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Abstract

With the increase of telework during the COVID-19 pandemic, employees’ interactions with colleagues have shifted
almost exclusively to digital channels. Hence, it is critical to understand the underpinnings of successful collaboration
and individual wellbeing in digital working structures. Combining qualitative experience reports and quantitative surveys
from 145 teleworkers, this study sheds light on teleworking from a psychological perspective, taking social norms as
a conceptual frame. The qualitative reports revealed five types of typical conflicts related to communication in the telework
context, including both (1) technical problems (e.g., a bad connection) and psychological aspects such as (2) uncertainty
or a lack of social feedback, (3) norm violations, (4) a lack of rules or meta-communication about appropriate behavior,
and (5) digital communication barriers. Respondents’ quantitative ratings of qualities of telework versus working on-site
revealed benefits of telework regarding task fulfillment and efficiency, but lower levels of motivation, conflict management,
leadership, team spirit, inspiration and creativity. Participants qualitative reports on perceived challenges in remote work
conditions included feelings of loneliness and increased demands related to self-management, creating boundaries between
private and working life, motivation and self-regulation. This paper connects these findings with theoretical concepts from
psychology and human-computer interaction and discusses implications for leadership and technology design.

Practical Relevance: This article discusses practical implications for leadership and technology design, e.g., interventions
against conflicts in the context of digital work.

Keywords Telework - Digital space - Digital communication - Home office - Wellbeing - Social norms - Technology
design
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Soziale Normen im digitalen Raum: Konflikterleben und Implikationen fiir Technikgestaltung im
Kontext von Telearbeit

Zusammenfassung

Mit der Zunahme von Telearbeit im Zuge der COVID-19-Pandemie hat sich die Interaktion mit Kollegen im Arbeitskontext
fast ausschlieBlich auf digitale Kanile verlagert. Ein umfassendes Verstindnis der Grundlagen erfolgreicher Zusammenar-
beit und individuellen Wohlbefindens in digitalen Arbeitsstrukturen gewinnt somit zunehmende Relevanz. Die vorliegende
Studie [N=145] beleuchtet Telearbeit aus psychologischer Perspektive anhand einer Kombination von qualitativen Er-
fahrungsberichten und quantitativen Ratings und nutzt das Konzept sozialer Normen als konzeptionellen Rahmen. Eine
Kategorisierung der qualitativen Konfliktberichte ergab fiinf typische Konflikten im Zusammenhang mit der Kommunikati-
on im Telearbeitskontext, darunter (1) technische Probleme (z.B. schlechte Verbindung) als auch psychologische Aspekte
wie (2) Unsicherheit/fehlendes soziales Feedback, (3) Normverletzungen, (4) Mangel an Regeln und Metakommunikation
iiber angemessenes Verhalten und (5) Kommunikationsbarrieren in digitalen Strukturen. Die quantitativen Ratings der
Befragten Arbeitsqualititen von Telearbeit im Vergleich zur Vor-Ort-Arbeit zeigten Vorteile von Telearbeit in Bezug auf
Aufgabenerfiillung und Effizienz, jedoch ein geringeres Mall an Motivation, Konfliktmanagement, Fiithrung, Teamgeist,
Inspiration und Kreativitit. Qualitative Berichte beziiglich wahrgenommener Herausforderungen der Home-Office-Situa-
tion bezogen sich auf Gefiihle der Einsamkeit und erhohte Anforderungen in Bezug auf Selbstmanagement, Abgrenzung
zwischen Privat- und Arbeitsleben, Motivation und Selbstregulierung. Der vorliegende Beitrag diskutiert diese Ergebnisse
in Verbindung mit theoretischen Konzepten aus Psychologie und Mensch-Computer-Interaktion und erdrtert Implikationen
fiir Fiihrung und Technikgestaltung.

Praktische Relevanz: In diesem Artikel werden praktische Implikationen fiir Fiihrung und Technologiegestaltung erortert,

z.B. Interventionen gegen Konflikte im Kontext der digitalen Arbeit.

Schliisselworter Telearbeit - Digitale Raume - Digitale Kommunikation - Home-Office - Wohlbefinden - Soziale

Normen - Technikgestaltung

1 Introduction

Nowadays, a large share of our communication and inter-
action is mediated via digital technologies, especially in the
work context. A large percentage of people worldwide en-
gage in teleworking and at least sometimes use digital chan-
nels to collaborate with colleagues and customers. Broadly
speaking, teleworking refers to working from home while
communicating with one’s office by phone, email, or us-
ing the internet (Cambridge Dictionary 2021). Already in
2018, 70% of respondents in a global survey of over 18,000
professionals from a range of industries in 96 countries re-
ported working outside one of their main company offices at
some point during the week. 53% worked half the week or
more outside the office IWG 2018). In line with this, Mark
Dixon, founder and CEO of the IWG International Work-
place Group, declared flexible working to be the new norm
(IWG 2019) and described how technological progress has
fundamentally changed our perceptions concerning the lo-
cations and hours at which we work (Dixon 2018). Simi-
larly, in his book on telework in the 21st century, Messenger
(2019, p. 8) sees the current form of telework as a “whole
new mode of work [which] has grown into almost every
possible aspect of life” (Messenger 2019, p. 8).

In addition to technological advances and newly emerg-
ing opportunities, the relevance of telework has been fur-

ther fueled by the need to replace physical meetings with
digital structures whenever possible during the Covid-19
pandemic. In a global work-from-home experience survey
conducted by lometrics and Global Workplace Analytics
(2020), 88% of respondents reported working from home
regularly during the pandemic, meaning that telework be-
came the standard method of communication and collabo-
ration, at least for a period of time. For many employees,
the complete shift to telework during the pandemic repre-
sented a completely new mode of work (Milasi et al. 2020)
without much support to prepare for its specific challenges.

From a psychological perspective, one possible chal-
lenge of telework concerns the development of social norms
and shared (implicit) communication rules as a basis for
successful and fulfilling collaboration. When social inter-
action is transferred to a new (digital) context, there may
be uncertainty as to which rules apply and to what de-
gree norms from the non-digital world are transferrable
(Diefenbach and Ullrich 2018). Misunderstandings and un-
certainty about how to interpret co-workers’ behavior can
lead to a negative team climate and increased conflicts,
for example, if the other person’s behavior is interpreted
as rudeness due to diverging ideas of social norms. If the
change to a new social interaction context is quite rapid,
as was the case during the Covid-19 pandemic, social con-
flicts due to misunderstandings and not yet established rules
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are even more likely. Making things even trickier, in the
digital world, it is often not easy to detect whether a be-
havior perceived as negative is for technological reasons
(e.g., the communication partner’s camera is switched off
due to bandwidth limitations) or is the fault of one’s hu-
man counterpart (e.g., the communication partner doesn’t
want to be seen/wants to eat during a meeting without the
others knowing). While the relevance of social norms and
frequently arising conflicts has already been discussed in
different fields of HCI, the relevance of social norms in
the telework context has not yet been discussed much or
studied systematically. The present research aims to fill this
gap.

Based on reports by 145 teleworkers collected in 2020,
this research provides insights into daily experiences, mis-
understandings and conflicts, needs and wants, as well as
enhanced and endangered qualities of work in the context
of digital communication and challenges specifically related
to the working-from-home situation. Our research interprets
and connects these with theoretical concepts from psychol-
ogy and human-computer interaction (HCI), discusses po-
tential implications for (digital) management and technol-
ogy design, utilizing social norms as a conceptual frame.
Before presenting the empirical study, the following sec-
tions describe our research objectives in more detail and
briefly introduce relevant concepts and related research.
The literature review first refers to wellbeing and social
interaction in telework in general, then summarizes digital
systems’ potential and challenges for remote collaboration
with respect to communication qualities, and finally refers
to social norm conflicts in digital collaboration and other
fields of HCI, also highlighting research gaps with respect
to social norms in the telework context.

2 Research questions

The present research explores communication conflicts in
the telework context, with a particular focus on social norms

as a conception frame. While the primary goal is a deeper
understanding of the different types of conflicts and the rel-
evance of social norms within them, a subsidiary goal is to
explore possible starting points for interventions to reduce
such conflicts and whether the design of the technology it-
self could be a helpful starting point. As a first exploratory
study, our research did not test specific hypotheses but was
guided by the following sets of research questions:

o RQ 1—Conflicts and reflections on telework: What kinds
of (social) conflicts emerge in teleworking communica-
tion? How do teleworkers experience interactions with
colleagues over digital channels and how do they reflect
on the working-from-home situation and its general chal-
lenges and advantages? Which are the main differences
in perceived qualities of work between telework and
working on-site?

o RQ 2—Social norms: What is the relevance of (a lack
of) social norms and diverging interpretations of one an-
other’s behavior for conflicts in teleworking communica-
tion? Do teleworkers differentiate between social norms
for digital and non-digital meetings? Are social norms
a helpful category to describe conflicts in the context of
teleworking, after having already been applied in other
contexts of HCI?

o RQ 3—Interventions and technology design: Which kind
of interventions to prevent social conflicts in the telework
context appear promising? Could the technology itself be
a means to support shared social norms, and if so, what
specific design influence do teleworkers appreciate?

Thus, RQ 1 takes a broad view, assesses the situa-
tion from a wider perspective, and aims to detect what
is relevant for teleworkers. RQ 2 examines the working-
from-home situation through a particular lens (i.e., social
norms). Thereby, RQ1 and RQ?2 tackle the issue from “two
directions in parallel”. This was inspired by the qualita-
tive research approach of combining model-based analysis
and phenomenological insight (Diefenbach and Hassenzahl
2019). The rationale behind this method is that “mod-

Table 1 Overview of survey topics addressing to the research questions (RQ1-RQ3)
Tab.1 Uberblick der Fragebogenthemen und Bezug zu den Forschungsfragen (RQ1-RQ3)

RQ Survey topic Measure

1 Conflicts Qualitative conflict report

Quantitative rating of one’s own affect and assumed affective state of the other person involved in the

conflict
Working-from-home
situation

Qualities of work
2 Social norms

3 Interventions and
technology design

Qualitative reports on perceived advantages and challenges

Quantitative rating of liking the working-from-home situation at the moment and before the pandemic
Quantitative ratings of different qualities of work in telework versus working on-site

Quantitative ratings of appropriateness of different behaviors in digital and non-digital meetings
Qualitative report on ideas for resolving the conflict

Quantitative ratings of different interventions to encourage positive norms in digital communication

Quantitative ratings of different types of design influence
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els [here: social norms as a conceptual frame] will profit
from deeper insights into constructs, their relevance and
emergence in people’s everyday life, and, conversely, qual-
itatively described phenomena will benefit from model-
guided integration [here: understand conflicts as social
norm conflicts],” thereby “building a bridge between the
exploratory and holistic potential of phenomenological data
and the desire for integration and refinement in the context
of a given model” (Diefenbach & Hassenzahl, p. 8). Finally,
RQ 3 addresses the question of practical implications and
possible interventions.

For each set of research questions, our research ap-
proach combines qualitative and quantitative approaches
(see Table 1). Qualitatively categorizing responses to open-
ended questions gives us a deeper understanding of tele-
workers’ experiences, while quantitative ratings (e.g., posi-
tive and negative affect, the relevance of different qualities
of work) help us determine the dimensions and relevance
of the different issues.

The first original contribution of the present study is
to connect research on social norms in psychology and
HCI with the telework context and explore to what degree
this perspective can enrich prior theoretical understandings
and possibly inform technology design. Our research intro-
duces social norms lens as an insightful lens on HCI in the
working context, that offers a deeper understanding of po-
tentially relevant psychological mechanisms for wellbeing,
conflict, and promising interventions in telework. While so-
cial norms have been highlighted as a source of conflict in
other areas, they have not been investigated specifically in
the telework context. The present study fills this gap. In
addition, the study performs exploratory analyses of other
potentially relevant factors of participants’ telework expe-
rience, such as their evaluation of the pandemic-induced
working-from-home situation or comparisons of qualities
of work in telework versus working on-site.

3 Related work

The following sections summarize previous work related to
our research questions such as studies on wellbeing and so-
cial interaction in telework (RQ 1), potential and challenges
of digital systems for remote interaction (RQ 1, RQ 3) and
social norms in digital collaboration (RQ 2).

3.1 Wellbeing and social interaction in telework

Besides effects of telework on performance and productiv-
ity (e.g., Sdnchez et al. 2007), researchers have shed light
on the relationships between working from home and the
facets of physical and psychological wellbeing related to
a broad range of issues. This includes, for example, a study

of mental health and stress symptoms among teleworkers
compared to office-workers (Mann and Holdsworth 2003),
consequences for organizational commitment, identifica-
tion, and job satisfaction, team dynamics such as know-
ledge-sharing, or implications for work-family issues (Allen
et al. 2015; Vittersg et al. 2003). Overall, the detected corre-
lations and areas of risk can be considered highly dependent
on the extent and specific design of telework. For example,
Gajendran and Harrison (2007) found rather negative ef-
fects on relationships with coworkers when more than half
of working hours were spent teleworking. Baruch (2000)
reported that teleworking did not change conceptions of
oneself as an employee as long as teleworking was bal-
anced out by work in the ‘standard mode’. Later studies
focused on specific mediators, identifying increased role
ambiguity and reduced support and feedback as crucial for
the negative effects of telework. Conversely, positive effects
are related to increased autonomy (Gajendran and Harrison
2007; Sardeshmukh et al. 2012). Moreover, the quality of
communication between team members may change in the
context of telework. For example, contrasts of face-to-face
and computer-mediated collaboration have revealed advan-
tages for computer-mediated contexts regarding productiv-
ity, but a loss of socio-emotional content (Sauer et al. 2000).
In sum, along the spectrum of qualities of work, from pro-
ductivity and effectiveness on the one hand to experiencing
team spirit, pleasure and work satisfaction on the other, the
potential drawbacks of telework tend to concern the lat-
ter group of more experiential qualities (e.g., Baruch 2000;
Mann and Holdsworth 2003; Sardeshmukh et al. 2012).
Going beyond direct effects of teleworking, researchers
have also examined relevant contextual factors. In recent
years, great emphasis has been placed on workplace culture
as a crucial determinant of the success of flexible work-
ing arrangements (Abendroth and Reimann 2018). Based
on linked employer—employee data for 4898 employees in
large organizations in different industries, the authors con-
clude “how important it is to implement telework in a way
that not only accommodates employers’ interest in flexibi-
lization, but that it also makes it possible to reconcile work
with a family life that involves high levels of responsibi-
lity” (Abendroth and Reimann 2018, p. 324). During the
Covid-19 pandemic, integrating telework and private life
became even more challenging, and digital culture, digital
leadership concepts and team were found to be an essential
element of responsible leadership. While earlier research
on teleworking often focused on individuals working re-
motely or the effects of teleworking a few days a week
(e.g., Baruch 2000), during the current period, working-
from-home and existing as a team solely via digital struc-
tures has become standard. At the same time, the psycho-
logical side effects of telework (and digital collaboration
in general) are becoming increasingly complex, requiring

@ Springer



60

Z. Arb. Wiss. (2023) 77:56-77

personal skills and resources far beyond basic skills such
as time management (e.g., Baruch 2000; Beigi et al. 2018).
As such, and although the many types of advanced video-
conferencing software with numerous functionalities offer
a multitude of opportunities, they also provide new space
for misunderstandings and not-yet-established norms.

With regards to the present study focus, these previous
findings on wellbeing and social interaction in telework
are of relevance in several respects. First, previous findings
show that employees’ wellbeing is dependent on the specific
design of telework, highlighting the responsibility of em-
ployers and leadership to provide the best possible frame.
This may include the used technology and introduced com-
munication structure as well as aspects of team culture.
As an advancement to previous research, the present study
focuses on the particular role of social norms. Second, pre-
vious studies highlight the new challenges for the individual
referring to the psychological side effects of telework such
as dealing with (undetected) social norm conflicts among
colleagues. Again, the pandemic context and sudden shift
to a much higher share of telework makes research on how
to support individuals’ wellbeing in the context of telework
more timely than ever.

3.2 Potential and challenges of digital systems for
remote collaboration

From the first days of telework until now, researchers have
explored to what degree technologies such as videocon-
ferencing actually support effective, satisfactory collabora-
tion between people communicating remotely (e.g., Biehl
et al. 2015; Egido 1988; Olson and Olson 2000; Whittaker
1995). Typically, conversation quality over mediated chan-
nels is compared to face-to-face meetings, including studies
of objective conversation characteristics, such as fewer con-
tributions by individuals in remote compared to face-to-face
conversations, difficulties noting peripheral cues, pointing
to things or manipulating real-world objects, or having side
conversations, (Isaacs and Tang 1993), as well as subjec-
tive measures, such as remote team members feeling less
connected than their co-located peers (Biehl et al. 2015).
Other qualitative differences between remote and co-lo-
cated collaboration may be harder for people to detect and
verbalize. Even if a technology theoretically provides a sat-
isfactory substitute for the information transfer required for
a given task, in practice, people may still circumvent re-
mote collaboration if possible—presumably because they
do not experience the technology as a satisfactory sub-
stitute on a psychological level. For example, Olson and
Olson (2000) reported that instead of using technology-me-
diated collaboration channels, people instead reorganized
work so that they did not have to engage in close collabora-
tion with a remote team member (Olson and Olson 2000).

@ Springer

Similarly, Egido (1988) assumes that the main reasons why
the uptake of videoconferencing in the 1980s remained be-
low expectations lie beyond the scope of technological and
economic analysis, and instead concern psychological and
sociological factors, such as reduced opportunities for infor-
mal interactions. Indeed, many of the envisioned use cases
and associated reductions in traveling costs were not real-
ized. As Egido (1988, pp. 18/19) argues, the fact that “it is
often over informal chats outside of official meeting rooms
that important information is transmitted and real decisions
are made” (e.g., Mintzberg 1973) “makes teleconferencing
unattractive to politically savvy employees”.

Since then, many additions to standard videoconferenc-
ing, such as chat, polling tools, and interactive (online)
whiteboards have been developed and have become a rou-
tine form of communication for teleworkers. Simultane-
ously HCI researchers have tried to address the shortcom-
ings of traditional remote technology and have developed
design solutions to meet specific requirements. One such
path is designing different types of embodied telepresence
devices that seek to mitigate the social disadvantages of
video-based communication by providing remote users with
a local embodiment, ranging from fully mobile robots to
smaller devices that sit on a meeting room table (Biehl et al.
2015). Ideally, such an embodied representation of a remote
person will establish a reciprocal sense of “being there” and
harmonize interaction between remote and co-located team
members. Indeed, Biehl et al. (2015) found that local par-
ticipants interacted with a remote participant in a fashion
more similar to face-to-face when using an embodied tech-
nology—potentially due to an increased perception of the
remote person’s agency.

A technically even more technologically advanced vari-
ant of telepresence is the Room2Room system and its life-
size virtual projections of the remote person (Pejsa et al.
2016), which is intended to create an illusion of the remote
person’s physical presence in the local space and support
a shared understanding of verbal and non-verbal cues (e.g.,
gaze, pointing) In their evaluation study, Pejsa et al. (2016)
compared their Room2Room system to the established tele-
conferencing system Skype. While using the Room2Room
system led to an enhanced feeling of the communication
partner’s presence, participants did not have an opportu-
nity to see what their communication partner was see-
ing. While the Skype interface shows the view from both-
the current user’s camera and their conversation partner’s
camera, the Room2Room system lacks such a feature. This
in turn makes it more difficult to gauge projection quality
on the other end and assess whether one’s communication
partner can see one’s nonverbal cues (Pejsa et al. 2016,
p. 1723). This example shows that the limitations and also
specific psychological benefits of such systems often first
become apparent in the actual usage situation, and that the
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requirements for satisfactory communication can be diffi-
cult to foresee.

In sum, despite recent technological advances as virtual
reality projections, communication and collaboration over
mediated channels will always have some limitations, and
distance still matters (Olson and Olson 2000). As outlined
by Olson and Olson (2000), this becomes visible when con-
sidering many basic characteristics of co-located interaction
that affect communication quality. These include “shared
local context”, i.e., participants experiencing similar condi-
tions regarding the time of day or local events, which pro-
vides a framework a frame for easy socializing and a mutual
understanding of what is on the other person’s mind. “In-
formal hall time before and after” is a basis for opportunis-
tic information exchange and social bonding. ‘“Personal in-
formation” means that contributors’ identities are usually
known and can be taken into account. In sum, the full list
of subtle but meaningful qualities of co-located interactions
demonstrates how difficult it is to simulate such communi-
cation such communication via mediated channels and to
establish what Olson and Olson (2000) refer to as “common
ground” (Clark 1996). Common ground refers to the know-
ledge that communication partners have in common and are
aware that they have in common. As laid out by Olson and
Olson (2000, p. 157), we typically have specific assump-
tions about what different people know and use these to
frame what we say: “People describe the same event or idea
quite differently talking to a spouse, a coworker, a distant
relative, a neighbor, a stranger from across the country, and
a stranger from overseas [...] We establish common ground
not just from some general knowledge about the person’s
background but also through specific knowledge gleaned
from the person’s appearance and behavior during the con-
versational interaction itself. If we say something based on
an assumption about what someone knows, but their fa-
cial expression or verbal reply indicates that they did not
understand us, we will revise our assumptions about what
common ground we share and say something to repair the
misunderstanding”.

In remote communication, this quality of common
ground, and hence opportunity to identify and repair mis-
understanding, is limited. Various communication cues are
missing depending on the channel. The fewer cues there
are, the more likely misinterpretations become—and the
conversation might move on before the conversation part-
ners are able to reach correspondence (Olson and Olson
2000, p. 158).

Although various approaches to enriching digital com-
munication with more communication cues exist (e.g.,
emoticons in chat conversation), such design “solutions”
can also lead to more misunderstandings (e.g., Miller et al.
2016). Often, there is no common ground on how to use
and interpret such communication cues in the digital realm,

as they are usually expressed spontaneously and uncon-
sciously in the face-to-face context. Already in the 1990s,
Isaac and Tang (1993) described the problems that arise if
a videoconferencing system forces people to take explicit
actions to engage in behaviors that normally take place
unconsciously. Moreover, artificial behaviors may be in-
terpreted differently by other participants: “For instance,
a person who would have been seen as enthusiastic might be
perceived as dominating if she uses an explicit mechanism
[here: a visual mechanism] rather than a socially negoti-
ated one to manage floor control” (Isaacs and Tang 1993,
pp- 204/205). Due to the limited opportunities to apply
social norms from face-to-face conversation, technology-
mediated meetings often include a lot of organizational
speech rather than real, content-related communication,
people develop behaviors to compensate for shortcomings
(e.g., always identifying oneself before speaking, more for-
mal protocols for turn-taking), and more explicit discourse
rules are needed (Olson and Olson 2000, p. 153).

In sum, the studies cited above reveal a strive for ever
better and more advanced technical tools for remote collab-
oration, but also still existing pitfalls and potential for inter-
personal conflict. Though not focused explicitly, the lack of
shared social norms and discourse rules appears to be a re-
curring issue in many of these studies. Our research picks
up this subject for deeper analysis and further connects it to
interventions and technology design. In the following para-
graphs, we summarize previous studies on social norms in
digital collaboration and other fields of HCI beyond the
work context.

3.3 Social norms in digital collaboration and other
fields of HCI

Social norms are informal understandings that govern the
behavior of societal members, i.e., shared beliefs regard-
ing appropriate ways to feel, think and behave (Turner
1991). Social norms help us to interpret others’ behavior
and react appropriately (Horne 2001). In contrast to legal
norms (e.g., laws), which are created in a deliberate process,
set down in written tests, and linked to specific sanctions
and enforcement mechanisms, social norms occur sponta-
neously rather than being planned deliberately, usually re-
main unwritten, and are enforced informally (Hechter and
Opp 2001). Therefore, we are usually not aware of the many
unwritten laws underlying our behavior, which only become
evident when conflict arises: if someone behaves in a way
that contradicts our informal understanding of what is ap-
propriate, such as cutting in line, entering an office without
knocking, or starting to eat before everyone is seated at the
table. Since the beginning of mankind, such norms have
naturally developed from interpersonal interactions (Horne
2001; Popa et al. 2014), although the typical contexts of
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social interaction have changed over time—from gathering
around the hearth to today’s meetings in chatrooms and
other digital spaces. Understandably, whenever a new so-
cial interaction context emerges, conflicts may occur in the
beginning, since established norms do not yet exist and peo-
ple are unsure which norms may be transferrable from other
contexts (Diefenbach and Ullrich 2018).

Accordingly, as communicating via email and the Inter-
net became increasingly common in the work environment,
many conflicts and confusion around social norms for com-
munication technologies arose, and researchers debated the
need for “digital etiquette” (e.g., Preece 2004). Indeed, no
shared norms seem to have been established yet even with
respect to basic questions such as the preferred salutation in
email communication. This was illustrated by Diefenbach
and Ullrich (2018, p. 511f.), who highlighted contrasting
recommendations about appropriate email salutations: An
interviewee in the study by Preece (2004, p. 58) clearly
stated that “.. not addressing me by my name and ending
without a farewell greeting and the sender’s name—that’s
rude and unfriendly”. Later on, an online discussion around
the question “How do you address someone in your reply
to their emails?” (Ars Technica Open Forum 2014) showed
the norm of addressing people by name in email is quite
controversial, with vastly different reasons given for (not)
addressing others by name in email communication. For
example, one user sees addressing someone by name as an
anachronism, stating that “No name whatsoever. I just re-
ply without any kind of anachronistic salutation line. Death
to the letter and everything it stood for.” Another user em-
phasizes on how not addressing one’s counterpart by name
might even be a sign of valuation and intimacy: “In personal
email that’s a reply, I often don’t even use the name. You’ve
emailed me. You know me. I know you.” In a similar vein,
another user draws a parallel to face-to-face conversation:
“I don’t think I have ever put a formal greeting in an email,
even back in olden times. Of course, I don’t use someone’s
name when talking to them in person either, they know who
they are, no need to remind them.” Finally, another forum
user comments that “It depends entirely upon the relation-
ship and what kind of email”, i.e., there are no general rules.
Hence, what one person experiences as rudeness could ac-
tually be a sign of friendship for another (Diefenbach and
Ullrich 2018, p. 51).

Beyond the email context, numerous studies have ex-
plored the evolution of social rules in digital spaces and
newly emerging communication channels such as social
media (e.g., Moncur et al. 2016; Sabra 2017; Voggeser
et al. 2018), videoconferencing and systems for mobile re-
mote presence in the workplace (Lee and Takayama 2011),
chat tools in online libraries (Radford 2006), online gam-
ing (Martey and Stromer-Galley 2007), or online communi-
ties (Kim 2000). Also, researchers have examined to what
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degree social norms from interpersonal interaction (e.g.,
eye contact) are transferred to digital environments such as
videoconferencing (Yee et al. 2007), as well as social dilem-
mas resulting from mixed contexts and dealing with social
norms from the physical and virtual contexts at the same
time (e.g., answering mobile calls in various circumstances
(Inbar et al. 2014)). In sum, universally shared norms of so-
cial interaction in digital spaces are rare, with divergences in
norms often associated with different sub-cultures or user
groups, e.g., between online library employees and cus-
tomers (Radford 2006).

Thus, in many digital contexts, there still is no consen-
sus about what is right or wrong and appropriate or inap-
propriate behavior (Diefenbach and Ullrich 2018; Tene and
Polonetsky 2014). According to Tene and Polonetsky (2014,
p. 60), with the new types of socialization resulting from
technological innovation, we often have “nothing more than
a fleeting intuition as to what is right or wrong” and “intu-
itions and perceptions of how our social values should align
with our technological capabilities are highly subjective”,
driving us into a “techno-social chaos” (Tene and Polonet-
sky 2014, p. 60). As described by Diefenbach and Ullrich
(2018, p. 441f.), the gradual development of routines around
technology use, particularly in the field of communication
technology, often breaks up such established social norms.
A typical example is the commitment to fixed appointments
(old norm) versus cancelling or delaying an appointment at
the last minute, which can be easily done nowadays via text
message. While the change and evolution of social norms
over time is a natural process, the speed of this change has
increased dramatically. In many cases, the speed of techno-
logical progress may exceed the tempo at which a society
typically develops consensus about the informal rules gov-
erning societal life.

From this perspective, a lack of social norms could also
be a risk for digital communication in the telework con-
text, potentially harming relationships between colleagues,
teams and customers due to the lack of a feeling of unity.
While social norms and shared standards for social interac-
tion have been acknowledged as crucial for team spirit and
work motivation (e.g., Ehrhart and Naumann 2004; Elle-
mers et al. 2004), there are a lack of studies that consider
this issue in light of our increasingly digital communica-
tion structures, such as in the context of telework. Shared
norms can form a foundation for cohesion and positive so-
cial interaction experiences in the digital space as well (e.g.,
Diefenbach and Ullrich 2018; Hong et al. 2019). In this
sense, social norms can be considered a potential source of
conflict, but also an important resource in the context of
telework. Accordingly, a particularly interesting question is
to what degree technology itself could support positive or
shared norms. First experiments on how technology could
support shared communication rules and other behavioral
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norms in daily life include different fields, such as norms of
punctuality when meeting friends (Diefenbach et al. 2017;
Diefenbach and Ullrich 2018), norms of salutation in on-
line forums (Mooseder 2018), or norms in mobile phone
communication (Inbar et al. 2014).

With regards to the present study and its advancements
to previous research, the above cited examples suggest so-
cial norms as a promising starting point to understand and
improve digital interaction. However, so far, this has rarely
been investigated in the telework context, where in fact the
business software used could be an interesting resource and
starting point for interventions. Therefore, in this survey of
teleworkers, a particular focus was placed on social norms,
providing a conceptual frame to understand the dynamics
of conflict in digital communication in the telework context.
The next sections present the survey and questions that were
used to gain deeper insights into employees’ daily life ex-
periences in the context of digital communication and the
pandemic-induced working-from-home situation.

4 Materials and methods

In order to gain insights into the experience of telework,
related conflicts and wishes, potentials for improvements
through technology design, and teleworkers’ evaluation of
the working-from-home situation we conducted an online
survey using the survey software SurveyMonkey (survey-
monkey.com).

4.1 Survey

The survey began with a short introduction to the study
topic, information about data processing and privacy, and
asking participants to provide their informed consent to par-
ticipate in the study. After this, as summarized in Table 1,
the survey covered different subtopics and measures re-
ferring to our three research questions on digital commu-
nication and the telework context. In addition, we assessed
demographic data and characteristics of telework (i.e., tech-
nology used, frequency of telework). The following sections
describe the applied measures in detail.

4.1.1 Conflicts

Participants were asked to report on a recent digital com-
munication situation in the work context they had experi-
enced as irritating or conflict-laden. In addition to providing
a qualitative report on the situation, participants also named
the technology and other person(s) involved. Additionally,
participants rated their own affect as well as the assumed
affective state of the other person in the described situa-
tion. This allowed us to compare own-other affect ratings

and assume typical conflict dynamics such as competitive
victimhood and escalating processes (Diefenbach and Ull-
rich 2018; Noor et al. 2012). Affect ratings were assessed
on a five-point scale (1 =negative, 5=positive).

4.1.2 Working-from-home situation

Beyond the issue of digital collaboration, participants fur-
ther described their experiences concerning the current
working-from-home situation, namely working and living
at the same place, with different measures: respondents
provided an overall evaluation of how much they liked
working from home at the moment and before the pan-
demic on a five-point scale (1=not at all, 5=very much).
Perceived major advantages and challenges of working
from home were captured with open-ended questions to
provide space for respondents to emphasize the issues most
personally relevant to them.

4.1.3 Qualities of work

The survey also assessed whether participants felt that dif-
ferent qualities of work (e.g., task fulfillment and efficiency,
pleasure and motivation, problem-solving and conflict man-
agement, leadership, team spirit, inspiration and creativity)
are better fulfilled through telework or working on site. The
surveyed qualities captured dimensions of classical theo-
ries of work satisfaction and job design, such as “quality
of supervision” and ‘“relations with others” in Herzberg’s
(1974) two-factor theory, or “feelings of achievement and
task accomplishment” and “social interaction and team
work” in the motivational job design approach by Campion
and Thayer (1987). Moreover, we considered research on
employee needs and incentives (e.g., Remer 1978), which
refers to work task-related needs (e.g., room for autonomy
and creativity) as well as social interaction (e.g., opportu-
nities for problem-solving conversation; opportunities for
conversation with colleagues). Here as well, participants
provided ratings on a five-point scale (1=definitely better
in telework, 2=a bit better in telework, 3=no difference,
4 =a bit better when working on-site, 5= definitively better
when working on-site).

4.1.4 Social norms

Social norms in digital and non-digital meetings were
assessed by having participants rate eight distinctive be-
haviors as appropriate or inappropriate in each context
on a five-point scale (1=inappropriate, 5=appropriate).
The surveyed behaviors were: (1) temporarily leaving the
room without giving a reason (e.g., to go to the bathroom),
(2) drinking during the meeting, (3) eating during the
meeting, (4) texting on one’s smartphone, (5) , checking
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emails, (6) averting one’s gaze (from the screen/from oth-
ers), (7) taking notes on a laptop, (8) taking notes by hand.
The list of surveyed behaviors was based on typical aspects
of (digital) meeting etiquette in the literature and blog posts
(e.g., Browne 2020; Driska and Reid 2020; Schaffner 2008;
Williams-Jones 2020), as well as informal brainstorming
in the research team.

4.1.5 Interventions and technology design

This part of the survey dealt with how different kinds of
interventions could establish and support appropriate be-
havior and positive norms in digital communication. Posi-
tive norms refer to basic behavioral rules that are seen as
beneficial for the team and thus will hopefully be taken up
by team members (e.g., punctuality, let others finish before
beginning speaking). First, participants jotted down their
ideas as to a possible intervention that could have helped
prevent the conflict they described earlier in an open-ended
answer format. In addition, the participants’ views on a set
of predefined interventions to develop positive norms in
digital communication were assessed on a five-point scale
(1=not agree at all, 5=totally agree). These predefined in-
terventions proceeded from four different starting points:

1. leadership—rules are specified by a leader (e.g., supervi-
sor, team coordinator)

2. meta-communication—rules are discussed and specified
together as a team

3. personal responsibility—providing guidelines to support
self-reflection and positive norms (e.g., what impression
do I make on others? what norms do I communicate
through my behavior?)

4. technology design—the technology itself is designed in
a way that makes committing to basic team rules more
likely (e.g., punctuality).

This set of four starting points was inspired by com-
mon intervention approaches discussed in the occupational
health and workplace health promotion literature (e.g.,
Séanchez et al. 2007), which stresses multiple actions at
various levels (e.g., individual, interpersonal, organiza-
tional). For example, the desired behavior (change) can
be supported through leadership and organizational rules,
employee participation in workshops and meta-communi-
cation on a team level, but by equipping employees on the
individual level equipped with trainings or other material to
enhance relevant knowledge and competencies. In addition,
technology design was considered as aa forth starting point
for establishing the desired behavior (change), informed by
the approach of transformational products and persuasive
technologies approach (e.g., Fogg 2003; Laschke et al.
2011). Examples of persuasive design concepts in the work
domain from previous research cover a wide field of appli-
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cations and behavioral goals, such as sustainable behavior
at the workplace (e.g., Lockton et al. 2014), motivating
employees in the health sector to improve their habits of
recording patient sessions (Selassie et al. 2017), or a pos-
itive work attitude and commitment to the organization’s
ideals, visions and mission (Nkwo 2019).

Given that the specific design influence strategy adopted
can be decisive for the effectiveness and acceptance of
a technology (e.g., Selassie et al. 2017), we were interested
in which type of influence might be best-suited for promot-
ing shared norms at the workplace. Accordingly, our survey
explored concrete design solutions within the design influ-
ence classification scheme by Tromp et al. (2011), which
systematically compares different types of influence. This
classification scheme was originally introduced in the field
of designing for socially responsible behavior (e.g., a cam-
era that detects speeding to encourage responsible driving)
and classifies different types of influence along two dimen-
sions: hidden vs. apparent and weak vs. strong, resulting in
four unique types (i.e., decisive, coercive, seductive, per-
suasive). Coercive design, for example, is strong and ap-
parent in its influence; an example would be a camera to
detect speeding. In contrast, seductive design is weak and
more hidden/implicit in its influence; an example would
be a poster campaign that seeks to encourage responsible
driving through messages such as “watch your speed”.

Transferring this concept to the field of social norms in
digital communication, participants were asked how exactly
technology should support commitment to team rules such
as punctuality. Each option represented one type of design
influence:

Technology should be designed in a way that ...

e .. encourages commitment to rules such as timelines,
e.g., a videoconferencing system that encourages time-
lines by notifying users of how long the others are already
waiting when dialing in [apparent, weak = persuasive in-
fluence]

e .. enforces commitment to rules such as punctuality, e.g.,
a videoconferencing system where it is no longer possi-
ble to dial in when more than two minutes late [apparent,
strong = coercive influence]

e .. supports commitment to rules such as punctual-
ity in a gentle way, e.g., a videoconferencing system
that displays each participant’s time of entry [hidden,
weak = seductive influence]

e .. supports commitment to rules such as punctuality in
a decisive way, e.g., a videoconferencing system that
mutes participants who are late for the first two minutes
to not disrupt the current flow of communication [hidden,
strong = decisive influence]
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Participants stated their level of agreement with the dif-
ferent options on a five-point scale (1=do not agree at all,
5=totally agree).

4.1.6 Demographic data and telework characteristics

Demographic information included gender, age, number of
household members, occupation and industry as well as use
of communication tools, videoconferencing software and
groupware in the work context. The frequency of telework
at the moment and before the pandemic was assessed on
a five-point ordinal scale (1=never, 2=occasionally/max
once a week, 3=frequently/1-2 times a week, 4=most of
the time/3—4 times a week, 5=all the time).

4.2 Procedure

The data were collected in Germany via an online survey
over a four-week period in July/August 2020. The study was
presented as a survey of digital communication in the work
context and the study invitation was disseminated via email
to two different research panels as well as snowballing to
friends and acquaintances. The only inclusion criterion for
participation was use of digital communication in the work
(or university) context. The survey took about 15min to
complete. Four 50€ Amazon vouchers were raffled off
among all participants as an incentive for participation. In
line with the APA’s ethical principles for psychologists,
the Declaration of Helsinki, code of conduct and university
ethical review board standards, participants provided their
informed consent to participate in the study before start-
ing the survey. Data was processed and recorded according
to the DGSVO and the according recommendations of the
German Psychological Society’s (DGPs).

Fig. 1 Frequency of telework
during and before the pandemic
[N=145]

Abb.1 Hiufigkeit von Tele-
arbeit wihrend und vor der
Pandemie

most of the time/3-4 times a week

frequently/1-2 times a week

occasionally/max once a week

never

all the time

4.3 Sample

277 individuals started the survey, of whom 145 (45%)
completed it and thus constitute the sample for the present
analysis. The participants were between 18 and 64 years
of age (M=32.41, SD=11.10); 92 (63%) indicated their
sex as female, 53 (37%) as male, with diverse professional
backgrounds, such as engineering, business consulting, edu-
cation, medicine and health, information technology, media
and publishing, administration and law, or the public sec-
tor. The majority were regular employees. Some were self-
employed or worked as paid student interns.

4.4 Analytic strategy

In addition to descriptive analyses of the survey questions,
for some questions, t-tests against the scale midpoint were
performed to assess the participants’ decisiveness, and pair-
wise t-tests were employed to test interesting comparisons.
Differences are reported as significant with an alpha level
of <0.05. Because multiple comparisons were conducted,
the results were adjusted for alpha error accumulation us-
ing Bonferroni corrections. The software SPSS was used for
statistical analyses. Effect sizes (Cohen’s d) were calculated
with the online software StatistikGuru (Hemmerich 2015,
2020). The qualitative data from the open-ended questions
were coded into categories. The categories were created by
an independent rater (a psychologist trained in qualitative
data analysis). A second rater (also a psychologist trained
in qualitative content analysis) classified the open-ended re-
sponses based on this categorization scheme. The interrater
agreement was satisfactory, with Cohen’s Kappa values for
each question >0.82.

MW before pandemic during pandemic

B %

46%

I
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10%
I 0
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5 Results

The following sections present our survey findings clustered
along the three sets of research questions on telework. In
addition, Fig. 1 shows the frequency of telework currently
and before the pandemic. More than 70% had never or
only occasionally worked from home before the pandemic,
whereas now more than 70% teleworked most or even all
of the time. Thus, before the pandemic, many people never
experienced telework, and during the pandemic, they had
their first telework experience.

5.1 RQ 1—Conflicts and reflections
5.1.1 Conflict reports

Participants’ qualitative conflict reports revealed a variety
of different types of conflicts. In addition, differences in
content, the described situations could also be differentiated
based on the other person(s) and the technology involved.
To provide a broad initial overview, the conflict descriptions
were broadly categorized according to these three criteria
(content, persons, technology).

Tables 2, 3 and 4 show the frequencies with which each
category of conflict was mentioned, with respect to the in-
volved persons, technology and content. In many cases, the
involved persons were colleagues (or classmates in the case
of university students). Fewer participants reported conflicts
with customers or principals. In most cases, the conflicts oc-
curred in the context of videoconferencing, with Zoom and
Microsoft Teams being the most frequently mentioned soft-
ware (although some participants did not report the specific
software used).

Participants’ quantitative ratings of the experienced af-
fect in the reported situation were rather negative (M =2.20,
SD=0.94), and significantly lower than the scale midpoint
(t(144)=10.17, p<0.001, d=0.84). The assumed affective
state of the other person involved was also rated as rather
negative (M=2.62, SD=9.35), albeit significantly more
positive than the participants’ own feelings (t(144)=4.79,
p<0.001, d=0.40). This indicates that the reported conflict
was perceived as more negative for oneself than for the

Table 2 Conflict characteristics: Categories of involved person(s) and
relative frequency of mentions [N = 145]

Tab.2 Konfliktcharakteristika: Beteiligter Person/en (Kate-
gorisierung) und Hiufigkeit der Nennungen [N = 145]

Category of involved person(s) Frequency of mentions (%)

Colleagues 41
Colleagues and boss/supervisor 28
Principal 6
Customer 6
Other 19
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Table 3 Conflict characteristics: Involved technologies and relative
frequency of mentions [N=145]

Tab.3 Konfliktcharakteristika: Beteiligte Technologie (Kate-
gorisierung) und Hiufigkeit der Nennungen [N= 145]

Involved technology Frequency of mentions

(%)

Zoom 43
Microsoft Teams 10
Skype 5
WebEx 3
Slack 1
WhatsApp 1
Email 1
Videoconferencing software (not further 15
specified)

Mobile device (not further specified) 6
Other 11

Table 4 Conflict characteristics: Categories of conflict content and
relative frequency of mentions [N= 145]

Tab.4 Konfliktcharakteristika: Inhaltskategorien und Haufigkeit der
Nennungen [N=145]

Category of conflict content

Frequency of men-

tions (%)

Technical problems 32
Uncertainty, misunderstandings, lack of 23

social feedback

Norm violations 8

Lack of rules 11
Communication barriers in digital structures 7

Other 19

other person. Thus, the participants tended to believe that
they suffered more from and were the “true” victim of the
conflict.

In terms of content, five broad types of conflicts could be
identified from the qualitative reports, as further illustrated
by concrete examples.

One category comprised (1) primarily technical prob-
lems (e.g., bad internet connection), often related to delays
and negative impressions (e.g., being late because of prob-
lems dialing in). Typical quotes were:

“There was a delay in audio transfer. Accordingly,
we both talked at the same time and interrupted each
other.”” [P53]

“I had technical problems during a Zoom meeting.
My computer logged me out. This totally destroyed
the work flow. It was quite embarrassing for me.”
[P134]

Another category comprised reports on (2) uncertainty,
misunderstandings, or a lack of social feedback caused
by technical barriers. For example, one participant de-
scribed difficulties adequately assessing a customer’s re-
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action in a video call due to background noise and the
limited possibilities to assess nonverbal communication
cues. Similarly, several participants felt irritated by the lack
of feedback and encouragement from the audience when
speaking in a meeting, especially when others had turned
off their cameras. As one participant described:

“You see only black boxes, you are talking into empti-
ness” [P20]

Also, participants described situations of uncertainty about
whether a colleague’s lack of reaction reflects disinterest or
technical problems. Some even assumed that others “fake”
technical problems for reasons of convenience (e.g., switch-
ing off one’s camera to do other things in parallel, faking
audio problems to avoid an oral quiz), which negatively im-
pacted the atmosphere and team spirit. For example, P138
described:

“The weekly physics seminar was held via Zoom and
started with an oral test. In retrospect, it turned out
that some students faked audio problems to avoid the
test situation” [P138]

Overall, many participants experienced the digital meeting
as “not real communication”, especially when communi-
cation was split over different software channels. For ex-
ample, one participant described a seminar situation where
the instructor used the audio channel (speaking), whereas
the seminar participants refused to turn on their cameras or
audio and reduced their communication to chat:

“This felt very strange, as if the instructor was talking
to himself. I wonder how he might feel when he is
leading us through the whole seminar but never gets
any feedback from our side. Of course I also feel sorry
for him—but if nobody is talking I also don’t want to
start. I at least posted a little thank you in the chat at
the end of the seminar.” [P86]

Another category of conflict reports referred to (3) norm
violations and (in the respondents’ opinion) rude behavior,
such as eating during a video call, leaving the room without
notification, interrupting others, endless monologues with-
out acknowledging others’ requests to speak, and limited
awareness of one’s own impression on others. In some
cases, participants explicitly discussed differences between
the experienced situation and a corresponding non-digital
meeting. For example, one participant complained:

“Two colleagues joined a digital meeting from one
desk and were constantly whispering with each other
with their microphone muted. This gave the impres-
sion that they were gossiping about the others. Pre-
sumably, they would not have done this in the same
obvious way during a face-to-face meeting.” [P89]

Likewise, another participant (P92) complained about her
classmates undermining a Zoom lecture:

“In an online Zoom lecture, the professor’s cat en-
tered the picture and then rested on the professor’s
lap. The students started an extensive chat discussion
about the cat, often just silly comments like ‘meow!’.
The professor thought the incoming comments were
referring to her lecture, was continuously distracted
and had serious problems continuing with her regu-
lar lecture content. I found my classmates’ behavior
irritating and dismissive. I suspect that in a physical
meeting, they would have stopped earlier and realized
that the joke is over” [P92]

Somewhat related to the former, another category addressed
a (4) lack of rules or meta-communication about appropri-
ate behavior, e.g., a lack of agreement on how to “raise your
hand” in digital meetings or frustration about colleagues’
neglecting (seemingly self-evident) rules such as muting
their microphone when not speaking, especially when back-
ground noise is present (e.g., the co-worker’s wife working
on a sewing machine, P43). Due to this lack of commu-
nication rules, meetings often took more time than neces-
sary—even with respect to simple procedures like a round
of introductions:

“At the beginning of a videoconference we were asked
to introduce ourselves. However, there was no fixed
order of speakers. It took ages until someone started
speaking. Always irritating pauses; nobody wanted to
interrupt. Actually I introduced myself last, just to be
sure I do not interrupt anyone.” [P72]

A fifth category (5) referred to general communication
barriers or pitfalls in digital structures, e.g., figuring out
who is speaking when you do not know the other partic-
ipants’ (voices) very well, and the generally higher atten-
tional demands compared to face-to-face settings. A typical
quote was:

“Too many participants who do not know each other
personally. Matching voices and names is almost im-
possible, especially if multiple persons log in from
one account.” [P12]

Participants also referred to difficulties in initiating small
talk (e.g., in a waiting situation) because unmuting one’s
microphone is a barrier. Also, there is less room for informal
half-private conversations between two persons, as typically
initiated at the beginning or end of a (non-digital) meeting.
Some participants also described difficulties in mixed meet-
ing contexts, e.g., everyone else being physically present in
a room and one person joining via Zoom, stating that com-
munication would have been easier and more inclusive if
all participants had connected via Zoom.
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Finally, a final category (6) comprised other types of
conflicts with no (obvious) relation to the digital context,
e.g., inadequate comments by colleagues.

5.1.2 Evaluation of working from home

The respondents’ quantitative evaluations of working
from home currently were in the upper range (M=4.00;
SD=1.70) of the applied five-point scale (liking, 1 =not at
all, 5=very much) and significantly higher than their (ret-
rospective) evaluations of working from home before the
pandemic (M=1.94, SD=1.03; t(143)=21.15, p<0.001,
d=1.76). Tables 5 and 6 show the categories built from
the participants’ qualitative responses concerning perceived
challenges and advantages of the working-from-home sit-
uation. Note that because some participants declared that
they did not see any challenges (or advantages) related to
the working-from-home situation, the samples employed
for categorization are somewhat reduced, with N=136
naming challenges and N= 142 naming advantages.
Among the perceived advantages, the most frequent
statement concerns the lack of commute and associated
gain in free time, followed by the enhanced flexibility and
opportunities for individualized time management. 90% of
statements primarily related to one of these two categories.
A few other participants mentioned fewer distractions from
colleagues, and thus more concentrated work as the main
advantage of working from home. Some referred to better

Table 5 Perceived challenges in the working-from-home situation
[N= 136, multiple mentions possible]

Tab.5 Wahrgenommene Herausforderungen der Home-Office-
Situation [N= 136, Mehrfachnennungen méglich]

Categories of challenges in the working- Frequency of men-

from-home situation tions (%)
Isolation/lack of social interaction 40

Lack of equipment, ergonomic problems 18
Boundary management 12
Motivational problems/self-regulation 8
Distractions/concentration problems 15

Other 7

Table 6 Perceived advantages of the working-from-home situation
[N=142, multiple mentions possible]

Tab.6 Wahrgenommene Vorteile der Home-Office-Situation [N= 142,
Mehrfachnennungen moglich]

Categories of advantages of the working- Frequency of men-

from-home situation tions (%)
Flexibility/individual time management 37

No commute 53
Fewer distractions/more concentrated work 4

Better wellbeing, due to healthy food, com- 3
fortable clothes, etc

Other 3
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physical wellbeing, e.g., due to wearing more comfortable
clothes and better food than in the office.

Among the perceived challenges, a major category con-
cerned isolation and the lack of social interaction with col-
leagues. In particular, participants reported missing natural
occasions for small talk and casual information exchange,
thus losing the feeling of “knowing what is going on”,
which impairs feelings of relatedness and security.

Another frequently mentioned category concerned a lack
of (technical) equipment and related ergonomic problems
(e.g., cannot sit in an upright position because one is work-
ing with a laptop only and no external monitor). In addition,
another sizable share of participants named distractions or
concentration problems in the home setting as the main
challenge of working from home, and as a somewhat re-
lated category, problems managing the boundaries between
private and working life. As one participant stated:

“It is quite hard to communicate to family members
that I am physically sitting here but not available,
namely, ‘not here’” [P114]

A final category of challenges concerned motivational prob-
lems and an increased need for self-regulation and self-
discipline. A typical quote was (P94):

“Back then, when working on-site, I only needed to
motivate myself to work once in the morning—when
working from home, I have to do this all day long”
[P94]

5.1.3 Qualities of work in telework versus working on site

Fig. 2 shows participants’ quantitative ratings for different
qualities of work and whether these qualities are better
supported through telework or working on site. Participants
see digital collaboration as more advantageous than work-
ing on-site when it comes to task fulfillment and efficiency.
The deviation from the scale midpoint was significant
(t(144)=2.08, p<0.05, d=0.17). In contrast, working on-
site was considered more advantageous than telework for
all other surveyed qualities, including pleasure and motiva-
tion (t(144)=3.45, p<0.01, d=0.28), problem-solving and
conflict management (t(144)=11.73, p<0.001, d=0.97),
leadership (t(144)=13.93, p<0.001, d=1.16), team spirit
(t(144)=20.20, p<0.001, d=1.68), as well as inspiration
and creativity (t(144)=5.41, p<0.001, d=0.45).

5.2 RQ2—Social norms

Regarding our second set of research questions, i.e., the
relevance of social norms and diverging interpretations of
one’s conversation partner’s behavior in conflicts arising in
teleworking communication, the conflict reports presented
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task fulfillment and efficiency =~ M=2.79; SD=1.24

pleasure and motivation =~ M=3.37; SD=1.30

problem solving and conflict management =~ M=4.01; SD=1.04

team spirit =~ M=4.42; SD=.85

inspiration and creativity ~M=3.54; SD=1.21

leadership = M=4.15; SD=1.00

ak 2

Better in telework

3 - 5

No difference Better when working on-site

Fig.2 Participants’ ratings for the fulfillment of different qualities of work in telework versus working on-site [N = 145]

Abb. 2 Erfiillung von Arbeitsqualititen in Telearbeit vs. Vor-Ort-Arbeit

above indicate social norm conflicts are a relevant issue.
More than 40% of conflicts referred to a lack of rules, norm
violations, or uncertainty, misunderstandings, and lack of
social feedback in telework communication, of which
thereof 19% explicitly referred to norm violations or a lack
of rules. Technical problems remained the most frequently
mentioned conflict category, at 32%. However, while the
problem itself and potential solutions are more obvious
when it comes to technical problems, the described social
conflicts are more easily overseen and often only evident
to one communication partner, which may lead to lingering
conflicts with long-term destructive potential. Regarding
perceived challenges of the working-from-home situation,
the most frequently mentioned category was isolation and
a lack of social interaction. This highlights the relevance
of teleworkers’ social needs and the challenges associated
with fulfilling these through digital channels, particularly
with respect to the feeling of relatedness resulting from
small talk and casual conversation. In light of these re-
duced opportunities, it becomes even more important that
interaction with colleagues is as fulfilling and conflict-free
as possible.

Thus, as an interim conclusion regarding RQ 2, the vivid
descriptions of social conflicts and experiences of others’
norm violations show that these are subjectively relevant
for teleworkers and that this issue deserves attention. The
social norms perspective can be confirmed as a helpful the-
oretical frame that provides a more nuanced understand-
ing beyond mere conflict descriptions. First, it impressively
indicates why a behavior represents a conflict. It explains

how conflict-generating behaviors that seem minor on the
surface can have strong emotional consequences if such
behavior is understood as an act against the group and its
basis of cohesion, i.e., shared social norms. For example, in
the case of the two whispering colleagues mentioned above,
we do not know whether they were actually gossiping about
the others or whether this was just irrelevant, mindless be-
havior. Still, their behavior is understood as an act against
social norms and threatens the team climate. Second, the
social norms perspective highlights why it is important to
take these conflicts seriously. Given the association of social
norms with basic values and team spirit, social norm con-
flicts should not be considered isolated episodes between
two (or more) communication partners, but instead repre-
sent broader, more general threats.

In addition to this analysis of the general relevance of so-
cial norms within the reported conflicts, we analyzed ratings
of concrete behaviors in digital and non-digital meetings to
obtain insight into existing norms and possibly diverging
views on appropriate behavior in teleworking communi-
cation. Table 7 displays participants’ quantitative ratings
of the appropriateness of different behaviors in digital and
non-digital meetings. Fig. 3 presents these ratings in a bar
graph for easier comparison. In general, the two ratings of
each behavior were in the same direction, i.e., the behav-
iors were rated as either inappropriate (e.g., eating during
a meeting) or appropriate (e.g., drinking during a meeting)
regardless of the digital or non-digital context. However,
a significant difference between the two contexts was found
for some behaviors, which were generally seen as more in-
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Table 7 Participants’ ratings of the appropriateness (1=inappropriate, 5= appropriate) of different behaviors in digital and non-digital meetings

[N=145]

Tab.7 Beurteilung der Angemessenheit (1=unangemessen, 5=angemessen) verschiedener Verhaltensweisen in digitalen und nicht-digitalen

Meetings [N= 145]

Behavior Digital meeting Non-digital meeting

M SD M SD T df p
Temporarily leaving the room without 3.31 1.41 3.26 1.47 0.39 144 0.700
giving a reason
Drinking during the meeting 4.77 0.55 4.76 0.54 0.34 144 0.733
Eating during the meeting 2.88 1.33 2.13 1.14 6.97 144 <0.001
Parallel texting via smartphone 2.40 1.63 1.67 0.95 7.50 144 <0.001
Parallel checking emails 2.59 1.20 1.93 1.03 6.59 144 <0.001
Averting one’s gaze (from the screen/from 391 1.08 3.25 1.15 6.09 144 <0.001
others)
Taking notes on a laptop 4.59 0.76 4.41 0.91 2.05 144 0.042
Taking notes by hand 4.78 0.59 4.82 0.51 1.00 144 0.319

appropriate in non-digital contexts. For example, eating,
parallel texting via one’s smartphone, checking emails or
averting one’s gaze from the screen/others was considered
rude in both contexts, but relatively more acceptable in dig-
ital meetings. One possible reason for the more relaxed at-
titude towards such behaviors in digital contexts is that the
relevant behavior (e.g., texting via smartphone) is less vis-
ible to others (e.g., because others cannot see your hands).
Of course, the fact that others cannot see a side activity does
not eliminate the resulting attention deficits, but at least the
behavior may appear less provocative and less disrespectful.

Moreover, the distribution of participants’ answers
across the five-point rating scale reveals for which be-
haviors relatively clear norms exist and for which diverg-
ing views are present. Fig. 4 shows the distributions of
appropriateness ratings for different behaviors in digital
meetings. It shows that for some behaviors, such as drink-
ing or taking notes during a meeting, relatively clear views
exist, indicating a commonly shared norm. For other be-
haviors, such as temporarily leaving the room or eating

Fig.3 Participants’ ratings of
the appropriateness of different
behaviors in digital and non-
digital meetings [N = 145]. (Sig-
nificant differences between
digital and non-digital meetings
are marked with an asterisk)
Abb.3 Soziale Normen in digi-
talen und nicht-digitalen Mee-

W non-digital meetings

temporarily leaving the room without giving a reason

drinking during the meeting

during the meeting, the answers are distributed across the
full range of the rating scale, in some cases almost evenly.
Such diverging views, with a wide diffusion of answers
across the rating scale, are more likely to induce norm
conflicts, because a behavior that seems appropriate to one
person is regarded as inacceptable by others.

5.3 RQ 3—Interventions and technology design

Regarding the question of helpful interventions to prevent
digital communication conflicts in the work context, on
the applied quantitative rating scale, all four suggested
starting points (i.e., leadership, meta-communication, per-
sonal responsibility, technology design) were rated as
generally promising and significantly higher than the scale
midpoint (=3), with the highest ratings for meta-commu-
nication (e.g., discussing communication rules as a team,
M=4.00, SD=1.08; t(144)=11.15, p<0.001, d=0.93)
and technology design (e.g., the technology itself sup-
ports commitments to basic team rules such as punctuality,

digital meetings
|

tings parallel checking emails .

averting one's gaze

*
eating during the meeting - ===
parallel texting via smartphone
*
*
.

i i |
taking notes via laptop
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Fig.4 Frequencies of appropriateness ratings for different behaviors in digital meetings [N= 145]

Abb. 4 Hiufigkeit der Beurteilung der Angemessenheit verschiedener Verhaltensweisen in digitalen Meetings

M=3.99, SD=1.07; t(144)=11.13, p<0.001, d=0.92).
In comparison, the ratings for interventions by leadership
(e.g., setting clear rules for digital meetings, M=3.88,
SD=1.11; t(144)=9.49, p<0.001, d=0.79) and personal
responsibility (e.g., guidelines to support self-reflection
in digital meetings, M=3.62, SD=1.05; t(144)=7.09,
p<0.001, d=0.59) were slightly lower. In addition, partic-
ipants’ qualitative statements provided concrete examples
of how to utilize the different starting points. For example,
regarding meta-communication, participants’ qualitative
statements provided a variety of examples of possible
aspects that could be addressed in meta-communication
about digital meeting etiquette within teams. These in-
cluded rules for the order of speakers, agreement about
everybody switching their camera on (or off), agreement
about muting one’s microphone when not speaking, or
assigning two moderators to each meeting (one to lead the
conversation, one to operate the software/chat). Regard-
ing technology design, participants’ qualitative statements
mostly emphasized the importance of usability and an
intuitive user interface design, so that all communication
partners are aware of the technical possibilities to trans-
fer communication rules from non-digital meetings to the
digital space (e.g., how to use the raise hand feature in
Zoom). Some participants also declared that there simply
was no way to resolve the described conflict in the context

of a digital meeting and that the described conflict could
have only been prevented through a face-to-face meeting.
Finally, we analyzed participants’ ratings of different
types of design influence according to the classification
scheme by Tromp et al. (2011) for the provided example
of how a technology could support punctuality in digital
meetings. Table 8 shows the level of agreement on the
applied quantitative rating scale for the different types of
design influence. Of the four types (persuasive, coercive,
seductive, decisive), three strategies gained positive average
ratings significantly higher than the scale midpoint, namely
persuasive (M=3.52; SD=1.33; t(144)=4.69, p<0.001,
d=0.39), seductive (M=3.34; SD=1.29; t(144)=3.26,
p<0.001, d=0.27), and decisive influence (M=3.41;
SD=1.50; t(144)=3.72, p<0.001, d=0.31). Only the
coercive approach received a negative mean rating, sig-
nificantly below the scale midpoint (M=2.54; SD=1.41;
t(144)=3.95, p<0.001, d=0.33). In addition, to obtain
a broad comparative overview of acceptance of the four
approaches, we dichotomized participants’ ratings on the
five-point scale into acceptance (ratings >3) and rejection
(ratings <3). Note that participants who gave a rating of 3
were not considered for the dichotomization into accep-
tance or rejection, resulting in somewhat limited sample
sizes. Fig. 5 displays the relative frequencies of acceptance
and rejection for each approach. While a coercive video-
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Table8 Agreement ratings for four different design influence approaches according to the classification scheme by Tromp et al. (2011) and
provided examples with respect to supporting punctuality in digital meetings [N= 145, 1=do not agree at all, 5=totally agree]

Tab.8 Zustimmung zu vier verschiedenen Ansitzen der Beeinflussung durch Gestaltung gemif dem Klassifikationsschema von Tromp et al.
(2011) und Umsetzungsbeispiele zur Unterstiitzung von Piinktlichkeit in digitalen Meetings [N= 145, 1 = stimme gar nicht zu, 5= stimme voll zu]

Type of design Statement + example: Agreement
influence Technology should be designed in a way that M SD
Apparent, ... encourages commitment to rules such as timelines, e.g., a videoconferencing system 3.52 1.33
weak = persuasive which encourages timelines by a notification how long the others are already waiting when

influence dialing in

Apparent, ... enforces commitment to rules such as punctuality, e.g., a videoconferencing system 2.54 1.41
strong = coercive where it is no longer possible to dial in when more than two minutes late

influence

Hidden, ... supports commitment to rules such as punctuality in a gentle way, e.g., a videoconfer- 3.34 1.29
weak = seductive encing system that displays each participant’s time of entry

influence

Hidden, ... supports commitment to rules such as punctuality in a decisive way, e.g., a videoconfer- 341 1.50
strong = decisive in- encing system that mutes participants who are late for the first two minutes, to not disrupt

fluence the current flow of communication

conferencing system where it is no longer possible to dial
in when more than two minutes late was rejected by the
majority of participants, the other approaches supporting
punctuality through a notification of how long the others
are already waiting when dialing in (persuasive), display-
ing each participant’s time of entry (seductive), or muting
participants who are late for the first two minutes to not
disrupt the current flow of communication (decisive) were
welcomed by the majority of participants.

6 Discussion

In summary, the present findings tell a complex story about
teleworkers’ daily experiences and related practical and
psychological challenges. Both individual teleworkers as
well as team managers responsible for creating a context
that facilitates digital interaction within and between teams
face high demands. The study shows that successful tele-

Fig.5 Frequencies of accep-
tance of different design influ-
ence approaches

Abb.5 Akzeptanz verschiede-
ner Ansitze der Beeinflussung
durch Gestaltung

persuasive [n=116]

coercive [n=119]

seductive [n=115]

decisive [n=125]
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work requires a holistic perspective: While creating func-
tional and technical structures that allow people to work
and communicate with one another is an important basis,
further consideration must be given to psychological vari-
ables and social structures. The following sections further
discuss our key findings clustered along the predefined re-
search questions and relate these to previous research.

6.1 RQ 1—Conflicts and reflections on telework

The present survey of the everyday experiences of tele-
workers in different industries revealed a variety of typi-
cal conflicts in digital communication in the work context,
which were associated with a negative affective experience
for the person who reported the conflict as well as (pre-
sumably) the other involved persons, such as colleagues,
customers or supervisors. However, the other person’s ex-
perience was rated as less negative than one’s own, which
may reflect a feeling of being the true “victim” of the con-

M rejection

acceptance

31%
69%

62%
38%

32%
68%

34%
66%
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flict oneself. When people think of conflicts, they tend to
intuitively think in terms of dichotomous roles of harm-
doers/perpetrators versus victims (e.g., Gray and Wegner
2009; SimanTov-Nachlieli and Shnabel 2014), which bears
the risk of further escalation. As described in studies on
competitive victimhood (Noor et al. 2012, p. 351), each of
the conflicting parties sees it as the other party’s responsi-
bility to initiate actions to end the conflict or apologize for
their disrespectful behavior, whereas oneself has the right to
feel offended. Thus, if both conflict partners see themselves
in the same position and expect the other person to deesca-
late, an escalating process may ensue, where feelings of
distance and possibly aggression grow over time (see also
Diefenbach and Ullrich 2018).

While about one-third of the reported conflicts were pri-
marily technological in nature, a large share of the remain-
ing conflicts revealed second-order problems regarding so-
cial dynamics in the context of digitally mediated commu-
nication, often due to a lack of social feedback or lack of
shared rules of appropriate behavior. Moreover, it became
clear that such misunderstandings often remain unnoticed,
and colleagues may not be aware of such norm conflicts
and the poor impression they make on others. Instead, in-
dividuals may be overconfident that others will interpret
their intentions correctly and overestimate the accuracy of
their communication behavior in digital meetings, as also
found in previous research on email communication (Ri-
ordan and Trichtinger 2017). In fact, many of the deficits
and communication barriers in digital structures described
in this study (e.g., determining who is speaking if you do
not know the other participants’ voices very well; feeling
less connected than in direct meetings; little room for in-
formal talk) paralleled those already reported in previous
research (e.g., Biehl et al. 2015; Egido 1988; Olson and Ol-
son 2000). As already discussed in the related work section,
early analyses of the potential and failures of videoconfer-
encing showed that reduced opportunities for informal, un-
official interactions make teleconferencing unattractive and
thus in many cases a poor substitute for face-to-face meet-
ings (Egido 1988). Especially when it comes to strategic de-
cisions of long-term relevance, important information trans-
mission tends to happen outside of official meeting rooms
(Mintzberg 1973) whereas a videoconference is always “of-
ficially” planned and consciously established, people do not
dial in by chance.

One might even ask why, despite the well-known lim-
itations of videoconferencing and related remote commu-
nication techniques, telework has expanded so much and
been considered the work model of the future, even be-
fore the pandemic (IWG 2018, 2019). Indeed, how telework
stacks up critically depends on the criterion and qualities
of work qualities examined. While participants saw work-
ing on-site as advantageous with regards to many qualities

of work of a social or creative character (e.g., team spirit,
problem-solving and conflict management, inspiration and
creativity), they saw telework as advantageous for task ful-
fillment and efficiency. This parallels findings from ear-
lier studies revealing lower satisfaction with collaboration
with colleagues among teleworkers (Iometrics and Global
Workplace Analytics 2020) but higher self-perceived pro-
ductivity due to fewer interruptions (Baruch 2000). From
a managerial perspective, it is understandable that gains in
efficiency and cost reduction (e.g., due to limited travel-
ling, fewer workspaces) are a good argument for telework.
However, how qualities of work such as team spirit or cre-
ative atmosphere can be supported in the telework context
should be further examined. In this regard, the social norms
perspective and issues discussed with respect to RQ2 and
RQ3 offer some interesting starting points, as discussed in
the next sections. In general, if a choice is possible, team
managers are well-advised to consider which meetings can
be performed digitally without any reduction in quality or
even benefit from digital structures—and when meeting in
person is required.

Apart from the communication tools used, another as-
pect of telework concerns the pandemic-induced working-
from-home situation. As shown by the participants’ re-
ports, many appreciate the enhanced autonomy and pos-
sibilities to integrate work tasks with activities that en-
hance personal wellbeing, such as cooking healthy meals
or taking a short walk around the block in between meet-
ings. At the same time, the participants’ responses empha-
sized challenges related to the working-from-home situa-
tion. Aside from pragmatic issues likely related to the sud-
den shift to working from to home office in the pandemic
context (e.g., not having the necessary technical equipment,
non-ergonomic furniture), participants described a number
of psychological challenges, which can be broadly dif-
ferentiated into self-related and other-related challenges.
Other-related challenges refer to feelings of loneliness and
a lack of companionship due to limited interactions with
colleagues, whereas self-related challenges are linked to in-
creased self-management requirements when working from
home, encompassing the categories of boundary manage-
ment, distractions/concentration problems, and motivation
and self-regulation issues. Such reports are in line with
previous studies of telework, which have also emphasized
difficulties maintaining close relationships with co-work-
ers, a lack of team spirit and motivation, and difficulties in
self-organization (RaiSiené et al. 2020), self-regulation and
boundary management (e.g., Beigi et al. 2018; Iometrics &
Global Workplace Analytics 2020). For each of these as-
pects, more general theories of work-related wellbeing can
be considered in order to identify potential starting points
for interventions. For example, this is the case regarding
boundary management. Boundary theory claims that peo-
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ple create and attempt to maintain psychological and phys-
ical behavioral boundaries between different life domains,
in line with their individual preference to either separate
these life domains from each other or integrate them in
order to fulfill specific roles (Ashforth et al. 2000; Ol-
son-Buchanan and Boswell 2006). Naturally, working from
home, where a physical boundary between the office and
one’s living space no longer exists, poses additional chal-
lenges for boundary creation. Thus, individuals might expe-
rience the pandemic-induced working-from-home situation
as more or less challenging depending on a combination
of contextual factors (e.g., having young children at home,
living situation), individual preferences, and individual psy-
chological skills (e.g., capacities of self-control and trans-
lating intentions into action, Bieleke and Keller 2021; Goll-
witzer and Sheeran 2006). Accordingly, the 2020 Global
Work-from-Home Experience Survey conducted by lomet-
rics and Global Workplace Analytics (2020) also identified
individual abilities, such as self-regulation, as the most im-
portant predictor of working from home successfully, while
highlighting boundary management training for employees
as an important workplace intervention in response to the
pandemic (Chang et al. 2021).

To summarize, these findings clearly indicate the need
for specific supports regarding not only the technical but
also the “psychological equipment” necessary for telework.
Especially if the shift to telework comes abruptly, employ-
ees may feel that they are equipped with the technology
allowing them to work from home—but no prescription of
how to successfully integrate telework with their psycholog-
ical needs and private life. Therefore, in addition to obliga-
tory training when a new software is introduced, employees
should also receive training in psychological competencies
such as self-regulation and boundary management, which is
becoming all the more necessary in light of the expansion
of telework. In addition, required competencies on a team
level grow as well, with the development of shared social
norm in the digital space being one aspect, as discussed in
the next section (RQ2).

6.2 RQ 2—Social norms and norm conflicts

When it comes to communication via digital structures in
the context of telework, our survey revealed social norms
and misunderstandings due to limited communication cues
as a main source of conflict, but also highlighted technol-
ogy design as a promising solution to address at least some
of these issues. As already widely discussed in the litera-
ture on organizational citizenship behavior (OCB) and lead-
ership (e.g., Ehrhart and Naumann 2004; Ellemers et al.
2004), social norms and shared rules of interaction are
closely connected to social team identity and work moti-
vation—in short, a valuable good to be protected, albeit
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one that is dependent on the behavior of many. Accord-
ingly, Opp (Hechter and Opp 2001; p. XV) describes social
norms as second-order public goods that are most likely to
emerge when they are instrumental for the attainment of
group goals. However, in contrast to communication break-
downs related to technical problems (e.g., internet connec-
tion issues), communication breakdowns related to norm
conflicts and resulting bitterness in a team may remain un-
noticed, making them even more dangerous.

In particular, team members may see themselves in
the morally superior position (and the other person in the
wrong) when no clear norms exist. Indeed, our survey
showed that for some behaviors in digital meetings, ap-
propriateness ratings were quite diverse, indicating that no
clear norms have been established yet. For example, while
there was a uniform view that drinking during a meeting
is appropriate, participants had divided opinions on eating
during meetings: About 45% see it as inappropriate, 35%
see it as appropriate, with the remaining 20% selecting
the scale midpoint, possibly because they were undecided.
A similarly split opinion occurred for checking emails in
parallel or temporarily leaving the room without giving
a reason. It should be noted that some caution is warranted
in interpreting these findings. We do not know whether all
participants interpreted the described behaviors in the exact
same way, which could be another source of the divergent
ratings. In addition, there are some overlaps between the
behavioral categories. For example, “parallel texting via
smartphone” overlaps with “averting one’s gaze”, which
makes it hard to tell which aspect is the more important
norm violation. Still, in combination with the many qualita-
tive reports on conflicts related to a lack of rules and norm
violations, we can conclude that some potential for conflict
exists. Hence, in order to maintain a healthy team climate,
it seems necessary to establish shared views on respectful
behavior in digital (and non-digital) collaboration within
the team. While managing social dynamics in meetings
and creating a healthy communication culture is challeng-
ing for all organizations, it becomes even more difficult
in telework. However, one might also consider the digital
context as an opportunity and ask how technology could
assist with aspects beyond mere information transmission,
as explored in RQ3 and discussed in the next paragraphs.

6.3 RQ 3—Interventions and technology design

In our survey, many conflicts were associated with a lack
of communication rule and norms, and participants strongly
agreed with the idea of technology being designed in a way
that actively facilitates commitment to basic social rules.
Still, before implementing seemingly helpful features to
support norm commitment, a sensible definition of the exact
design goals to be pursued and a thorough understanding
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of the potential conflict being designed for are necessary
for responsible technology design. As discussed in previ-
ous work (Diefenbach and Ullrich 2018, p. 53), there is
a widespread tendency to constantly invent new features
and technological “solutions”, which might later turn out to
be social problems. “Read” receipt features in messenger
apps, which result in pressure to give an immediate and thus
often rushed and ambiguous answer, are just one example
of unwanted side effects. Consequently, users sometimes
search for workarounds to deactivate such features, such as
reading others’ messages with their phone in airplane mode
(Griffiths 2016).

With respect to design interventions, different types of
norm conflicts identified in earlier research could be valu-
able starting points. For example, Diefenbach and Ullrich
(2018) describe four distinct types of typical norm conflicts
in digital spaces, one of which is called “norm confusion”.
Norm confusion emerges if technology opens up new fields
of social interaction where no previous experience and no
clear norms exist yet. These authors note that people may
try to find parallels and apply norms from similar situa-
tions in the non-digital space, but may not always see an
unambiguous parallel: “Which norms, for example, should
apply for chat conversations? Should one consider it a per-
sonal face-to-face conversation, thus having to say goodbye
before leaving the (chat) room? Or is it a non-committal
open channel, an occasional meeting zone such as a mar-
ketplace, where people are strolling around, may exchange
a few words with one person or the other, without a felt
obligation to say goodbye to everybody before leaving the
zone” (Diefenbach and Ullrich 2018, p. 45). Accordingly,
in cases of norm confusion, one could think of design ap-
proaches that activate an existing norm and thus support
a shared understanding of behavioral rules in a given con-
text. To name a simple example with respect to chat conver-
sation: if a chat is designed to look more like a “real” face-
to-face conversation, this may activate a norm of greeting
and farewell. Textboxes that look like speech bubbles and
photos or avatars to represent the communication partners
could be simple starting points (see also Mooseder 2018).

Another approach could be to support self-monitoring in
digital contexts. In many of the reported norm conflicts, par-
ticipants complained about others’ limited awareness of the
impression they made on others. In general, users do not re-
flect on their own behavior to the same extent observers do
(e.g., answering a phone call in public and speaking way too
loudly, Diefenbach and Ullrich 2018, p. 54), and a failure
to apply social norms can be related to a lack of self-control
(Voggeser et al. 2018). In videoconferencing, for example,
simple statistics about one’s communication behavior such
as talking time, frequency of interrupting others, or indi-
cators of background noise could support self-monitoring

and help to bridge discrepancies between communication
partners to some degree.

7 Conclusion

Digital communication channels have proven their poten-
tial as a way to collaborate with colleagues and customers
during the rapid expansion of telework in response to the
Covid-19 pandemic probably more than even before. In
conclusion, the present survey yielded an encouraging per-
spective on telework overall, but also pointed out areas that
require further attention. More specifically, it confirmed that
autonomy, flexible time management and related wellbeing
improvements constitute core benefits of telework for em-
ployees. However, it also became clear that certain qualities,
such as creativity and informal interaction, develop less nat-
urally in digital contexts and require specific support. In ad-
dition, our study highlighted typical conflicts related to tele-
work. In many cases, these reflected conflicts around social
norms or a lack of social feedback due to the inherent limi-
tations of digital channels. In addition to meta-communica-
tion about shared rules of behavior in teams, the design of
technologies themselves could be a starting point to reduce
conflict. Thereby, this research emphasizes the potential of
technology design to improve digital collaboration beyond
information exchange and highlights communication qual-
ities from a psychological perspective. Extending previous
studies on wellbeing in relation to telework, it places partic-
ular emphasis on the social dynamics behind conflicts and
perceived challenges and highlights social norms as a useful
frame that may also be addressed in design decisions.

It should be noted that the present findings reflect the
experiences of a limited sample of teleworkers, collected
in one country, and therefore need to be interpreted with
caution. Still, while the exact mechanisms behind the re-
vealed conflicts, theoretical explanations and transferability
to other samples require further examination, the present
research clearly highlights the necessity to address psy-
chological wellbeing in teleworking scenarios and to use
insights into teleworkers’ subjective experiences to inform
technology design. While the creation of digital structures
and relevant software is an important prerequisite for suc-
cessful teleworking, specific psychological challenges, ef-
fects on psychological wellbeing and social dynamics also
require attention. This pertains particularly to subtle, less
obvious effects, which do not arouse strong emotions at
first glance but may disrupt social structures in the long
run. By shifting these issues into focus, the present study
seeks to provide a basis for a successful and wellbeing-
oriented future for telework.
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