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Flexible working practice (FWP) has been acclaimed as the practice of the 21st century, and it is likely to
continue as humans engage with new technologies in the world of work. Studies have signaled caution in the
adoption of FWP, drawing attention to its many downsides. In this paper, we undertake an approximately 11-
year systematic review (2011-mid-2021) of scholarship that has examined FWPs. We focus on the downsides
and unintended consequences regarding this concept. Following the rapid growth in remote working arrange-

ments in the digital era, we map out the intellectual structure of these studies and uncover the hidden costs of
FWP as well as its implication for employees, managers of technological platforms, organizations, and society.
We identify the gaps in understanding these pitfalls and propose a holistic approach with health, legal, and
spatial dimensions while indicating directions for future research.

1. Introduction

Flexibility and mobility have become attractive aspects of working
models, having evolved over the past decades in response to the
changing needs of the modern workforce (Rubery et al., 2016) and
advancement in digital technologies (Valenduc & Vendramin, 2016).
Flexible working practices (FWPs) denote working without rigid
boundaries around working spaces, schedules, and contracts (Cooper &
Baird, 2015; Groen et al., 2018). The digital era has amplified such
flexible working arrangements (Hirsch-Kreinsen, 2016), and the media
has made FWPs attractive to the modern workforce (Yu et al., 2019).
Early approaches to FWP have included telecommuting, part-time work,
flexitime, telework, and freelancing, but these have since become
contemporary practice (Laker et al., 2021). This is reflected in the
resurgence of research in FWPs over the last two decades, which co-
incides with global economic changes that have led to greater inter-
sectoral dependencies (Uddin et al., 2021). These changes have
produced uncertainty in the operating conditions of businesses, leading
to new forms of organizational structuring, including new modes of
working.

These trends in FWP have attracted wide attention since the COVID-
19 pandemic has precipitated a need to work away from the office, with
the boundary between work and personal times becoming blurred, thus

raising questions as to exactly what flexibility in these work patterns
means. The literature has examined the various elements of FWP and
highlighted the benefits. However, the benefits of “flexibility,” a con-
tested concept, mask several pitfalls (Rubery et al., 2016). Unfortu-
nately, there is a dearth of studies that provide an organized structure of
the pitfalls in the literature to highlight salient issues and inform the
direction of research in response to the potential dangers inherent in
adopting FWP in contemporary organizations. Studies have acknowl-
edged social isolation (Mulki & Jaramillo, 2011), tensions with work-
-life balance (Como et al., 2020), and other negative effects on team
working (van der Lippe & Lippenyi, 2020). However, this limited focus
portends future challenges for the sustainability of FWP in an increas-
ingly digital world of work. The global digital divide lends further
credence to the need for understanding the pitfalls associated with FWP
as organizations grapple with the consequences of the COVID-19
pandemic and shifts to flexible working (Chen & Wellman, 2004).

The amplification of FWP benefits overlooks its pitfalls and long-
term effects along several dimensions. This study critically examines
the hidden dangers of FWP as individuals engage digital technologies for
various remote working arrangements. FWP contrasts with conventional
working models based on fixed contracts and working hours within rigid
and regulated labor markets (Choi, 2018; Rubery et al., 2016). Terms
associated with FWP include “co-working spaces,” “on-call
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employment,” “on-demand work,” ‘“self-employment,” “telework,”
“remote work,” “mobile work,” “telecommuting,” and “virtual work,”
(Groen et al., 2018; Marica, 2019; Tudy, 2021). These connotations are
often used interchangeably in the literature to argue for benefits such as
promoting collaboration and innovation among businesses (Spinuzzi,
2012), energy cost and office rental reductions (Richardson & McKenna,
2014), reducing turnover intentions while increasing job satisfaction
(Bentley et al., 2016), balancing work-life requirements (Golden et al.,
2012), helping women with caregiving needs (Carlson et al., 2010), and
reducing traffic congestion (Vallicelli, 2018).

However, the adoption of flexible working (FW) models raises sig-
nificant implications for organizational structures, digital technology
platforms, workforce well-being, and physical workplace designs
(Bentley et al., 2016; Johnson et al., 2020). The COVID-19 pandemic has
also revealed new concerns, thus highlighting the hidden problems
associated with FW models (Furmanczyk & Kazmierczyk, 2020). These
problems include worker monitoring and control measures, which have
raised regulatory concerns (Choi, 2018). The call for regulation
implicitly signals the existence of problems with FWP that affect the
rights of employees and employers (Pedersen, 2017). In this paper, we
investigate the pitfalls of FWP based on a systematic review of the
literature over a period of approximately 11 years (from 2011 to June
2021). Given various approaches to literature reviews, ranging from
systematic to integrative and quantitative to qualitative, as well as
diverse purposes, which cover areas such as presenting the state of
knowledge through historical overviews, eliciting themes, informing
policy and practice, and theory building (Snyder, 2020), we adopt a
qualitative approach to show the state of the field of research on the
pitfalls of FWPs. We chose this approach because it allows for an
exploratory understanding of the issues raised and elicit key themes
while establishing the basis for future research agendas (Tranfield et al.,
2003). Our review is driven by the following research question: What
pitfalls are associated with FWP, and how have these pitfalls been presented
in the extant literature over the previous decade? To begin with, we
examine the different ways in which the downsides of FWP have been
conceptualized in the literature. Subsequently, we present our meth-
odological approach while offering relevant justifications. Following
this, we present our findings and discuss implications for theory, prac-
tice, and policy to provide a contribution-focused review (Kraus et al.,
2020). Finally, we conclude the paper by reflecting on the arguments
raised and offer future research directions.

2. Flexible working practice and its pitfalls

FWP has been studied empirically (see Ravalet & Rérat, 2019; Zarei
etal., 2021) as well as conceptually through arguments that examine the
future of work (Vealey, 2016; Waples & Brock Baskin, 2021) and
through personal narratives (Boncori, 2020; Obenauf, 2021). Although
these studies have considered the positive and negative dimensions of
FWP, a growing number of studies pay closer attention to the downsides
as the adoption of FWP continues to take center stage in the world of
work. The negative impact of FWP is shown across a range of areas such
as work relationships, home-work conflicts, and the health, organiza-
tional, and economic domains. Although these issues are interconnected
in the literature, the arguments can be found at the level of individuals,
groups/organizations, and digital technologies.

2.1. Individual-level pitfalls

At the individual level, the arguments against FWP have mainly
focused on the gendered nature of its impact (Drew & Humbert, 2012;
Boncori, 2020), poor work-life balance (Como et al., 2020), health
problems (Cech & O’Connor, 2017), and the fragmentation of work
relationships (Hafermalz & Riemer, 2021; Soga et al., 2021). For
instance, FWP has been shown to exacerbate work-life conflicts,
resulting in damages to family structures (Bellmann & Hiibler, 2021;
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O’Connor & Cech, 2018) through a blurring of boundaries and extended
demands on worker time. The effects of FW transcend the domestic front
and are visible in the negative impact on the career progression of
women who struggle to fit into an “ideal worker” profile, consequently
losing out on their career development (Cech & Blair-Loy, 2014; Jacobs
& Padavic, 2015; O’Connor & Cech, 2018).

The other significant disadvantage for individuals relates to health
problems (Lockwood & Nath, 2021; Miiller et al., 2018), including
stress, mental health impairment, and burnout (Peasley et al., 2020).
These issues are the result of overwork, exhaustion, and other workload
pressures as individuals remain switched on to their digital technology
platforms for work (Turkle, 2008; Cech & O’Connor, 2017). Although
these FWP pitfalls seem to be universally recognizable, we highlight
some contextual variations as captured in the literature (see Table 1).

2.2. Group/organization-level pitfalls

The pitfalls of FWP have also been studied at group and organization
levels, where scholars have suggested that home working hampers vis-
ibility and social interaction, which can affect trust in working teams
(Allen et al., 2015; Hafermalz & Riemer, 2021). There are also unin-
tended consequences of using digital technologies and platforms to
support home working, such as exclusion and perceptions of surveil-
lance (Soga et al., 2020), issues around communication and connectivity
(Chadee et al., 2021), and the erosion of cohesion in organizations
(Bentley et al.,, 2016). Further, there are negative effects on work
commitment in teams with corresponding adverse effects on job satis-
faction as businesses deploy FW arrangements (Jacobs & Padavic, 2015;
Zarei et al., 2021). These are expressed in relation to an increased job
insecurity (Kolasa et al., 2021), high attrition rates as a result of with-
drawal behaviors (Stirpe & Zarraga-Oberty, 2017), and the non-
engagement of employees (Golden et al., 2012) with resultant effects
on business turnover and career progression (Gascoigne & Kelliher,
2018). Other issues relate to the quality of leadership and the effects on
employee remuneration and career progression, such as a lack of pro-
motions and unpaid overtime, all resulting in an increase in employee
turnover as employees are forced to find other sources of income (Nohe
& Sonntag, 2014; Junior et al., 2020).

2.3. Digital technology-related pitfalls

Furthermore, at the organizational level, setting up the requisite
technological infrastructure to support teleworking can be capital
intensive (Donnelly & Proctor-Thomson, 2015) despite offering
competitive capabilities (Elia et al., 2021). For instance, in the absence
of direct feedback in face-to-face situations, technological systems are
necessary for reviewing and monitoring virtual teams, sharing infor-
mation, and fostering work groups. These are additional burdens for
managers (Alward & Phelps, 2019) and may result in depersonalized
approaches to managing work and technology-induced fatigue (Suh &
Lee, 2017). Other challenges include a low Internet speed, poor or
inadequate equipment, technological reliability problems, a lack of
training or awareness, and disinterest and doubts regarding the useful-
ness of technological platforms for FWP (Chadee et al., 2021). In addi-
tion, digital platforms potentially create concerns for employees and
employers regarding data security, cybercrimes, and privacy (Bala-
shunmugaraja & Ganeshbabu, 2020; Mariani et al., 2021).

2.4. FWP pitfalls and interconnections across levels of impact

The literature has shown that the issues concerning FWP are not
restricted to discrete areas of impact but span different levels of impact.
For instance, the adoption of technological systems creates not only
opportunities but also challenges for managing workers as well as for
group relationships in remote working. Recent studies have emphasized
a debilitating effect of FWP on the home as it becomes a multipurpose
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Table 1
Key downsides of flexible working.

Author(s) Year

Location of
study

FW downsides raised by
authors

Furtmueller, E., van 2011
Dick, R., & Wilderom,

C.P.M.

Mihhailova, G., Oun, K.,
& Turk, K.

2011

Wheatley, D. 2012a

Wheatley, D. 2012b

Rafnsdottir, G.L. &
Heijstra, T.M.

2013

Raghuram, S. 2014

Cech, E.A. & Blair-Loy, 2014

M.

Tahavori, Z. 2015

The commitment to self Austria
(professional success and the
realization of individual
goals) is emphasized over the
commitment to an
organization.

A lower level of work
satisfaction, inappropriate
management techniques, the
lack of physical interaction,
the loss of face-to-face
synergies, a lack of trust,
greater concerns with
predictability and reliability,
a lack of social interaction,
feeling isolated,
geographical separation
affecting the creation of
social bonds, lack of face-to-
face interaction can lead to
misunderstandings and
conflict.

Time constraints, the UK
continued presence of the

“double shift” for women,
work-home conflicts,

extensive travel and

uncertainty over work

location in the short term,

the blurring of the
home-workplace interface,
invisibility to management

and career stagnation owing

to commitment and long

hours and presenteeism as

well as increased work/

family stress

The new government policy UK
on traffic congestion and car
parking that aimed at
reducing car use creates
challenges for workers in
finding parking spaces.
Women are saddled with
domestic and caring
responsibilities; are always
on; have no time for
childcare; and face unequal
gender power.
Telecommuting as a personal
threat to identity, esteem,
and power; distractions from
childcare responsibilities;
challenges with the growth
of female participation in
workface; challenges with
finding extended time for
working; problems of power
supply and access to the
Internet; and less shared
experiences of the
organization across
departments or job functions
Flexibility carries social NA
stigma, which appears to
punish those who do not fit
the “ideal worker” profile,
that is, persons who are
solely devoted to their job,
available 24 h a day, and
traditionally male.

Low Internet speed,
excessive workload, some

Estonia

Iceland

India

Iran
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Author(s)

Year

Location of
study

FW downsides raised by
authors

Jacobs, A.W. & Padavic,
I
Vealey, K.P.

Thornton, M.

Scholarios, D.,
Hesselgreaves, H., &
Pratt, R.

Richardson, L.

Groen, B.A.C., van
Triest, S.P., Coers, M.,
& Wtenweerde, N.

Fuller, S. & Hirsh, C.E.

2015

2016

2016

2017

2017

2018

2019

ambiguities in regulations,
isolation, family

interruptions: no separation
between the domains of work

and home, excessive

overtime working, and the

danger of burnout and

fatigue; some teleworkers

become workaholics, and

new stresses and damages to

the family life arise,

including the lack of

computer equipment and
technological reliability

problems.

Women are unable to make Us
career advancements.

Visibility: making work NA
visible in increasingly
complex and distributed
work environments, a “lack
of social interaction,
inability to stop working,
and a lack of information and
resources,” simultaneously
more accessible and more
isolating; remote work
arrangements weaken the
social and professional cues
that serve to establish and
maintain trust between team
members.

Gender inequality, the
dominant perception of ideal
worker continues to be male,
FWP adversely affects the
health of lawyers and
contributes to high levels of
stress and depression,
relationship breakdowns,
and workaholism; the issue
of lawyer well-being has
emerged as a major source of
concern.

Unpredictable working time UK
and well-being in the police

service are associated with

greater employee work-life

conflict and perceived stress.

This, in turn, has

implications for unhealthy
behavior (alcohol

consumption) and symptoms
(digestive and

cardiovascular problems).
Changing times and purposes UK
of work in economy and
society, less concentration at
work, disturbances from
coworkers, need for the
regulation of co-working
spaces, worker identity and
expression affected
Teleworking reduces the
feasibility of monitoring
employee behavior as a
control mechanism.

Stigma and bias against
mothers: wage penalties;
negative assessments of
mothers’ job commitment,
competency, and
performance; work-life
conflict, compensating
differentials; discrimination;

Australia

Netherlands

Canada

(continued on next page)
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Table 1 (continued)
Author(s)

Location of
study

Year FW downsides raised by

authors

additional unpaid work
brought home

Dispersed teleworkers; the
risk of isolation, coupled
with the need to maintain
cohesion for dispersed teams;
and the risk of delayed
communication, possible
misinterpretations, limited
information flow, and
conflicts

E-exclusion, digital
deprivation owing to
infrastructural deficiencies
Higher suicide rates

Feeling “tied with the
computer to a greater extent
than at workplace,” “difficult
seeing colleagues or other
people,” “some tasks cannot
be done from home,” “less
interesting or not enough
work,” “missing access to
needed data or documents,”
“bad physical conditions,”
“missing physical
equipment,” and “difficult to
keep focus when alone”
Isolation from the main
organization, drifting from
its core strategy, cross-
functional dimensions. Roles
are not predefined, leading
to overlaps, the proposal of
solutions that work in the
short term but run contrary
to other strategic decisions,
and power struggles among
HR staff, which may hinder
the acceptance and
implementation of solutions
proposed by skunk works.
The monitoring of
teleworkers and the breach
of workers’ personal data,
privacy, and other data
protection issues; in the
context of surveillance,
excessive monitoring might
exacerbate mental health
problems and stress.

Local social and community
engagement is influenced by
the need for larger homes to
accommodate home offices
and for accessible amenities
and services. Spatial
dispersion, work-life
rhythms, and daily routines
are likely to be less stable and
mobility opportunities more
limited.

Ruiller, C., van der 2019 France
Heijden, B., Chedotel,

F., & Dumas, M.

Kuc-Czarnecka, M. 2020 Poland

Australia
Italy

Neis, B. & Neil, K.

Bolisani, E., Scarso, E.,
Ipsen, C., Kirchner, K.,
& Hansen, J.P.

2020
2020

US and
China

Biron, M., De Cieri, H.,
Fulmer, L., Lin, C.H.,
Mayrhofer, W.,
Nyfoudi, M., Sanders,
K., Shipton, H., & Sun,
J.M.

2021

Lockwood, G. & Nath, V. 2021 UK

Soroui, S.T. 2021 NA

site for domestic activities, professional work, supporting children’s
online learning, and leisure, among others (Boncori, 2020; Crawford,
2020; Soroui, 2021). Overlapping functions in the same space have thus
imposed demands on the home to respond to the requirements of
different needs. This inflexibility of the home space has caused some
families to seek different housing solutions (Ravalet & Rérat, 2019).
The aforementioned research reflects the various problems associ-
ated with FWP; however, there is a lack of an organized framework that
maps out the intellectual structure of these pitfalls. In the present study,
we seek to address this gap through a systematic analysis of the
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literature over the past decade. Such an analysis is necessary owing to
the ever-increasing adoption of remote working arrangements in the
digital era (Yu et al., 2019).

3. Methodology

To achieve our objectives, we chose two databases for our investi-
gation: Scopus and Web of Science. These databases are considered the
most extensive sources of academic articles found in the different fields
of the social sciences (Chadegani Arezoo et al., 2013) and are frequently
used for reviewing academic scholarship (Gomezelj, 2016; Vieira &
Ferreira Gomes, 2009).

3.1. Search procedure strategies

We began an initial exploratory search by setting keywords that al-
lude to the downsides of FWP, which is the focus of the study, such as
“flexible work* and danger*/challeng*/disadvantag*/problem*/issu*/
downsides” (Snyder, 2019). We reviewed the articles returned (n = 299)
from both databases to elicit other synonymous keywords that directly
refer to the objective of our study (Khlystova et al., 2022), such as
“remote working,” “teleworking,” “telecommuting,” “working from
home,” “mobile working,” and “distant working.” To reduce bias and
human error, we made use of data extraction forms that provide a visual
representation and historical record of the methodological choices made
while also being a repository from which our analysis emerged (Tran-
field et al., 2003). To ensure that no relevant papers were excluded, we
deployed key-strings with Boolean operators and documented each step
of the process (see Appendix B for a full reference of our search pro-
cedure) to help us select a comprehensive and relevant sample for the
review, accounting for duplicates (Tranfield et al., 2003).

”» < »

3.2. Inclusion and exclusion criteria

In our search, we adopted several criteria such as the relevance to our
study objective, subject area, language, and time period (Tranfield et al.,
2003). An initial cursory reading of abstracts was used to identify peer-
reviewed articles that were directly related to the objective of the study.
We narrowed down the search criteria by refining results for subject
areas to business and management, followed by the social sciences, and
then the arts and humanities, which were our domains of research in-
quiry (Appendix B). Second, we limited our search to articles written in
English alone to conduct the analysis within our own language of
competence. Third, we defined our search to cover the period spanning
from 2011 to June 2021. Several considerations underpinned the
starting point of our time range selection, constituting our rationale for
excluding papers before 2011. FWP began to gain the attention of or-
ganizations at the turn of the decade (the 2010 s) as a result of various
legal provisions that created conditions for its adoption (Cooper & Baird,
2015). Some examples include the 2009 Fair Work Act in Australia, the
2010 Telework Enhancement Act and the 2013 Flexibility for Working
Families Act in the US, and the 2014 Children and Family Act in the UK.
These regulations reflect the changing perspectives regarding FWP and
the need to introduce supportive structures for employees while laying
the groundwork for the emergence of FW models in the subsequent
years. Thus, beginning our search from 2011 gave us the opportunity to
examine the negative effects of FWP in studies that were conducted at
least two years after the initial legislation in 2009. Fourth, to capture
only peer-reviewed articles, we excluded document types such as con-
ference proceedings, book reviews, chapters, articles without author
names, and other non-peer-reviewed materials. In addition, we excluded
all in-press articles owing to access-related restrictions. Subsequently,
we accounted for duplicate articles (n = 64) from the two databases
used. We found a steady increase in the number of published articles that
discussed the downsides of FWP, as shown in Fig. 1. These publications
occur in journals that focus on technology (e.g., New Tech., Work &
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Fig. 1. Number of relevant articles per year.

Empl.), labor (e.g., Work & Occupations), law (e.g., Int. J. of Law & Mgt),
and general management (Int. J. of HRM), thus evincing the multidis-
ciplinary interest in FWP pitfalls as well as the lack of a clear intellectual
structure; this gives further credence to our systematic literature review,
which seeks to organize knowledge in the field.

Overall, we ran 42 searches in SCOPUS (see Appendix B) and ac-
quired a total of 227 refined articles that met the requirements. To
obtain only articles that were relevant to our research objective, we
grouped these articles into three categories based on our reading of all
the abstracts: 1) focused articles (i.e., those directly related to the topic
of the study); 2) peripheral articles (i.e., those indirectly related to the
topic); and 3) unrelated articles. This grouping was used to extract the
total number of focused articles, reducing it from 227 to 34. Subse-
quently, we deployed the same strategy for our search in the Web of
Science database. Following the same procedure, we ran the 42
searches. From the 468 articles retrieved and after adjusting for 64
duplicates, we obtained a total of 79 focused articles. This brought the
total number of articles from the two databases to 113. Thereafter, we
examined each article closely (n = 113) to extract organizing categories,
namely, the research topic, research questions, gap and aims, approach
(conceptual/theoretical/empirical), data collection and analysis
methods, findings, location (context) of study, articulation of downsides,
issues/challenges mentioned by the author(s), and overall trend of ar-
guments presented by all the articles. This allowed us to understand the
status quo of the research in the field (Kraus et al., 2021) and synthesize
our results to make a contribution to the literature (Kraus et al., 2020).
We provide an overview of the data collection process and strategies
adopted for selecting and reviewing articles (see Table 1 in Appendix A).

4. Findings

Following Tranfield et al. (2003), we detail the findings using several
categorizations that emerged from our study to provide a ‘““descriptive
analysis’ of the field” (Tranfield et al., 2003, p.218) under each section.
These include the role of digital technologies in FWP downsides, the
types of FWP and their corresponding downsides, the analytic structure
for the pitfalls in FWP, and the significant trends in a timeline, identi-
fying the focus of researchers over the epoch of the present study. Thus,
we deploy a performance analysis that is descriptive in nature (Donthu,
Reinartz, et al., 2021) and examine scholarship within a field while
profiling the contribution of the various research constituents (Donthu,
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Kumar, et al., 2021). To begin with, the distribution of the selected ar-
ticles over the period under study (see Fig. 1) shows a marked rise in
research on the downsides of FWP toward the end of the period
(2020-2021). This increasing interest might be explained by the COVID-
19 pandemic, which necessitated social distancing measures and the
adoption of digital platforms for remote working. The prolonged period
of social distancing provides sufficient time for the emergence of the
medium- to long-term effects of FW. Therefore, the data during this
period reflect consonance with the widespread adoption of FWP
underpinned by digital technologies.

4.1. The role of digital technologies in FWP downsides

Our sample reveals the extent to which digital technologies are
mentioned in the downsides of FWP. Multiple studies have mentioned
the detrimental health impact on remote workers because of the pro-
tracted use of digital platforms (Johnson et al., 2020; Matli, 2020).
These platforms include those used for communication with colleagues
such as Microsoft’s Yammer software, emails, and mobile phone apps,
which keep employees always connected. With the advent of artificial
intelligence (AI) technologies, where customers use self-service or are
served by robots (Mariani & Borghi, 2021), there are often employees on
standby to deal with customer frustrations when such systems stop
working (Carillo et al., 2021; Mariani et al., 2021). In addition, em-
ployees have expressed fears about losing their jobs as a result of the
adoption of smart technology, robotics, and Al, although Al accounts for
only 5% of technologies mentioned in our dataset (see Fig. 2). The
technologies that have been studied are primarily platforms that are
used for collaborative work, as Fig. 2 shows, with emails (19%)
constituting the majority. Similarly, 19% of the technological platforms
mentioned by the authors are “mobile phone apps,” as used in broad
terms, although other technologies could form part of these mobile
applications.

According to Ter Hoeven et al. (2016), email and other communi-
cation media such as videoconferencing and instant messaging are
associated with stress, particularly for jobs that require periods of
focused attention. McDowall and Kinman (2017) identified the work-
load associated with email traffic and digital housekeeping, that is,
fixing or resolving technical issues (Suh & Lee, 2017), which create
challenges for employees in terms of managing time commitments. In
addition, the rapid adoption of technological platforms for FWP involves
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Digital technology platforms mentioned by authors

Google Meet

Mobile Phone Apps

Skype

Zoom

UberConference

FreeConference
_TrueConf
GoToMeeting
_WecChat
Blueleans Basecamp

_Moodle, Chamilo, and Blackboard

_Google hangouts

~_ Slack

__Microsoft’s Yammer software
Microsoft-based software

_ applications (e.g. Microsoft teams)

Google classrooms

Web-based platforms (e.g.
WebEx)

Artificial Intelligence
technologies

Fig. 2. Digital technology platforms mentioned by authors.

sharp learning curves for employees who must quickly adapt to these
new technologies, also contributing to stress. These have implications
for managers who lead remote teams as knowledge gaps may hamper
collaborative efforts (Mihhailova et al., 2011). Safety issues also affect
employee well-being and productivity. Bokovnya et al. (2020) high-
lighted cyber-attacks (including “Zoombombing™) and hacking as
problems associated with the use of digital communication platforms.
These challenges are also mentioned for platforms such as Google
classrooms, Moodle, Chamilo, and Blackboard, which are used in flex-
ible learning environments (Rahmadi, 2021).

Although a broad range of technological platforms is discussed in our
sampled papers, we observe a dearth of reference to technological
acceptance models and theories (e.g., TAM) and its variants. These
studies have focused on the downsides of FWP and their associated
technologies rather than on the adoption of the technologies in them-
selves. In Table 2, we summarize the key theories used by the authors in
our dataset and the purpose for which said theories were deployed.
These primarily include organizational behavior and management the-
ories as well as some psychological theories. This leaves scope for
contributing to our understanding of the pitfalls with respect to TAM
and its variants.

4.2. Types of FWP

We found a lack of uniformity among scholars regarding the meaning
of FWP, with various connotations used interchangeably (Capdevila,
2013; Jacobs & Padavic, 2015; Tudy, 2021). These include tele-
commuting (Allen et al., 2015), remote work (Junior et al., 2020), co-
working spaces (van der Lippe & Lippenyi, 2020), and on-call work
(Marica, 2019). Using a thematic analytical strategy, as also suggested
by Tranfield et al. (2003), we organized these various connotations into
four clusters—remote work, spatiotemporal work, on-demand work, self-
directed work—which also offer a structure to the domains of the pit-
falls observed in the literature. In Fig. 3, we present a summary of these
four clusters.
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4.2.1. Remote work

The first group includes concepts such as teleworking, tele-
commuting, remote work, virtual work, part-time job, work from home,
FW arrangements, flexible hours/schedules, flex time, flex leave, flex
career, and flex place. These concepts relate to work performed away
from traditional office spaces and time-related work, with an emphasis
on flexibility (Jacobs & Padavic, 2015; Waples & Brock Baskin, 2021).
We found that digital platforms such as Yammer, Microsoft Teams,
Slack, Zoom, Moodle, and email that allow employees to communicate
either synchronously or asynchronously outside the office space are
primarily used for remote work. These technologies are also among
those that have organization-level subscriptions to allow for unlimited
usage.

One key characteristic associated with remote work is vulnerability
to family life interruptions as undefined work time and schedules create
personal conflicts for employees (Como et al., 2020). In addition, remote
work contributes to isolation, loneliness, a lack of engagement, and low
commitment because of prolonged periods of losing social contact
(Fuller & Hirsh, 2019; Mulki & Jaramillo, 2011). Moreover, the research
has suggested that flexible work schedules might leave employees
vulnerable to irregularities in income, particularly for flex-time con-
tracts (Marica, 2019), and, therefore, impact their ability to make future
financial plans (Rafnsdottir & Heijstra, 2013).

4.2.2. Spatiotemporal work

This type of FWP considers work in relation to space and time, with a
focus on a “sharing culture” (Yu et al., 2019). Concepts such as co-
working spaces, digital working hubs, job sharing, and office clubs
give a different understanding of flexible work as requiring a sharing of
spaces. Through this work model, clusters of workers equipped with
technological tools emerge in response to the need for collaboration.
Digital technology is a significant component of these working ar-
rangements and is positioned to foster creativity and innovation
(Eisenberg & Krishnan, 2018). We found that digital technologies that
are mainly used for scheduling and autonomous processes are critical to
spatiotemporal forms of FWP. Several examples include GoToMeeting,
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Table 2

A list of theories used by authors exploring technology impacts.

Authors

Theories adopted

Purpose

Johnson et al.
(2020)

Ter Hoeven
et al. (2016)

McDowall &
Kinman
(2017)

Chadee et al.
(2021)

Suh & Lee
(2017)

Rahmadi
(2021)

Carillo et al.
(2021)

Mihhailova
et al. (2011)

Mulki &
Jaramillo
(2011)

Job design theories such as the
job characteristics model and
Job Demands and Resources
(JD-R) theories

The JD-R model describes how
perceived job conditions (job
resources and demands)
influence feelings of work-
related burnout and work
engagement.

Work-family conflict and
work-family border theory

Self-control depletion
perspective

Technostress model and job
characteristics theory and the
intensity of teleworking

Frameworks including
substitution, augmentation,
modification, and redefinition,
the model of technology
integration matrix, and
technological pedagogical
content knowledge

Theory of work adjustment as
well as the interactional model
of individual adjustment

Theory of communication
richness as well as
organizational behavior and
management theory
Self-regulation theory, social
pain theory, path goal theory,
and social exchange theory

To understand the impact of
technology use on employee
health.

To construct a framework to
identify positive and negative
mechanisms in the relationship
between communication
technology use and employee
well-being operationalized as
work engagement and
burnout.

To question assumptions about
flexible working models and
the “always on culture” due to
technology use.

To understand the relationship
between digital technology
connectivity and withdrawal
behavior of employees.

To explore the role played by
technology in technostress and
job satisfaction for
teleworkers.

To understand teachers’
technology integration and
distance learning adoption
levels.

To understand employee
adjustments to technology use
in a COVID-19 pandemic
context, which will help
support the development of
efficient, effective, and
humane telework practices.
To explore the extent of
virtuality on employee
outcomes due to technology
mediation.

To examine the social isolation
aspects of virtual work due to
technological mediation.

some Al technologies (although the studies do not mention the specific
kinds), Basecamp, and Web-based platforms such as WebEx. These
technologies offer functionalities that allow individuals to organize
themselves within limited space resources or to synchronize schedules
for collaborative purposes in shared spaces. In addition, they enable
communication among individuals or groups working on projects. These
technologies are often provided by the organization but used freely by
the workers. However, such technologies also allow the organization to
monitor worker activity, calendar availability, and resource usage that
sometimes give users the feeling of being watched.

The digital technologies that are used for spatiotemporal work are
often those touted to offer high degrees of transparency or openness,
which also underpins the aforementioned concept of a sharing culture.
However, this use of these digital technologies and co-working spaces
does not preclude individuals from experiencing increasing levels of
stress that such openness generates (Ingusci et al., 2021). Furthermore,
sharing cultures (e.g., job shares) can create conditions for conflicts
when it comes to accounting for individual work contributions (van der
Lippe & Lippenyi, 2020). Similarly, employees do not always feel
comfortable working in different temporal spaces as humans are crea-
tures of habit (Bellesia et al., 2019). Clusters formed from these working
models also risk developing groupthink as individuals work collabora-
tively over short periods (Furtmueller et al., 2011). In addition,
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employers are faced with financial implications in developing techno-
logical systems for enabling, managing, and monitoring these clusters
(Donnelly & Proctor-Thomson, 2015).

4.2.3. On-demand work

On-demand work is captured as “on-call,” “on-demand,” and “zero-
hours” work, referring to the allocation of focused tasks for a specific
time. This contrasts with spatiotemporal work where the concept of “on-
demand spaces” refers to the flexibility inherent in space usage and no
individual is uniquely associated with a specific workspace (Elfering
et al., 2020; Yu et al., 2019). On-demand work typifies the unpredict-
ability inherent in work terms where workers can be called at any time,
without requiring any fixed terms of engagement with the organization
(Marica, 2019). This is analogous to freelance workers who work as
delivery agents or drivers in response to emergent orders of customers.
Our data indicate that digital technologies that facilitate on-demand
work are primarily used for determining worker availability, negoti-
ating with potential workers, or sending real-time notifications. Exam-
ples include WeChat, some Al applications, and various technological
applications that are referred to collectively by the authors as “mobile
phone apps.” These digital applications often allow workers to be visible
to potential employers who may need them at short notices. In addition,
such applications facilitate synchronous and asynchronous communi-
cation between work contracts.

However, the temporary nature of on-demand work raises significant
concerns for organizations in terms of gauging the commitment of em-
ployees and their sense of belonging. In addition, employers must
confront the challenge of monitoring the work of on-demand employees,
particularly where they are geographically dispersed (Marica, 2019).
This is often accompanied by additional administrative costs (O’ Connor
& Cech, 2018). From the standpoint of workers, studies have identified
one of the downsides to on-demand work to be the instability of income
owing to the impermanent nature of these jobs (Eaton, 2012; Jacobs &
Padavic, 2015; Stirpe & Zarraga-Oberty, 2017). This leads to uncertainty
for workers and dependence on employers who offer jobs based on
emerging needs. In addition, we also identify a lack of clarity from the
literature concerning regulatory or legislative support for on-demand
workers. For instance, the legislation in the UK and Switzerland fails
to define on-demand work, and employers are not legally obliged to
guarantee a minimum number of working hours (Marica, 2019). These
regulatory gaps leave on-demand workers unprotected and exposed to
exploitation.

4.2.4. Self-directed work

This type of FWP refers to individuals who have the freedom to either
create their own jobs or be associated with established organizations.
The concepts used to reflect this type of FWP include self-employment,
freelancing, self-directing, gig workers, and skunk workers. The main
distinction between on-demand and self-directed work is the relative
level of autonomy involved. For “on-demand” practices, workers are not
attached to a specific organization, and their working hours cannot be
defined in advance (Eaton, 2012). However, self-directed workers have
a higher degree of freedom in deciding their terms of engagement,
including specified working timeframes such as short-term projects or
“gigs” (Furtmueller et al., 2011; Tudy, 2021). For instance, skunk
workers refer to an independent group of individuals brought together
within an organization to provide innovative solutions and ideas. Taking
their available resources and autonomy into consideration, such workers
can overcome constraints of routine procedures (Biron et al., 2021).
Given their freedom from traditional organizational constraints, skunk
workers operate in conditions that may facilitate a narrow preoccupa-
tion with how the self is seen and appraised, rather than a wider orga-
nizational focus (Furtmueller et al., 2011; Junior et al., 2020). This may,
in turn, contribute to looser ties with coworkers and, therefore,
adversely affect organizational commitment (Bellesia et al., 2019; Biron
et al., 2021).
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Remote work

Teleworking,
telecommuting, remote
work, virtual work, part-

time job, work from home

Flexible working
arrangements

Flexible hours, schedules,
flex time, flex leave, flex
career and flex place

Clusters of flexible work approaches

Spatiotemporal work
Co-working spaces
Digital working hubs

Job sharing

Office clubs

¢

Remote work refers to
various forms of virtual
working away from the
traditional office physical
locations and often relies on
digital technology
(Hafermalz & Riemer, 2021;
Ingusci et al., 2021).

A comprehensive definition
of teleworking is argued by
Bentley et al. (2016) as “a
flexible work arrangement
whereby workers work in
locations, remote from their
central offices or production
facilities, with no personal
contact with co-workers, but
the ability to communicate
with co-workers using ICT”

Co-working refers to a
diverse group of people
working alongside each
other sharing a working
space and its resources;

freelancers and
entrepreneurs can rent
desks or office spaces for a
membership fee
(Richardson, 2017;
Richardson & McKenna,
2014).

Digital working hubs are
specialised working spaces
with high-tech collaborative
workspaces and resources
for individuals coming in to

work over a period

Office clubs allow business
associated to work together;
the office space is shared by

collaborating organisations

(see Yu et al., 2019)

On-demand work
On-call employment

Zero-hours work

On-demand working

:
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Self-directed work

Self-employment,
freelancing, self-directed,
skunk work

On-demand work refers to
work arrangements that are
need dependent; workers
are called into work when
avalilabilities arise (Bellesia
et al., 2019; Tudy, 2021);
used interchangeably with
on-call work which is also in
reference to individuals in
constant state of readiness
to work at anytime and on
short notice to take up
available work; they are
usually called upon at peak
periods to meet business
needs (Eaton, 2012; Jacobs
& Padavic, 2015).

Zero-hours work offers the
potential for different
routines at work; working
hours are not fixed and may
change on a daily basis;

as workers are free to seek
other jobs (Marica, 2019).

Self-directed is used in
reference to individuals who
either run their own
companies or work as
freelance contractors
(Furtmueller et al., 2011).

Other ideas include skunk
work that rely on self-driven
teams within organisations
working within short time
frames to achieve
breakthrough innovation
(Biron et al., 2021).

Freelance work as an
example is characterised by
the freedom to create one’s
own job or be attached to an

established organisation
(Furtmueller et al., 2011)

employee commitment is low

(p-217)

Fig. 3. Clusters of flexible work approaches.

For freelancers, the unpredictability of work exposes them to lulls in
business activity and to periods when there are multiple projects to
deliver. Consequently, there may be irregularities in income flow
(Elfering et al., 2020) and stressful periods of conflict (Haley & Miller,
2015). This is shown to affect worker well-being, particularly when
combined with work—family conflicts (Como et al., 2020). We found that
digital technologies that support self-directed work are those that enable
video, audio, and textual communication as well as organization of
meetings, for example, through Google Meet, emails, Zoom, Skype, and
Google Hangouts. Other digital platforms allow individuals to promote
their services to find work and provide opportunities for payment
transactions. In addition, these digital technologies also offer users
freemium access, that is, usage without paid subscription unlike those
platforms with organization-level subscription for employees. Although
self-directed workers enjoy the freemium model that these technologies
offer, the workers are subject to the terms and conditions that accom-
pany such access, including limited functionality and potential data-
related privacy issues.

4.3. Analytic structure for pitfalls in flexible working

We further analyzed the data to elicit the pitfalls associated with FW,
which were both directly stated and implied in the data. We coded these
pitfalls and organized our findings into first- and second-order codes.
The first-order codes are tags used by the studies to conceptualize the
pitfalls in FWP, which we organized into 12 s-order categories to more
succinctly capture the domains within which the pitfalls of FWP occur.
Some of these represent negative unintended consequences or secondary
effects. We observed relations between the categories that emerged and
captured these along six dimensions: economic, health, sociocultural,
spatiotemporal, technical, and political dimensions. In addition, we
mapped these dimensions to different levels of influence as the data
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suggest (see Fig. 4 for a summary of analytic categories).

Moreover, by performing a content analysis of the papers that
directly referenced the pitfalls of FWP, we found a higher occurrence of
particular areas of concern such as gender issues and inequality (rep-
resenting 10% of the papers), work-family conflicts (10%), social
isolation (16%), health impairment (16%), stress (20%), and a negative
impact of digital technology use (18%). These patterns indicate the di-
rection of research over the period of study and reveal a growing
concern with the negative impact of digital technologies on individuals’
health and other social dynamics.

To strengthen the internal validity of our analysis, we generated a
word cloud (see Fig. 1 in Appendix A) to account for any other relevant
codes, which helped in adding another layer of confidence to our
inductive analytic process. Thus far, our findings indicate that FWP
poses multidimensional pitfalls at different levels. Further, greater focus
has been given to sociocultural dimensions, technical dimensions, health
issues, and economic issues; we found that political and spatial di-
mensions have not received as much attention in the literature. These
less frequently discussed areas signal opportunities for future research.
From our analysis, we also identified geographic variations in the
empirical studies that have examined the problems of FWP. These
studies highlight contexts in which the research on FWP has raised
concerns and provide a snapshot of the various countries where the
studies have been conducted (Fig. 5). The US (17%) and UK (16%) ac-
count for the highest number of empirical studies, as illustrated. These
findings reveal gaps in the global conversations regarding FWP chal-
lenges across Europe, Africa, South America, Southern Asia, and the Far
East. These data also potentially evince the variance in FWP adoption
within and across various continents, where some countries seem to be
ahead of others.

The countries indicated in dark colors have received the most
attention. This spatial representation gives insight into the contextual
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Analytic structure of pitfalls in FWP

First order: mentioned FWP downsides
E.g. stress, mental health, burnout, exhausting work, suicide, e, overwork, emotional exhaustion,
extensive efforts, psychosomatic health complaints, health behaviour (aleohol consumption, sleep
disturbance) and symptoms (digestive and cardiovascular problems), depression, workaholism, physical

l

xiety, stress and health impairment, work
nd pressures, feeling depressed or su ypertension, low remembrance, feeling of
nd frustrations, fear of job elimination, always on st

E.g. work-family conflict, home-work conflict, family structure, rel
interruptions: No separation between the domains of work and home, damages to the family life, always

ationship breakdown, family

on not time for family

notherhood, childcare distraction, fatherhood, extra burdens on women, women dual work, no carcer
sion for wome:

work inequality, work-life balance, add domestic responsibilities, stigma and bias
against mothers, women’s inability to career advancement, “ideal worker” profile

. discrimination, social isolation, loneliness, no interaction, no social discipline, work-life spillover,

visibility issue, no trust among team, withdrawal behaviour of employees (lateness), threat to their

identity, esteem and power

E.g. lack of communication and connectivity, unpreparedness: applying FWA in situations that does not

11

support such practice, low speed of the Internet, *Lack of computer equipment’ “technological reliability
problems’, lack of training, and lack of awareness, lack of interest and doubts regarding the usefulness of

virtual classes, data loss, cyber crimes, no privacy and insecurity in data

work commitment, poor conditions of employment, no employee retention, job insceurity, no job

action and e
self, work engag
NO Career pro;

ment, procrastination, unpreparedness, fequate performance,

et

inpredictability, less career opportunities, lose exy ly trained

ion

E.g. low wa
unpaid work
due to the infrastructus

reduced salary, no promotions, increase turnover, wage penalties, low income, additional
in costs related to working at home, as en and water bills, greater costs
ary to manage and execute telework tasks, pressure on unemployment,

ome, in

ne

instability of workers” income

E.g. peer pressure, power struggles, informal groups formation, employee-employer tension: employer
priviledge rather than employ s as outsiders

e right, position mi

E.g. peer pressure, power struggles, communication obstacles, sharing information among groups,
informal ups formation as additional burden. toxic leadership, maintain control issue, monitoring and
reviewing,

. blurred home-work boundary

ransportation use, commuting time and traffic, long working hours, extensive travel and jetlag-
related problems.

I

E.g. dispersed teams and perceived proximity, problems to focus on the tasks due to noises and other
situations at home.

Second order: categories of
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Analytical dimensions Levels of influence

FWP downsides

Impact on well being — Health dimension Individual
Family-related —
Individual
gender-related — Sacio-cultural dimension Organisation
Society
Impact on social profile —
Individual
Technology use —) Technical dimensions Organisation
Society
business-related — D
Economic dimension Organisation
Financial concerns — Society
Power groups — -
- Individual
Political dimensions
Organisation
Leadership style — ~
Struggle in defining Boundary —
Individual
Travel — Spatial dimensions Organisation
Society
Workplace —

Fig. 4. Analytic structure of pitfalls in FWP.

Spatial representation of empirical research contexts examining FWP pitfalls
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CANADA
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-
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PAKISTAN PHILIPPINES
INDIA MALAYSIA
GHANA
ERAZIC INDONESIA
Number of studies CHILE
discussing FWP issues
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[
Il s - NEW ZEALAND
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Fig. 5. Spatial representation of empirical research contexts examining FWP pitfalls.

nature of the findings around the pitfalls associated with the adoption of
FWP. It is worth noting that some empirical studies (n = 15) represent
research conducted in a continent (e.g., Europe, where n = 3) without a
more precise reference to a specific country or countries; these were not
represented in the map. Others did not highlight any specific
geographical location for the research. The map also shows a dominance
of studies focused on the Global North (especially the US and UK), with
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only India following closely behind (6%). In addition, we found a
divergence in the perspectives of the author(s) toward FWP. Overall,
32% of the studies in our data set reflect a clearly negative position on
FWP and its associated technologies, whereas a total of 68% hold either
a positive view or are undetermined about FWP’s impact on workers
(see Fig. 2 in Appendix A). This lends credence to our research objective
herein: to unveil the downsides that appear to have been taken for
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granted.

4.4. Significant trends associated with research on pitfalls in FWP

Our analysis reveals notable triggers, which serve as key milestones
that may have had a bearing on the direction of research on the pitfalls
of FWP. We observe the advent of smart cities, the emergence of a
sharing culture, and the COVID-19 pandemic as contextual elements
that provided an impetus for the evolution of research over the period
under investigation. We note these three key “moments” on the timeline
expressed in Fig. 6.

The advent of a “sharing culture” and “smart cities” in 2010 attracted
global interest regarding the role of digital technologies in working
practices (Katrini, 2018; Vallicelli, 2018). This notion of sharing chal-
lenges the conventional understanding of work boundaries while pre-
sents avenues for cooperation among organizations (Kim et al., 2020).
The sharing culture is further developed through the idea of smart cities,
thereby opening up more opportunities for touch-points between FWP
and the environment, leading to positive and negative outcomes
(Nedovic-Budic & Williams, 2013). FW models offer benefits for the
environment in terms of reductions in carbon footprint from work
commutes (Hopkins & McKay, 2019). This decreased commuter activity
lowers air pollution and traffic congestion.

However, we recognize that this might not be applicable to tele-
workers whose primary work involves frequent commuting within and
across cities. Rather, a high number of teleworkers might increase
congestion (Ravalet & Rérat, 2019). Regarding “smart cities,” these lead
to a greater focus on digital technologies as facilitators of communica-
tion, with implications for engagement at work (Hopkins & McKay,
2019). The introduction of smart tools, such as smart transit and remote
health services, also improves worker performance (Esmaeilian et al.,
2018). Individuals use these technological tools to achieve greater
flexibility and innovation (Toleikiene et al., 2020). The higher levels of
integration associated with smart cities facilitate FWP as individuals
leverage the technologies and transition to less conventional ways of

Evolution of research on FWP pitfalls (2011-mid-2021)

Smart city emergence
and sharing culture
A
Emergence of various
FW model on demand
space, pro-working, etc.
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working (Vallicelli, 2018). Here, we present a timeline of the dominant
themes identified with respect to the pitfalls of FWP (see Fig. 6) to
illustrate how the research has developed over the period under
investigation.

4.4.1. COVID-19 trends

As indicated on the timeline (Fig. 6), there are similarities in the
issues raised in the studies published before and after 2019. However,
we observe three key areas of concern that reveal the impact of the
COVID-19 pandemic, namely, home-work functions, a high dependence
on digital technologies, and the emergence of debates on autonomy
versus sharing cultures. These concerns catalyze research on FWP as
various organizations continue to adopt FW models (Matli, 2020). For
instance, the research suggests that 38% of jobs in Canada and 37% in
the US that were performed on site before the COVID-19 pandemic could
now be carried out remotely (Como et al., 2020). Our analysis of the data
shows that a significant proportion (46.9%) of the research occurred
after 2019. This high research interest in the downsides of FWP between
2019 and 2021 could be attributed to the pandemic, as evinced by the
timeline (see also Table 2 in Appendix A).

4.4.1.1. COVID-19 impact: Changes to work-home functions. The data
reveal research concerns on work-family conflicts that were exacer-
bated by the COVID-19 pandemic alongside other pressures that created
additional demands on working parents in particular (Bhumika, 2020).
These demands were further intensified by the need of parents to sup-
port children in remote learning in addition to focusing on their regular
work tasks (Kuc-Czarnecka, 2020). The pandemic has also produced
challenges for women in relation to achieving work-life balance, with
increased stress and anxiety levels being highlighted (Peasley et al.,
2020). Fuller and Hirsh (2019) observed gender-related challenges for
working mothers, noting a bias against mothers adopting FW patterns,
which can result in wage penalties and negative assessments of an em-
ployee’s job commitment. These challenges relate to extra work efforts,
work-life conflict, and unpaid domestic work (Bhumika, 2020).

COVID19 Pandemic

A

N
employee tensions

Social isolation
Financial issue Financial costs

A _ Health Health
impairment impairment
Gender Gender Work-family Gender Gender
inequality inequality conflict inequality inequality
Work-family Lack of Health Digital Digital
conflict visibility impairment exclusion exclusion

Social isolation I | Financial costs |

| Financial costs I

| Financial costs Financial costs | ‘ Financial costs

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2017 2018 2021
20112012 Lack of Health Health Health
visibility impairment impairment impairment
‘ Social isolation | | Financial costs Digital
Gender exclusion
inequality Gender Lack of
inequality visibility _Gender
[ FW issues discussed WOl'k-lt;“‘:ily Work-family Fe——— inequality
the least conflic i ork-famil
[ conflict contlict J Blurred and
dispersed

FW issues discussed
the most

spaces

Fig. 6. Evolution of research on FWP pitfalls (2011-mid-2021).
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4.4.1.2. COVID-19 impact: Dependence on digital technology as a domi-
nant tool of communication. The COVID-19 pandemic has made the
critical role of digital technologies in sustaining FWP prominent. The
research shows that a growth strategy could give impetus to digitization,
depending on the business model of a firm and portfolio considerations
(Bouncken et al., 2021; Correani et al., 2020). However, digital trans-
formation has far-reaching effects on the structure and governance of
ecosystems, management of innovation, and competitive relations
across firms (Appio et al. 2021); the adoption of relevant business and
working models (D’Ippolito et al., 2019); and the long-term innovation
capability of an organization through its effect on relational capital
(Usai et al., 2021).

These effects of digitization also extend to individual- and group-
level factors, such as health, exclusion, and group collaborations as
the research has suggested that digitization heightens inequalities and,
in particular, social exclusion (Warschauer, 2004) within firms. Our
review shows that digital technology has been studied in relation to
leading remote workers (Toleikiene et al., 2020), dealing with digital
exclusion and inequalities (Kuc-Czarnecka, 2020), teleworker dispersion
(Ruiller et al., 2019), and health issues (Johnson et al., 2020). However,
concerns remain regarding its increasingly dominant role in human
collaborations and communications (Chadee et al., 2021; Hafermalz &
Riemer, 2021), with difficulties being present in controlling its impact
across multiple geographical locations (Johnson et al., 2020; Rahmadi,
2021). Organizational dependence on digital technologies also results in
exclusion for groups without access to said technologies (Soga et al.,
2020) or with little technological know-how (Hafermalz & Riemer,
2021), thus leading to unemployment in some cases (Kolasa et al.,
2021).

4.4.1.3. COVID-19 impact: Autonomy versus sharing. Yu, Burke, and
Raad (2019) established that organizations are operating in an era of
“smart cities” and a “virtual sharing culture.” However, the COVID-19
pandemic has introduced a rupture in time and generated new con-
cerns for researchers (Matli, 2020). Technology facilitates increased
collaboration while, paradoxically, the pandemic’s social distancing
requirements create social isolation through imposed remote working
schemes (Chadee et al., 2021). Social isolation and loneliness emerge as
unintended consequences and create conditions for a sense of detach-
ment or “autonomy” from organizations (Aguilar Gordon, 2020). This
tension between a technology-enabled sharing culture and a technology-
induced sense of autonomy raises concerns in terms of straddling virtual
working and social connectivity (Almonacid-Fierro et al., 2021;
Baughman, 2019).

5. Discussion

Our data analysis reveals wide geographical variations in the adop-
tion of FWP, as depicted in Fig. 5. Some countries, such as the UK and the
US, reflect a greater adoption of FWP compared to other countries such
as Ghana and South Africa. The data suggest that Finland is a global
leader with 92% of companies adopting flexible schedules (Wood,
2019). The US and the UK also have high adoption rates with 79% of
companies offering FW approaches (Lockwood & Nath, 2021; Mangla,
2021). Regarding opportunities for learning, the dominance of empirical
research in the Global North and the dearth of studies in other contexts
limit our understanding of the effects of FWP in different settings. This is
particularly important as the digital divide creates conditions for uneven
impacts in the adoption of FWP. These conditions are worsened by
global events such as pandemics that can change the dynamics of
working practices and precipitate shifts to flexible forms for which some
regions may be less prepared. Therefore, it is important for each country
to develop FW models that suit their contextual needs.

Second, our analysis reveals contradictions about FWP regarding its
multidimensional aspects and societal implications. The data suggest
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that some studies have considered FW as a good practice for work-life
balance (Wheatley, 2012a; Wheatley, 2012b), while others claim that it
leads to work-life conflicts (Rafnsdottir & Heijstra, 2013; Thornton,
2016). These different positions indicate a lack of clarity when it comes
to broad attitudes toward FWP, particularly when viewed against the
backdrop of COVID-19 and concerns related to digital technology use. In
this new digital era intensified by the pandemic, the need to shift to
virtual work contributes to a deepening of the digital divide—a segre-
gation between two worlds where one has already stepped into digiti-
zation and the other remains marginalized (Hasan et al., 2021).
Specifically, owing to a lack of technological capacity or resources, the
latter is still outside the virtual game and struggling to access it.

A combination of benefits from embracing digital technologies and
cost savings for organizations suggests that we can expect to see FWP
rise (Como et al.,, 2020). By contrast, the growing adoption of FWP
masks the more long-term negative effects on individuals and groups.
More specifically, organizations can miss the critical warning signs that
signal a need to reconsider their deployment of FWP if they fail to
examine the unique needs of their employees. There are also environ-
mental impacts because of the widespread use of FWP. Direct impacts
are observed in the reduction of carbon footprint as workers travel less
(Ellder, 2020) and the decline in the use of public spaces because of
social distancing and virtual working (Yu, Burke, & Raad, 2019).
However, teleworkers and freelancers can work from various locations,
including public spaces such as parks and gardens (Tudy, 2021).
Therefore, we may conceive of a new use of these spaces, such as for
networking and working purposes. This leaves the purpose of the public
space—although originally designed to facilitate public health and well-
being—open to debate (Bentley et al., 2016).

In addition, the implications of FWP relate to its financial di-
mensions. Significant events outside human control (such as the COVID-
19 pandemic) can shift some cost burdens (e.g., expenditure on utilities)
from organizations to workers (Jacobs & Padavic, 2015). Although there
is insufficient evidence to confirm that the cost savings have been
transferred to employees, there have been some government policies
that attempt to alleviate the same through tax refunds, signifying
governmental recognition of FWP’s cost implications (Rubery et al.,
2016). Indeed, decisions to transfer cost savings come with uncertainty
regarding what would be considered equitable allocation principles.
This may explain the limited literature on cost reimbursements for FW
employees, who potentially bear the burden of additional expenses.
There is scope for research on the financial impact of FW on both or-
ganizations and workers.

On a wider scale, other pitfalls are associated with FWP in terms of its
impact on infrastructure, including capacity underutilization for exist-
ing facilities that were originally designed for on-site work (Yu et al.,
2019). The implication is that organizations would bear the acquisition
costs of workspaces without the benefit of their use. In some cases, there
may be conversion costs to cater for repurposing the workspace. This has
significant implications for cities and city planners, who frame policies
in response to changing business needs to accommodate FW trends
within the ambit of legal provisions.

The ambiguity around the idea of “flexibility” that our findings
evinced makes FWP a contested phenomenon. This ambiguity continues
to challenge employees and employers as both groups contend with the
pitfalls associated with FWP. In addition, the capacity to respond flex-
ibly differs, which is particularly salient when it comes to physical
infrastructure, creating hidden costs for workers and organizations.
There are calls to regulate “flexibility,” which raises definitional con-
cerns when viewed against the emergence of co-working spaces and
sharing cultures. “Flexibility” here is no more flexible as rules are
introduced to control how employees share space and resources, espe-
cially as the digital technologies that enable flexibility are not neces-
sarily flexible themselves (Lucas Jr & Olson, 1994). This lack of clarity
reflects the inherent ambiguities in FWP as enabled by digital technol-
ogies (Kolasa et al., 2021).
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Given the pitfalls raised and calls for the regulation of FWP, we can
question the extent to which regulations can be successfully enforced
without losing the prized flexibility, leaving room for future studies to
address this topic. Although there is a strong argument for FWP, our
critical analysis of the literature about its pitfalls shows that it creates
systemic vulnerabilities along individual, organizational, and societal
dimensions, which require protective regulatory measures. Therefore,
we argue for a conceptualization of FWP that accommodates its limits to
freedoms but recognizes an underlying equitable basis. Nevertheless, we
still have much to learn about the real price of flexibility and worker
freedom in a digital world.

6. Reflections and conclusion

Through our review of the downsides of FWP over the past decade,
we observe health, sociocultural, economic, spatial, technical, and po-
litical dimensions. We highlight changing work-home functions, the
role of digital technology as a dominant tool for communication, and the
emergence of debates on flexibility, autonomy, and sharing cultures. We
develop a framework of FWP, synthesizing it into the four broad cate-
gories of remote work, spatiotemporal work, on-demand work, and self-
directed work, thus offering a theoretical framing for future research on
the disadvantages of FWP. Some authors argue for regulating FW models
to address its inherent problems or reduce its impact on individuals and
organizations. However, the widespread deployment of digital plat-
forms for FWP creates conditions wherein such regulation is merely
reactive to its adoption and attendant unintended effects. In addition,
we call for research on the impact of the digital divide and the under-
standing of different contexts as well as on the conceptual ambiguities,
regulatory, and spatial dimensions associated with FW.

Our findings also offer practical implications for businesses and
managers in addressing the pitfalls of FWP. We highlight the need for
research on a wider range of contexts to enhance the existing under-
standing of FWP to avoid the blind adoption of practices from other
contexts. This study is aimed at moving practitioners toward adaptations
that have a contextual fit. In addition, we raise practical implications for
the managers of technological platforms. During an era of ubiquitous
technologies (see Fig. 2), managers of these platforms should cautiously
adopt digital technologies instead of deploying readily available, off-
the-shelf options, particularly because competitive pressure or cost
considerations may lead to blind adoption (Lee, 2004). There are
additional implications for managers concerning specific user needs and
the unintended consequences of the technologies deployed. Managers
would benefit from seeing the learning curve in organizations as a
serious tech-support issue without assuming that individuals already
possess technological know-how. Moreover, there are also implications
for policymakers regarding technology use as well as labor laws to
protect employee health, safety, and privacy. In addition, regulations
related to the design and (re)use of spaces can help mitigate the risks
associated with shifts to more remote forms of working, which is
particularly relevant for building design and town planning.

We note some limitations to this review: first, our sample size (n =
113) attests the paucity of attention paid to the pitfalls of FWP in aca-
demic research. Therefore, we call for continued investigations on the
issues raised herein. Such research should include dimensions that are
implicitly discussed in the literature as well as those highlighted in this
study, such as the political and spatial issues associated with FWP.
Second, we highlight the need for research in the Global South and in
countries that have only recently deployed FWP. Based on our findings,
we speculate that there might be an increased adoption of FWP and call
for future research to consider how the technological, historical, and
socioeconomic contexts of countries affect the emerging practices and
meaningfulness of flexible working. This expands the scope for further
learning on the pitfalls of FW. Third, we find that considerably few
studies have presented concerns for particular technological platforms
or software. As indicated by our findings, only 32% of the authors have a
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negative view of FWP and the technologies supporting it, which means
that a critical assessment of digital platforms has not been presented as
the focus is more on the impact and challenges of the use of digital
technologies.

Additionally, while almost all the studies have explored both the
positive and negative consequences of technology use, none have
examined the downsides of changes in (or to) technological platforms on
employee behavior and work. This is particularly important as organi-
zations shift from one technology to another/newer versions or de-
velopers introduce updates. Therefore, the following two questions are
raised here: 1) how can the changes in (or to) digital platforms affect
organizations, employees, and employee-employer relationships? 2)
How do specific digital platforms (as illustrated in Fig. 2) impact FWP
contexts? Surprisingly, researchers have not explicitly focused on the
changes in traditional hierarchies and the dynamic nature of manager-
—employee relationships as a result of technology-enabled FWP.
Generally, authors have understood technology as a tool that facilitates
FWP, thus perpetuating the instrumental view of technology. Given the
active role that technological platforms continue to play in organiza-
tional life, other conceptualizations of technology are required, such as
those offered by object-oriented ontology, actor-network theory, and
other practice theories, to further our understanding of the effects of
technology in FWP.

In summary, understanding the pitfalls associated with FWP also
provides opportunities for innovative responses that create more equi-
table and sustainable work practices, policies, and societies. In this light,
the COVID-19 pandemic represents a significant inflection point for
research into FW pitfalls, holding the promise of a more in-depth
understanding.
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