher’s position may shape the research and the data collected (Hibbert, 2021). External
feedback from peers and supervisors is also sought to ensure that interpretations remain balanced and

credible.

While insider research can blur the boundaries between researcher and participant, efforts to maintain
methodological rigour and ethical integrity strengthen the reliability of the findings. By leveraging the
advantages of insider status while critically addressing its challenges, this study aims to produce a
comprehensive and authentic exploration of the organisational dynamics under investigation (Drake

and Heath, 2011).
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3.6.5. Ethical consideration

This research adheres to high ethical standards, having received prior approval from the university’s
ethics committee. This approval ensures compliance with required protocols, safeguarding participants

and upholding the integrity of the research process.

Although the study poses no immediate risks, minor considerations are acknowledged. Participants
may experience discomfort when reflecting on their work experiences, particularly challenges
associated with hybrid work, such as shifts in responsibility, changing conditions, or trust issues. Such
reflections might evoke stress or unpleasant memories. To address this, participants were reminded of
their right to withdraw at any time, including up to five days after the interview. They were also given
the option to take breaks or discontinue interviews if discomfort arises. Local first aiders were
available for support. Transparency, empathy, and sensitivity remain central to all interactions (also see

Appendix 1.2 Participant information sheet (PIS)).

Discomfort in qualitative research often arises when interviews feel one-sided or led solely by the
researcher’s agenda (Brinkmann and Kvale, 2015; Nunkoosing, 2005). Conducting research as an
insider researcher presents specific ethical risks, including potential bias, power imbalances, and
confidentiality concerns (Maxwell and Beattie, 2004). Being embedded within the case study
organisation requires heightened awareness of these risks to ensure research integrity and participant
trust. To mitigate these concerns, several measures were taken. Confidentiality and anonymity were
strictly maintained by de-identifying data and securely storing research materials. Furthermore, the
researcher’s role as Product Owner HR IT — without involvement in HR processes like recruitment or
compensation and benefits — is disclosed to participants to reduce any perceived power imbalance.
Direct reports are excluded from the study to avoid hierarchical relationships, and participation is
clarified as entirely voluntary. Interviews are conducted collaboratively, allowing participants to
introduce topics and influence the discussion’s direction, fostering a more balanced and open exchange
(Brinkmann and Kvale, 2015). To minimise bias as previously indicated, reflexivity was actively
practised through a research diary, discussions with academic peers, and participation in qualitative
research workshops. Additionally, transparency in participant recruitment and voluntary participation
helped prevent coercion or undue influence. The study adhered to institutional ethical guidelines,
ensuring informed consent, data protection, and the right to withdraw at any stage. These measures
collectively strengthened the study’s ethical rigour while maintaining the credibility of insider

research.

Moreover, anonymisation ensures that participant and organisational identities remain protected, with

all identifying details removed from analysis and reporting. Participants are informed of data storage
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and handling procedures and provide consent under these conditions. As an insider researcher, strict
measures are in place to prevent the sharing of participant information within the organisation, further
safeguarding confidentiality. Ethical risks in reporting are addressed by ensuring findings are
presented responsibly, with attention to protecting participant and organisational anonymity.
Reflexivity plays a key role in managing these considerations. As mentioned above, maintaining a
reflexive journal furthermore helps reinforce the study’s ethical standards and ensures that all findings

are credible and balanced (Thomas, 2016).

In summary, the research is guided by proactive measures to address minor ethical considerations.
Through informed consent, confidentiality, empathetic practices, and reflexivity, the study upholds

ethical integrity while respecting the rights and well-being of all participants.

3.7. Summary

This chapter delivers a detailed examination of the study's methodological framework. Constructivist
philosophy forms the foundation, with its ontological, epistemological, and axiological dimensions
carefully analysed. Attention is given to the research strategy, highlighting the case study approach and
its methodological implications. Data collection is addressed with a focus on the rationale for sample
size and the recruitment process. Reflexive thematic analysis is unpacked in six structured stages,
including an in-depth discussion of achieving data saturation. Consideration is also given to the
researcher’s role, with an outline of the measures adopted to ensure research quality. Ethical principles
guiding the study are also presented, providing a comprehensive view of the study’s adherence to
ethical standards. Subsequent chapters detail the findings generated through the reflexive thematic

analysis applied in this research.
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4. Findings

The previous chapter provided an overview of the methodological framework for this research on
effective hybrid working. This chapter presents the findings. All results were summarised under
themes that emerged from the collected data and the researcher’s experiences as guided by the

research objectives.

Subchapters 4.1, 4.2 and 4.3 present the findings from the semi-structured interviews and provide
insights into the perceived essential features when working in hybrid patterns (see research question
one to three). Furthermore, the agreements and disagreements between those target groups to capture

an overall organisational perspective are explored in subchapter 4.4 (see research question four).

To ensure clarity and guide the reader through the analysis, the research questions are reproduced
below. This allows for a direct reference to the core inquiries shaping the study, facilitating a better

understanding of how the findings align with the study’s objectives.

1. What do HR professionals perceive as the essential features of effective working from home

in hybrid patterns on an overall organisational level?

2. What do general managers perceive as the essential features of effective working from

home in hybrid patterns on an overall organisational level?

3. What do employees perceive as the essential features of effective working from home in

hybrid patterns on an overall organisational level?

4. Where do HR professionals, general management, and employees agree and disagree

regarding effective working from home in hybrid patterns on an overall organisational level?

The themes and sub-themes are explained below with the help of exemplary quotes for each target
group. A detailed presentation of the sub-themes and quotes can be found in the appendix (see tables
in appendix 3.2-3.11). The themes are presented in clustered sub-chapters, and the sub-themes are

highlighted in bold print for clarity and emphasis.

4.1. General management

The findings for the general management target group are described below. Nine overarching themes

were identified (see Figure 7):
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Figure 7: Target group: general management — themes

Source: Own illustration

4.1.1. Degree of freedom and self-management

Within the theme “degree of freedom and self-management” four sub-themes emerged, which will be
summarised in the following: framework/ work agreement, department rules/ regulations, HR

function, and requirements for employees.

Managers acknowledged that HR provides a flexible framework for hybrid work, though awareness
of formal policies remains low. One participant noted, “/ have no knowledge of a fixed regulation or
works agreement,” despite existing policies, such as restrictions on working abroad, which one
manager estimated as “something like 30 days.” In this context, data protection was also emphasised,
requiring employees to safeguard confidential information in public spaces: “If you work in flexwork

or in public, you must ensure that confidential information is not passed on externally.”

In addition to the very generic HR company agreement on hybrid working, departments are being
encouraged by HR to set their own informal rules. Some managers require an on-site presence to
ensure stakeholder availability, stating, “at least one person should always be there (on site).” Others
prioritise team cohesion with scheduled office days to foster social interaction: “This strengthens team

dynamics and informal exchanges with other units.” Attendance on scheduled office days is described
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as high, with one manager observing, “as a rule, everyone is actually there in person,” except for

illnesses or appointments.

Considering the HR function, hybrid work has expanded recruitment, allowing employees to live
further from the contractual workplace. One manager described this as a major advantage: “An
employee s place of residence is no longer tied to the place of work.” This widens the talent pool while

requiring occasional travel for key meetings.

According to some managers, success in hybrid work depends on strong self-management and digital
competence, which consequently are required of employees. Employees must structure their
schedules, manage deadlines, and ensure efficiency, with one manager noting, “Now, all of a sudden,
people are responsible for organising their own working hours.” Some teams support this with
structured time management, such as blocking focus hours. Digital literacy also plays a key role,
though experiences vary. One manager pointed out, “For some, digitalisation is purely technical,

while for others, it significantly impacts hybrid work success.”

4.1.2. Place

The place is perceived as a key role by general managers regarding effective hybrid working. In the
context of this study, the place is understood as a collective term for the physical location where work

is performed and the associated framework conditions that influence the working environment.

There are four sub-themes that will be explained below: equipment and infrastructure, working in the

office, working in the home office, and individual location preferences.

First of all, managers stress that reliable technical equipment is essential, noting that “everyone in the
company has a company mobile phone” but also highlighting outdated systems that hinder efficiency.
One criticised, “Half of the tools look like they 're from another century. We could do a lot better with
digitisation and automation.” Office infrastructure is also important, particularly having “enough
places in the office to retreat to for concentrated work,” with reduced open-plan spaces seen as a

positive change.

The office is favoured for collaborative tasks like brainstorming and workshops, where “a creative
exchange or quick clarifications in the corridor” are beneficial. Structured routines and social
interaction are also advantages: “It’s fun, you get out, you have your routine.” Many managers insist
that staff appraisals and difficult conversations happen in person, as one explained, “/ definitely do

them face-to-face when they might be more emotional.”
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In contrast, working from home is preferred for focused, distraction-free tasks. One manager noted,
“I have more working hours without interruptions—no phone calls, visitors, or stairwell chats.”
Another suggested that working in the home office creates an implicit expectation of higher quality: “/

>

want to live up to expectations, and the quality has to be right because I'm much more focused here.’

Ultimately, preferences vary based on home office conditions, commute times, and personal
circumstances. Managers have reported that some employees come in regularly due to short commutes
or inadequate home setups, while others prefer more flexibility. Despite all flexibility, managers
occasionally insist on office attendance, with one remarking, “Some employees aren t thinking about

the success of the work, just avoiding the office. When [ say its important, it gets arranged.”

4.1.3. Time

In this study, time is understood as a collective term for the volume, position and distribution of

working time as well as the relevant framework conditions that influence working time.

The following five sub-themes have been identified under the theme “time”: definition of working
time, position and distribution of working hours, regular exchange, response time, and transparency of

attendance/ absence.

The definition of working time in a hybrid environment remains fluid, with no clear consensus on
when work officially begins and ends. One manager acknowledged, “The question of when work ends
is extremely difficult to define.” Some managers see electronic time recording as beneficial, especially
now that recording is mandatory according to the latest ruling of the German Federal Labour Court, as
they believe it provides clarity and protects employees: “I think it’s good that working hours are
tracked to provide an overview for everyone s protection.” Others remain sceptical, arguing that “time

’

tracking only records presence, not actual work or performance.’

A flexible position and distribution of working hours is widely accepted as long as results are
delivered. One manager described it as “a luxury to do an hour of emails or a PowerPoint
presentation in the evening.” Another reinforced the results-driven approach: “You have complete

>

freedom; I don't care when you work, as long as the results are there.’

Transparency of attendances and absences are managed through Outlook calendars and structured
meetings. One manager explained, “We block our calendars to show when we are absent and back.”
Others ensure coordination through weekly check-ins: “Despite all the flexibility, it’s important to
know when and how we can be reached.” In IT roles, service level agreements (SLAs) define
response times, however, there are also communicated expectations in other areas regarding an
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appropriate response time to enquiries. Those expectations vary between 12 and 24 hours. One
manager explains, “If we were in the office, you wouldn t ignore a direct question, so I expect at least

’

an acknowledgment within 24 hours.’

Regular exchange through virtual meetings helps maintain cohesion and keep teams informed. As one
manager put it, “Since were not all in the office, our weekly exchange is crucial.” Another
highlighted its value: “Jour fixe [regularly scheduled meeting for ongoing coordination or updates]

meetings allow for open questions and shared learning, which benefits everyone.”

4.1.4. Workload and overtime

Within the theme “workload and overtime” three sub-themes emerged, which will be summarised in
the following: increased load, role-based workload/ relief, and hybrid working model should allow

relief.

Managers report a general increase in workload and overtime, though the reasons vary. Some
attribute it to rising organisational demands without corresponding staffing adjustments, with one
stating, “Is the workload increasing because of a change in the working model, or is it increasing
because we have so much input from above that needs to be processed? ” Others link it directly to
hybrid working conditions, noting “work density, meeting density—more work is being done.” The
ability to schedule meetings back-to-back and the expectation of constant availability via digital tools
contribute to this, as one manager observed, “You get fopics sent to you via Teams in parallel. So, in
the call, you discuss one task, and at the same time, you get the next task via Teams.” Another added,
“Because the availability of IT systems means that something is always being worked on again. In the

evening...”

Beyond technical factors, social pressure also plays a role. The expectation to remain accessible can
make it difficult to set boundaries, as one manager pointed out, “There is social pressure because
others are doing it, and that is the expectation.” However, some argue that overtime is a personal
choice rather than a structural issue, with one stating, “To a certain extent, that [overtime] depends on
the individual—how you see yourself, your role, and what level of commitment you are willing to show

at work.”

Perspectives on workload differ between managers and employees. Some managers believe their role
grants them greater control over their schedules, making their workload more sustainable. One noted,
“Maybe that s due to the role I have—I assign appointments rather than having them set for me. That

is perhaps also the privilege of being a manager.” Others, however, see their responsibility to step in
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when needed as increasing their workload, explaining, “I have my mobile phone with me—that s what
I'm a team leader for.” Unlike employees with clearly defined responsibilities, managerial tasks are

more fluid, requiring greater flexibility.

Despite these challenges, some believe hybrid work should reduce workload by allowing for better
organisation and eliminating commutes. One participant stated, “We have the same ten tasks but the
option of doing them from flexwork. That takes the pressure off.” Others use hybrid work strategically,
choosing remote work for tasks requiring deep concentration. As one manager explained, “The
minutes of the board meeting must be written, and there's a strict deadline. If I can work at home

’

tomorrow, I save myself the trip to the office, have fewer interruptions (...) that takes a load off me.’

This mix of experiences highlights both the pressures and opportunities of hybrid work, with increased
workload stemming from both structural and individual factors, while flexibility provides relief in

certain situations.

4.1.5. Expectations and relationship with manager

The relationship between managers and employees, along with mutual expectations, is a recurring
theme. There are four sub-themes that will be explained below: trust, appreciation, visibility, and

connection to manager/ overall employer.

Managers increasingly link trust to hybrid work, as location flexibility means less daily interaction,
making work “difficult to grasp in the hybrid.” Many see hybrid leadership as shifting towards
“stronger, greater trust and less control.” Some feel validated in their trust-based leadership, stating,
“Just because you re not under observation doesn t mean you do less.” Others stress avoiding
micromanagement, preferring to “empower people to develop solutions” rather than “hover over them

’

and check every cell they fill in.’

Appreciation is also seen as highly individual. Some managers ensure attentiveness in virtual
meetings to make employees feel valued: “When I start a 1:1, I put myself on ‘do not disturb’ to stay
Sfully focused.” Others believe personal interactions matter more: “Just going up to someone, sitting
down for a chat.” While some find virtual appreciation effective, others note the difficulty of
conveying non-verbal cues remotely: “Appreciation has a lot of interpersonal and non-verbal
aspects,” and “Hybrid work risks neglecting these, even though appreciation is key to company

success.”

Views on visibility are split, too. Some argue that work results and digital contributions remain key, as
“the discussion has shifted online, but contributions are still visible.” Others say hybrid work makes it
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harder for some, especially introverts: “You tend to lose the introverts. They don t write, don t respond,
or take longer than others.” Virtual meetings also favour outspoken individuals: “We have people who

’

dominate discussions. It's harder to get a word in than in a physical room.’

Building relationships with managers and the organisation has also changed. Some managers feel
stronger connections with employees they see in the office: “I have built a much better relationship
with those I see regularly.” Others believe hybrid work weakens identification with the company,
particularly for those primarily working from home: “It has significantly weakened the bond to a team

or organisation.”

Overall, hybrid work has reshaped trust, appreciation, visibility, and connection, presenting both

opportunities and challenges depending on individual working styles.

4.1.6. Managing people

The following four sub-themes have been identified under the theme “managing people”: self-

assessment of management behaviour, employee-centred approach, delegation, controlling/ steering,

In line with the study’s methodological approach, managers were asked first about any changes in
their management behaviour to capture their self-perception before exploring broader organisational
shifts. Many managers stated that their “personal leadership style had not changed as a result of
hybrid working,” while some noted that they had only ever worked in a hybrid format and therefore
could not compare it to pre-pandemic office-based management. However, their reflections implicitly
suggest an evolution in leadership understanding. Many acknowledged a shift towards an employee-
centred approach, emphasising that the organisation had become more “people-first,” influenced by
contemporary work culture. One manager highlighted the transformation from a past presence-driven

culture to a model where “you focus much more [...] on people.”

A recurring reported change towards a more employee-centred approach among managers was the
increased attention paid to the mood of the team, which has become particularly relevant in hybrid
work settings due to the reduction in non-verbal cues. Regular check-ins, once uncommon in office
environments, are now integrated into meetings, allowing managers to assess employees' well-being.
“For example, when we start our jour fixe during the week, I always take the temperature: How's the
weather right now? How are you feeling? I can't remember doing that in person before.” Some also
emphasised mindfulness and resilience, encouraging staff to maintain a work-life balance by taking
time off when necessary. One manager stated, “/ #ry to appeal to their conscience regularly,”

reminding employees that their well-being is just as important as their work performance.
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Delegation emerged as a crucial element in hybrid leadership, with managers stressing the importance
of clearly defining tasks and responsibilities. They noted that once expectations are well established,
the mode of working — working from home or office-based - becomes secondary. “The way the tasks
are defined is actually more crucial,” one respondent explained. Given the reduced frequency of
spontaneous in-person interactions, managers place greater emphasis on initial task clarification,
fostering commitment and ensuring employees understand their responsibilities. Additionally, interim
feedback and structured status updates are common strategies to prevent misalignment and provide
ongoing support. As one manager put it, “You run the risk of being in your own little world [ ...] so

that there is a bit of reassurance along the way, I make sure that I check that it’s on the right track.”

The role of management in steering work effectively was also highlighted. Ensuring employees are
fully utilised and assignments progress as planned requires frequent status updates and prioritisation
discussions. Some managers incorporate deadlines and collaborative decision-making on task
priorities: “As a manager, it is also my job to prioritise together with my team.” Many have also
implemented tandem structures within their teams, pairing employees to ensure continuity and shared
responsibility: “The responsible tasks are always handled by two colleagues in a tandem.” This
collaborative approach is designed to maintain consistency and commitment to key tasks, even in

cases of absence.

Despite their initial self-assessment indicating no major change in leadership style, managers’
descriptions of their evolving practices suggest otherwise. The shift towards an employee-centred
approach, structured delegation, and proactive task management reflect an adaptation to the hybrid

work environment, reinforcing a more dynamic and responsive leadership style.

4.1.7. Communication

Within the theme “communication” three sub-themes emerged, which will be summarised in the

following: information, rules/ agreed collaboration, and added value of communication in presence.

To examine the role of communication in hybrid leadership, the study explored how managers
distribute information and establish collaboration rules within their teams. A key sub-theme that
emerged was the importance of efficiently sharing information with the right audience. Managers
described using structured communication formats such as jour fixe to cascade information, ensuring
that employees remain informed. One participant reflected, “How do I get information distributed
efficiently in organisations? I would say it works. Okay, I haven't heard of anyone who basically

always feels left out.” Another manager explained how scheduled meetings facilitate information flow,

-85-



stating, “Because we have jour fixe twice a week, it's easy to pass things on. And I also use Teams
sometimes. So I check; do we have jour fixe tomorrow? This information can wait until tomorrow,

because there's something that's supposed to take effect in June or something.”

Additionally, some managers pointed out that hybrid work reduces osmotic communication, requiring

them to be more explicit and intentional in their messaging. One manager described this challenge:

“Well, it’s much more difficult because it has to be made more explicit. [...] You simply talk a
lot more and communicate a lot more because you see each other. [...] Which makes it much
more difficult with hybrid working or remote working. So you have to make it much more
explicit. You have to share formats, you have to write it down, you have to communicate it

well. [...] That’s why I say it makes things more strenuous. But I think it makes it better.”

Many echoed this view, suggesting that hybrid work demands a more organised approach to

communication, where information must be carefully structured and distributed to ensure alignment.

Managers also emphasised the importance of agreed-upon collaboration rules to maintain effective
teamwork. Most respondents stated that establishing common expectations within their teams was
essential. One manager explained, “For me, it's just important to discuss expectations and rules in the
team that are okay for everyone, where everyone says, okay, yes, I'll do that. And that you just say, for
example, okay, and if we do a workshop like that, it would be great if everyone came, because I won't
do it hybrid.” Teams have also implemented netiquette rules, agreements on virtual meeting etiquette,
and structured file management to ensure smooth collaboration. One participant described how virtual
call expectations are managed: “So if someone has their camera off, I don’t really like it. So in that
sense, it’s not at all appropriate in the team meeting.” Others mentioned agreements on status
messages in MS Teams, explaining, “The rules state that if someone is on red, you don’t call them, but
write to them briefly, if it’s convenient, do you have five minutes? As a manager, I pay attention to this
and of course I expect the same. And it works very well, at least for us internally.” Clear
documentation processes further support hybrid collaboration, as highlighted by one respondent: “We
have central storage locations for, for example, decisions that we make. There are central, readable
places where you can look up where things, where decisions are documented.” Another described their
structured approach, stating, “Yes, we are actually organised with Teams and [...] we have written
down our delivery objects, which have emerged from a materiality analysis and are grouped into

fields of action, i.e. our internal products. [...] have also transferred this to our team folder structure.”

One participant, however, presented a contrasting case, as their team lacked formal communication

rules, shared office days, or structured collaboration formats. This manager admitted, “Well, we have
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almost nothing.” The absence of clear expectations resulted in dissatisfaction, with the manager
stating, “Well, I'm not particularly satisfied. I would actually like to see a higher level of commitment
to face-to-face work, but I don’t want to prescribe it [...].” Interestingly, throughout the interview, this
manager reconsidered their approach, eventually acknowledging, “But if I now really reflect on our
conversation, I believe that I personally have to do more to ensure that I arrange fixed appointments
with the individual people. So I think that's something I'll take away from the conversation for myself
as well.” This example highlights the tension many managers face in balancing flexibility with the

need for structured collaboration.

Respondents also emphasised the added value of in-person communication, particularly for informal
exchanges, spontaneous discussions, and issue resolution. One manager described how overhearing
conversations in an open-plan office contributed to knowledge sharing: “I'm sitting in the open-plan
area, two people are talking, I pick it up. I try to think about it myself, pick up more information, pass
it on, whatever. So this, this kind of communication, it just doesn’t really exist anymore.” Others noted
that face-to-face interactions allow for quick, informal conversations that might not warrant a virtual
meeting: “Also, to be able to address things in an uncomplicated way, to talk about things that may be
on your mind but for which you wouldn’t organise a video conference, [..] And then you talk in

presence for three minutes, have clarified things or really exchanged ideas creatively.”

Another key aspect of in-person communication is the ability to interpret body language and non-
verbal cues, which managers argue is limited in virtual settings. One respondent pointed out, “/n
person, it’s much more pleasant because you present yourself quite differently. You can also see a lot
more of the other person’s body language. You can’t tell from here whether I'm sitting with my legs
crossed under the table or whether I'm sitting with my legs open. And that’s all very limited, as is the
sympathy that you can show for the other person.” This reflects a broader sentiment that while virtual
meetings enable efficient information exchange, they lack the depth and nuance of face-to-face

interactions.

Overall, these findings illustrate the dual benefits of hybrid work: while remote collaboration
facilitates structured communication and flexibility, in-person interactions remain valuable for
spontaneous exchanges, relationship-building, and nuanced discussions. The challenge for managers
lies in balancing these elements by structuring information flow, establishing collaboration rules, and

maintaining opportunities for in-person engagement where necessary.
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4.1.8. Performance

The themes and sub-themes presented above contain essential features that are required for effective

hybrid working. The following section will now focus on the impact of hybrid working on OP.

Therefore, it will first be discussed to what extent the interviewees per target group resonate with the
definition of OP established for this study and what they understand by performance but also estimate
regarding impacts in a hybrid context. This approach resulted in four sub-themes that will be explained
below: organisational performance, understanding of performance/ productivity estimate, impact on

hybrid work, and underperformance/ low performance.

Managers generally agreed with the study’s definition of OP, considering it broad enough to apply
across different contexts. One manager noted, “It’s generic enough to reflect different organisational

>

goals, whether share values or charitable benefits.’

Some managers defined productivity in terms of efficiency, citing fewer distractions and the ability to
complete tasks faster: “If you define productivity as actions per minute, hybrid work has significantly

i

increased mine.”” Others linked it to achieving agreed goals within a set timeframe. Performance
identification methods varied, with managers tracking response times, deadlines, and progress in
digital tools like OneNote and ticketing systems: “I can see in OneNote how long something has been
sitting there or if it'’s progressing.” A few also mentioned HR’s target-setting process for non-tariff

employees, though this was less commonly referenced.

Many managers saw hybrid work as having a positive impact on performance due to increased
autonomy, motivation, and flexibility. “It ensures good work performance and motivation,” one noted,
while another emphasised that flexibility allows employees to align work with personal needs: “Some
have small children, both partners work, and this flexibility ensures they can still perform well.”
Others attributed increased productivity to tighter scheduling and faster digital collaboration: “We get
more done in less time through video calls and structured online meetings.” However, some viewed it
as a shift rather than an increase in performance: “I perform differently in a different setting, but the

number of tasks remains the same.”

Regarding underperformance, managers unanimously stated that hybrid work had not increased it,
with one remarking, “It already existed before.” Some even found it easier to identify
underperformers in a hybrid model, as disengaged employees tend to “disappear,” making their lack
of contribution more noticeable. However, one manager believed recognising underperformance
depended more on experience and intuition: “You need a fine sensor for it—otherwise, an employee

can take advantage of that.”
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Overall, managers viewed hybrid work as having a mostly positive or neutral impact on performance,
with benefits in motivation, flexibility, and efficiency, but no significant change in identifying or

managing underperformance.

4.1.9. Structural implications

There is one sub-theme that will be explained below: no connection to hybrid work.

Interviews with general management revealed no direct or indirect connection between hybrid work
and organisational structure. When the researcher introduced the topic of structure—drawing on
literature on self-organised teams and hybrid work success—managers unanimously agreed that hybrid
work does not influence structural effectiveness. One manager stated, “I don t think it has or had any
impact in either direction. It should actually work the same whether you’re completely on-site or

completely remote.” Another confirmed, “No, no influence from hybrid working.”

The case study organisation operates with different structural models across departments, such as a
matrix structure in I'T and a traditional line structure in finance. Despite these variations, responses
from both structural models consistently indicated that hybrid work has not introduced any noticeable
structural changes or dependencies. Structural adjustments in the organisation have occurred
independently of hybrid work practices, reinforcing the view that hybrid working functions effectively

within any existing structure.

4.2. HR professionals

The findings of the HR professionals target group are described below. Ten overarching themes can be
summarised: The degree of freedom and self-management, expectations towards the employer/ impact
on the employer appeal, place, time, workload and overtime, managing people, communication,

performance and structural implications.
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Figure 8: Target group: HR professionals — themes
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4.2.1. Degree of freedom and self-management

Within the theme “degree of freedom and self-management” four sub-themes emerged, which will be
summarised in the following: framework/ work agreement, department rules/ regulations, HR

function, and requirements for employees.

HR professionals agree that the organisation’s flexible work agreement provides a broad framework,
allowing teams to decide how hybrid work is implemented. One manager summarised, “The
agreement supports flexible working for all employees, but specific office or home-based
arrangements are determined within teams.” Many see further regulation as unnecessary, as flexibility
helps maintain competitiveness: “It aligns with the zeitgeist, and we want to stay attractive as an
employer.” The only formal restriction concerns working abroad, where tax and legal rules limit
remote work to 20 days per year within the European Economic Area. “Work is limited to Germany,

with a small exception for European countries, based on agreements with the works council.”
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Some question whether hybrid work should be more strictly regulated, noting that some companies are
shifting back to office-based models. However, most agree that flexibility is key to attracting talent:
“Can we afford to regulate hybrid work too much? People have experienced self-determination, and

restricting it risks losing key talent.”

The HR professionals also report that departmental or team-level rules have been established to
further develop the company agreement. Teams have naturally developed their own attendance
rhythms to maintain in-office presence. “Each team has its own understanding—some meet weekly,
others monthly or quarterly.” Joint office days are seen as crucial for maintaining workplace
connections: “Teams must ensure individuals don 't become too detached.” Others highlight the
efficiency of in-person meetings: “A weekly team day simplifies coordination and strengthens

’

collaboration.’

Certain departments, like legal teams handling physical correspondence, require daily office presence:
“Some units need someone on-site at all times.” HR professionals acknowledge that managing
expectations and ensuring on-site meetings happen requires more effort: “It takes more coordination

than before, but it’s now fully accepted.”

Hybrid work requirements for employees were mentioned as a high level of personal responsibility,
though only one HR professional explicitly mentioned it: “Employees must take ownership of their

work, but the organisation must empower them to do so.”

HR supports teams in structuring collaboration, believing autonomy leads to better alignment with
diverse needs. “Responsibility should lie with both individuals and teams—requirements vary too
much for a one-size-fits-all approach.” Many stress the need for virtual collaboration rules, such as
camera use and engagement in discussions: “Just as office etiquette exists, remote work needs its own
guidelines.” HR provides guidance but does not enforce strict rules, instead offering support through

change management: “Teams define their own collaboration rules, but we offer help when needed.”

If hybrid work does not function well, HR advises on labour law implications and reminds employees
that office attendance can be mandated: “There s already a framework in place, and if it’s not working,
we will enforce it.” HR also highlights that hybrid work has expanded the talent pool, particularly in

tech: “We can now hire better managers without being limited to Berlin.”

Overall, HR professionals see hybrid work as firmly established, with a balance of flexibility and
structure emerging through team agreements. The main challenge remains maintaining effective

coordination while preserving the benefits of hybrid work.
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4.2.2. Expectations toward employer/ impact on employer appeal

There is one sub-theme that will be explained below: hybrid work as the new normal.

Hybrid work has become deeply embedded in the organisation, with HR professionals describing it as
the new normal. Beyond being a well-established practice, hybrid work is seen as a key retention
factor, with employees expressing strong preferences for flexibility. HR frequently receives feedback
suggesting that stricter regulations or mandatory office attendance could prompt employees to
reconsider their employment. One interviewee noted, “People are afraid this will change in the future
and that rigid requirements will be introduced. Some say that if that happens, they would consider

changing employers.”

All HR professionals consider hybrid work indispensable, reinforced by overwhelmingly positive
feedback. As one stated, “It is now unthinkable that hybrid working would not take place in our
organisation.” The prevailing view is that hybrid work is not just an accommodation but an essential
part of the company’s working culture, shaping employee expectations and influencing long-term

retention.

4.2.3. Place

The following five sub-themes have been identified under the theme “place”: equipment and

infrastructure, working in the office, working in the home office, and individual location preferences.

HR professionals emphasise that technical equipment is a fundamental requirement for hybrid work,
along with adequate office infrastructure to ensure job security and proper work environments. One
respondent noted, “Infrastructure, job security, and equipment are key aspects often raised by the

’

business.’

The choice of workplace is largely task-driven, with the office favoured for collaborative activities,
such as workshops. As one interviewee explained, “When we have workshops to discuss ways of
working together, it just makes more sense to do it in person.” Onboarding is another key reason for
in-office presence, with HR professionals stressing its importance for team integration: “For new
colleagues, presence plays a crucial role in team bonding.” This aligns with broader feedback on the

importance of fostering a strong connection to the organisation.

Conversely, working from home is often chosen for tasks requiring deep concentration, as employees

face fewer distractions. One HR professional stated, “Definitely more productive in the home office—
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because you can focus, concentrate, and you 're not distracted.” Another highlighted the benefits of a
quieter environment: “/ can find spaces that are usually quieter and more isolated, allowing for better
concentration.” Additionally, remote work offers a sense of security, particularly for confidential
tasks. One participant shared, “In virtual calls, I can have notes in front of me that the other person

doesn t have access to, providing an anchor for support.”

Regarding individual location preferences, HR professionals acknowledge tensions between
economic considerations and hybrid flexibility. The Executive Board periodically encourages higher
office attendance due to the financial burden of underutilised office space, with one interviewee
noting, “We are renting out a lot of buildings because it s no longer profitable. It'’s also a cost issue.”
Some managers, especially those accustomed to traditional structures, seek clearer guidance: “There
are still managers who are very hierarchical. They want clear rules to bring people back to the

office.” However, the Executive Board has refrained from enforcing a standardised attendance policy,

opting instead for voluntary office presence.

A potential balance could involve a structured yet flexible hybrid model, ensuring office use
throughout the week without imposing fixed attendance quotas. One respondent proposed, “We need
to relearn a five-day week in hybrid work—not as a rigid requirement, but as a team-driven approach
based on need and efficiency.” While hybrid work remains largely self-regulated, the discussion

highlights ongoing considerations in maintaining both flexibility and organisational efficiency.

4.2.4. Time

Within the theme “time” five sub-themes emerged, which will be summarised in the following:
definition of working time, position and distribution of working hours, regular exchange, response

time, and transparency of attendance/ absence.

HR professionals agree that hybrid work has blurred the boundary between working hours and
personal time resulting in challenges in defining working time. In a presence-based culture, the
transition from work to leisure was clearer, whereas working from home makes it harder to define the
end of the workday. One respondent reflected, “Back in the good old days, I came to the office, went
home, and it was all much clearer. Now, the line between work and private life is increasingly
blurred.” This shift also raises concerns about compliance with labour laws, particularly rest periods,
as one HR expert noted: “What about rest periods? What about working hours? The works council

has less of a protective function there than it would like.”
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To address this, electronic time tracking has been introduced, offering more transparency compared to
trust-based working hours. Some HR professionals highlight its benefits, particularly for employees
who may not realise how much extra they work: “There were many people who didn t even realise
how much more they were working. Actually having to record it helps.” However, some employees fail
to properly log their hours, leading to perceived workload increases despite no official rise in
overtime: “Unofficially, yes. Officially, no. Nobody is keeping records, so it's not visible—for us or the

works council.”

Despite these challenges, the flexible distribution of working hours offered by hybrid work is widely
seen as beneficial, allowing employees to balance professional and personal responsibilities more
effectively. One participant described this as an opportunity “to integrate my private issues even better
into the framework.” Many employees structure their working hours around individual preferences,
with some starting early while others prefer a later schedule: “There are colleagues who like to work

very early and others who need more time to start the day.”

Some departments, such as customer service and IT, require transparency about attendances and
structured availability to ensure operational continuity. One HR expert explained, “In these units, they
already organise themselves to ensure availability—for example, from eight to 18:00—by dividing
shifts accordingly.” Beyond availability, HR professionals stress the importance of setting clear
expectations for response times. One noted, “It’s important to clearly communicate expectations
between managers and employees. Do 1 still expect a response if working hours have already been

exceeded?”

While hybrid work presents new challenges in defining and managing working hours, most HR
professionals view flexibility as a net positive, provided that teams establish clear agreements to

maintain structure and accountability.

4.2.5. Workload and overtime

The following three sub-themes have been identified under the theme “workload and overtime”:

increased load, role-based workload/ relief, and hybrid working model should allow relief.

HR professionals report an overall increase in workload, which they attribute to both rising
organisational demands and hybrid work dynamics. While some struggle to pinpoint whether the
increase is due to hybrid work or broader trends, others link it directly to faster-paced collaboration,
denser schedules, and the elimination of transition time between meetings. One respondent noted,

“The workload has increased because of hybrid work. We move faster, have tighter schedules, and no
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longer have the distance between appointments.” Another added, “Some tools allow us to work

together faster, which also increases workload.”

A key issue is the lack of visibility into employees’ workload, making it easier to unintentionally
overload individuals. As one participant explained, “You cant see when someone is overwhelmed. 1
don t see them sighing at their desk. When working remotely, it easier not to see the mountain of
work.” The shift of commuting time into working hours also contributes to increased overtime, as
employees start earlier and finish later. One HR professional reflected, “I no longer have to travel in
the morning, which means I can start earlier and leave later. The line is very, very fine.” Additionally,
the technical ability to work outside regular hours, coupled with social pressure, has led some to work
evenings and weekends, as one noted, “Some people work on Saturdays just because they can. They

’

do it at home.’

A minority of HR professionals believe hybrid work has no impact on workload, arguing that “the
work package doesn 't change just because you 're working from a different location.” However, others
suggest workload depends on role, with managers experiencing greater demands. One explained,
“Managers are always working more, and for them, overtime is simply part of their salary.” Another
noted that digital collaboration tools have increased managerial responsibilities: “Hybrid work allows

’

for a higher management span, which increases workload for some managers.’

Despite these challenges, some HR professionals believe hybrid work provides opportunities for
workload relief. Increased collaboration and digital tools enable employees to share tasks more
efficiently. As one participant put it, “Collaboration has increased because I can get a colleague to
help me instantly—I can share my screen, and we can look at it together.”” Others point out that
reducing overtime is easier in a hybrid model, as employees feel more comfortable taking partial time
off from home than they did in a traditional office setting. One noted, “When in the office, 1'd think

twice about leaving early. But at home, it's easier to reduce overtime when needed.”

While hybrid work presents new pressures, HR professionals recognise its potential to both increase
workload and offer flexibility in managing it, depending on how teams and individuals structure their

work.

4.2.6. Expectations and relationship with manager

Within the theme “expectation and relationship with manager” four sub-themes emerged, which will
be summarised in the following: trust, appreciation, visibility, and connection to manager/ overall

employer.
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HR professionals highlight trust as a key factor in the successful implementation of hybrid work.
Managers had to shift towards a more trust-based approach, as they no longer had direct oversight of
employees’ daily routines, such as break times. One interviewee noted, “Managers necessarily had to
change their relationship of trust because they no longer saw everything. They used to walk through
the office and see who was there and when they took breaks.” While some initially struggled with this
shift, many have embraced it, realising that “in most cases, there is no difference between performance

in the office and in the home office.”

Opinions on appreciation in hybrid work vary. Some HR professionals believe it is independent of
work arrangements and linked to individual leadership behaviour. As one put it, “Managers who didn t
show appreciation in the office won t do it virtually either.” Others argue that appreciation depends on
employees’ personal needs, particularly in relation to visibility. For those who associate appreciation
with being seen on-site, hybrid work may have reduced this recognition: “For someone who values
direct appreciation, something has been lost if their manager no longer automatically sees what they

do every day.”

The impact of hybrid work on employee visibility is debated. Some believe visibility is unrelated to
location, framing it as a mindset issue: “Do [ feel I'm only seen when I’'m in the office? Or is it about
the results I deliver?”” Others argue that hybrid work affects visibility differently depending on
personality type. Some suggest it has benefited introverts by providing alternative ways to contribute,
such as preparing talking points or using digital tools: “I might be in an online meeting, raise my hand,
and contribute. As an introvert, I have more opportunities to prepare and speak.” However, others feel
introverts have fewer chances to be heard in virtual settings: “Introverts don't get a chance to speak

’

digitally. I always advise managers to keep an eye on those who are more inconspicuous.’

Many HR professionals observe a weakening connection between employees and both their managers
and the organisation. The reduced physical presence appears to have contributed to a sense of
detachment, as one interviewee noted: “Hybrid work makes employees’loyalty to their managers and
vice versa less strong. With digital interactions, it's easier to feel distant.” While hybrid work offers
many advantages, HR experts acknowledge that maintaining a strong organisational connection

remains an ongoing challenge.

4.2.7. Managing people

There are two sub-themes that will be explained below: delegation, controlling/ steering.
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According to HR professionals, delegation plays a crucial role in managing people, with managers
responsible for distributing tasks, fostering regular exchanges, and ensuring goal achievement. One
HR professional emphasised the importance of structured goal setting in hybrid work: “What is
important for hybrid leadership, but also for leadership in a culture of presence, are simply goals that
1 agree with the team. I agree on regular touchpoints where I can track the goals, not in the sense of
controlling, but rather in the sense of saying, ‘This is the path we want to take. What do you need to

9

achieve this goal?

HR proessionals further clarified that hybrid work requires even greater planning to ensure the fair
distribution of tasks and to maintain close connections with employees, despite reduced physical
presence. One HR professional noted, “This means that you have to come up with other ideas and
make sure that you have an equal distribution, that you make sure that someone is not overburdened
or overwhelmed, and that you still build up a close relationship with the individual, even if you don't
see each other in the office every day.” Another highlighted the need for a structured approach, stating,
“(..) actually a methodical approach. Thinking about how to develop these topics. How do I activate

this in the other person as well?”

Closely linked to delegation is the managerial function of control and steering, which, according to
HR experts, is maintained through structured cooperation, coordination of joint meetings, and
establishing team-based support mechanisms such as tandem structures. The implementation of
tandem arrangements, in which two employees share responsibility for tasks, was mentioned by both
HR professionals and managers as a strategy to ensure continuity and shared accountability in hybrid
settings. Additionally, staff appraisals and on-site meetings remain key moments for structured
alignment, requiring careful coordination. One HR professional explained, “And what's more for
managers, but which is also sometimes a team effort, is to simply coordinate and manage in order to

then realise presence and meetings on site.”

A crucial aspect of steering work effectively is balancing guidelines with flexibility while ensuring
that agreed-upon objectives are met. One respondent reflected on this challenge, stating, “(..) How do
you find a way between providing a framework and freedom? And still make sure that it works? I think
it has become a bit more difficult to manage hybrid working, even if it's not essential. But I think it's
something you can reap if more opportunities arise. At the same time, a manager also has to consider
at which points they should intervene.” This highlights the ongoing need for managers to navigate
between structure and autonomy, ensuring that teams remain aligned while allowing flexibility in the

execution of tasks.
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4.2.8. Communication

The following three sub-themes have been identified under the theme “communication”: information,

rules/ agreed collaboration, and added value of communication in presence.

HR professionals identify a key challenge in hybrid communication: ensuring the right information
reaches the right people at the right time. One participant noted, “If my manager is in the office, I can
quickly pick up information, but others who arent there might miss out. This sometimes makes the
whole communication loop difficult.” Another highlighted the need for a more intentional approach to
digital communication: “Leadership needs to be rethought. There's a difference between talking in
person and exchanging ideas digitally. How can I create a personal space that doesn t end at the

screen?”

To maintain effective collaboration, HR professionals agree that managers should establish clear rules
defining communication formats, documentation practices, and team responsibilities. As one put it, “/t
starts with simple things: how often do we exchange ideas? What are our responsibilities? How do we
document and coordinate? ” Setting these expectations early is seen as key to long-term success:
“Otherwise, you keep having the same discussions— ‘Where did this come from?’ We need to clarify
once and for all how we want to work together.” While developing such routines requires discipline
and self-reflection, it ultimately improves efficiency: “The longer you do something, the more routine

it becomes. But you need honesty to admit what doesn t work.”

Collaboration rules also include technical aspects, such as using MS Teams status indicators. One HR
expert explained, “What applies to managers? What applies to employees? Making availability
transparent—am I green, am I absent? These things need to be arranged.” While there is no universal
solution, all respondents agree that teams must define and refine their own working models through

practice.

The value of in-person communication remains significant, especially for informal exchanges, which
have become rarer but more meaningful. Hybrid work has made face-to-face meetings a conscious
decision rather than a default. One participant reflected, “In the past, you saw [name] every day. Now,
when someone suggests meeting in person, it suddenly carries more value.” Another reinforced this,
stating, “You can t fully compensate for in-person interaction in hybrid work—you can only learn how

to manage without it. But it’s still important to have both.”

Overall, HR professionals see structured collaboration and intentional communication as critical to
hybrid work, while recognising the irreplaceable role of in-person interactions in fostering deeper

connections.
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4.2.9. Performance

Within the theme “performance” five sub-themes emerged, which will be summarised in the
following: organisational performance, understanding of performance/ productivity estimate, impact

on hybrid work, no long-term studies, and underperformance/ low performance.

HR professionals agree on the definition of OP, with one participant describing it as “the collective
achievement of individual actors.” However, views differ on how performance is understood and
defined in hybrid work. Some highlight the challenge of dedicated performance measurement due to
legal considerations: “If we were to have a dedicated performance measurement, we would need the
works council. But at the end of the day, you re judged on the task packages you complete.” Others
focus on tracking goals and maintaining regular exchanges to assess productivity: “I don’t recognise

performance just by seeing employees work—I see it by setting goals and checking in regularly.”

The shift away from a presence-based culture has made performance assessment less reliant on
physical visibility. One participant noted, “Back then, you could measure presence and assume
workload based on how long someone sat in the office. But now, in hybrid work, you can’t see how
long someone has been busy.” Despite this, many HR professionals believe hybrid work has led to
increased productivity. Employees and managers report greater efficiency, largely due to improved
digital collaboration and reduced travel time: “You can quickly bring people together for coordination,
which increases productivity.” Others point out that former commuting time is now used for work: “4
significant share of productivity is the result of time that was previously spent commuting or taking

i3]

breaks.

Some, however, argue that hybrid work has not necessarily made work better or more efficient—just
different: “The work is getting done, but it’s simply happening in a different way. Does it affect
management? I don’t think so. I think it’s just more flexible.” HR professionals also acknowledge the
lack of long-term studies on hybrid work’s impact, particularly concerning mental strain. One
participant warned, “We keep pushing our brains to exhaustion without giving them a break—like a

footballer training without resting before match day.”

Underperformance remains unchanged, with HR professionals agreeing that “the issues we would
have in the office are basically the same.” Interestingly, some believe underperformance is easier to
detect in hybrid work because it relies on results rather than office presence: “In the office, you could
assume someone was working just because they were sitting there. Now, if work results are missing,
it’s more noticeable. ” Others, however, find it harder to identify underperformers remotely: “I think

it’s more challenging to recognise this as a manager.”
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Overall, while hybrid work has introduced new dynamics in assessing productivity, it has not
fundamentally altered performance levels, though it requires ongoing adaptation to ensure both

efficiency and employee well-being.

4.2.10. Structural implications

There is one sub-theme that will be explained below: no connection to hybrid work.

HR professionals unanimously agree that there is no direct link between organisational structure and
the success of hybrid work. Structural changes that have occurred in recent years were driven by other
factors, as one interviewee explained: “I/ wouldn 't necessarily say that hybrid working caused a

structural change, but rather that other challenges led to structural reorganisation.”

Instead of being influenced by structure, the effectiveness of hybrid work depends on well-defined
team collaboration rules and efficient process organisation. As one HR expert put it, “The
organisational structures form a framework, they set guardrails. But how these are filled depends on
the rules agreed upon within the team.” Another reinforced this view, stating, “It’s not about
organisational structure but about operational structure. Hybrid work requires the right processes

and regulations to function effectively.”

Ultimately, while organisational structure provides a foundation, it does not determine the success of
hybrid work. The key lies in team-level agreements and process management, ensuring flexibility

while maintaining operational efficiency.

4.3. Employees

Chapter 4.3. explains and illustrates the results of the target group employees. Ten overarching themes
were identified: The degree of freedom and self-management, expectations towards the employer/
impact on the employer appeal, place, time, and workload & overtime. Given the perspective of those
“being managed”, they could also provide observations on managing people, followed by the themes

communication, performance, and structural implications.
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Figure 9: Target group: employees — themes
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4.3.1. Degree of freedom and self-management

Within the theme “degree of freedom and self-management” three sub-themes emerged, which will be
summarised in the following: framework/ work agreement, department rules/ regulations, and

requirements for employees.

Employees have little to no knowledge of formal agreements regulating hybrid work. While some
assume such agreements exist, they are unfamiliar with the specifics. One respondent stated, “/ know
that there are some. I have not come into contact with any. Therefore, [ could not specify anything.”
Only one interviewee mentioned a specific agreement, noting that it includes data protection,
occupational health, and working time regulations: “There is a flexwork agreement. I have to ensure

no one at home has access to internal information, and occupational health and safety rules apply.”

At the departmental level, hybrid work arrangements vary, with each team establishing its own
approach. Some teams have set fixed office days, while others operate on a more flexible

understanding. “In our company, each team actually defines for itself how they want to work
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together.” Many employees report joint office days that were agreed upon in advance, often aligning
with in-person jour fixe meetings. These on-site days are also used for one-on-one meetings and
collaborative work: “There is an expectation that you will see each other in the office two days a week.
Wednesdays are our department day.”” Another noted, “We always have Tuesdays as a fixed office day,

which is taken seriously by most people.”

Employees widely view these shared office days as beneficial, particularly for team cohesion and
relationship-building. One participant highlighted their role in reconnecting after pandemic-related
personnel changes: “The team day was invaluable for team building. We found each other again after
the disruptions during the COVID-19 period.” High attendance rates further reinforce the value of
these in-person interactions: “Most people are there, with one or two exceptions. But with 16 or 17

people, thats okay.”

Digital skills are seen as a key requirement for hybrid work. While collaboration tools are generally
well integrated, differences exist between teams and individuals. One respondent attributed their
team’s strong digital adoption to age demographics: “We re a young team. The oldest is 43, the
youngest 27.” However, usage varies, with some relying heavily on Teams and chat functions, while
others still prefer email. “The tools are used to different degrees. Some use Teams a lot, others mostly
rely on emails.” Despite some inconsistencies, most teams appear to have found a functional approach

to digital collaboration.

4.3.2. Expectations toward employer/ impact on employer appeal

There is one sub-theme that will be explained below: hybrid work as the new normal.

For many employees, hybrid work has become the standard (“new normal”) and is no longer
questioned. Several respondents stated that they would not support a shift towards mandatory office
attendance, as flexibility is a key factor in their decision to work for the case study organisation. One
participant emphasised, “If I knew now that I had to go to the office three or four times a week, that
wouldn t be my model. I couldn t see myself working that way.” Another reinforced this sentiment,
stating, “For me, the flexibility of hybrid work is the foundation that makes [organisation] a viable

’

employer for me.’

The responses suggest that hybrid work is not just an operational model but a fundamental

expectation, with flexibility playing a significant role in employee satisfaction and retention.
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4.3.3. Place

The following five sub-themes have been identified under the theme “place”: equipment and

infrastructure, working in the office, working in the home office, and individual location preferences.

While employees rarely mention technical equipment, they acknowledge its importance for hybrid
work. Many note improvements in access to essential tools but still encounter technical issues: “My
Excel kept freezing—IT has to work for hybrid to be effective.” Others recall the limited home-working
resources before hybrid work became standard: “Before COVID-19, there were only three laptops to

’

sign out for home office.’

Employees recognise the benefits of office work, particularly for faster exchanges and efficient
collaboration. One noted, “In the office, things move faster, and everyone is there.” Some teams
reserve office days to prioritise in-person interactions over virtual meetings: “On Wednesdays, we
block the calendar for on-site meetings.” Onboarding is another key reason for attendance: “For
onboarding, someone always goes to the office. ” However, office preference varies, with some
appreciating better equipment at work while others find home setups more comfortable: “In my small

apartment, it can be exhausting.”

For focused work, many prefer the home office, citing fewer distractions and higher productivity: “A
day at home is more productive than two weeks in the office.” Office background noise is another
drawback: “You have to read, do calculations—background noise doesn t help.” Avoiding long
commutes is also a major advantage: “My commute is 45 minutes each way—that s an hour and a half

1 get back.”

Personal preferences vary, with some enjoying the office for routine changes or integrating exercise:
“I ride my bike to work—15 kilometres, an hour s ride.” Others, especially those with long commutes,
prefer staying home: “I have more peace and quiet at home, and taking the train for another hour isn't
worth it.” Some teams struggle to encourage office attendance, even for in-person workshops: “Some

’

colleagues avoid coming in, and sick notes conveniently appear before scheduled workshops.’

Employees believe office presence should be motivated rather than enforced: “Hybrid should stay
hybrid—not just five days at home. You have to show the value of coming in.” They are aware that the
Executive Board would prefer higher attendance but note it has not been mandated: “They 've hinted at

>

two days a week, but since it’s voluntary, most teams stick to one.’

Overall, employees value hybrid work’s flexibility, emphasising the need for a balance between office

and remote work to maintain efficiency and well-being.
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4.3.4. Time

Within the theme “time” four sub-themes emerged, which will be summarised in the following:
definition of working time, position and distribution of working hours, regular exchange, and

transparency of attendance/ absence.

Employees acknowledge that defining working hours is more challenging in a hybrid setting, as
drawing a clear boundary between work and personal time requires more discipline at home. Many
find it easier to disconnect when leaving the office, whereas at home, the temptation to continue
working remains. One respondent noted, “When [’'m on site and come home, I wouldn t sit down again

to check emails. But at home, it takes self-discipline to close the laptop and stop working.”

Despite these challenges, employees appreciate the flexibility hybrid work offers in distributing their
working hours. Many tailor their schedules to personal preferences, whether as early risers or based on
family needs: “We have very different working hours. Some start early—at seven.” Flexibility also
allows for extended availability, particularly during high-demand periods: “In the office, by 6 p.m.,

>

people were gone. Now, the chat is active until 7 or 8 p.m.’

To maintain coordination, many teams have agreed on structured availability rather than requiring
everyone to be present at the same time. “We don t have official working hours, but we ensure
availability from nine to five. Someone is always reachable for each topic.” Regular team check-ins
have also become essential in hybrid work, providing visibility into ongoing tasks and challenges. One
employee described the format: “Everyone shares what they re working on, what s important, and

what challenges they 're facing. It gives an overview of team progress.”

Employees note that these regular exchanges compensate for the reduced interdisciplinary
communication that naturally occurred in a fully on-site environment. One participant explained,
“Interdisciplinary exchange has suffered, but we counter it with regular meetings and topic-specific
discussions to stay up to date.” Importantly, employees do not see the physical location of these
meetings as critical—regular communication matters more than whether it happens in person or

remotely. “We have so many regular formats every week that location doesn t really matter.”

Overall, employees value the autonomy hybrid work provides.
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4.3.5. Workload and overtime

The following three sub-themes have been identified under the theme “workload and overtime™:

increased load, role-based workload/ relief, and hybrid working model should allow relief.

Employee experiences with workload and overtime vary. Many report an increase in overtime due to
the shift from commuting time to working hours and the expectation of being permanently available.
One respondent explained, “I already start working on the train. It s not like before when you knew
you’d leave at 5:00 p.m. because you had to pick up the kids.” Another added, “You re always
available for your employer. Whether you take advantage of it is another question, but its different

’

now. Are you more efficient? I think so.’

Beyond time-related factors, some employees also describe an increased workload. Two key reasons
are cited: the ability to switch quickly between virtual meetings, leading to a higher density of
appointments, and the influx of additional work orders through digital collaboration tools. Many
describe a double burden, as tasks accumulate through chat messages and ticketing systems while they
are engaged in virtual meetings. One participant noted, “You probably have more meetings than
before. In the past, there was buffer time when running from office to office. Now, everything happens
faster.” Another observed, “Tasks come in more quickly. You get a call, answer a question, and solve
an issue on the spot. It adds up.”” Others report no change in workload, stating that any fluctuations are
unrelated to hybrid work: “I don t feel like I have too much on my plate. If I did, I wouldn t blame
hybrid work.”

However, some employees believe that while workload has increased, digital tools help manage it
efficiently and therefore should allow relief. One remarked, “Yes, there’s more coming in, but it can

’

be solved faster through digitalisation.’

Only one respondent commented on role-specific workload, noting that their manager conducts
weekly one-on-one meetings with all team members. While these individual check-ins are widely seen
as a positive aspect of hybrid work, they also contribute to a heavier workload for managers. The
respondent reflected, “We have a weekly team jour fixe and a one-on-one. I find it okay, but my boss

has to do this with everyone. Its different for her, but that’s part of the job.”

Overall, while hybrid work has introduced efficiencies, it has also intensified workloads in certain
areas, particularly due to the increased pace of communication and the expectation of constant

availability.
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4.3.6. Expectations & relationship with manager

Within the theme “expectation and relationship with manager” four sub-themes emerged, which will
be summarised in the following: trust, appreciation, visibility, and connection to manager/ overall

employer.

Employees primarily associate appreciation with feedback and recognition, with many valuing praise
for their efforts. One respondent noted, “If you do something extra, its nice to hear. But I don t think [
need it that much.” Some teams actively promote positive feedback, especially for new colleagues, to
boost motivation: “It’s good to say thanks for a job well done. That motivates everyone.” Most
employees feel appreciated and see no difference in hybrid work, while one noted, “I think it has

become more difficult to make appreciation visible.”

Perceptions of visibility in hybrid work vary but are generally positive. Some employees highlight
increased visibility through digital collaboration tools, which make smaller contributions more
noticeable: “With more digital work, things that used to happen in the background are now more
visible, and that benefits the team.” Others appreciate the speed of knowledge sharing and
accessibility of colleagues: “If I ask a question in chat, I know who will respond within five minutes.”
Some see no change in visibility, believing that participation remains the same regardless of work
location: “Hybrid work doesn t change my opportunities to contribute. We have plenty of ways to

exchange ideas.”

However, several employees report less interaction with upper management and thus a different
relationship with management. While they maintain regular meetings with direct supervisors, they
see senior leaders less frequently, which they perceive as a disadvantage: “Managers are less present
now. Before, they’d walk around, say good morning—it created a connection.” Others mention that
social bonding, particularly with new colleagues, has suffered: “You don ¥ get to know your colleagues

as well. That affects team relationships and employer loyalty.”

This lack of spontaneous interaction makes onboarding particularly important, with most teams
ensuring that new employees spend more time in the office to integrate. “We try to be more present
during onboarding phases to train people properly.” However, building a broader organisational
network remains a challenge in hybrid work, requiring more proactive effort: “Networking takes

discipline in a hybrid setting.”

Networking is mentioned more frequently by employees than by other groups, with long-term team
members noting that maintaining existing networks is easier in hybrid settings. “I know a lot of people

in the organisation, so I'm not afraid to call anyone. That’s an advantage.” However, building new
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connections requires more initiative, and many see office presence as beneficial for this. One
respondent shared, “I arrange to meet for coffee, even if I feel I dont have time. It’s important,
especially for younger colleagues.” Another emphasised, “You have to take the initiative—reach out to
colleagues, go for lunch with them. It was easier in the office when there were more natural points of

contact.”

Overall, employees feel valued and engaged but acknowledge the need for intentional efforts to

maintain visibility, social connections, and leadership presence in a hybrid environment.

4.3.7. Managing people

The topic of ‘managing people’ is described below from the employees' point of view — thus placing a
focus on the role of the person being managed. There are two sub-themes that will be explained below:

employee-centred approach, controlling/ steering

Some employees have perceived a shift in meeting culture towards a stronger employee focus, where
greater emphasis is placed on personal exchange and interdisciplinary topics. They describe how their
teams have introduced check-in questions at the beginning of meetings to create space for informal
interactions, which they view positively. “When everyone was in the room, there was automatic
chatting. In virtual meetings, everyone is silent at first. We introduced check-in questions to
counteract this.” These changes are seen as a way to maintain team cohesion and engagement in a

hybrid setting.

In terms of managerial oversight, employees provide limited feedback but mention the introduction of
tandem or representation structures to ensure continuity during absences, what can be attributed to the
controlling/ steering role of managers. One participant explained, “We have substitution
arrangements in place, so everything is coordinated for holidays, and the substitute is usually your QA
partner for that topic.” Beyond this, employees offer little insight into specific management tools,

likely due to their role as those being managed rather than overseeing processes themselves.

4.3.8. Communication

The following two sub-themes have been identified under the theme “communication”: information

and rules/ agreed collaboration.
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Employees highlight the importance of timely and targeted information sharing in hybrid work, with
digital tools playing a key role. Most communication now happens virtually, whether through
scheduled meetings, emails, or chat messages. One respondent noted, “/ts 100% digital, and everyone
has their preferred method—meetings, email, or chat. But it works well.”” Some appreciate how large-
scale meetings now reach hundreds of colleagues simultaneously, improving transparency: “We never
had regular department-wide exchanges before. Now, every four weeks, 140 people join a meeting

where updates and new projects are shared.”

However, digital channels also increase information density, sometimes leading to overload. One
employee described, “If there’s an IT issue, I get notified through five different channels—email, chat,
and Confluence. It can be too much.” Employees also recognise the need for more deliberate
communication, requiring adjustments to suit different audiences: “You have to consider what format

’

works best and be more attuned to your colleagues’needs.’

Collaboration rules have also developed organically, with most employees preferring to use cameras
in virtual meetings: “If I call someone, I always use the camera—face-to-face.” Many differentiate
between email and chat, seeing email as more formal and chat as ideal for quick, informal exchanges:

“I use Outlook for formal messages or documentation, but for a quick question, I go to MS Teams.”

Some informal meeting protocols have become standard, such as using the raise hand function in large
virtual meetings: “In smaller meetings, we speak freely, but in bigger ones, we raise our hands or use
signals.” Teams also structure collaboration through weekly jour fixes, shared agendas, and organised
document storage: “We have a team jour fixe every week with an agenda on Confluence, plus various

Teams channels for quick coordination.”

Overall, employees see hybrid communication as effective, but they acknowledge the challenge of

balancing accessibility with information overload while adapting to new ways of collaborating.

4.3.9. Performance

Within the theme “performance” four sub-themes emerged, which will be summarised in the
following: organisational performance, understanding of performance/ productivity estimate, impact

on hybrid work, and no long-term studies.

Employees generally agree with the study’s definition of OP, with one respondent affirming, “No, 1
think the definition is very apt and also very comprehensive.” Few additional perspectives on their

understanding of performance were shared, though one employee described using completed work
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packages as a measure of productivity in appraisals: “What topics have you actually worked on over

the year? You invest time and effort—does that get recognised?”’

Regarding the impact of hybrid work, many employees report increased productivity, citing
improved efficiency and better-structured workdays. “I would say I can get more done. Yes, we have a
lot on our plates, but we re still meeting deadlines.” Quick coordination through virtual tools is seen
as a key factor, enabling faster decisions and clearer planning. “You have it all virtually, we see each
other, we can share things—thats efficiency.” However, some note the downside of back-to-back

i3]

scheduled meetings, with one commenting, “My calendar is always full of appointments.

While multitasking in virtual meetings is sometimes seen as a burden, many employees also use it to
their advantage, quickly addressing issues via chat while their colleagues or managers are in calls. “If’
my boss is in meetings all day, I cant just barge in, but I can message her on Teams and she’ll reply
when she can.” Others see no significant change in productivity, believing that the hybrid model
simply shifts where certain tasks are best completed: “Some things work better at home, others in the
office. The mix makes it work.” One respondent pointed out that individual motivation remains
unchanged regardless of location: “Someone who used to have long coffee breaks at the office won t

suddenly become a workaholic at home.”

One employee raised concerns about the long-term risks of hybrid work, particularly regarding mental
health. “I’ve heard that burnout and depression rates have increased. This model isn t for everyone—
you have to be very structured when no one is there to check on you.” As with HR professionals,
employees acknowledge the lack of long-term studies and note that the sustainability of hybrid work

depends on effective self-management.

Overall, performance is not a primary concern for employees; instead, they focus on collaboration,
flexibility, and autonomy. Hybrid work is generally seen as enhancing efficiency, though its long-term

impact remains uncertain.

4.3.10. Structural implications

There is one sub-theme that will be explained below: no connection to hybrid work.

Employees unanimously agree that hybrid work has had no impact on team or unit restructuring. Any
structural changes had already been implemented before the pandemic and were unrelated to hybrid
work. One respondent confirmed, “The main phase of hybrid working didn t bring any restructuring

bl

or team changes for us. They didn't do that at the time. No.’
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4.4. Comparison between the target groups

The previous subchapters 4.1, 4.2 and 4.3 provided a summarised overview of the findings for each
target group, highlighting key insights from HR professionals, general managers, and employees.
While there was broad agreement on certain aspects of hybrid work, significant variations emerged at
the sub-theme level. This section now delves deeper into these differences, exploring how perspectives
on essential features of hybrid work diverge among the target groups (see research question 4). By
examining these sub-theme variations, this discussion aims to provide a more nuanced understanding
of the complexities involved in designing effective hybrid work models. Since not every sub-theme
was mentioned equally by all target groups, commonalities and differences are also identified that may

only have occurred between two target groups.

4.4.1. Degree of freedom and self-management

Framework/ work agreement

All groups recognised the flexible work framework established by HR, valuing its flexibility for
remote work, which aligns with the organisation’s goal of being a modern, attractive employer. All
also acknowledged the importance of adhering to regulations, such as data protection and the German

Working Hours Act (Arbeitszeitgesetz).

However, understanding of the framework’s specifics varied. Managers valued flexibility but lacked
detailed knowledge of the company-wide ,,flexwork agreement. HR professionals had the clearest

understanding, highlighting the absence of mandatory attendance quotas and the flexibility for teams
to adapt the framework. Employees were the least informed, often unaware of formal agreements or

assuming their existence without knowing the details.

This reveals a hierarchical gap in understanding: HR is well-informed, managers have partial
knowledge, and employees are largely uninformed. Improved communication strategies are needed to

ensure all employees can effectively utilise the framework.

The discrepancies also reflect varying levels of engagement. While HR and managers focus on
implementing and adapting the framework, employees appear disengaged, limiting their ability to
benefit from it. Strengthening communication and providing accessible resources could help align

understanding across the organisation.
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Departmental rules/ regulations

There is strong alignment among the three target groups regarding the decentralised nature of
departmental rules for hybrid working. All groups emphasised that individual teams or departments
have significant autonomy to develop their own practices and schedules for on-site attendance.

flexibility is consistently portrayed as a positive aspect of the organisation’s hybrid work culture.

While there is a shared recognition of the importance of flexibility and team autonomy in defining
hybrid work practices, the perspectives differ in emphasis. Managers and HR professionals focus on
operational needs, such as stakeholder availability and legal obligations, while employees highlight the

collaborative and social aspects of team-specific office days.

The absence of rigid top-down rules appears to be appreciated across all groups. However, the need
for continuous coordination mentioned by HR suggests that the current decentralised model requires
active management to address potential inconsistencies and ensure alignment with organisational
goals. Improved communication of the reasoning behind certain requirements, such as on-site presence

for operational purposes, could help employees better understand and appreciate these expectations.

HR function

The findings reveal a shared recognition among general managers and HR professionals of the HR
function’s critical role in adapting to and enabling hybrid working. Both groups highlight the
expansion of the labour market as a significant benefit of hybrid working, particularly in recruitment.
Hybrid work arrangements now allow for hiring talented individuals who live far from the workplace,
which was previously unfeasible in a face-to-face work culture. Both groups view this flexibility as a

competitive advantage in attracting and retaining skilled workers.

While general managers and HR professionals agree on the expanded recruitment opportunities
enabled by hybrid working, their perspectives diverge on the broader roles and responsibilities of HR:
HR professionals describe their multifaceted role, including governance, change management, and
labor law advisory functions, to ensure hybrid working is effective and compliant. General
management does not explicitly address these roles, focusing more on departmental autonomy and
specific recruitment benefits. Interestingly, employees did not identify themes directly related to the
HR function. This absence may suggest limited awareness or direct interaction with HR's hybrid work

initiatives.

Requirements for employees

All three target groups emphasise the need for employees to have robust digital skills and the ability to
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adapt to and use digital tools effectively. Managers and employees note variability in the depth of

digital tool usage across individuals and teams.

Moreover, general management and HR highlight the importance of self-management in hybrid work.
This includes time management, task ownership, and ensuring that work runs smoothly without
constant oversight. What differs is the focus on employee empowerment. HR uniquely highlights the
employer's role in empowering employees to take responsibility for their work. This contrasts with the

managerial perspective, which assumes employees are inherently responsible for their tasks.

4.4.2. Expectations toward employer/ impact on employer appeal

Hybrid work as the new normal

Both HR professionals and employees view hybrid working as deeply integrated into the
organisational culture, describing it as the new “normal.” Both groups view it as a baseline expectation
rather than a differentiator, with some interviewees noting that stricter attendance requirements could
lead employees to leave the organisation. The findings suggest that hybrid working has become

essential, serving as both a retention strategy and a key element of employer branding.

While HR professionals and employees share an appreciation for hybrid working, their perspectives
differ in focus: HR professionals view it as both a retention factor and a hygiene factor, indicating that
it has shifted from a unique selling point to a minimum expectation. They note challenges in reversing
the flexwork arrangement, such as labour law issues, works council involvement, and potential
resignations. Employees, on the other hand, focus more on personal benefits, such as work-life balance
and flexibility. Many directly link the hybrid work model to their decision to stay with the employer,
describing it as an essential part of the "complete package" that makes the organisation attractive.
Unlike HR professionals, employees are less concerned with legal or operational aspects and more

focused on their personal experiences and preferences.

Interestingly, general managers did not contribute to this discussion, which may suggest a lesser
emphasis on hybrid work as a cultural or organisational norm compared to HR professionals and

employees.
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4.4.3. Place

Equipment and infrastructure

The target groups unanimously agree that adequate technical equipment and reliable tools are critical
for hybrid work. General management and HR professionals emphasise the provision of essential
tools, such as laptops and mobile phones, as fundamental to success. The need for adequate physical
office infrastructure is also commonly mentioned, particularly by managers and HR professionals. Key
points include creating private spaces for focused work and reducing reliance on open-plan offices to

improve productivity during on-site work.

Differences exist in the perception of the state of the technical systems. While employees acknowledge
progress in providing basic technical tools, managers raise concerns about outdated systems and
software applications. This issue is less frequently mentioned by HR or employees, suggesting that
some groups may not perceive the system's limitations as critical or may not experience these

challenges as acutely as managers do.

Bridging these gaps in perspective could help create a more cohesive approach to addressing

equipment and infrastructure needs across the organisation.

Working in the office
All groups agree that the office is ideal for collaboration, creativity, and workshops, and plays a key

role in onboarding new employees, fostering social and organisational integration.

General managers and HR professionals believe sensitive conversations, such as feedback or
disciplinary discussions, are best conducted in person. Although not explicitly stated, employees’
alignment with collaboration benefits suggests they would support face-to-face communication for

such topics.

There is disagreement regarding office efficiency and workplace conditions. Managers emphasise that
office presence enhances efficiency through quick coordination and structured routines, while some
employees prefer the home office for focused work. Views on workplace conditions vary: some
managers acknowledge that not all colleagues have ideal home office setups, suggesting the office
may offer better conditions. HR professionals do not focus on workplace conditions. Employees cite
personal preferences, with some favouring the office for better equipment, and others preferring home

for better isolation.
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Overall, while all groups value the office for collaboration and interpersonal functions, differences
emerge in perceptions of efficiency, workplace conditions, and the impact of spontaneous versus

deliberate exchanges.

Working in the home office

Working from home allows for higher concentration due to fewer distractions compared to the office
according to all three target groups. Furthermore, they all acknowledge that home office work can
enhance productivity due to the quieter environment and elimination of commuting time. All groups

align on using the home office for tasks requiring concentration, conceptual work, or reading.

Feedback regarding the impact of background noise and the benefits for commuters varies slightly.
While HR and employees strongly highlight office background noise as a critical factor driving their
preference for home office work, managers recognise background noise in the office as a distraction
but do not emphasise its impact as much as other groups. Regarding the work-life integration
employees explicitly mention the benefit of saving commute time and integrating personal life with
work, framing it as a key advantage of home office work. The other target groups do not focus as

much on work-life integration as a significant factor.

These nuances reflect their differing roles and priorities within the organisation.

Individual location preferences
Both HR professionals and employees recognise the tension between hybrid working flexibility and
concerns over underutilised office spaces. Both are aware of the Executive Board's informal

preference for increased attendance, though it lacks enforceable mandates.

HR professionals focus on the strategic implications, such as the impact on office space economics
and efficiency, while employees are more concerned with the practical and personal effects. They

acknowledge the Board's preferences but note these are not enforced, maintaining team flexibility.

HR also highlights that some managers struggle to enforce attendance without clear guidance, calling
for more clarity but stopping short of advocating rigid mandates. Interestingly, managers did not

comment on this, suggesting they may not view it as an issue.

Participants recognise a wide range of individual preferences regarding work locations. While all
agree location should depend on task nature and personal needs, all groups acknowledge the challenge

of motivating employees to return to the office. General managers and HR see this as part of their role,
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while employees struggle to convince colleagues of the value of in-person attendance without

compulsion.

Resistance to office attendance is framed differently: general managers sometimes see it as a lack of
effort, while HR and employees attribute it to personal challenges, such as long commutes or
unsuitable home offices. HR and employees suggest emphasising the benefits of office attendance to

promote a balanced hybrid model, although some managers resort to mandates when necessary.

4.4.4. Time

Definition of working time

There is consensus between all target groups that hybrid working has blurred the boundaries between
work and private life, particularly when working from home. The difficulty in delineating work and
leisure time in a home environment, attributing this to the absence of a clear commute and separation
from the office, is reflected on by all groups. Moreover, there is a shared recognition across groups of

the value of time tracking in increasing transparency and helping manage workloads.

Yet, there are divided opinions regarding the value of time tracking within the target groups. While
some managers view time tracking as a protective measure to monitor workloads, others see it as
inadequate for capturing true work performance. HR professionals strongly favour time tracking as a
necessary tool for transparency. Employees do not directly engage with the debate on the value of time

tracking, focusing more on personal discipline and self-control in managing work hours.

These insights suggest that a hybrid work model requires both structural support from organisations

and active engagement by employees to effectively manage working time.

Position and distribution of working hours
All target groups agree that the flexibility to set and distribute working hours is a key advantage of

hybrid work, allowing employees to tailor schedules to individual needs and preferences.

However, there are differences in focus: managers prioritise outcomes, HR professionals balance
flexibility with operational requirements, and employees emphasise personal benefits. HR
professionals stress that flexibility must align with team and operational needs, such as covering
availability times, viewing these constraints as essential for effective hybrid working. While they
acknowledge the need for coordination, managers and employees focus more on the personal benefits,

such as improved work-life balance and completing tasks at optimal times.
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HR professionals also raise concerns about overworking and neglecting labour law requirements, such
as rest periods and maximum working hours. While managers highlight the practical benefits of

flexible working hours, they may not fully consider these risks.

Overall, HR emphasises the importance of organisational oversight to ensure compliance with labour

laws and safeguard employee well-being, ensuring the long-term success of hybrid working.

Transparency about attendances/ absences

There is broad agreement across groups on the need for transparency. General management and HR
professionals advocate for structured approaches to attendance tracking, such as using calendars and
availability times, to ensure operational efficiency. Employees mirror this sentiment, emphasising
practical arrangements that ensure coverage of responsibilities rather than strict adherence to formal

tools.

Employees provided fewer details about their practices compared to managers and HR, suggesting that
while the systems in place are effective, employees may perceive this sub-theme as a routine aspect of

their work rather than a distinct organisational strategy.

Response time

Both General Management and HR agree on the importance of establishing clear expectations
regarding response times in hybrid work settings. These expectations are seen as critical to
maintaining efficient communication and collaboration when team members are not physically co-
located. Employees did not provide any insights into response time expectations, indicating either a
lack of formal discussion about this topic within teams or a perception that it is not a significant

concern.

While there is no apparent disagreement, there is a variation in the response time: Managers appear to
set response time expectations informally and inconsistently, with variations such as 12 hours in one
department and 24 hours in another. While this flexibility allows teams to tailor practices to their

needs, it may also lead to uneven experiences across the organisation.

Regular exchange
Both managers and employees emphasise the importance of regular exchanges in hybrid work
environments to foster communication, transparency, and team cohesion, compensating for the

reduced opportunities for spontaneous, in-person interactions. Both groups agree that the need for such
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exchanges has grown with hybrid work, as location flexibility and fewer on-site interactions require

more structured communication. HR did not provide specific input on regular exchanges.

While there is general agreement on their importance, the focus differs: employees highlight
challenges like a lack of interdisciplinary exchange and explain how regular meetings help address
these gaps. Managers, however, place less emphasis on these challenges, suggesting that employees

are more focused on overcoming the disadvantages of hybrid work.

4.4.5. Workload and overtime

Increased load

There is broad consensus across managers, HR, and employees that hybrid working increases
workload due to factors like more meetings, frequent digital assignments, and the absence of physical
cues signalling workload. Digital tools are seen as both helpful for communication and a source of

overstimulation, contributing to higher meeting density and social pressure for constant availability.

The sources of increased workload differ: Managers link it to structural demands and hybrid work
conditions, while HR focuses on organisational trends and digital task assignment. Employees
highlight the challenge of rapidly switching tasks and handling multiple communication channels.
These differences suggest a need for tailored interventions, such as better workload management for

employees and enhanced tracking for managers and HR.

While most acknowledge the increased workload, a minority, particularly among managers, HR, and

employees, view the changes as unrelated to hybrid work. Some managers see overtime as a personal
choice, while HR argues that core tasks remain unchanged. Employees attribute increased demands to
external factors or view digitalisation as a mitigating factor. This highlights the importance of

considering individual and contextual factors in workload perceptions.

Views on boundary-setting differ: Managers emphasise personal responsibility in managing workload,

while HR and employees focus on structural factors in task distribution.

Role based workload/ relief

There is broad agreement that managerial roles involve greater workloads, particularly in hybrid
environments, where additional communication formats intensify demands. This is linked to
leadership responsibilities like planning, oversight, and team interactions. Managers’ tasks are often

more fluid, while employees have more structured roles.
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However, there is disagreement on the extent to which managers can autonomously manage their
workloads. Some general managers view this autonomy as an advantage, allowing them to control
their schedules, while others see it as a pressure, with constant availability to support their teams. HR
focuses on the structural increase in managerial responsibilities due to hybrid work, rather than
autonomy as a solution. Employees recognise that one-on-one meetings contribute to managerial
workload but view it as part of the role, showing less concern about its impact on managers. This

contrasts with the concerns raised by managers and HR about workload increases and sustainability.

These differences highlight the need for clearer organisational strategies to balance managerial

autonomy with the demands of hybrid work, ensuring sustainable workload management across roles.

Hybrid working model should allow relief

Both managers and HR professionals recognise hybrid working's potential to reduce stress, though
with differing focuses on individual versus collaborative benefits. Both highlight the flexibility to
choose work location and timing as a key factor in enhancing focus, especially for tasks like report
writing or meeting deadlines. Managers emphasise task isolation and time efficiency, while HR
focuses on shared workloads and reducing overtime.However, the realisation of this potential varies.
Managers acknowledge hybrid working’s theoretical benefits but suggest that the ongoing volume of
tasks limits its impact, noting that while working from home may offer relief for specific tasks, overall
workload remains unchanged. HR professionals, in contrast, are more optimistic, highlighting how

hybrid working has helped reduce overtime and balance work demands.

The lack of employee input suggests a gap in understanding or communication about the potential
benefits of hybrid work across all levels. Further exploration is needed to assess whether employees

experience these benefits or if they remain underutilised.

4.4.6. Expectations & relationship with manager

Trust

Both General Management and HR professionals agree that trust has become a central component of
hybrid working. The shift to location-flexible work necessitates greater trust between managers and
employees, as physical visibility and daily in-office interactions are reduced. The shift away from
micromanagement is highlighted as a natural adaptation to hybrid work, with managers focusing on
empowering employees to take ownership of their tasks rather than prescribing detailed solutions. HR

professionals also describe trust as a necessity in hybrid working, noting that managers can no longer
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rely on traditional visibility or control mechanisms, such as monitoring break times or in-office

presence.

There is no significant disagreements evident. There are rather slight variances in that employees do
not explicitly mention the sub-theme of trust, but rather share positive experiences in the sub-theme
‘employee-centred approach’, which can also be traced back to trust. The reports of experiences also
vary slightly: While many managers and HR professionals report a positive shift toward greater trust,
some managers’ hesitation to micromanage may indicate varying levels of comfort and adaptation to
hybrid leadership.

Appreciation

All three target groups recognise the importance of appreciation in the workplace, with shared
acknowledgement that it can manifest in various forms, including feedback, recognition, and gestures
of care. Appreciation is understood as a highly individualised concept that depends on personal

preferences and leadership behaviours.

While appreciation remains a central element of workplace relationships, hybrid work introduces
complexities in how it is expressed and perceived. These complexities vary based on personal

expectations, leadership behaviours, and the context of interactions.

There is disagreement, especially on how the impact of hybrid work on appreciation is perceived: HR
professionals as well as general managers are divided in their perspectives. Some view hybrid work as
having little effect on appreciation, while others highlight challenges in expressing non-verbal or
situational gestures of appreciation virtually. Most employees feel that appreciation remains intact in
the hybrid setting, but a minority echo concerns about reduced visibility making it harder to feel

recognised.

Visibility of employees

All groups recognise the importance of employee visibility and its evolution in hybrid work. There is
consensus that visibility depends on personal traits, work outcomes, and contributions, with hybrid
work offering new opportunities for some while posing challenges for others. Managers and HR
highlight that digital collaboration tools maintain visibility through output and participation in virtual

discussions. Employees also note that hybrid work has made smaller contributions more noticeable.

Visibility is often seen as individualised, influenced by personality. Extroverts may naturally maintain
visibility, while introverts face challenges, especially in competitive virtual settings. Opinions on

hybrid work’s impact on introverts vary. Some managers and HR professionals worry that hybrid
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work reduces visibility for quieter employees, while others see it as an opportunity for introverts to
prepare and contribute more easily. Employees focus on the positive aspects of increased transparency

through digital tools, without specific concerns about introverts.

Employees report no significant change in visibility due to hybrid work, suggesting it remains
consistent regardless of the work model. General managers and HR professionals are divided, with
some viewing hybrid work as neutral for visibility, while others cite challenges from reduced in-

person interactions.

Connection to manager/ overall employer

There is consensus that hybrid work has affected employees' connections with managers, teams, and
the broader organisation. Reduced office presence weakens social bonds, trust, and loyalty, especially
for remote workers. Managers observe that in-person interactions build stronger trust and rapport,
while HR notes that hybrid work can make employees feel detached, reducing loyalty. Employees
mention fewer opportunities to interact with managers and leadership, diminishing informal moments

of connection, such as greetings or casual chats.

The perceptions vary: Managers focus on how hybrid work impacts their direct relationships with
employees, noting that frequent in-office contact strengthens connections. HR highlights systemic
challenges, such as reduced loyalty and the physical distance between remote workers and the office.
Employees emphasise a lack of visibility and approachability of upper management, rather than their
immediate supervisors. They also note that long-term employees are buffered by pre-existing bonds,
while new hires struggle with isolation during hybrid onboarding, an issue less emphasised by

managers and HR.

4.4.7. Managing people

Employee-centred approach

Both General Management and Employees recognise a notable shift towards a more employee-centred
approach in hybrid working environments. This change reflects a growing emphasis on employee
well-being, personal exchange, and fostering a supportive work culture. Both managers and employees
perceive these changes as improvements compared to the previous presence-driven culture, where
personal well-being and interpersonal exchange were less prioritised. Employees particularly value the

opportunity to address non-work-related topics in structured formats like team meetings.
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In addition to the similarities, the following differences should be noted: While some managers and
teams have embraced an employee-centred approach, it is unclear whether these practices are
widespread across the organisation. This variability could indicate that such efforts depend on

individual leaders rather than being a systematic cultural shift.

HR professionals did not provide feedback on this sub-theme. Their absence from this discussion
suggests that while managers and employees experience and implement these changes directly, HR

may not yet be actively involved in driving or formalising these practices.

Delegation

Both general managers and HR professionals agree that delegation in hybrid environments has become
more structured, requiring deliberate planning, clear task definitions, regular communication, and
opportunities for feedback. Both groups emphasise the importance of creating a safe environment for
employees to ask questions, especially for newer employees who may hesitate to seek clarification in

hybrid settings.

However, it is unclear whether these practices are consistently applied across the organisation.
Employees did not provide feedback on delegation, suggesting either a lack of awareness or a different
prioritisation of the issue. This highlights an opportunity to involve employees in evaluating and

improving delegation practices.

Controlling/ steering

There is a common acknowledge of the importance of controlling and steering functions in hybrid
work settings between all groups. These functions are seen as essential for ensuring task completion,
maintaining alignment, and supporting effective team collaboration. All groups frequently mention
tandem or representation structures as a key tool for managing hybrid teams. These arrangements
ensure continuity by designating at least two individuals to handle shared responsibilities or provide

coverage during absences.

Managers and HR note that hybrid work introduces challenges in steering due to the lack of
spontaneous interactions and the need for more structured communication. Employees, however, do
not comment on how these challenges affect their experience. Employees provide limited feedback on
the steering tools used by managers, such as tandem structures or monitoring systems. Their
perspective is more focused on how these structures impact their day-to-day work, such as providing

coverage during absences.
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4.4.8. Communication

Information

One thing all groups have in common is emphasising the importance of effectively sharing
information in hybrid work environments. The overarching consensus is that delivering the right
information to the right audience at the right time is critical to hybrid work success, though the
approaches and challenges vary. Across all groups, a recurring challenge is balancing the volume of
communication with its relevance and clarity. Hybrid work necessitates more explicit communication,

which can be time-consuming but ultimately enhances understanding.

There are minor differences in the way information is accessed and the information overload
described. HR professionals and employees occasionally note disparities in how information reaches
different groups, particularly when in-office discussions exclude remote colleagues. Managers focus
more on the efficiency of existing structures and less on such gaps. Employees report occasional
information overload due to redundant updates via multiple channels (e.g., emails, chat messages, and

Confluence), which is not explicitly mentioned by managers or HR.

Rules/ agreed collaboration

There is general agreement on the importance of clear rules for hybrid collaboration, including
communication expectations, digital tools, and documentation practices. Structured collaboration is
seen as essential for improving efficiency and reducing misunderstandings. All groups recognise the
role of digital tools like MS Teams, with rules on camera use, status indicators, and chat behaviours

often formalised within teams.

However, there is variability in how these rules are developed and followed. HR professionals suggest
managers should be more consistent, while employees generally follow existing rules but are less

involved in creating them.

Only general managers and HR professionals emphasise the need for a balance between virtual and
face-to-face exchanges to maintain team dynamics. All groups agree on the value of joint team days in
the office for social interaction, team cohesion, and collaboration, with high attendance typically for
personal reasons. Managers and HR view these days as boosting both efficiency and relationships,
while employees focus more on their social value, with less emphasis on task performance. This

reflects a slight misalignment in prioritising productivity versus social benefits.
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In conclusion, while clear collaboration rules and a balance of virtual and in-person interactions are
recognised as important, inconsistencies in implementation and differing views on in-person

interactions reflect broader challenges in hybrid work environments.

One individual stands out with significant differences in experiences, particularly regarding
collaboration and communication. This manager’s team lacks clear protocols and office days, and
while the importance of rules was not initially addressed, the manager later attributed low attendance

and lack of team spirit to this absence, expressing a desire to implement clearer rules in the future.

Added value of communication in presence
General managers and HR professionals recognise the unique advantages of face-to-face
communication in a hybrid work model, noting its role in fostering informal exchanges, interpreting

non-verbal cues, and enabling spontaneous dialogue that enhances collaboration and empathy.

Managers emphasise the limitations of virtual communication for understanding employee well-being,
highlighting the importance of in-person interactions for reading body language, facial expressions,
and emotional states, which are essential for empathy and duty of care. HR agrees, pointing out that
face-to-face interactions offer a depth of engagement not fully replicated virtually. They also note that

hybrid work has shifted face-to-face meetings from routine to intentional, high-value encounters.

No employee feedback was provided on the value of face-to-face communication, suggesting a need to
explore employees' perceptions of in-person interactions in a hybrid model. While both managers and
HR focus on the benefits of face-to-face communication, they do not elaborate on strategies for

balancing it with the efficiency of virtual collaboration.

4.4.9. Performance

Understanding of performance/ productivity estimate

General managers, HR professionals, and employees acknowledge the complexity of assessing
performance and productivity in hybrid work environments. While the perspectives and emphases
differ, shared themes emerge around the importance of mindset, the need for effective management
practices, and the challenges introduced by the hybrid model. Managers rely on tracking tools such as
OneNote and ticketing systems to monitor progress. This digital documentation is seen as an evolution
spurred by hybrid work, enabling greater transparency. HR confirm the importance of goal tracking

and maintaining regular exchanges with employees to monitor workload and well-being.
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There are differences and gaps in the naming and use of tools and a (formal) objective agreement
process. Managers are enthusiastic about digital tools like OneNote and ticketing systems, while
employees do not reference these tools directly in their feedback. This suggests a potential disconnect
in how managers and employees perceive the role of technology in performance identification.
Furthermore, managers and HR mention goal-setting as a tool for performance measurement, but it
appears to be underutilised or less frequently referenced by employees. This indicates a need for better
communication and alignment regarding these processes. While HR highlights the shift from presence
to output-based performance measurement, employees seem to value the flexibility of hybrid work
more than formal performance evaluation processes. This difference suggests employees might

prioritise their autonomy over detailed performance scrutiny.

Organisational performance
All three target groups aligned with the study's definition of OP, agreeing that it is comprehensive and

reflective of collective achievement.

Managers specifically emphasised the variability of OP, particularly its link to company-specific
objectives like shared values or societal benefits. This focus on aligning performance with

organisational identity was not explicitly mentioned by HR professionals or employees.

Overall, the consensus across all groups underscores the robustness and adaptability of the study’s

definition of OP.

Impact of hybrid work

Within all target groups, there are many proponents who assume that hybrid work is enhancing
productivity through flexibility, efficient coordination, and leveraging digital tools. Digital tools and
virtual meetings enable faster, more structured coordination: managers benefit from tighter scheduling,
HR sees smoother cross-functional collaboration, and employees enjoy quicker responses and easier
alignment with colleagues and superiors. Flexibility in work schedule and location is recognised as a
key factor driving higher productivity, with managers and employees highlighting its harmony with

personal needs, and HR emphasising its relevance to individual circumstances.

However, there are differences in emphasis. Managers focus on the motivational aspects of hybrid
work, suggesting that autonomy fosters ownership and commitment. HR professionals view
productivity gains at the organisational level, citing widespread adoption of hybrid practices, while

managers and employees highlight individual or team-level improvements.
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Some who don't link hybrid work to productivity argue that it changes the how and when of work but
not the outcomes. Managers and employees note that tasks are performed in different settings and
times, while HR professionals suggest that flexibility alters workflow without necessarily improving
efficiency. All groups agree that while the work setting and timing have changed, the volume and

quality of work remain consistent, indicating that hybrid work reshapes processes, not outcomes.

Overall, there is a consensus that hybrid work is neutral in terms of performance outcomes, with its
value lying in adaptability. It allows individuals to manage tasks flexibly without compromising

output, but its broader impact on organisational efficiency is context-dependent.

No long-term studies

Both HR professionals and employees recognise the risks of overwork and mental strain in hybrid
environments. HR highlights the importance of mindfulness and breaks to sustain performance,
likening it to sports training. Employees echo these concerns, citing rising burnout rates and

emphasising the need for strong self-management skills to mitigate mental strain.

A key point of divergence is the lack of long-term studies on hybrid work’s impact. HR professionals
stress that without such research, it’s difficult to assess the sustainability of hybrid work and its effects
on performance over time. Managers focus more on immediate, team-specific productivity, while HR
and employees express concerns about the potential long-term negative consequences of overwork,
lack of structure, and the mental health challenges of hybrid work. This gap in long-term data
highlights the need for further research to understand the systemic effects of hybrid work on both well-
being and productivity.

Underperformance/ low performance

Both general managers and HR professionals agree that hybrid work has not increased
underperformance, which they attribute to long-standing issues that predate hybrid work. They
consistently state that underperformance is no more common in hybrid settings than in a face-to-face
culture. Both groups acknowledge that hybrid work has changed how underperformance is identified.
Some believe it has improved visibility by focusing on work results rather than presence, while others
note that digital tools and structured documentation have enhanced transparency, making it easier to

spot performance gaps.

However, there are differing views. Some managers feel hybrid work makes it easier to identify
underperformers due to a focus on deliverables, while others think it requires more understanding of

employees' behaviours. Within HR, opinions are split, with some seeing hybrid work as improving
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detection and others viewing it as more challenging. Employees did not provide insights into
underperformance, suggesting a potential gap in communication or awareness regarding how

performance issues are addressed.

4.4.10. Structural implications

No connection to hybrid work

There is consensus across all target groups that hybrid working has not led to structural changes in the
organisation. General management and HR professionals emphasise that recent structural shifts were
driven by factors unrelated to hybrid work, such as pre-pandemic priorities. Employees share this
view, seeing no direct connection between hybrid work and organisational restructuring. However,
employees highlight the importance of operational structures, like processes, collaboration rules, and

role clarity, in supporting hybrid work—a practical aspect not emphasised by general management or
HR.

This suggests that hybrid work has been integrated into the existing structure without requiring formal
changes. However, HR’s insights on the importance of operational frameworks indicate that further

attention may be needed to optimise hybrid work practices.
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5. Discussion

This chapter provides a comprehensive discussion linking the research problem (Chapter 1.2), the
literature review (Chapter 2), and the findings (Chapter 4). The overarching aim of this study was to
investigate what makes hybrid working effective for the organisation. In this context, the literature
pointed to a paradigm shift towards an employee-centred approach that changes the definition of OP in
a way that takes into account the needs of employees and a more qualitative stakeholder approach.
The shift towards hybrid work has often been implemented with a predominant focus on employee
preferences and needs. While this employee-centred approach acknowledges the growing demand
from employees for flexibility, this study emphasises the risks of neglecting the broader organisational
ecosystem, including managerial capacities, HR infrastructure, and the operational requirements of the
organisation. A narrow focus on employee-centredness can lead to fragmented processes, misaligned

expectations, and a lack of scalability.

At the outset of this chapter, the new framework Structured Autonomy is introduced as the central
outcome of this study. Rather than leading up to the framework gradually, it is presented upfront to
clearly position it as the main contribution of the research. This deliberate choice supports the
structure of the discussion, which then unpacks the framework by tracing its development through the
empirical findings and linking it to existing theory. By placing the framework first, the chapter
provides readers with a conceptual anchor that guides the subsequent interpretation of themes,

stakeholder perspectives, and theoretical implications.

To ground the discussion in its practical relevance from the beginning, the thesis advocates for the
structured autonomy framework as a response to the challenges identified in hybrid work settings.
Structured autonomy is not a one-size-fits-all solution but a tailored mechanism that balances the
autonomy afforded to employees with organisational coherence. It integrates the needs of different
stakeholders such as employees, managers, and HR professionals, creating a sustainable model that

fosters both individual flexibility and collective alignment.

At the core of structured autonomy lies the idea of three continuums, where organisations can calibrate

three critical dimensions based on their unique needs and culture:

1. Formalisation continuum (informal < formal)
This dimension concerns the degree to which hybrid work practices are codified.
Organisations may choose to operate on a more informal end of the spectrum, relying on
mutual trust and ad-hoc arrangements, or adopt a formal approach with detailed policies and

documentation. For example, an organisation with a strong collaborative culture may lean
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towards informality, while those with regulatory obligations may require more formalised

processes.

2. Centralisation continuum (centralised < decentralised)
This refers to the level at which rules and policies regarding hybrid work are centralised.
Centralisation offers consistency and ease of management but may limit flexibility for teams
with diverse needs. On the other hand, decentralisation allows departments or teams to adapt
policies to their specific contexts, albeit with the risk of uneven application across the
organisation. Decisive factors may include organisational culture and HR philosophy, but also
the company size and structure. Organisations with a culture and HR philosophy that
emphasises trust, empowerment, and flexibility are more likely to adopt decentralised and
broad hybrid work rules that grant employees significant autonomy over their work location
and schedule. In contrast, companies with a more hierarchical, control-oriented culture may

implement stricter centralised guidelines to ensure oversight and coordination.

3. Decision and communication continuum (explicit <> implicit)
Decision-making and communication in hybrid work can range from highly explicit—where
all processes, expectations, and decisions are clearly articulated—to more implicit
arrangements, where norms are understood informally within the organisational culture. The
choice on this spectrum depends on factors such as workforce diversity, organisational size,

and the complexity of tasks.
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By carefully assessing these continuums, organisations can design hybrid work rules that not only
support flexibility and autonomy but also ensure that performance, and organisational coherence are

maintained.

The semi-structured interviews conducted for this case study furthermore revealed a continuous
development that defined the organisation’s pandemic-initiated transition to hybrid work: The
evolution from forced adaptation to a conscious decision in favour of hybrid work, a reconfiguration
of participation and power in decision-making, and the implementation of structured autonomy as a

guiding principle.

The following sections first delve deeper into the development towards a conscious implementation of
hybrid work (subchapter 5.1), since this development provided the basis for the three continuums that
emerged from it. Subchapter 5.2 then turns to the mentioned continuums before finally introducing

structured autonomy (5.3).

This study’s findings provide a nuanced perspective on the hybrid work model within the investigated
organisation. They offer critical insights into the interplay between organisational structures, team
dynamics, and individual agency in shaping hybrid work practices. Regarding different stakeholder
groups and interest levels, the role of external and, for example, stakeholder groups such as customers
did not come up in this research and was not proactively questioned regarding the research questions.
These groups are therefore deliberately not considered. Ultimately, the discussion aims to integrate
these findings with existing literature and practical applications, highlighting the complex layers that

define effective hybrid work models.

5.1. Employee-centred approach — A paradigm shift

Hybrid work literature refers to the COVID-19 pandemic as a trigger for a dramatic transformation in
workplace dynamics, accelerating the adoption of hybrid work models and foregrounding the
importance of employee-centred approaches (Alexander et al., 2021; Howe et al., 2021). As previously
mentioned, this shift reflects a broader recognition of the need to prioritise employee well-being,
autonomy, and engagement as core components of organisational success. By enabling greater
flexibility and tailoring work environments to individual needs, organisations have sought to balance

productivity demands with enhanced job satisfaction (Howe et al., 2021; Nagshbandi et al., 2023).

The findings of this research reveal the profound impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on organisational
work practices, serving as an unprecedented disruptor that compelled organisations worldwide to
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reassess their traditional models (Bath and Winkler, 2023). For the case study organisation, this
disruption catalysed a significant cultural and structural transformation. Initially conceived as a
temporary response to the immediate challenges of remote work, the shift evolved into a long-term
commitment to hybrid working, signifying an employee-centred approach to flexibility and work-life
balance. At the pandemic's onset, the organisation was unprepared for the sudden shift to remote work.
This unplanned transition, driven by necessity, unveiled unexpected benefits. Nevertheless,
participants noted employees’ resilience and adaptability, demonstrating that productivity and results
could be maintained despite the physical separation from the office. Thus, these outcomes challenged
the organisation’s presence-based culture, highlighting the viability of alternative work arrangements.
Over time, what began as a crisis response matured into a strategic decision. By the end of the
pandemic’s acute phase, the organisation had formalised its approach to hybrid work through the
implementation of the ,,flexwork* agreement, embedding flexibility into its operational framework as

a cornerstone for the future.

These findings align with existing literature that emphasises the potential of hybrid work to enhance
employee autonomy while fostering innovative work arrangements (Edgar and Geare, 2014; Richards,
2022). However, this research also identifies gaps and limitations in the current discourse. Specifically,
while many studies advocate for an employee-centred approach, the findings suggest that prioritising
employee preferences in isolation can lead to unintended organisational challenges. Evidence from the
case study highlights instances where decision-making power and organisational flexibility shifted
excessively towards employees, resulting in inefficiencies and weakened cohesion. For example,
according to the general managers observations granting employees unrestricted control over work
schedules and locations often overlooked operational demands, leading to coordination difficulties and
misalignment with organisational objectives. Similarly, decentralised decision-making processes
created inconsistencies across teams, diminishing clarity and accountability, particularly in complex
organisational structures. Interestingly, the target group of general managers and HR professionals
pointed out the challenges that arose from an excessive focus and shift of power towards employees.
The employees interviewed had little criticism or remarks regarding the increase in autonomy and

flexibility.

Furthermore, hybrid work environments are inherently complex, involving varied and sometimes
conflicting priorities. Research indicates that while certain themes such as the demand for work-life
balance, technological accessibility, and organisational efficiency are consistent across contexts,
stakeholder needs are ultimately highly individual and specific to each company and its culture.
Studies by Voll and Moses emphasise that factors such as organisational size, sector, workforce

composition, and leadership style heavily influence the unique hybrid work requirements of

-130 -



stakeholders (Owl Labs, 2022). Addressing these varied needs is crucial for fostering collaborative,

inclusive, and efficient hybrid work environments (Speck, 2022).

Since this study criticises an approach that is too employee-centred, contrary to the opinions of
advocates such as Edgar and Geare, (2014), Guest (2017) and Richards (2022), other stakeholder
groups and their interests also come into focus. While the literature provides generic summaries of the
underlying needs and interests of three main parties in the context of German hybrid work —
employees, organisations/employers and external parties in the form of legislators —, the practical
insights highlighted divergent stakeholder needs and power balances within the organisation. Looking
at the case study and its findings, each group (executive board, HR professionals, general managers,
teams, and individual employees) approaches hybrid work with unique priorities, shaping its overall
design and operation. In the following, the different stakeholders are explained and their main interest

regarding the respective continuum is outlined:

Executive Board

Many participants pointed out that the executive board’s primary focus is on the strategic and
economic sustainability of hybrid work. This includes addressing the underutilisation of office spaces,
managing associated costs, and ensuring alignment with organisational goals such as employer
branding, recruitment and (labour law) regulations. The board’s role is largely one of oversight,
establishing high-level frameworks like the ‘Flexwork’ agreement to guide hybrid work while
delegating operational control to other stakeholders. Their strategic intent reflects a calculated

balancing act: granting autonomy while safeguarding the organisation’s broader interests.

HR Professionals

HR occupies a dual role as both enabler and regulator. This is also in line with reports from the
participants stating that they prioritise compliance with legal requirements, such as labour laws, while
fostering a culture of trust and flexibility. HR’s emphasis on tools like time tracking and structured
attendance aims to enhance transparency and address workload disparities. Additionally, HR
advocates for employee empowerment and supports managers in navigating the complexities of hybrid
work. However, according to the interviews of the case study organisation, their reliance on informal
agreements and decentralised decisions at the team level underscores the need for continuous

monitoring and adaptation.

General Managers
General managers act as the bridge between organisational goals and team dynamics. As mentioned by
many participants, their primary concern is operational efficiency, ensuring that hybrid work practices

align with stakeholder needs while maintaining productivity. According to the information provided in
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the interview, managers face the challenge of balancing autonomy with oversight, often tasked with
co-creating team-level rules such as shared presence days. Proactive managerial involvement is
essential to fostering cohesion and mitigating tensions, particularly in teams that lack clear structures

for collaboration.

Team Level (Employees as a collective)

According to the study’s findings, teams value autonomy in designing hybrid work practices that align
with their specific operational needs and interpersonal dynamics. Joint team days emerge as a key
mechanism for strengthening professional exchange and social bonds, yet variability in managerial
involvement can lead to inconsistencies. Teams thrive on informal agreements but require clear
guidance from managers to ensure alignment with organisational expectations. The findings suggest
that empowering teams to co-create rules fosters ownership but must be balanced with structured

oversight to avoid fragmentation.

Individual Employees

Many employees emphasised that they prioritise flexibility and work-life integration, viewing hybrid
work as a means to balance personal and professional needs. They value the autonomy to tailor work
arrangements but often lack visibility into the broader organisational implications, such as economic
considerations or strategic goals. Tensions arise when individual preferences conflict with team or
organisational expectations, highlighting the importance of transparent communication and negotiation

mechanisms to harmonise competing priorities.

Considering the different levels of interests and stakeholder needs, this study critically questions an
excessive focus on employee-centricity. Drawing conclusions from the interviews, a purely employee-
centred HR practises, as postulated by its advocates, proves problematic if it is not embedded in a
holistic concept that also centres the different interests and stakeholder needs. The literature presents a
differentiated picture in this regard. While authors like Edgar and Geare (2014) who focus on modern
HR practise often promote employee-centred approaches, Ulrich (1997), for example, underscores the

need to align employee needs, management requirements and the strategic objectives of the company.

From an organisational perspective, it can be argued that focusing exclusively on individual needs
carries the risk of undermining the strategic and tactical dimensions of corporate management. In
practice, this leads to a situation in which key decisions — especially those concerning long-term
corporate goals and competitiveness — are insufficiently taken into account. The interviews show that
employees appreciate the autonomy and flexibility gained through hybrid work, but in some cases
place it above company requirements when face-to-face appointments become a matter of discussion

in the team. Therefore it must be ensured from an entrepreneurial point of view that orientation and
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leadership are provided by superiors and central HR functions in order to ensure operational and
strategic business continuity. In the case study organisation this takes place through fixed attendance
days and rules of cooperation initiated by the managers in consultation with the team, yet not every
manager demands this — with the consequence that in some cases less team cohesion and openness to

joint presence days are reported by general managers.

Building on this foundation, the study highlights that such flexibility requires ongoing evaluation to
maintain a balance between organisational goals and individual needs. Moreover, the study stresses the
importance of considering the executive board's priorities in navigating these challenges. For example,
this research identifies the tension between increased home office days to accommodate personal or

family obligations and the inadequate use of office space.

Therefore, the study underscores the necessity of rebalancing power dynamics to avoid the pitfalls of
an overly employee-centric model. Rebalancing requires a nuanced approach that considers
organisational priorities alongside employee needs. For instance, participants highlighted the
importance of managerial involvement in establishing core working hours to address scheduling
conflicts, thereby maintaining both flexibility and team alignment. HR professionals also emphasised
the value of centralised guidelines that allow for local adaptation while ensuring coherence across the

organisation.

As the existing body of literature regarding employee-centred approaches mainly focuses on its values
and philosophies (Nerdinger, 2008), rather than implementing a very strong employee-centric model in
combination with hybrid work, this study adds to the theoretical knowledge by emphasising the need
for a balanced framework, referred to here as structured autonomy. This approach recognises the
unique context of each organisation and calibrates hybrid work practices along key continuums.
Although there is research in the literature on every topic of the mentioned continuums and topics such
as formalisation in the context of HR are not new, no study combines these three continuums and
establishes a relationship to hybrid work in Germany. The findings contribute to the emerging field of
hybrid work research by advocating for a balanced, context-sensitive approach that addresses gaps in
the literature. Structured autonomy offers a pathway for organisations to navigate the complexities of

hybrid work, ensuring sustainable and effective outcomes for all stakeholders.

5.2. Continuums of formalisation, centralisation and decisions & communication

In addition to the development towards an employee-centred approach in the case study organisation,
the developments and characteristics on the three continuums based on the data collection will be

explained below. Furthermore, initial implications for possible generalisations will be offered.
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Overall, the role of formalisation and decentralisation proves to be central to the operationalisation of
hybrid work, with the case study organisation being an example of an approach that combines
centralised HR governance as well as formalised rules. For instance, as the company agreement on
flexwork being a central, formal policy is combined with decentralised, informal practices that i.e. the
teams are expected to develop independently since the implementation of hybrid work. However, the
results of the data collection show that conflicts of interest prevail in some areas and that a balancing

of power relations is necessary to make hybrid working an organisational success.

The results of this study offer a generalisable concept for creating structured autonomy, even if the

processes and balancing of the three continuums remains organisation-specific and individual.

5.2.1. Shift in the degree of formalisation

The findings of this research highlight the nuanced relationship between formal and informal rules in
hybrid work governance, reflecting both alignment with and divergence from the literature. The
literature consistently emphasises the complementary nature of formal and informal rules in
organisational settings (Kreuzer et al., 2022). Formal frameworks provide structure, consistency, and
compliance with legal standards, while informal norms offer the flexibility required to adapt to
specific organisational contexts. Scholars such as Fischer et al. (2019) and Nerdinger (2008) highlight
the importance of formalisation in German HRM practices, where explicit rules often coexist with
cultural norms to ensure operational efficiency. Similarly, Grzegorczyk et al. (2021) argue that
balancing formal and informal practices is essential for managing the complexities of hybrid work.
This study aligns with these perspectives, demonstrating that while formal policies like the ‘Flexwork’
agreement initially framed the hybrid work model, informal mechanisms have increasingly taken
precedence. These informal practices, shaped by organisational culture and peer interactions, govern

day-to-day operations, such as on-site presence and remote work scheduling.

While the literature underscores on the one hand the necessity of balancing formal and informal
practices, this research identifies unique dynamics that are less frequently addressed. Unlike the rigidly
formalised structures traditionally associated with German organisational contexts (Hofstede, 1993),
the case study organisation demonstrates a marked preference for minimal formalisation. Thereby
these findings challenge the traditional German preference for a high degree of formalisation and point
to a broader cultural transition within the organisation, moving towards decentralised and trust-based

governance. While this approach mirrors trends identified in the international literature, such as the
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growing importance of informal norms (Grzegorczyk et al., 2021), it also introduces unique

organisational dynamics that challenge conventional models and challenges the German cultural norm.

Informal practices like virtual check-ins and flexible scheduling are seamlessly integrated into the
organisation’s operations, bridging gaps left by formal policies. For example, the co-creation of hybrid
work rules by managers and employees reflects an innovative but complex governance structure.
However, the findings reveal that without careful balance, such practices can create inconsistencies
across teams and departments, highlighting the limitations of informalisation in certain contexts. For
instance, the absence of clear formal guidelines in some teams led to tensions and diminished
cohesion, particularly when common presence days were not established. These findings suggest that
informal norms, while fostering adaptability, require proactive managerial oversight to maintain
alignment with organisational goals. Apospori et al. (2008) note the critical role of informal practices
in maintaining interpersonal relationships, but the case study findings highlight that without structured

oversight, these practices may fail to support team cohesion and inclusivity.

The research demonstrates that informal practices can enhance collaboration and inclusivity but must
be supported by structured oversight to ensure alignment with organisational objectives. This finding
extends existing literature by emphasising the need for proactive managerial involvement in hybrid

work governance, particularly in contexts where informal norms dominate.

Moreover, the governance of hybrid work exemplifies the interplay between formal and informal
rules, each with distinct strengths and limitations. This research highlights the importance of balancing
these elements to create inclusive, efficient, and sustainable hybrid work environments. While the
findings align with the literature in recognising the critical role of informal norms, they also reveal
unique challenges and opportunities associated with minimal formalisation and decentralised
practices. By integrating these insights, organisations can better navigate the complexities of hybrid

work, addressing the evolving needs of employees and employers alike.

5.2.2. Transition from centralised to decentralised rules and policies

The degree of centralisation in HRM practices plays a pivotal role in shaping organisational dynamics,
particularly in the context of hybrid working (Schonenberg, 2010; Winkler et al., 2022). Within the
German context, HRM practices are historically characterised by a balance between regulatory-driven
centralisation and operational flexibility (Scheriau, 2015). The regulatory framework, including the

Works Constitution Act, ensures consistency and compliance across organisations, while
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decentralisation allows adaptation to specific cultural and operational contexts (Janetz, 2022). The
continuum of centralisation, ranging from highly centralised models to decentralised approaches,

reflects the need to align central, formal policies with the unique needs of teams and individuals.

This research underscores the importance of this continuum, illustrating how the case study
organisation navigated the balance between centralised and decentralised practices during its transition
to hybrid work. As mentioned above the ,,flexwork* agreement established a central, foundational
framework for hybrid work, yet the organisation adopted a decentralised approach, delegating
significant decision-making authority to individual departments and teams. This autonomy empowered
managers and employees to co-create hybrid work practices tailored to their operational and
interpersonal needs. Such decentralisation fostered a culture of mutual trust and accountability, with

the implicit understanding that work location choices should align with broader operational priorities.

Similar to the shift in the degree of formalisation, the decentralisation of hybrid work practices also
signified a broader cultural shift within the organisation. By redistributing decision-making power
from the executive board and senior management to teams and employees, the organisation fostered a

sense of ownership and participation previously absent in its traditional hierarchy.

Even though the literature reinforces the dual necessity of centralised and decentralised mechanisms in
organisations (Harris et al., 2004; Scheriau, 2015), there were no specific recommendations for the
transition to hybrid working in Germany. Therefore, this study adds to the current body of knowledge
by illustrating the strengths and limitations of decentralisation applied with a strongly employee-
centred approach. Within the case study organisation, on one hand, autonomy allowed teams to
innovate and align work practices with their specific needs; on the other, it required proactive
managerial oversight to maintain alignment with organisational priorities. Although this resonates with
previous research suggesting that balancing formalisation and decentralisation is crucial for fostering
inclusivity, efficiency, and sustainability in organisations (Apospori et al., 2008; Begemann et al.,
2024), the aspect of tactical guidance from managers in flexible, hybrid work settings is an additional

factor.

The study also revealed that while the organisation’s employee-centred approach was instrumental in
fostering flexibility and trust, it exposed the risks of excessive decentralisation. Teams with proactive
managerial involvement succeeded in creating cohesive and effective work arrangements, while those
lacking such guidance faced inconsistencies and misalignment. This tension underscores the

importance of structured autonomy (see subchapter 5.3).
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5.2.3. Explicit and implicit decisions and communication

The range between implicit and explicit decisions and communication in HRM significantly influences
organisational dynamics, especially in hybrid work settings. Explicit approaches involve clear,
formalised rules and well-documented policies, while implicit methods rely on cultural norms, shared
understandings, and informal agreements (Brewster et al., 2018). The degree of explicitness in HRM
practices varies across organisations, influenced by regulatory frameworks, organisational culture, and

operational priorities (Peuter et al., 2023).

Even though there are publications on hybrid work and also on implicit and explicit decisions, there
are no research results that combine both areas in this specific German context. Therefore, this study
addresses findings from a German case study organisation in a highly regulated context (financial
industry) with a view to the communication norms and decisions involved in hybrid work. Many
overarching results can therefore be applied to similarly regulated industries and organisations — even
if the core message remains that the process of achieving a balance of structured autonomy must be
gone through individually. Building on the principles and cultural characteristics of German HRM
practices, the German HRM landscape traditionally leans towards explicitness, shaped by a robust
regulatory environment that prioritises transparency and compliance (Kreuzer et al., 2022). For
example, laws such as the Works Constitution Act mandate formal agreements and clear
communication about workplace conditions and employee rights (Scheriau, 2015). These frameworks
ensure fairness and consistency, providing employees with a clear understanding of their rights and

responsibilities while safeguarding compliance with labour laws (Fischer et al., 2019).

The interplay between explicit and implicit practices is vital for managing hybrid work's complexities.
Formalised policies establish a necessary baseline, yet informal norms allow for the adaptability
required in dynamic work environments. Grzegorczyk et al., (2021) suggest that hybrid work thrives
when organisations balance these two elements, blending clear rules with the flexibility to
accommodate diverse situations. This balance is evident in the case study findings, where formal

agreements such as the ,,flexwork® policy coexist with decentralised, team-driven decision-making.

Documents such as the ,,flexwork* agreement observed in the case study organisation provide an
explicit structure anchoring the right to hybrid work. However, according to the study’s findings
implicit communication and decision-making have emerged as equally significant in operationalising
hybrid work. Informal norms develop within teams, influenced by cultural values, peer interactions,
and shared experiences. For example, while policies may outline general expectations, the specifics of

day-to-day collaboration such as shared office days or virtual meeting etiquette are often governed by
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unspoken agreements among employees. This underscores the need for face-to-face settings, which
provide the ideal context for the development of implicit understandings and unspoken agreements
among colleagues. Theoretically this in line with Polanyi (1966), who suggests that tacit knowledge is
best transferred through direct interaction where contextual and nonverbal cues play a critical role

(Nonaka, 1994).

Considering the Germany’s cultural context those findings are still surprising. As a country that values
structure and certainty, there is a historical preference for explicit rules to minimise ambiguity and
foster trust (Hofstede, 1993). Nevertheless, the rise of hybrid work has prompted the case study
organisations to embrace more decentralised and informal practices, reflecting a shift towards greater
reliance on implicit agreements. This evolution demonstrates the adaptability of this organisation in

balancing structured governance with the need for flexibility.

In conclusion, the continuum of implicit and explicit communication and decision-making is
fundamental to understanding how organisations navigate hybrid work. The findings of this study
reveal that successful hybrid work relies on a careful balance between different elements, ensuring
both consistency and flexibility. For the case study organisation, this balance highlights the importance
of active dialogue and leadership in fostering sustainable and inclusive hybrid work models. With a
view to a possible generalisation of these findings, organisations should be aware of their own
influencing factors and control elements in relation to hybrid work and different levels of interest, and

find a company-specific balance.

5.3. Structured autonomy

The sustainability and effectiveness of hybrid work require a careful balance between flexibility and
structure, which this study conceptualises as structured autonomy. Structured autonomy proposes a
framework where organisations align individual, team, and organisational needs by calibrating
decision-making and operational practices along the three continuums set out above. Moreover, this
approach suggests that organisations periodically reassess and, where necessary, adjust power
dynamics to ensure that hybrid work practices remain equitable, efficient, and aligned with strategic

goals.

In the case study organisation, hybrid work emerged as a transformative response to the challenges of
the COVID-19 pandemic, demonstrating the potential for flexibility to foster innovation, trust, and
collaboration. Employees were granted substantial freedom to determine their work arrangements, and

teams autonomously developed norms for collaboration, such as shared office days and virtual
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meeting guidelines. These practices reflected a significant cultural shift towards decentralisation and
employee empowerment, but they also revealed tensions and inefficiencies that suggest a need for

recalibration.

At the organisational level, hybrid work has been framed by many participants as a strategic initiative
to enhance employer branding, talent retention, and operational effectiveness. However, economic
concerns, such as underutilised office spaces and resource allocation, highlight areas where the
balance of power has shifted too far toward employee preferences, potentially at the expense of
organisational coherence. This study’s findings indicate that the organisation could benefit from
revisiting these imbalances by establishing clearer, more centralised guidelines on issues like

minimum attendance requirements and resource usage.

At the team level, decentralised decision-making allowed managers and employees to co-create
tailored work practices that aligned with specific team dynamics. For some teams, this autonomy led
to stronger professional bonds and improved collaboration, particularly when managers actively
facilitated the co-creation of rules such as shared presence days. However, in teams where such
managerial involvement was absent, the lack of structured practices resulted in diminished cohesion
and alignment with organisational objectives as reported by one respondent. The findings suggest that
more explicit frameworks for managerial oversight and team collaboration could help address these

inconsistencies, ensuring that all teams benefit equally from hybrid work arrangements.

For individual employees, several participants point out that hybrid work provided flexibility that
supported work-life integration and personal autonomy. However, this flexibility occasionally
conflicted with broader organisational or team needs, such as the requirement for on-site presence to
optimise office utilisation or address collective goals. These tensions highlight the importance of
transparent communication mechanisms and structured negotiation processes to reconcile personal
preferences with team and organisational priorities. By explicitly incorporating both individual and
collective needs into its hybrid work framework, the organisation could foster a more cohesive and

equitable environment.

The findings of this study suggest that structured autonomy offers a pathway for addressing these
challenges. Rather than relying solely on informal team norms or centralised mandates, the executive
board and HR could use a continuum-based approach to evaluate and redistribute decision-making
power across various dimensions. These continuums include formalisation (from informal to formal),
centralisation (from centralised to decentralised), and decision-making and communication (from

implicit to explicit). For example, while informal norms and decentralised decision-making have

-139-



fostered flexibility and trust, certain areas such as resource allocation, attendance requirements, and

the equitable distribution of responsibilities may benefit from more formalised and explicit guidelines.

This study’s conceptualisation of structured autonomy reflects a broader cultural and structural shift
that hybrid work necessitates. Trust, a central theme in hybrid work, requires a move away from
traditional presence-based supervision towards output-based evaluation and accountability. While
informal practices and decentralised decision-making empower employees, they also rely heavily on
proactive managerial involvement and continuous dialogue to ensure alignment with organisational
goals. The case study organisation could further strengthen its hybrid work model by implementing
structured mechanisms for communication, feedback, and realignment, ensuring that team and

organisational practices remain adaptive and inclusive.

In conclusion, structured autonomy provides a conceptual framework for organisations to navigate the
complexities of hybrid work by balancing flexibility with structure. For the case study organisation,
adopting this approach would involve the executive board as well as HR to reassess the current
balance of power across its hybrid work practices, addressing areas of tension, and ensuring that
decision-making aligns with the needs of all stakeholders. The results of the data collection reveal a
specific need for action and a power shift in the design of attendance days to optimise office space
utilisation, a firm anchoring of team rules as tactical guidelines by managers to strengthen team spirit
but also to strengthen implicit communication. Both examples represent a shift of power towards the
managers and the board, while other freedoms and flexibilities, such as the high number of home
office days and the flexible working hours that currently already exist at the employee level, remain in

place.

By periodically evaluating and adjusting its hybrid work strategies along the proposed continuums, the
organisation can create a sustainable framework that fosters innovation, collaboration, and long-term

organisational resilience.
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6. Conclusion

This chapter summarises the key findings in relation to the research objectives and questions,
emphasising their contributions to both theoretical and practical aspects, particularly in HRM. It also
addresses the study's limitations, proposes directions for future research, and reflects on the

researcher’s personal and professional growth.
The research was guided by the following objectives:

1. To identify, through a critical review of relevant literature, the current state of understanding
how working from home (in hybrid patterns) can be effective and what are currently

considered the main influences on it.

2. To understand the perceptions of all groups on essential features for effective work from home
in hybrid patterns (target group: HR professionals, general managers and employees).
a) To investigate how perceptions on essential features coincide between the three target
groups.
b) To investigate how perceptions on essential features differ between the three target

groups.

3. To construct a practical framework — based on the account of the three target groups — on how

to design relevant framework conditions for a working model in hybrid patterns.

By expanding theoretical frameworks and offering a practical framework, this study provides a
comprehensive understanding of the complexities of hybrid work. A key outcome of the research is the
development of a model of structured autonomy, which operates along three continuums —
formalisation, decentralisation, and explicitness — to effectively balance varying needs and levels of
interest within organisations. This model serves as a strategic approach to navigating the inherent
tensions in hybrid work, ensuring a dynamic equilibrium between flexibility and structure, autonomy
and alignment, as well as individual and organisational priorities. By integrating these dimensions, the
study establishes a foundation for shaping the future of work, offering organisations a framework to

foster both adaptability and clarity in an evolving work environment.

In doing so, the study has successfully met its research objectives. The critical literature review
(Objective 1) provided a foundation for understanding current perspectives and influencing factors of
effective hybrid work. Through qualitative case study research, the perceptions of HR professionals,
general managers, and employees were explored (Objective 2), revealing both areas of agreement and

divergence (Objectives 2a and 2b). These insights formed the basis for developing the structured
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autonomy framework (Objective 3), offering a practical, organisation-specific model to guide the

design of hybrid work arrangements.

6.1. Contribution to theory

The findings of this study offer valuable theoretical insights into the evolving nature of hybrid work,
shedding light on essential features, cultural changes, and stakeholder alignment. Moreover, it
contributes to the theoretical discourse on hybrid work by critically questioning an excessive focus on
employee-centricity and advancing the understanding of how decision-making authority shapes
organisational culture and collaboration in flexible work environments. The findings and discussion
chapter demonstrate that this research contributes to a deeper understanding of hybrid work's

theoretical dimensions.

The research highlights the evolution of hybrid work from a reactive measure during the COVID-19
pandemic to a deliberate organisational strategy. This development illustrates how an unforeseeable,
external phenomenon such as a pandemic can, after a period of familiarisation and positive interim
results, bring about a significant strategic and cultural change in HR towards hybrid work. In many
German companies, this was unimaginable pre-pandemic, as described, and the German HR culture
was strongly driven by face-to-face work. Drawing from the employee-centred approach, it illustrates
how the pandemic acted as a catalyst for prioritising employee autonomy, well-being, and flexibility.
However, this study critiques the excessive focus on employee-centricity, arguing that it may
overshadow the importance of overarching OP. This critical lens enriches theoretical frameworks by
calling for a more balanced perspective that integrates individual needs with collective and

organisational goals.

A pivotal contribution of this study is the concept of structured autonomy, which offers a nuanced
understanding of balancing individual agency and collective objectives in hybrid work environments.
This theoretical construct extends the literature on hybrid work by emphasising the interplay between
trust-based governance and decentralised decision-making, where autonomy is exercised within
boundaries that maintain organisational coherence. Also, this research deepens theoretical discourses
on power dynamics and decision-making in hybrid work settings. It reveals the pivotal role of the
interplay between implicit and explicit decision-making processes, where informal agreements and
cultural norms underpin formal structures. By illustrating how decentralised practices foster flexibility
while maintaining coherence, the findings advance organisational governance theories, particularly in
the context of trust-based and adaptive governance models.
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The study provides a more sophisticated understanding of agreement and disagreement within
organisations. Traditional theories often valorise alignment as a sign of organisational success and
view disagreement as a source of dysfunction. However, this research demonstrates that the analysed
disagreement between the different participating target groups, particularly when it stems from diverse
perspectives, can foster innovation and critical reflection. By analysing how those agreements and
disagreements emerged across organisationally, collectively, and individually driven aspects, the study
contributes to a richer theoretical discourse on how the case study organisation balances alignment and
diversity to promote resilience and adaptability. Furthermore those disagreements especially enriched
the hybrid work research as it offers insights into different levels of interests, the need for re-balancing
power in some regards such as the office utilisation and the positive development towards

decentralised, in some cases also implicit, decisions.

Moreover, the research underscores the cultural shifts necessary for effective hybrid work, particularly
the transition from presence-based supervision to output-based evaluation. It highlights how fostering
trust and adaptability becomes central to sustaining hybrid work practices. These insights extend
organisational culture theories by illustrating how hybrid work necessitates new cultural norms that

challenge traditional hierarchies and power structures, fostering a culture of accountability and trust.

6.2. Contribution to practice

In addition to advancing theoretical knowledge, this research offers a practical framework for
organisations seeking to implement and sustain effective hybrid work models. The findings offer an
exploratory framework for understanding the complexities of hybrid work in real-world settings as

well as actionable insights for organisations seeking to optimise their hybrid work models.

This study critiques the limitations of the employee-centred approach, which, while emphasising
autonomy and well-being, often neglects the broader organisational dynamics essential for strategic
alignment. Over-reliance on employee-centric strategies can result in fragmented decision-making,
diluted organisational coherence, and reduced performance outcomes. To address these challenges, the
findings advocate for integrating management-centred, HR-centred, and employee-centred approaches.
Such integration ensures that organisational practices balance the priorities of leadership, HR, and

individual employees to achieve inclusivity while aligning with broader strategic goals.

Organisations are encouraged to adopt management-centred strategies that focus on leadership
development, equipping managers to navigate the complexities of hybrid work. This includes fostering

trust, implementing output-based evaluation methods, and balancing decentralised decision-making
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with accountability. HR-centred approaches should provide the necessary structural support by
creating scalable frameworks that offer consistency across the organisation while allowing for team-
level flexibility. Employee-centred practices, which value the interests of employees and enable a high
degree of self-management should complement, rather than dominate, broader organisational
imperatives. Empowering teams to co-create hybrid work norms ensures inclusivity and ownership,

while anchoring these practices in organisational objectives maintains alignment and coherence.

A key contribution of this research is its emphasis on evaluating and managing the continua of
formalisation, centralisation, as well as explicitness/implicitness of decision-making and
communication. Effective hybrid work policies require organisations to strike a framework that
incorporates decision-making at a number of different levels to balance along these dimensions.
Furthermore, continuous monitoring and adaptation of hybrid work mechanisms are crucial for
sustainability. Regular evaluations of hybrid work practices driven by the executive board and HR help
identify emerging tensions and address potential challenges before they escalate. This iterative
approach ensures that hybrid work remains effective and responsive to the evolving needs of both the

organisation and its workforce.

The integration of these approaches enables organisations to drive alignment and foster OP.
Transparent communication across all levels of the organisation is essential for building trust and
ensuring that policies resonate with employees while meeting operational and strategic objectives.
Iterative evaluations and feedback loops allow organisations to adapt hybrid work practices to
evolving challenges and opportunities, ensuring they remain effective and relevant. This balanced
approach acknowledges the unique dynamics of hybrid work environments, offering organisations a

practical roadmap for achieving sustainable success.

This study’s insights enrich the hybrid work discourse by emphasising the critical role of power
dynamics, decentralised decision-making, and cultural shifts in shaping effective flexible work
practices. The findings advocate for a balanced approach that respects employee autonomy while
addressing organisational priorities, offering a sustainable model for hybrid work in contemporary

organisations.

The following generalisable concepts can be given to organisations when going through the process
towards structured autonomy. It should be noted that, as explained at the beginning, each company has

different characteristics along the three continuums that are suitable.

o Clarify power and decision-making levels: Organisations should define the levels of decision-
making authority allocated to employees, teams, and management, ensuring alignment with

organisational goals.
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o Enhance managerial involvement. Managers should proactively facilitate the development of
team-level collaboration rules to bridge gaps between organisational frameworks and

individual needs.

e Foster organisational alignment: Transparent communication strategies and structured
initiatives, such as shared presence days, can strengthen cohesion and address economic

concerns.

o Monitor and adapt mechanisms: Continuous evaluation of hybrid work practices is essential to

address emerging tensions and ensure sustainability.

6.3. Reflection of the outcomes of the research

Although the use of a single qualitative method generated a rich and focused dataset, the findings
should be further explored, considering the study's limitations, to identify additional directions for

future research.

6.3.1. Limitation

At the outset of this research in October 2021, empirical studies on hybrid work were limited,
particularly regarding its large-scale implementation. Much of the existing research was based on
theoretical frameworks and individual teleworking agreements rather than comprehensive empirical
analysis. However, as the COVID-19 pandemic accelerated the shift to remote and subsequently
hybrid work models, research interest in this area grew, leading to a greater availability of data. In
response, the literature review was updated multiple times throughout the thesis to incorporate new
insights. Nevertheless, the review represents a snapshot in time and cannot fully capture the
continuous evolution of research on hybrid work, employee-centred HRM, and OP. Furthermore, as
mentioned much of the existing OP research is based on quantitative methodologies or, in qualitative
studies, primarily focuses on health and safety aspects. In contrast, this thesis takes a qualitative

approach, emphasising the key factors that contribute to the long-term effectiveness of hybrid work.
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While the qualitative design of this study enables a rich and detailed exploration of hybrid work, it is
inherently interpretative and shaped by a social constructivist perspective. Consequently, the findings
may not be broadly generalisable, as qualitative research is context-dependent and deeply rooted in the
experiences of the participants. The subjective nature of qualitative inquiry, while valuable for

capturing complexity, also introduces potential biases in data interpretation.

Another limitation stems from participant selection. The study relied on the researcher’s professional
network to recruit participants, which may have inadvertently introduced a selection bias. This could
have led to a predominance of views that align with the researcher’s existing perspectives. Although
efforts were made to ensure diversity in participant backgrounds, the potential for partiality remains. A
more randomised or stratified sampling approach could help mitigate this limitation and enhance the

objectivity of future research.

Additionally, the research design was cross-sectional, focusing on participants at a single point in time.
While this approach provides valuable insights into current perceptions of hybrid work, it does not
account for changes over time. A longitudinal study — such as repeated data collection at regular
intervals — could offer a more dynamic perspective on how hybrid work evolves and how structured

autonomy is perceived in the long term.

The study also concentrated on three primary stakeholder groups actively engaged in hybrid work.
While this framework proved useful in developing the structured autonomy model, the research
revealed additional layers of complexity among stakeholders. For instance, the executive board
emerged as a distinct entity with strategic interests that differ from those of general management, HR
and employees. Similarly, distinctions within the employee group such as between teams and
individuals became more apparent. These nuanced perspectives were not fully explored within the
scope of this research but could lead to different insights if the study were replicated with a more
differentiated stakeholder approach. Furthermore, external stakeholders, such as regulatory bodies or
labour market institutions, were not included in the study but play a crucial role in shaping hybrid
work policies and practices. Their influence on structured autonomy remains an area for further

investigation.

Furthermore, the context-specific nature of this study may pose challenges in achieving transferability.
The insights gained are deeply embedded in the organisational and cultural context of the research
setting, which may limit their applicability to other industries, organisations, or national contexts.
Without methodological diversity, the study is also more susceptible to researcher subjectivity, as

findings are shaped by the particular lens through which data is collected and analysed.
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While these limitations do not undermine the validity of the findings, they do highlight areas where
caution is warranted when interpreting and applying the results. Recognising these constraints
provides an opportunity for reflection and further refinement in future research endeavours. A broader
methodological approach, incorporating diverse data sources and a wider range of stakeholders, could
enhance the comprehensiveness and applicability of future studies on hybrid work and structured

autonomy.

6.3.2. Future research directions

As the landscape of hybrid working continues to evolve, further research is necessary to refine and
expand the understanding of structured autonomy within hybrid work environments. This chapter
outlines key theoretical and practical research approaches that build on the findings of this study,
offering opportunities to deepen knowledge and support organisations in optimising hybrid work

models.

Structured autonomy, as presented in this study, balances organisational control with employee
autonomy to enable effective hybrid working. Future research should explore its theoretical
underpinnings further by investigating how structured autonomy aligns with established organisational
theories, such as self-determination theory and job demands-resources theory. Additionally, cultural
variations in the implementation and perception of structured autonomy across different national and

organisational contexts warrant further exploration.

Given the evolving nature of hybrid work, longitudinal studies could provide insights into how
structured autonomy impacts employee performance, engagement, and well-being over time. Key
research questions include how structured autonomy influences long-term job satisfaction and
retention, the role of external factors such as economic shifts, technological advancements, or global
crises in shaping structured autonomy, and how individual and team dynamics adapt to structured

autonomy in different organisational life cycle stages.

Further research could also delve into the psychological and social dimensions of structured autonomy.
This includes its impact on work identity, motivation, and career progression, the role of trust and
psychological safety in hybrid teams operating under structured autonomy, and potential disparities in
access to autonomy and structure across different employee demographics, such as hierarchical levels,

job roles, or gender differences.

Applying structured autonomy across different industries and organisational contexts will help validate

and refine the framework. Therefore, future research could conduct comparative case studies across
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diverse sectors, such as technology, education, and public administration, to assess how structured

autonomy manifests in different work settings. Investigating best practices for integrating structured
autonomy into hybrid work policies and leadership strategies and assessing how small and medium-
sized enterprises implement structured autonomy compared to multinational corporations would also

provide valuable insights.

With hybrid work increasingly dependent on digital technologies, research should examine how
structured autonomy interacts with technological advancements. Potential areas of exploration include
the effectiveness of digital collaboration tools in facilitating structured autonomy, the role of artificial
intelligence in supporting autonomous decision-making while maintaining organisational oversight,

and the impact of digital surveillance and monitoring tools on perceptions of autonomy and trust.

Future research should also address how leadership practices evolve to support structured autonomy in
hybrid environments. Key questions include what competencies and training programmes enable
leaders to balance structure and autonomy effectively, how performance management systems can be
adapted to align with structured autonomy principles, and what leadership styles foster high levels of
autonomy while maintaining organisational coherence. Additionally, as hybrid work continues to
shape labour markets and organisational policies, research should explore regulatory and policy
implications, such as the role of labour laws in supporting or hindering structured autonomy, policy
recommendations for governments and organisations to ensure equitable hybrid work practices, and

the implications of structured autonomy for work-life balance and employee rights.

The study of structured autonomy within hybrid work models is still in its early stages, and there are
numerous theoretical and practical avenues for further exploration. Future research should aim to
refine the conceptual underpinnings of structured autonomy, examine its long-term impact, and
support organisations in implementing effective hybrid work strategies. By advancing knowledge in
this area, scholars and practitioners can contribute to the continued evolution of hybrid work and

enhance its effectiveness for employees and organisations alike.

6.3.3. Personal and professional reflection

Pursuing a doctoral degree is widely recognised as one of the most intellectually rigorous and
personally transformative endeavours. It demands not only an advanced level of academic engagement
but also significant perseverance, adaptability, and resilience. My own experience has reinforced this
notion, as I have navigated the complexities of independent research, critical self-reflection, and the

intricate balance of professional, academic, and personal responsibilities. While I embarked on this
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journey with a clear research focus, I underestimated the profound personal and professional impact it

would have on me.

A major challenge has been the inherent solitude of doctoral research. The necessity of sustained
intellectual engagement and deep analytical thinking requires extended periods of solitary work, which
can lead to a sense of isolation. Although I have received invaluable support from my supervisors,
academic peers, and professional networks, the unique demands of a doctorate can be difficult for
those outside academia to fully comprehend. The intensity of intellectual labour, the constant
refinement of ideas, and the pressure to contribute original insights create a demanding mental
environment. At times, it has been challenging to articulate these pressures to colleagues, friends, and
family who, while supportive, may not fully grasp the emotional and cognitive investment required.
This realisation has reinforced the importance of finding a sense of belonging within the academic
community, whether through conferences, workshops, or informal discussions with fellow researchers

facing similar challenges.

Despite these moments of solitude, | have come to appreciate the independence that doctoral research
fosters. The ability to work autonomously, structure my own inquiries, and take full ownership of my
research has been both daunting and empowering. Through this process, I have cultivated a level of
intellectual self-sufficiency that extends beyond academia, strengthening my ability to approach
complex problems with confidence and rigour. The necessity of critically evaluating existing literature,
synthesising diverse viewpoints, and constructing coherent arguments has significantly enhanced my

analytical thinking, a skill that has already begun to influence my professional work.

One of the most transformative aspects of this journey has been stepping outside my professional
comfort zone. In my career, | have primarily operated in a quantitatively driven environment, focusing
on technical HR processes, scalability, and data-driven decision-making. Entering a predominantly
quantitative field from a qualitative research perspective initially presented moments of doubt, as I
questioned whether I had the right expertise to make a meaningful contribution. However, this
transition has ultimately expanded my intellectual perspective, challenging me to engage with a more
interpretivist approach to research. By immersing myself in qualitative methodologies, I have
developed a greater appreciation for complexity, nuance, and the importance of context in

understanding organisational phenomena.

This shift has had a lasting impact on my professional outlook, reshaping the way I approach problem-
solving and decision-making. Previously, I prioritised empirical evidence and measurable outcomes,
often seeking definitive conclusions based on numerical data. Now, [ have learned to embrace
ambiguity and recognise the value of diverse perspectives. Qualitative inquiry has enabled me to

explore not just what is happening within an organisation but wiy—uncovering underlying
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motivations, perceptions, and social dynamics that quantitative data alone cannot fully capture. This
evolution in thinking has enhanced my ability to navigate organisational challenges, fostering a more

holistic and adaptable approach to leadership and strategy.

Beyond personal and professional growth, the research itself has been immensely rewarding. My study
on hybrid work has allowed me to critically examine an increasingly relevant phenomenon, deepening
my understanding of its implications for organisations, leadership, and employee well-being. Hybrid
work is not just a structural shift; it represents a fundamental transformation in how individuals and
teams interact, collaborate, and maintain productivity across physical and virtual spaces. Investigating
this topic has enabled me to engage with complex questions surrounding organisational culture,

communication, autonomy, and managerial adaptation.

One of the most gratifying moments of my research came during an interview with a participating
manager. Upon reflecting on my findings, the manager recognised the need to rethink his leadership
approach in response to the challenges of hybrid work. This moment underscored the tangible impact
of my study, demonstrating its potential to inform real-world organisational practices. The knowledge
that my research is not merely theoretical but has practical relevance capable of shaping leadership
strategies and workplace dynamics has been profoundly affirming. It has reinforced my belief that

academic inquiry can drive meaningful change, bridging the gap between research and application.

Beyond intellectual development, the doctoral process has been instrumental in refining critical
professional skills. The ability to manage large-scale projects, synthesise complex information, and
construct well-founded arguments are just a few of the competencies I have strengthened. Time
management has been particularly crucial, as balancing research with professional responsibilities has
required careful planning and discipline. Furthermore, the iterative nature of academic writing—
constantly revising, refining, and improving—has enhanced my ability to communicate ideas with

precision and clarity, a skill that translates directly into my professional role.

Networking and academic engagement have also played a vital role in this journey. Attending
conferences, participating in scholarly discussions, and receiving feedback from experts in my field
have broadened my perspective and encouraged intellectual exchange. These interactions have not
only deepened my understanding of hybrid work but have also exposed me to new methodologies,
theoretical frameworks, and emerging debates within the field. The process of presenting my work to
academic and professional audiences has further solidified my confidence in articulating complex

ideas and defending my research choices.

Reflecting on this experience, I can say with certainty that pursuing a Doctor of Business
Administration has been transformative. It has equipped me with a wealth of knowledge, an expanded
analytical framework, and a sharpened ability to critically engage with complex organisational
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challenges. Perhaps more importantly, it has reaffirmed my confidence in my own capabilities,
demonstrating that I am capable of navigating uncertainty, overcoming intellectual obstacles, and

contributing valuable insights to my field.

I am deeply grateful for the learning opportunities this journey has provided, the personal and
professional connections I have made, and the profound growth I have experienced. Completing this
doctoral programme has not only been an academic achievement but also a testament to my resilience,
adaptability, and determination. As I look forward, I am excited to continue applying the knowledge
and skills I have gained, contributing to both academic discourse and organisational practice. The
insights developed throughout this process will remain a guiding force in my career, reinforcing my
commitment to rigorous inquiry, evidence-based decision-making, and continuous intellectual

exploration.

While this journey is not yet complete, reflecting on these experiences highlights the invaluable
lessons learned along the way. Knowing that my research has the potential to influence leadership
strategies, inform policy decisions, and shape the future of hybrid work provides a profound sense of
purpose and fulfilment. This doctorate has been more than an academic pursuit—it has been a
transformative experience that will continue to shape my professional identity and aspirations for

years to come.
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