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The global COVID-19 pandemic has led to numerous changes in society. This paper aims to understand how the
abrupt transfer to remote work is reflected in employees’ perceptions of relational communication at their work.
Our research question is as follows: What kinds of perceptions and profiles regarding relational communication
can be found among full-time remote workers? A sample of 1, 091 Finnish public sector employees with virtually
no previous experience in remote work completed an open-ended survey during the first wave of the pandemic.
The findings present 17 aspects of relational communication that the respondents mentioned as having changed
because of moving to remote work. These aspects divide the respondents into three groups: those who found
remote work as a challenge for relational communication, those who found it as an opportunity for relational
communication, and those whose perceptions were ambivalent. The respondents’ individual characteristics are
presented alongside their perceptions. The results reflect the diversity of relational communication in organi-
zations, highlighting its importance to well-being and coping. The practical implications of the study reflect the
typical time and place of relational communication in traditional organizing, offering insights into how to

develop a culture that enables relational communication in remotely working organizations.

1. Introduction

Remote work and its consequences have been under study for several
decades. Questions about remote workers’ perceived isolation (Cooper
& Kurland, 2002; Golden et al., 2008), satisfaction (Fonner & Roloff,
2010), and identification with their organization (Wiesenfeld et al.,
2001) have been some of the key interests of those scholars studying
teleworkers and remote work policies. In the spring of 2020, remote
work became even more prevalent as the COVID-19 pandemic erupted,
causing a global emergency and creating a need for large-scale re-
strictions in societies around the world. In March 2020, as in many other
countries, the Finnish government recommended that all public sector
employers switch to remote work to prevent the spread of COVID-19.
Several private and third-sector employers followed the same princi-
ple. During the first wave of the pandemic, over a million Finnish em-
ployees transferred to remote work (Yle News, April 5, 2020).

Prior research has been based on the premise that remote work is the
choice of the employee being negotiated with the employer. Typically,
remote work has also been studied as a part of regular office work or in
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comparison with work conducted on the employer’s premises. In
Gajendran and Harrison’s (2007) literature review, remote work was
classified as high in intensity if the employee worked two and a half days
a week remotely. Thus, a situation in which the entire organization may
work remotely most of the time, if not full time, is exceptional, creating a
new setting to study remote workers’ experiences. Recent research on
remote work in the context of COVID-19 has shown that remote work
during a time of crisis has increased technostress for some employees,
especially for those not accustomed to remote working (Oksanen et al.,
2021). Further, Hodder (2020, p. 265) has argued that the COVID-19
situation created a “surreal” work environment with pressure to stay
connected while also staying socially distanced, which has led to
freedom of structure and order but to an increase of work intensity and
pressures.

With the abrupt change to remote work bringing several new prac-
tices to organizations, it is important to understand what consequences
remote work and the use of communication technologies can have for
work relationships on relational communication. Positive experiences in
work relationships have been found to increase well-being (e.g., Sias,
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2005) and organizational commitment (e.g., Fay & Kline, 2011) while
decreasing turnover intentions (e.g., Regts & Molleman, 2013). Meeting
coworkers face to face, even occasionally, has been found to result in
positive effects, such as job satisfaction (Nurmi & Hinds, 2020). With the
COVID-19 pandemic bringing restrictions to face-to-face meetings in
organizations and causing a swift transition to remote work, the current
study focuses on the changes in relational communication — specifically
in public sector organizations — because of this transition. We focus on
public sector workers because it has been suggested that more formal-
ized and bureaucratic systems at work reduce the importance of
informal communication (Cooper & Kurland, 2002) and because the
governance recommendations on the transition to remote work were
especially binding for the public sector.

Furthermore, by examining the exceptional context of full-time
remote work because of a pandemic, we extend our current under-
standing of the connection between remote work and relational
communication in a situation where even occasional face-to-face
meetings between coworkers are not possible. We unpack the multidi-
mensionality of relational communication and what it means to em-
ployees in the context of full remote work. Finally, our study uncovers
which aspects of work relationships are highlighted when the opportu-
nity to work face-to-face or side by side with colleagues is taken away.

2. Relational communication in organizations

Work relationships are an important part of employees’ work and
well-being and are meaningful for entire organizations. Positive work
relationship experiences have been found to increase well-being and
coping at work (Sias, 2005; Alegre et al., 2016), as well as organizational
commitment (Fay & Kline, 2011). Peer relationships at work have also
been found to decrease turnover intentions (Nurmi & Hinds, 2020; Sias,
2009, p. 76; Regts & Molleman, 2013) and have a positive effect on task
performance through, for example, humor (Vuorela, 2005), trust (Alt-
schuller & Benbunan-Fich, 2010), and friendships (Jehn & Shah, 1997;
Sias, 2009).

On the contrary, the lack of possibilities for forming work relation-
ships has been found to lead to feelings of isolation and decrease well-
being and employee satisfaction (e.g., Cooper & Kurland, 2002; Hislop
et al., 2015). The benefits of work relationships are particularly chal-
lenging to achieve if the organization — or even just part of it — works
remotely (Cooper & Kurland, 2002; Gajendran & Harrison, 2007). Thus,
because the COVID-19 pandemic caused a large-scale, unpredicted shift
to working remotely, it may also have posed challenges to developing
work relationships and benefiting from them. Building new relation-
ships may be more challenging in remote work, and even existing re-
lationships may face changes and new types of challenges.

Like all relationships, work relationships are created and maintained
through communication. In the current paper, we use the concept of
relational communication to describe the communication at work that
creates relationships, maintains them, or expresses or even causes a
change in them. Scholars have introduced multiple aspects that can be
understood as the determinants of relational communication. Walther
and Bunz define relational communication as “reciprocal processes of
how partners regard one another and how they express that regard,”
(2005, p. 830) noting that it occurs, for example, in the expressions of
affection, cohesion, and level of formality. Similarly, Burgoon and Hale
state that relational communication occurs in several dimensions, along
which “partners interpret and define their interpersonal relationships”
(1984, p. 194). Solomon et al. (2002, p. 137) suggest that the most
determining dimensions of relational evaluations are between domi-
nance and submission and affiliation and disaffiliation; the interactions
between parties is framed through either one of them.

In the present study, relational communication is understood as a
phenomenon that encompasses various forms of communication that are
related to relationship building and maintenance. Relational commu-
nication can be relationship centered and merely fulfill relationship
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development functions, but it can also be work centered and focused on
task-oriented functions because organizational peer relationships also
fulfill task functions, such as mentoring and information sharing (Sias,
2009). Both positive and negative communication processes are part of
relational communication because they both have a role in defining the
relationship between the concerned parties. Thus, the concept of rela-
tional communication can be used to describe, for example, communi-
cation expressing support, encouragement, and friendship, but also
negative issues, such as conflicts (e.g., Hood et al., 2016) or bullying (e.
g., Forssell, 2016). A broad understanding of relational communication
makes it possible to look at the manifold experiences related to rela-
tional communication at work in the exceptional context of the
COVID-19 pandemic.

Research on relational communication in work settings has been
criticized for being limited and lacking because the concept of relational
communication has been mostly used to study more intimate relation-
ships, such as marriage, dating, and communication between a parent
and child (Mikkelson et al., 2019). However, the research on relational
communication at work has focused on issues such as the identity and
well-being of employees. For example, social support as a form of rela-
tional communication has been found to be important for employees’
professional identity and professional learning (Mikkola et al., 2018)
and for managing job-related stress or even burnout because supportive
relationships help solve work-related problems and discussions with
peers can mitigate the effects of stressful work (Babin et al., 2012).
Conversely, coworker incivility has been found to cause emotional
exhaustion and reduce job satisfaction (Hur et al., 2015).

3. The role of remote work and remote workers before COVID-19

Remote work is a phenomenon that has been of interest in research
ever since globalization and digitalization have made it a possible way of
working. Studies have defined remote work, along with the concepts of
telework and telecommuting, in multiple ways, but certain key factors
are repeated in numerous studies. Communication technology and its
use at work play a key role in working remotely, and in most cases, the
definition of remote work includes a reference to the use of technology
for conducting work (see, e.g., Gajendran & Harrison, 2007; Fay & Kline,
2011; Caillier, 2012). Similarly, working from elsewhere rather than
from an employer-provided office such as from home, a satellite office,
or customer’s premises (e.g., Gajendran & Harrison, 2007; Leonardi
et al., 2010) full time, part time, or on a rare occasion is part of the
definition of remote work. In the present study, we use the concept of
remote work to illustrate a form of work that employees perform outside
the physical premises of the organization by utilizing communication
technology. In the context of the present paper, the exceptional
pandemic situation with recommendations for avoiding physical contact
suggests that remote work takes place full time on employees’ personal
premises, most likely at their homes.

Prior research has discovered several special challenges employees
face when remote work is considered unconventional in the organiza-
tion. Cristea and Leonardi (2019) find that employees who work outside
the organizations’ headquarters felt pressure to put a lot more effort into
being noticed as hardworking, competent employees. This made remote
workers compromise their personal lives but often did not result in
getting noticed at headquarters. Remote workers have also been found
to suffer from professional and social isolation, which surfaces as losing
the opportunities for informal learning and networking (Cooper &
Kurland, 2002) and as weaker job performance (Golden et al., 2008).
Professional isolation has already been identified as a challenge
regarding how COVID-19 has influenced work because it has been found
to have a strong and substantial negative impact on adjustment to
remote work in the pandemic situation (Carillo et al., 2021) and to in-
crease psychological distress (VanZoonen & Sivunen, 2022). Remote
workers have also been found to recede socially from office-based
workers over time and to be reluctant or unable to form relationships
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with organizational members they have not met face to face (Collins
et al., 2016). Specifically, in COVID-19-influenced work, teams have
been found to emphasize the importance of relationship-centered in-
teractions in their successful adjustment to virtual work (Whillans et al.,
2021).

Prior studies on remote work adjustment, as well as findings of
isolation experienced by remote workers, reflect the understanding of
remote work being an alternative and unconventional way of work,
which has also been shown in statistics before the pandemic (e.g.,
Eurostat, 2020). Thus, it is important to understand how the large-scale
transition to remote work caused by COVID-19, as well as the growing
popularity of hybrid work policies in organizations, may affect the way
in which remote work and remote work relationships are perceived in
organizations. Because building and maintaining meaningful work re-
lationships can be a challenge in remote work (see e.g., Gajendran &
Harrison, 2007; Cooper & Kurland, 2002; Hislop et al., 2015), we aim to
study the relational aspects that are closely tied with experiences of
working remotely. We seek to unpack the multidimensionality of rela-
tional communication in work settings and provide insights into how it
manifests in organizations that are transferred into working remotely.
Alongside focusing directly on the perceptions employees have of the
different aspects of relational communication at remote work, we look
for the explanatory factors that may have played a role in the different
perceptions. Drawing from prior research in adjusting to remote work
(Raghuram et al., 2001; Carillo et al., 2021), we aim to find patterns in
which experiences in relational communication in remote work,
together with individual characteristics, further predict both individual
suitability and organizational readiness for working remotely. Based on
this, we enter the current study with the following question:

What kinds of perceptions and profiles regarding relational
communication can be found among full-time remote workers?

By finding an answer to this question, we seek to understand how
full-time remote work can shape the attitudes and practices related to
building and maintaining relationships through relational communica-
tion with and between remote workers.

4. Methods
4.1. Sample and procedure

The present study is part of a larger research project on the transfer to
remote work in Finland because of the COVID-19 pandemic. As a part of
the research project, an online, open-ended survey was published; the
survey was addressed primarily to public sector employees in Finland.
Because open-ended questionnaires provide information from the re-
spondents’ own point of view, spontaneous opinions, and prevailing
attitudes (Pietsch & Lessmann, 2018; Roberts et al., 2014), this type of
online questionnaire was deemed the most appropriate method to gain
insights on employees’ experiences on a large scale at the beginning of
the pandemic. The qualitative approach provides the possibility to study
topical issues from people’s personal, authentic points of view (see, e.g.,
Tracy, 2013), which is important in studying such an exceptional
context as the COVID-19 pandemic. The call to participate in the survey,
as well as the online survey address, was distributed in a press release
published by collaborating universities and on social media in April
2020. The research project also received help from several participating
governmental organizations and work labor unions, which distributed
the call for responses and survey link in their email lists.

All respondents were asked to read the consent form and confirm
their voluntary participation before starting the survey. There was a
total of 1,205 respondents, from which only full-time public sector
employees were selected for the study because of their clearly empha-
sized representation. Thus, the final number of respondents was 1,091.

Overall, the survey consisted of seven open-ended questions, in
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addition to 13 background questions, and was answered anonymously.
The seven questions were as follows:

1. What kinds of thoughts and feelings do you have related to the
current work situation caused by the COVID-19 pandemic?

2. Please describe the nature and requirements of your work. What has
changed the most in your work in the current situation?

3. What has been especially challenging because of the COVID-19
pandemic?

4. How do you feel about interaction and communication in the COVID-
19 pandemic situation?

5. Has your opportunity to follow and participate in your organiza-
tion’s operations changed because of the COVID-19 pandemic? How
50?

6. On what work issues would you need support or training in the
COVID-19 pandemic situation?

7. What kinds of tips for remote work would you give to others in your
organization?

Our sample included the employees of government services or state
enterprises, municipalities or associations of municipalities, and semi-
governmental organizations. The respondents’ ages ranged from 20 to
66 years, and the mean age was 46 years. The tenure of the respondents
varied from less than a year to 45 years, and the average tenure with
their current employer was 11 years. Most (75%) of the respondents
identified themselves as female, whereas 21.5% identified themselves as
male. One respondent identified their gender as other, and 3.5% of the
respondents did not report their gender. The majority (61%) of the re-
spondents worked in organizations with more than 250 employees,
whereas 32% worked in organizations with less than 250 employees,
and 7% of the respondents reported that they did not know the number
of employees in their organization. The majority (68%) were workers
with no leadership position or supervising responsibilities. Most (91%)
of the respondents had worked remotely no more than two days a week
before COVID-19. Thus, for most of the respondents, remote work as the
main form of working was new, and the change in their daily lives was
significant after the COVID-19 pandemic. Table 1 provides a summary of
the respondents’ background information.

4.2. Coding and data analysis

The data were analyzed using a qualitative, thematic analysis pro-
cedure (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The first inspection of the data showed
that many of the respondents mentioned relational communication in
their responses, even though they were not precisely asked about it.
Thus, the approach to analysis was inductive and data driven. The first
author read and reread all the responses to become familiarized with the
data, highlighting all the responses dealing with relational communi-
cation. These responses were identified from the whole dataset by
recognizing words, such as “social,” “work community,” and “togeth-
erness.” The responses left out from the analyzed data were related to
things such as changes in ergonomics or the absence of commuting in
remote work.

After the first round of analysis, the reduced dataset was systemati-
cally coded to identify patterns relevant to the research topic. The unit of
analysis was a sentence or set of sentences belonging to the same topic. If
including several sentences was meaningful for understanding the
context of the extract, they were treated as one unit of analysis
(Croucher & Cronn-Mills, 2014, p. 211). The same response, as well as
the same unit, could be included in several categories in situations
where the respondent described several relevant topics in one response
or sentence.

Next, the codes were collated into aspects of relational communi-
cation, which were then reviewed and defined to their final form by
going back to the original data set and to the primary codes to ensure
that the final themes represented the original meaning of the data
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(Braun & Clarke, 2006).
5. Findings

To understand the perceptions of relational communication in
remote work, we look at the findings in three sections. First, we present
the different aspects of relational communication experienced by the
respondents. Next, we look at how these perceptions differ from each
other by presenting three respondent profiles with quotations. Finally,
we look at the respondents’ individual characteristics related to the
different perceptions.

5.1. Relational communication aspects in remote work

The respondents mentioned 17 different aspects of relational
communication in their responses. Some aspects represented a certain
type of relational communication (e.g., support, humor), some repre-
sented the respondents’ feelings or attitudes regarding relational
communication (e.g., longing for coworkers), and some represented
perceptions related to time, place, and channel of relational communi-
cation (e.g., mentions about a threshold to contact, descriptions on the
lack of shared breaks). From all 17 aspects, seven appeared as pairs of
counterparts (e.g., stronger vs. weaker sense of community; increase vs.
decrease in social support from a supervisor). Ten of these aspects rep-
resented a challenge for relational communication in remote work, and
seven represented an opportunity for it. Overall, the aspects of relational
communication were mentioned 956 times in the responses. Table 2
provides an overview of all the identified relational communication
aspects according to the number of mentions.

As Table 2 illustrates, most mentions of relational communication
were related to the perception of remote work as a challenge to rela-
tional communication. Here, 86% of all aspects mentioned described the
challenges transitioning to remote work posed to relational communi-
cation. However, 14% of the mentions were related to the perception
that working remotely was an opportunity for relational communica-
tion. To deepen our understanding of these different perceptions, we
next present the perceptions according to the respondent profiles.

5.2. Perceptions of relational communication in remote work

Overall, 606 respondents mentioned relational communication as-
pects in at least one of their responses, representing about 56% of all
respondents. This means that some of the respondents mentioned mul-
tiple aspects, and some survey respondents did not mention relational
communication in their responses at all. We found that the respondents
fell into three categories based on their perceptions of relational
communication in remote work. The first category consisted of those
respondents who found remote work to be only a challenge to relational
communication. Similarly, the second category was formed by those
respondents for whom remote work unequivocally appeared to be an
opportunity for relational communication. Finally, there were also some
respondents who found remote work to be both a challenge and op-
portunity for relational communication. These respondents formed the
third category of ambivalent respondents. Table 3 presents how the
respondents fall into these three categories.

Next, we present the responses of the three respondent groups in
more detail. All quotes presented in this section are translated from
Finnish to English, and the respondents are denoted by numbers.

5.2.1. Remote work as a challenge for relational communication

Most of the respondents who described relational communication in
their responses perceived that the transition to remote work challenged
the possibilities and benefits of relational communication. Overall, 487
respondents found that working remotely decreased the amount of
relational communication, removed the natural moments for it, or made
it more difficult to contact coworkers or receive support from them. The
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ways in which working remotely challenged relational communication
fell into the 10 categories presented in Table 2. Most of these re-
spondents (N = 289) mentioned one of the relational communication
aspects in their responses, and as many as 198 respondents had noticed a
negative development in multiple aspects.

The respondents described how the absence of social lunch and
coffee breaks, as well as spontaneous encounters in the hallways, led to a
drop in the amount of relational communication, decreased the amount
of humor and support, and raised the threshold to contact others. All of
these changes led the respondents to experience longing for coworkers,
loneliness, isolation, and a weaker sense of community with their
organization.

In many responses, the challenge between relational communication
and remote work was related to the experience that the ways and places
that were typical for relational communication were lost when work was
done remotely and via technology. The lack of joint breaks and spon-
taneous encounters were often mentioned alongside other challenges.
The following example shows how the absence of a shared physical place
was reflected in the challenges of relational communication:

R964: Discussions focus almost exclusively on work; the usual coffee
table conversation is gone. This has been important for coping at
work. Breaks with coworkers have helped me recover from work
during the day.

The respondents also compared face-to-face communication and
technology-mediated communication regarding their relational aspects.
Some of the respondents found that communication did not fulfill
relational purposes when it happened via technology:

R877: 1 find myself missing the daily company of coworkers.
Although we have conversations every day with the same people via
instant messaging, it is not the same as meeting people face to face in
the office.

The change from working at the office to working from home also
challenged communication between different teams and units. The re-
spondents associated this change in location with a change in the sense
of community in remote work:

R878: In my local work community, where we normally work in the
same open office, communication and interaction have decreased
and become more intermittent. I have noticed that I keep in touch
only with those few coworkers whose tasks are closely related to
mine. [ ...] There has been a tendency in the office to share personal
things as well, and now, this social aspect has decreased.

In many ways, the challenges in remote work for the respondents
were first and foremost related to relational communication. Typically,
the respondents noted that remote work was good in terms of task
performance, but the challenges in relational communication turned the
experience negative:

R761: My personal situation allows me to focus on work because
there are no distractions at home, as many colleagues have. I can be
happy and grateful for that. However, the social contacts that come
from work are limited, and because I am living alone, I often feel
lonely and anxious.

R579: In work matters, communication is sufficient, but informal
social interaction is missing. It has been surprisingly important for
coping at work. Humor has relieved stress, and now, its absence is
prominent.

Communication technology played a significant role in the re-
sponses, in which the respondents described the amount and possibil-
ities for support from the work community and supervisors. Perceptions
of a decrease in social support in remote work were explained by a
reluctance to use communication technology for asking for support or by
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describing that the new and uncertain situation led to a greater need for
support, which was not available. The following example illustrates how
one employee felt about the need for support and difficulty of getting it
in remote work:

R924: When you are at the very beginning of your career and need
the support and advice of the work community in many situations,
remote work poses a lot of challenges. You have to put up with a lot
more uncertainty, ambiguity, feelings of isolation, and anxiety than
you would normally have when starting a new job.

Some of the respondents felt that their supervisors were not as sup-
portive as they should be in such a new and uncertain situation:

R1051: Within my team, we meet daily via Skype. Instead, when it
comes to my supervisor, it feels like even the slightest contact they
previously had has been left out. Interaction and communication are
malfunctioning. I understand that this has been challenging for su-
pervisors and administration as well. But right now, they should be
taking care of that: “No one is left behind and the ship is kept on
course.”

The role of communication technology was also shown in the re-
spondents mentioning conflicts in remote work. Challenges in commu-
nication were estimated to have increased because the work community
did not know how to use communication technology. Another reason for
conflicts was that virtual coffee breaks did not offer the same choice of
preferred communication partners as office spaces do, but everyone has
to participate on the same online platform. The following example il-
lustrates the conflicts that surfaced in remote work:

R667: The current situation has highlighted the communication
problems in our work community. [...] In these [virtual] coffees,
those who have been the loudest in the past have taken up more
space for themselves, with others remaining mainly in the back-
ground. In Skype coffees, you cannot form your own clique with
people you prefer to talk to, but you must listen to the nonsense of
roaring colleagues.

The respondents who found remote work to be a challenge for
relational communication also reflected on their feelings about working
remotely and not meeting face to face with their coworkers. Many
described that with the transition to remote work reducing the amount
of relational communication in general, it also led to feelings of loneli-
ness and isolation. The respondents also expressed feelings of being
outsiders and forgotten in the work community. Employees described
these feelings in very strong terms, using expressions such as “distress-
ing,” “terrible,” “horrible,” and “mentally burdening.” The following
example illustrates how strong feelings the extraordinary transition to
remote work evoked in some of the respondents:

R203: [The situation has evoked] anxiety. I am isolated from all the
others. I want to work together by discussing and meeting people.
This is a horrible, horrible time.

The importance of the work community was particularly noticeable
in those responses where the expression of loneliness included a mention
that the respondent was living alone. The work community and its
relational communication provide important relationships and fulfill the
important needs of many. As one respondent (R949) noted, “For some,
work community contacts are an enormous part of normal life contacts.”

5.2.2. Remote work as an opportunity for relational communication
Overall, 76 respondents described their experiences of relational
communication in remote work in a way that highlighted their satis-
faction regarding the new remote working mode. These respondents
found that working remotely increased the amount of relational
communication, made it easier to implement relational communication
into daily work, or strengthened the sense of community in their
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organization. The possibilities fell into the seven categories presented in
Table 2. In all, 67 of the respondents mentioned one of the relational
communication aspects in their responses, and 11 of them mentioned
positive changes in multiple aspects. The respondents described how
working remotely increased the amount of humor and support received
from their coworkers and supervisors, lowering the threshold required
to contact members of the organization. Some respondents perceived the
sense of community as being stronger in remote work compared with the
situation in offices. For some, remote work provided an opportunity to
control the amount of relational communication better than in the of-
fice, leading to a decrease in conflicts and increase in the well-being of
some of the respondents.

Most of the positive experiences with relational communication in
remote work were related to the possibilities offered by communication
technology. The respondents described how social support manifested in
technology-mediated meetings and how organizations started using
technologies, such as instant messaging applications, to express humor
and build a sense of community:

R807: In my opinion, sharing information is at least as effective [in
remote work] as it was before. When we have daily meetings, for
example, for half an hour, we share content issues but also check that
the group is mentally doing well.

R611: I have been longing for more social interaction in my orga-
nization, and before [the start of remote working], we had WhatsApp
groups within units, with no possibility for people joining in from
other units. Now, we are joking among the whole department, and no
one is left out. I hope this way of communicating will continue in the
future.

The respondents also described how organizations had adopted task-
related software for relational communication:

R223: Work-related information moves very well via email and
intranet. Communication on the intranet is also considerably more
positive than before, so something good has emerged from this sit-
uation. Coworkers across the country share their positive updates
and tips rather than complain about trivial things.

For some, the opportunities offered by technologies lowered the
threshold to contact coworkers because it seemed easier and quicker to
communicate via technology:

R889: I feel like it is easier for me to be socially active via phone,
Teams, or with the tools of virtual interaction in general. For
example, I rarely participated in coffee breaks in the office, and even
if I did, I usually did not speak very much. Now, when team coffee
breaks are conducted with Teams, I have participated every time and
also talked there — even on my own initiative.

Communication technology also offered more equal opportunities
for communication for everyone compared with the previous situation,
in which only some members of the organization were working
remotely. The following example represents the view of an employee
who had been working remotely before the pandemic:

R601: I find that now, when everyone else is also working remotely, I
feel more like an integral part of my work community than I used to
be when most of the others were at the workplace and only I was
working remotely. We use Signal, which allows you to quickly ask for
advice in case of a problem. We also have “Friday coffees” together,
where we open a Skype connection and chat about anything.

A couple of the respondents who found remote work to be an op-
portunity for relational communication also expressed satisfaction
regarding the fact that the amount of relational communication had
decreased as organizations started working remotely. In these cases,
remote work was actually perceived as an opportunity to control the
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amount of relational communication. Many of these individuals found
relational communication burdening or described themselves as in-
troverts who were happy to work alone:

R687: I like to work independently, and because an introvert I find
(excessive) interaction burdening. In the office, much of my energy
goes to “chitchat,” which is completely useless for work. I believe
some people get energy from that sort of interaction, but I believe I
am not the only one who is merely burdened.

Similarly, those respondents who mentioned a decrease in conflicts
seemed to benefit from the fact that, for example, the “cliques” of the
workplace had unraveled in remote work. The following example shows
how the absence of conflicts in remote work was described:

R66: In addition, there have been some nasty incidents in the
workplace over the last few years where one person has behaved
inappropriately, first toward my coworker and then toward me.
These situations have now been almost completely ruled out, with
the exception of one individual case, so remote work has also been a
positive thing for my mental coping.

As the examples indicate, communication technology plays a sig-
nificant role in making remote work an opportunity for relational
communication. Technology has enabled new channels for relational
communication and made it easier and quicker. The amount of
communication was easier for some respondents to control. Because
most worked remotely, relational communication also became more
equal when it happened via communication technology.

5.2.3. Ambivalent experiences

Relational communication is a multidimensional phenomenon, as
our data-driven analysis shows. Although most of the respondents
expressed solely positive or negative perceptions of relational commu-
nication in remote work, some observed both opportunities and chal-
lenges related to it. These respondents described their contradictory
thoughts on remote work; on the one hand, they found it an opportunity,
yet on the other hand, they saw it as a challenge for relational
communication. Altogether, 43 respondents described their experiences
in an ambivalent way. Every aspect of relational communication (pre-
sented in Table 2) was mentioned in at least one of the ambivalent
responses.

For several of the respondents, relational communication had actu-
ally increased in amount but become more time-consuming or difficult
to achieve after the transition to remote work. The following example
illustrates how a respondent found the sense of community increasing in
remote work but at the same time found the lack of shared breaks and
spontaneous encounters as a barrier to relational communication:

R99: This is a good collegial experience. The spirit of the organiza-
tion seems to be closer and more relaxed than in the so-called normal
times. We are helping friends out and supporting each other’s com-
petences. The channels to communicate have narrowed down now
when casual encounters are missing. [...] In a community of experts,
it is usually possible to get feedback and boost one’s ideas and ac-
tions constantly; one can ask for advice casually and hear news in the
coffee room. Now, it is up to one’s own initiative to seek information
and contacts; spontaneous interaction hardly exists, and that is a
clear shortcoming.

Ambivalence in their experiences also appeared in the responses;
here, one respondent described how working remotely changed rela-
tional communication in different ways depending on the person. For
some, transition to remote work increased the amount of support from
coworkers but decreased the support received from supervisors or vice
versa:
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R294: You have to put a lot more effort into communication and the
flow of information between coworkers because all the quick con-
versations in the hallways have been left out. There is a higher
threshold to contact a coworker for advice on smaller things than it
would be to ask the same thing in the office. [...] Also, all kinds of
social chatter and shared lunches are gone, and I miss them. [...] My
supervisor’s communication has been successful. He has specified
that you can call or send a message now, even at a low threshold.

R806: [...] Our team has been on board with an incredible spirit of
helping and supporting. There has been a will to work for the cus-
tomers’ best in every way. [...] Management disappeared some-
where out of reach; they only communicated in meetings with a lot of
people.

For some, the ambivalence arose from the difference between co-
workers’ personalities, which made these respondents perceive an in-
crease in conflicts with some coworkers, but also an increase in support
and sense of community with others:

R58: I can see that some people are really trying, which is great.
Instead, when it comes to awkward personalities, their fooling
around is even more apparent than before, and tolerating that in
video calls often requires a lot of patience. [...] But with some, we
have clearly got closer because we regularly have long calls in the
absence of live encounters. We also talk about everything other than
work. That has been nice.

As these results show, relational communication in remote work can
be experienced differently among different people. The perception may
also differ between the various aspects of relational communication,
which makes the experience ambivalent.

5.3. Perceptions in light of individual characteristics

In addition to the perceptions of relational communication in remote
work, we looked at the respondents’ individual characteristics to see
how they differed between different perceptions. Analysis of individual
characteristics shows that regardless of the respondents’ characteristics,
a significant majority found remote work to be a challenge for relational
communication. However, almost all the characteristics were repre-
sented in each respondent group; therefore, we cannot say that a
particular characteristic would make the perception of remote work
negative. When comparing the characteristics of the different respon-
dent groups to all the respondents, we can see that in all respondent
groups the emphasis was on female respondents with no children in the
same household, working in an organization with 250-999 employees,
holding no formal leadership position, and having only little (one day or
less) remote work experience prior to the pandemic, as it was for the
whole sample. This proves the robustness of our analysis in the sense
that no individual characteristics differentiated the respondents in terms
of the importance of relational communication and how it manifested in
their perceptions of remote work. Table 4 illustrates the overview of
each respondent group when put together.

Our findings indicate that an abrupt transition to remote work causes
changes in relational communication in organizations. Multiple aspects
of relational communication changed as the employees shifted from
shared office spaces to working through technology. This was reflected
in employees’ perceptions, which showed how some people found
remote work to be a challenge for relational communication, whereas
some people found it to be an opportunity. For some, the experience was
ambivalent. Different perceptions could not be explained by the re-
spondents’ backgrounds or individual characteristics because all
perception profiles followed similar trends in background information.
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6. Discussion
6.1. Theoretical contributions

The aim was to understand how the abrupt transition to remote work
during the COVID-19 pandemic changed relational communication in
organizations. We know from both prior research and international
statistics (Eurostat, 2020) that remote work has been seen as a secondary
form of working compared with work on organizations’ physical pre-
mises. This has created challenges for remote workers, such as percep-
tions of professional isolation and difficulties in participating in
conversations and relationship building. Thus, our study contributes to
the literature on remote work by showing how a large-scale transition to
remote work caused by the pandemic has changed the ways in which
remote work is perceived. We chose to look at this phenomenon through
the lens of relational communication because it has often been found to
be a key factor related to the challenges of working remotely (see e.g.,
Cooper & Kurland, 2002; Gajendran & Harrison, 2007; Hislop et al.,
2015). The research question we posed aimed to understand the per-
ceptions and profiles regarding relational communication that can be
found among full-time remote workers. We answered this by looking at
the different aspects and perceptions of relational communication in
remote work, as well as the respondent’s profiles behind these percep-
tions. Our framework on relational communication seeks to inspire
research to move toward a more comprehensive and holistic view of
relational communication and to see it as an important factor in remote
work experiences. The current study demonstrates that relational
communication is an important concept unifying fragmented research
initiatives on this topic.

Our results show that most employees experienced remote work as a
challenge for relational communication, which is consistent with pre-
vious research. Cooper and Kurland (2002) find that remote workers feel
professionally isolated from their coworkers and lose the possibilities for
organizational learning. Hislop et al. (2015), Golden et al. (2008), and
Carillo et al. (2021) all report similar findings. Similarly, our re-
spondents reported feeling isolated and lonely in remote work, experi-
encing a lack of opportunities to benefit from others’ knowledge and
support in organizations.

However, our results also show that some employees perceived
remote work as an opportunity for relational communication. This is
both interesting and important because prior research has not explicitly
provided similar findings. Some of our respondents expressed that prior
to the pandemic, they felt burdened over the amount of interactions at
the office; thus, a remote work situation made it possible for them to
manage the amount of communication. This is in line with Fonner and
Roloff’s (2010) finding about remote work reducing the stress caused by
interruptions and may also be connected to creating stronger feelings of
autonomy in employees (Hislop et al., 2015).

Nevertheless, most of the positive experiences about relational
communication in remote work were related to the experience that the
transition to remote work actually increased the amount of relational
communication. For employees who had worked remotely before the
pandemic, the situation brought more equality in the sense of increased
communication possibilities. These employees described how they felt
like they were a more integral part of their work community now that
others did not meet at the office without them. Communication tech-
nology played a significant role in making remote work an opportunity,
providing new channels and methods for conducting relational
communication in organizations.

Our analysis has shown that none of the individual characteristics we
looked at predicted a particular take on relational communication in
remote work. At the same time, almost all the characteristics were
represented in each respondent group. Therefore, we argue that in
pandemic-influenced remote work where employees cannot choose to
work in offices, individual characteristics do not play a significant role in
adjusting to remote work in terms of relational communication.
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By analyzing the changes our respondents observed in their rela-
tional communication at work, we can also interpret the typical time and
place of relational communication in organizations. The respondents
who found relational communication challenging in remote work
described how the lack of shared breaks after meetings and spontaneous
encounters in the hallways made them aware of the existence and role of
relational communication at work. We argue this indicates that shared
coffee and lunch breaks, as well as unplanned or serendipitous en-
counters at different times of the workday, are — or at least used to be —
crucial for relational communication and the development of work re-
lationships. This finding calls for further research on the temporal as-
pects of remote work and timing of relational (and task-related)
communication in organizations to understand their role in hybrid work.

Altogether, our findings confirm the importance of relational
communication at work. This was also verified by the fact that none of
the questions in our questionnaire literally asked about relational
communication. Still, the experiences related to relational communi-
cation were very noticeable in the data and, thus, important for the
respondents because they mentioned these phenomena without being
asked to do so. The fact that when asked, for example, about the feelings
evoked by the situation, the respondents described their perceptions of
relational communication shows the importance of relational commu-
nication and noticeable changes during the transition to remote work.
Our research has shown multiple different aspects through which em-
ployees in remote work experience, structure, and define relational
communication. However, because of the inductive approach of our
study, we cannot weigh the importance of specific aspects. We suggest
that future research build on our findings to measure how the different
aspects of relational communication are perceived in relation to each
other, here by developing validated measures regarding relational
communication and its importance in remote work.

6.2. Practical implications and suggestions

Our findings provide practical implications and suggestions for or-
ganizations that have recently shifted to remote work or are planning to
do so. As organizations prepare for post-COVID-19 policies that will
address remote and hybrid work, it is important to understand how
different ways of working are linked to relational communication. Our
findings highlight the importance of relational communication and, as
such, call for strategic designing of organizational communication
practices and resources to the implementation and maintenance of
relational communication at work. We suggest that organizations
consider how to enable communication between employees in remote
work as widely as in physical premises because our results show that the
lack of shared physical space was associated with challenges in rela-
tional communication. This means that in remote work, communication
possibilities should be provided not only in task-related meetings, but
also in encounters comparable to joint lunch and coffee breaks and
spontaneous meetings in hallways. Different communication technology
applications already provide possibilities for dividing the participants of
the meeting into smaller breakout rooms; indeed, there are applications
precisely designed for the purpose of enabling small-group conversa-
tions (e.g., Kumospace.com; Wonder. me; MeetingRoom.io). These
technologies provide the possibility for informal encounters and even
enable multiple conversations in the same virtual space, which can
remove the challenge of one joint virtual coffee break turning into a
monologue.

Although communication technology provides many opportunities
for organizing informal and spontaneous encounters, the change in
relational communication practices requires actions and timing from
management. Leading by example and supporting relational communi-
cation practices are crucial actions to make relational communication
possible in remote work. Supporting and enabling relational communi-
cation are also important in situations where only a part of the personnel
is working remotely. As our findings indicate, before the widespread
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shift to remote work, those who worked remotely often felt that they
were in some way external to the rest of the organization. The transition
brought them a greater sense of equality and, thus, made them the ones
finding the change the most positive. If the future of work moves toward
more flexible work arrangements, it is highly important to ensure that
all employees feel connected to the organization, regardless of where
they work. The lessons learned during the pandemic should not be
forgotten, even when some employees may again meet at the coffee
machines.

To conclude our suggestions, we want to highlight what can be
deduced from our analysis of the individual characteristics of re-
spondents. There is no single group that should be better at learning to
build and maintain meaningful relationships in remote work, but
everyone, despite their gender, age, tenure, or any other characteristic,
should be able to learn over time. This is an important finding for or-
ganizations that are hesitant to implement remote or hybrid working
models. We argue that with technological and managerial support,
jointly negotiated communication practices, and the addition of time to
learn and adapt to remote work, organizations can work remotely
without the risk of losing the potential of work relationships.

6.3. Limitations and future directions

The current study is limited by its exceptional context and the
challenges this poses to comparability with previous research. The
widespread transition to remote work for Finnish public sector workers
happened rapidly under government guidance, with probably no time to
prepare for it. This also made the situation exceptional from a research
standpoint. Therefore, our findings should be seen as indicators of this
exceptional situation and not as indicators of remote work in general.
The COVID-19 pandemic and the suddenness of the transition are both
factors that have most likely affected the respondents’ understanding of
relational communication in remote work. It is impossible to say with
cross-sectional data to what extent the perceived challenges are related
to the anxiety and stress caused by COVID-19 in general and, for
example, if the experiences of loneliness are affected by a reduction in
other encounters outside of work. This calls for longitudinal research on
organizations that shifted to remote work during the pandemic to
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Sample characteristics
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understand how the experiences change over time, that is, once remote
work becomes a more familiar work mode to employees who had no
previous experience with it. Longitudinal research could also discover
whether there is a positive connection between longer remote working
experiences and those opportunities found for relational communica-
tion, as we have assessed based on the results of our study. Research on
hybrid working models (for prepandemic research, see, e.g., Van Yperen
et al., 2016; Windeler et al., 2017) could benefit from the findings ob-
tained in this exceptional situation.

Our study is also limited by its sample. To understand how this
abrupt change was reflected in employees’ experiences, we chose public
sector workers with minor remote work experience. With this sample,
we were able to reach the authentic experiences of this exceptional
situation. At the same time, however, it has limited broader in-
terpretations of remote work. It is possible that when compared with, for
example, start-up employees or employees of IT organizations, our
sample will show more challenges in adjusting to technology-mediated
relational communication. A similar background may also explain
why there were no differences in the individual characteristics of the
respondents with different perceptions. Thus, we suggest that future
research on remote work consider a wide range of organizations oper-
ating in different sectors, as well as employees with different back-
grounds and experiences of working remotely.
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All respondents (N = 1091)

Age

Tenure in organization

Average working hours in a week
Variable

Gender

Female

Male

Other

Do not want to tell/missing

Children in the same household
Have

Do not have

Missing

Number of staff in the organization
1-249

250-999

Over 1,000

Do not know/missing

Leadership position

No formal leadership position
Supervise others, but no formal leadership position
Formal leadership position

Do not know/missing

M = 46 (Range = 20-66)
M = 11 (Range = 0-45)
M = 38 (Range = 3-65)

n %
816 75
235 21.5
1 <0.1
39 3.5
393 36
634 58
64 6
349 32
381 35
286 26
75 7
744 68
237 22
102

8 1

(continued on next page)
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Table 1 (continued)
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All respondents (N = 1091)

Previous amount of remote work
Never worked remotely

One day a week or less

Two days a week

Three to seven days a week

Missing

223
513
259
95

Table 2
Aspects of relational communication

Relational communication aspect

Mentions in all responses (N = 956)

Percentage of all aspects mentioned

Challenges 819 86
Longing for coworkers 147 15
Absence of spontaneous encounters 122 13
Absence of informal breaks 122 13
Weaker sense of community 112 12
Loneliness and feeling of isolation 105 11
Decrease in social support from work community 79 8
Higher threshold to contact 65 7
Decrease in social support from supervisor 48 5
Decrease in humor 12 1.3
Increase in conflicts 7 0.7
Opportunities 137 14
Stronger sense of community 51 5
Control over the amount of communication 30 3
Increase in social support from work community 27 3
Increase in social support from supervisor 14 1.5
Decrease in conflicts 6 0.6
Lower threshold to contact 5 0.5
Increase in humor 4 0.4
Table 3
Distribution of respondents by category

Respondent group Respondents (N = 606) (%)

Remote work as a challenge 487 80

Remote work as an opportunity 76 13

Ambivalent experiences 43 7

Table 4
Overview of all three respondent groups

Respondent group

Remote work as an opportunity (N = 76)

Remote work as a challenge (N = 487)

Ambivalent experiences (N = 43)

Age M = 45 (Range = 24-62)

Tenure in organization
Average working hours in a week

M = 10 (Range = 0-37)
M = 38 (Range = 9-50)

Variable n %
Gender

Female 65 86
Male 7 9
Other 0 0
Do not want to tell/missing 4 5

Children in the same household

Have 28 37
Do not have 45 59
Missing 3 4
Number of staff in the organization

1-249 21 28
250-999 30 39
Over 1,000 18 24
Do not know/missing 7 9
Leadership position

No formal leadership position 59 78
Supervise others, but no formal leadership position 12 16
Formal leadership position 5 7
Do not know/missing 0 0

M = 46 (Range = 24-65)
M = 10 (Range = 0-45)
M = 38 (Range = 3-60)

n %
385 79
87 18
1 <1
14 3
160 33
300 61
27 6
141 29
181 37
130 27
35 7
341 70
99 20
44

3 1

M = 45 (Range = 28-63)
M = 8 (Range = 0-35)
M = 38 (Range = 7-55)

n %
35 81
4 9
0 0
4 9
13 30
28 65
2 5
12 28
15 35
11 26
5 12
29 67
13 30
2
0 0

(continued on next page)
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Table 4 (continued)
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Respondent group

Remote work as an opportunity (N = 76)

Remote work as a challenge (N = 487) Ambivalent experiences (N = 43)

Previous amount of remote work

Never worked remotely 13 17 115 24 9 21
One day a week or less 29 38 252 52 15 35
Two days a week 24 32 98 20 16 37
Three to seven days a week 9 12 22 4 3 7
Missing 1 1 0 0 0 0
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