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ABSTRACT 

Purpose: This study aims to gain insight into the existing knowledge of the challenges affecting 

the well-being of individuals who engage in virtual work. 

Theory: Powered by available and developing technology, digitalization enables work activity 

outside office locations as organizations transition from co-located to virtual work. Individuals can 

thus choose when and where to carry out their work tasks. However, the transition to virtual work-

places causes concern in both managers and employees, because it affects work distribution and 

organization, organizational structures, and management practices. Therefore, such a transition 

requires customized strategies for achieving optimized work performance and employee  

well-being in virtual work. 

Approach: We reviewed the available literature on virtual work to develop a comprehensive  

overview of the well-being challenges knowledge workers experience when working virtually. 

Findings: By reviewing the literature on virtual work, we observe that such analysis is fragmented. 

Therefore, we compile six challenges in virtual work affecting the well-being of employees and 

managers.  

Originality/value: The study contributes to research on digitalization of knowledge work by  

clarifying and organizing key challenges knowledge workers experience when working virtually 

and compile the available knowledge in a comprehensive overview. 

Keywords: Digitalization, Virtual work, Challenges, Knowledge work, Well-being  

 

 

1. Introduction 

The advancing technologies contribute to making work and daily life increasingly digital. Organ-

izations integrate digital technologies e.g., online platforms, telecommunication applications, 

cloud services, analytic tools and artificial intelligence in workplaces (Schwarzmüller et al., 2018; 

Vuori et al., 2019). By integrating these technologies, organizations enable connectivity and flex-

ibility for knowledge workers to take work activities outside of office locations and enable virtual 

work. As a consequence, individuals can choose when and where to carry out their work tasks, and 



 Transdisciplinary Workplace Research Conference TWR 2020 

 

N.Vendramin, G.Nardelli, Virtual work challenges experienced by knowledge workers in organizations undergoing 

digitalization  Page 2 of 15 

therefore achieve increased autonomy (Kelliher & Anderson, 2010). Digital tools allow working 

virtually as individuals can use emails and access organizations’ files anywhere using personal 

computers and other devices. Because of video conferencing, individuals can attend meetings 

while outside the office. Digital technology enables novel forms of virtual work, where both time, 

geography, organizational boundaries and culture create a distance to co-workers and colleagues 

(Fisher & Fisher, 2001; Jimenez et al., 2017; Larson & DeChurch, 2020; Martins et al., 2004; 

Taras et al., 2019).  

Enabled by digitalization, co-located teamwork increasingly has been replaced by virtual work 

(Schwarzmüller et al., 2018), and collaboration in virtual space from different locations has be-

come the norm (Jimenez et al., 2017). Digitalization and virtual work have especially gained im-

portance since the outbreak of COVID-19. Until recently, the majority of knowledge-intensive 

organizations across the world have engaged in virtual work either through dispersed teams, virtual 

teams or having individuals’ occasionally work from home offices. 

Although the literature has addressed factors influencing employee well-being when working vir-

tually, such as cultural differences and misunderstandings (Dekker et al., 2008; Henderson et al., 

2018; Muethel & Hoegl, 2010), trust issues (Alsharo et al., 2017; Bisbe & Sivabalan, 2017; Choi 

& Cho, 2019), difficulty in working and managing from different parts of the world (Jimenez et 

al., 2017). Literature has not yet provided a comprehensive overview of the challenges individuals 

experience when working virtually. Therefore, this study aims to identify the challenges in virtual 

work that impede the well-being of individuals, followed by the research question: What are the 

common challenges experienced by employees and managers working virtually? 

We begin by introducing the research area. Thereafter, we define digitalization, knowledge-inten-

sive organizations, and virtual work, followed by the methodology of this study. Further, we pre-

sent the challenges affecting the well-being of individuals working virtually, followed by the con-

clusion and opportunities for further research. 

 

2. Definitions 

In this study, we define digitalization as the application of digital technologies in organizations 

that change business processes, such as collaboration and communication (Mergel et al., 2019; 

Verhoef et al., 2019).  

Digitalization affects collaboration and communication processes in knowledge-intensive organi-

zations (Schwarzmüller et al., 2018). We define knowledge-intensive organizations as organiza-

tions that develop and utilise complex knowledge (i.e., theoretical, abstract and contextual) in cre-

ating its outputs and where the majority of workers have specialized skills and detailed knowledge 

(von Nordenflycht, 2010).  

Literature uses different terms when describing work accomplished from distance by the assistance 

of digital technology. For example, remote work (e.g., Eddleston & Mulki, 2017; Olson, 1983), 

telework (e.g., Suh & Lee, 2017), mobile work (e.g., Chen & Nath, 2008), flexible work (e.g., 

Groen et al., 2018), virtual work (e.g., Makarius & Larson, 2017), digital work (e.g., Dittes et al., 

2019), distributed work (e.g., Zolin et al., 2004), and dispersed work (e.g., Assudani, 2009). Fre-

quently these terms are used interchangeably (e.g., Golden, 2006). This type of work is connected 

with domains such as virtual teams (Gilson et al., 2015) and global virtual teams (Jimenez et al., 

2017), virtual offices (Fritz et al., 1998), distributed environments (Gressgård & Hansen, 2015) 
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and flexible working practices (Kelliher & Anderson, 2010). In addition, the level of virtuality 

describes the extent to which work is accomplished in virtual space by the assistance of digital 

technologies (Makarius & Larson, 2017; Schaubroeck & Yu, 2017). 

In this study, we use the term virtual work to refer to work that is enabled by digital technology 

and uses digital technology for transferring ideas and knowledge with a reduced face-to-face in-

teraction (Makarius & Larson, 2017). Virtual work allows collaboration, communication and 

knowledge sharing via email, instant messaging apps, social media, video conferencing, and cloud 

services (Orhan et al., 2016). Individuals working virtually accomplish work tasks from their 

homes, co-working spaces, clients’ offices and/or drop-in work stations closer to their homes 

(Raghuram & Wiesenfeld, 2004).  

Furthermore, we broadly refer to individual well-being as the overall quality of individuals’ func-

tioning and experience at work (Voorde et al., 2012; Warr, 1987) which may be affected by ele-

ments such as job satisfaction and commitment, presence of stressors, quality of interactions and 

relationships between co-workers. 

 

3. Methodology 

The purpose of this study is to gain insight into the existing knowledge of the challenges affecting 

the well-being of individuals working virtually. To do so, we carried out a systematic literature 

review inspired by Webster and Watson (Webster & Watson, 2001). We used Science Direct as 

the main database to search for peer-reviewed journals, articles and book chapters relevant for the 

study.  

When selecting articles and papers, we considered the research question and scope of the literature 

review to outline the selection criteria. First, we searched the database by using the term “digital”; 

further, we selected “digitalisation” following UK English. Followed by “digitalization” using US 

English to ensure inclusion of the relevant literature. To expand on challenges in virtual work, we 

searched “virtual work” and “virtual teams”. Furthermore, since we were interested in challenges 

common in knowledge work, we searched by term “knowledge work”. The reason we chose these 

keywords follows our assumption that virtual work in knowledge-intensive organizations is ena-

bled by digitalization. 

The selection of relevant articles included analysis of the title and keywords; if the article passed 

these filters, the paper was assessed for the scope of our project. The first step of the review process 

resulted in 333 articles, which we saved in Zotero library. In the second step, we analysed the 

papers’ abstract, introduction and findings. While doing this, we selected 23 relevant papers for 

this literature review, which constituted as the main data for the literature analysis.  

When analysing the selected papers, we specifically looked for challenges in virtual work affecting 

the well-being of managers and employees in knowledge-intensive organizations. We divided the 

challenges from the selected literature into core challenges and secondary challenges based on how 

many publications addressed each challenge. We found that core challenges were addressed in 

more than half of the reviewed selected publications i.e. more than 12, whereas secondary chal-

lenges were addressed occasionally i.e. less than 12 of the selected publications.  
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4. Analysis 

Engaging in virtual work has various benefits, for example, working virtually removes the need 

for physical presence in a certain environment and the related costs, reduces travel time, preserves 

the environment (Dekker et al., 2008), and allows coordinating actions of individuals across the 

organization simultaneously (Schaubroeck & Yu, 2017). Working virtually leads to reduced work-

related stress due to the increased flexibility that allows individuals to balance work demands and 

private lives (Raghuram & Wiesenfeld, 2004). At the same time, working virtually can be chal-

lenging due to the constant connectivity, increasing demands and lack of social interaction. Addi-

tionally, communication issues affect collaboration and trust in virtual work. These challenges 

impede the well-being and performance of work for managers and employees alike (Alsharo et al., 

2017). Table 1 illustrates core and secondary challenges in virtual work we derived from the se-

lected literature. Thereafter, we elaborate on each challenge. 

 

Table 1 - Representation of core and secondary challenges in virtual work 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4.1.Collaboration issues 

Interpersonal collaboration is an essential aspect of knowledge work as both information and 

knowledge are key resources to knowledge workers, and collaboration facilitates knowledge and 

information exchange (Vuori et al., 2019). However, virtual work involves collaboration and com-

munication with a reduced face-to-face contact, which diminish cohesion among the co-workers, 

limits interpersonal relation development, interrupts tacit information exchange, presents chal-

lenges in managing conflicts (Bisbe & Sivabalan, 2017; Choi & Cho, 2019), prolongs decision-

making and effective collaboration (Alsharo et al., 2017). 

Collaboration is important for achieving good performance, yet collaboration relies on trust, which 

promotes knowledge sharing within the team (Alsharo et al., 2017). Knowledge sharing contrib-

utes to both trust generation and collaboration among individuals working virtually. However, 

frequently in virtual work, the knowledge transfer is slower and reduced (Bisbe & Sivabalan, 

2017), resulting in individuals missing information for performing tasks or not receiving infor-

mation on time (Orhan et al., 2016). Furthermore, sharing tacit knowledge in virtual work through 

solely verbal and written means is difficult as even with the use of richest virtual communication 

form, tacit knowledge cannot be fully grasped (Schaubroeck & Yu, 2017). 

In certain situations, knowledge sharing may trigger loss of knowledge ownership, which, as a 

result, trigger reluctance in sharing knowledge with others (Alsharo et al., 2017). The reservation 

Core challenges Secondary challenges 

Collaboration issues Constant connectivity 

Increasing demands 

Lack of trust Incompatibility of technology and 

users 

Social isolation 
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in knowledge sharing may interfere with collaboration and result in issues such as missed objec-

tives due to distance. 

 

4.2. Lack of trust  

Trust is crucial in virtual work as it facilitates collaboration, coordination and knowledge sharing, 

yet building trust is difficult, especially in workplaces with a high level of virtuality, where indi-

viduals who are not familiar with one another collaborate via digital technology (Schaubroeck & 

Yu, 2017). In situations where individuals are located in separate sites, different time zones and 

have different cultural backgrounds that may involve having diverse trusting behaviours, values, 

expectations and ways of communicating and collaboration (Muethel & Hoegl, 2010; Zakaria & 

Mohd Yusof, 2018) which, as a result, contribute to difficulties in trust development and collabo-

ration. Lack of trust is the key impediment to performance in virtual work (Choi & Cho, 2019). 

Trust is formed gradually and is based on the perceptions of trustworthiness and involves elements 

e.g., uncertainty, vulnerability and risk, which individuals working virtually need to overcome to 

work well together (Alsharo et al., 2017; Choi & Cho, 2019).  

 

4.3.Social isolation 

Another challenge in virtual work relates to the absence of social interactions, support and feeling 

of belongingness due to minimised face-to-face interaction and high dependence on digital tech-

nology, which lead to feelings of loneliness and isolation (Orhan et al., 2016; Vuori et al., 2019). 

These perceptions may negatively affect work-related outcomes. Virtual work diminishes oppor-

tunities for socialising and engaging in outside office interactions facilitating friendship building 

as digital technology cannot replace direct interactions. These relations contribute to trust-building 

and performance among coworkers (Jimenez et al., 2017).  

Physical separation makes collaboration more difficult, and physical isolation might lead to the 

perception of missing the necessary information for work tasks and access to people involved in 

work tasks (Orhan et al., 2016). Due to the lack of presence and invisibility of individuals, infor-

mation exchange may be delayed or absent. The absence of connections and hardships in accessing 

the required information for work tasks may lead to the experience of informational isolation. 

Individuals, with the least social interaction, face the highest informational isolation, as they are 

more likely to be excluded from information exchange among co-workers.   

 

4.4.Constant connectivity 

Connectivity to digital technologies allows individuals working in virtual contexts to enjoy spatial 

and temporal flexibility, however, research highlights challenges in disconnecting from work 

(Reyt & Wiesenfeld, 2014; Schwarzmüller et al., 2018). On the one hand, employees can perform 

work and accommodate private aspects such as childcare. On the other hand, employees can reach 

out for work materials at all times, thus manifesting in overwhelm and feelings of stress (Gaudioso 

et al., 2017; Tarafdar et al., 2007). The connectivity enabled by digital technology contributes to 

individuals working longer hours. Additionally, individuals often experience pressure to respond 

immediately to emails and instant messaging platforms (Barber & Santuzzi, 2015; Barley, 2015; 
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Wajcman & Rose, 2011). As a result, the overextended use of digital technology may provoke 

technostress and/or burnout (Dittes et al., 2019). 

For prevention purposes, organizations need to focus on increased leader attention and establish-

ment of special procedures. However, also leaders experience pressures related to connectivity. 

For example, organizations demand leaders for innovation and fast decision-making, which result 

in long working hours. The increased flexibility requires availability and leading people at all 

times, thus bringing more pressure on the leader, and, at the same time, establishing the constant 

connectivity as the norm of the workplace (Schwarzmüller et al., 2018). 

 

4.5.Increasing demands 

Virtual work enabled by digitalization, change the requirements for employees and leaders in or-

ganizations as individuals work from different places, requiring them to adopt different skills, be-

haviours and methods in their work (Schwarzmüller et al., 2018; Serban et al., 2015). Research 

highlights the need for having at least basic level IT literacy, abilities in problem-solving and in-

formation processing, decision-making, and social skills. Individuals should adopt a higher level 

of agility, cultivate cultural awareness (Schwarzmüller et al., 2018; Sousa & Rocha, 2019; Taras 

et al., 2019), develop resilience for coping with the challenges of digitalization and contemporary 

work arrangements (Vuori et al., 2019), and self-regulate their performance (Bisbe & Sivabalan, 

2017).  

Leaders managing individuals need to adopt IT proficiency, establish competencies in intercultural 

skills, obtain knowledge in distance management (Dulebohn & Hoch, 2017), and master abilities 

in navigating the increased complexity (Schwarzmüller et al., 2018). Overall, employees and lead-

ers alike experience higher job demands at work due to increased complexity, more technology 

systems, and need to process increased information load (Schwarzmüller et al., 2018). While dig-

ital technology allows accessing and organizing knowledge and information, individuals are not 

trained to process and interpret large volumes of information (Vuori et al., 2019). Inability to pro-

cess information may lead to information overload and a sense of losing control. Furthermore, the 

implementation of additional digital technologies, platforms, interfaces and operating systems to 

improve productivity and efficiency in work tasks, may contribute to a hectic work environment, 

where individuals are dealing with frequent interruptions, multitasking and information overload 

(Franssila et al., 2016; Vuori et al., 2019). Due to new digital devices and intuitive information 

systems, organizations require individuals to perform work tasks, previously done by administra-

tive staff. The digital tools can be highly complex and learning how to use the tools may lead to 

an increased workload. 

 

4.6.Incompatibility of technology and users 

Virtual work includes a high dependency on digital technology requiring individuals to use digital 

tools to accomplish work tasks and handle related issues (Saafein & Shaykhian, 2014). While dig-

ital technology assists individuals in performing their tasks, the technical aspects of digital tech-

nology may impede their work. For example, technology clashes, malfunctions, and network is-

sues may cause delays. Using digital technologies can be frustrating especially if individuals face 

issues with the technology and lack training in using the tools and in addressing the related issues. 
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These issues may contribute to lowering job satisfaction, engagement, affect productivity and qual-

ity of work. The usability and user-friendliness of digital technology is a critical component for 

employees to embrace and use technology at work (Zhang et al., 2018). Additionally, digital tools 

limit communication due to loss of richness in communication (Jimenez et al., 2017; Schaubroeck 

& Yu, 2017). 

Furthermore, research outlines issues relating to user groups and their use of technology (Dittes et 

al., 2019). For example, older generations tend to use digital technology more reluctantly. Even 

though many elders actively use digital technologies, others are more reserved. Many may not 

intuitively know how to use digital tools at work and thus may face exclusion (Hill et al., 2015). 

At the same time, younger generations, even with proficiency in technology use also tend to strug-

gle without prior training (Vuori et al., 2019).  

 

5. Discussion and conclusion 

This study provides an overview of the six challenges affecting well-being of individuals in virtual 

work: (1) collaboration issues; (2) lack of trust; (3) constant connectivity; (4) increasing demands;  

(5) incompatibility of technology and users; and (6) social isolation. 

Collaboration issues and lack of trust are the key challenges represented in the literature on virtual 

work. The literature relates these challenges to virtual group dynamics, as collaboration and trust 

are especially important for work accomplished in settings with a high degree of virtuality e.g., 

global virtual teams. Additionally, literature associates social isolation to virtual group dynamics 

due to the reduced face-to-face interactions and limited potential for socialising.  

Less than half of the selected literature included in this study covers constant connectivity, increas-

ing demands and incompatibility of technology. Literature relates these challenges to the concept 

of digitalization, as these challenges can be experienced even when individuals are working from 

an office or in teams with reduced virtuality e.g., with occasional face-to-face interaction. 

Table 2 outlines the overview of this literature review, including the two main concepts and the 

associated variables with the reference to the corresponding authors. 

 

Table 2 – the overview of concepts, variables and authors 

Concept Variable Authors  

Digitalization Constant  

connectivity 

Schwarzmüller et al., 2018; Vuori et al., 2019; Dittes et al., 

2019 

 

Increasing  

demands 

Schwarzmüller et al., 2018; Vuori et al., 2019; Sousa & Rocha, 

2019; Verhoef et al., 2019; Matt et al., 2015; Oberländer et al., 

2020 

Incompatibility of 

technology and  

users 

Vuori et al., 2019; Dulebohn & Hoch, 2017; Schaubroeck & 

Yu, 2017; Dittes et al., 2019; Zhang et al., 2018; Hill et al., 

2015; Saafein & Shaykhian, 2014 
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Virtual group  

dynamics 

Collaboration  

issues 

Schwarzmüller et al., 2018; Dulebohn & Hoch, 2017; Jimenez 

et al., 2017; Schaubroeck & Yu, 2017; Alsharo et al., 2017; 

Zhang et al., 2018; Taras et al., 2019; Guinalíu & Jordán, 

2016; Orhan et al., 2016; Dekker et al., 2008;  

Muethel & Hoegl, 2010; Bisbe & Sivabalan, 2017; Choi & 

Cho, 2019; Zakaria & Mohd Yusof, 2018; Saafein & 

Shaykhian, 2014 

Lack of trust Schwarzmüller et al., 2018; Vuori et al., 2019; Dulebohn & 

Hoch, 2017; Jimenez et al., 2017; Schaubroeck & Yu, 2017; 

Alsharo et al., 2017; Zhang et al., 2018; Guinalíu & Jordán, 

2016; Orhan et al., 2016; Henderson et al., 2018; Bisbe & 

Sivabalan, 2017; Choi & Cho, 2019; Saafein & Shaykhian, 

2014 

 Social isolation Vuori et al., 2019; Dulebohn & Hoch, 2017; Jimenez et al., 

2017; Hill et al., 2015; Orhan et al., 2016;  

 

Being studied for almost 30 years, virtual work is not a novel phenomenon (Raghuram et al., 2009). 

A large proportion of literature on virtual work focus on virtual teams where individuals are located 

in different locations while collaborating on interdepended tasks (Dulebohn & Hoch, 2017; Fisher 

& Fisher, 2001; Perrin & Godart, 2004). In these teams, the coherency in collaboration and the 

development of trust is crucial. Yet, literature is limited when describing these elements in virtual 

work with a reduced degree of virtuality. Furthermore, the literature on digitalization discusses 

distress associated with digital technology use e.g.,  constant connectivity and increasing demands 

(Schwarzmüller et al., 2018), however, publications on virtual work do not represent these issues 

thoroughly despite the increased use of digital technology.  

 

This study contributes to providing a comprehensive overview of challenges associated with vir-

tual work as brought about the digitalization. These contemporary challenges lead to frustrations 

and hamper well-being of employees and managers. These challenges require awareness from both 

researchers and practitioners, which would provide opportunities for establishing and implement-

ing action steps minimising the influence on individual well-being.  

 

Future work will expand on the challenges and effects of virtual work in knowledge-intensive 

organizations. This literature review is used as a baseline to structure and inform the empirical 

study for result validation. 
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