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Abstract

The study focuses on municipal organizations' transformation of control mechanisms to
manage hybrid work arrangements. Utilising organizational control theory from Kéarreman and
Alvesson (2004) and Ouchi (1979, 1980), the research explores how technocratic controls and
socio-ideological controls operate simultaneously in hybrid work arrangements.

Based on semi-structured interviews with 13 managers and directors from three Swedish
municipalities, along with examination of organizational hybrid work documents, the findings
indicate that successful coordination depends on intentional integration of diverse control
mechanisms. While municipalities sustain technocratic controls via formal policies and results-
oriented performance metrics, they simultaneously employ socio-ideological controls through
trust-based governance, organizational culture development, and references to common values.

The findings demonstrate a central paradox: the conditions necessitating clan control—
increased uncertainty and reduced behavioural visibility—simultaneously undermine the
informal interactions through which clan control develops. Organizations attempt to resolve
this by formalising previously spontaneous mechanisms through structured digital social
activities and mandatory office days, though participants reported these inadequately substitute
for organic workplace interactions.

The study contributes to organizational control theory by showing how controls function
interdependently in hybrid contexts. Rather than escaping control through autonomy,
employees experience restructured control operating through internalized norms and peer
expectations.

The findings show how expectations for ongoing accessibility and involvement produce
understated but possibly limiting normative pressures, suggesting that organizations must strike
a balance between hybrid work's flexibility advantages and acknowledging the influential
social-ideological controls that shape how employees view themselves in hybrid work
environments.

Keywords: Hybrid work arrangements; HWA; Hybrid work; Hybrid work models; work from home;
WFH; Management; Organizational Control Theory; Control Mechanisms; socio-ideological control,
technocratic control, clan control, enabling formalisation; Digitalisation, Bureaucracy

1. Introduction

Hybrid work arrangements (HW As), which blend traditional office-based work with remote,
e.g., home-based, work, have recently attracted significant interest from both management
scholars and practitioners (Hopkins & Bardoel, 2023; Bloom, 2021; Wigert, 2023; Wigert &
White, 2023; Dowling et al., 2022). For instance, according to Gallup (Wigert, 2023), 53% of
employees envision a hybrid work arrangement, and 24% hope to work fully remotely. Such



blended work models typically imply some degree of flexibility, but the specific proportions of
on-site and remote work may vary depending on organizational needs, team requirements,
employee preferences, etc. The growing interest in the hybrid work concept is unquestionably
attributable to the COVID-19 pandemic, which compelled many organizations to temporarily
transition to remote work or otherwise significantly modify their traditional office-based
models.

For instance, Babapour Chafi ef al. (2021) observe that prior to the COVID-19 pandemic,
remote work was relatively uncommon and often stigmatised. However, the accelerated
adoption of and widespread experimentation with hybrid work arrangements may also be
considered in the context of broader trends towards increasing workplace flexibility (e.g.,
Apollo Technical, 2023) and digitalisation (e.g., Igbal et al., 2021), driven by various structural
factors, including but not limited to technological advancements (e.g., Quixy, 2023) and shifts
in workforce demographics (e.g., Quixy, 2023; Apollo Technical, 2023).

In addition, employees have described several benefits of HWAs, including increased
flexibility, decreased commuting, reduced distractions, improved work-life balance, and an
enhanced sense of autonomy and personal well-being (e.g., SVT Nyheter, 2023; Wigert &
White, 2023; Babapour Chafi et al., 2021). However, HWAs may require new skills and
competencies for collaboration, communication, and management. Managers may find it
difficult to adapt their management practices to suit the conditions of this work model, creating
challenges in e.g., adequately overseeing and motivating employees.

Furthermore, it appears as if attitudes towards work itself could be changing. For instance,
there is the phenomenon which several media outlets have dubbed “the Great Resignation”,
which has, inter alia, been linked to employees’ desires for flexibility and work-life balance
(e.g., Parker & Horowitz, 2022).

According to Pass and Ridgway (2022) the uncertainty resulting from the COVID-19
pandemic prompted employees to re-examine their roles and adopt a more ‘transactional’
approach to work. What is more, employees are increasingly vocal in their demands for
continued remote and flexible working arrangements even after the pandemic (Pass & Ridgway,
2022). Rather than wishing to return to pre-pandemic ways of working, Pass and Ridgway
(2022) argue that organizations must be willing to learn from the experiences during this period
and develop new practices and initiatives to foster trust and engagement for the hybrid working
models of the future. Babapour Chafi et al. (2021) suggest that more research is also needed on
how hybrid and remote work may impact team and organizational performance in the long run.

Despite the growing interest in HWAs, there remains a lack of understanding of the
implications for management practice. Existing research on hybrid work has predominately
focused upon employees (e.g., working conditions or well-being), leaving managers’
experiences underexplored. This gap may stem, at least in part, from the fact that while the
concept of ‘hybrid work’ is not new, the scale and speed at which hybrid models were adopted
during the pandemic are unprecedented and it is only within the last few years or so that studies
conducted during that time are being published. For example, a study by Ipsen et al. (2022)
explored managers’ experiences with “distance management” during the COVID-19 pandemic
and the role of perceived organizational support in influencing their job satisfaction. The
authors found that the majority of managers perceived distance management as increasingly
demanding over time, requiring longer work hours to fulfil their responsibilities (Ipsen et al.,
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2022). Although most managers expressed a preference to manage on-site, many were open to
continuing to allow distance management, when necessary, after the pandemic (Ipsen et al.,
2022). While insightful, the study by Ipsen et al., (2022) focused upon managers in Denmark
during the first year of the pandemic and it is possible that cultural factors and the specific
context could have played a role.

This study makes several contributions. It addresses this gap in extant research by drawing
upon organizational control theory, which focuses on understanding how systems of control
emerge and develop within organizations. Furthermore, organizational control theory offers a
framework for analysing the various methods (viz., control mechanisms) managers use to
monitor and regulate the activities and performance of employees to ensure the achievement of
organizational objectives. While the theory has been applied extensively to traditional
workplace settings, at present, there is limited knowledge about how managers employ control
mechanisms in HWAs.

This analysis examines empirical data garnered from three Swedish municipalities that
implemented hybrid work models in the wake of transformations brought about by the COVID-
19 pandemic. These new working arrangements allow public administrators to work remotely
for a few days each week. The study draws primarily from interviews with managers and
directors whose reflections and experiential accounts provide valuable insight into the
implementation of a hybrid work model. Notably, these hybrid models were employed
universally across the three organizations, thus encompassing approximately 13,000 employees
and 650 managers. These arrangements were an adaptive response to the evolving expectations
and work routines, which occurred during the course of the pandemic.

Presently, the hybrid model appears destined to be the standard operating model of these
organisations for the foreseeable future. Thus, the present case of three public sector
organizations’ wide adoption of hybrid work models provides an opportunity to examine the
implications for managerial practice. The objective is to elucidate how HWAs could alter the
nature of managerial work.

The widespread adoption of HWAs amongst various organizations reopens an enduring
debate in organization theory regarding the nature of organizations and the mechanisms by
which managers exercise control over employees. In view of this, it could be argued that
analyses of the impacts of hybrid work ought to analyse not only how HWAs influence working
conditions but also how they affect managerial practice, with broader implications for
organizations and organization theory. Specifically, the following question is considered:

RQ. What control configurations do municipal organizations adopt to manage the challenge
of reduced visibility in hybrid work environments?

The perspectives and experiences of teams or individual employees are not directly
considered, and the generalisability of the findings to other populations or organizations may,
therefore, be limited. Also, the study is delimited to hybrid work arrangements where
employees divide their time between the office and the home (or other location, e.g., a satellite
office). Other flexible working arrangements or exclusively remote work fall outside the scope
of this work.



2. Literature Review: Hybrid Work Arrangements

A careful survey of the literature reveals that ‘hybrid work’ has only recently become an
established term, but the underlying concept is not new. While the terms ‘hybrid work’, ‘hybrid
work model’, ‘hybrid workplace’ and ‘hybrid workforce’ etc. have predominantly surfaced
within the literature over the past decade, and particularly since 2019, terms like ‘telework’ and
‘telecommuting’ and the notion of distributed and flexible working arrangements date back at
least to the 1970s (e.g., Nilles et al., 1976).

The recent rise of hybrid work models has been attributed to several contemporary trends,
including advancements in technology, the rise of knowledge work and increasingly important
service-oriented industries, environmental concerns, high commercial property prices and
employee preferences (Sewell & Taskin, 2015, and references therein).

Although these trends have fuelled interest in hybrid work, the COVID-19 pandemic served
as the primary catalyst accelerating its adoption. Foss (2020) argued that the pandemic could
have lasting impacts upon organizational design, both in the short and long term. While the
effects may attenuate over time, Foss (2020) posits that permanent changes to organizational
design are likely.

An early instance of the term hybrid workspace appears in Halford’s (2005) empirical study
of a large financial services firm in the United Kingdom that implemented a voluntary remote
work programme for one of its regional offices. Halford (2005) noted that many of those
classified as ‘working from home’ (WFH) in statistical surveys (e.g., the UK Labour Force
Survey) were, in reality, dividing their time between the home and the office. Despite the fact
that such working arrangements (now referred to as hybrid work models) were not exactly
uncommon in the early 2000s, their implications for workers, workplace practices and
organizational outcomes had received relatively scant empirical attention at the time (Halford,
2005). Halford (2005) contended that the blurring of boundaries between work and non-work
spaces, termed ‘spatial hybridity’, alters the nature of work, management, workplace
relationships and personal relationships. While earlier research had largely demonstrated the
benefits of remote work, including enhanced productivity and personal autonomy, lofty
expectations of significantly improved factors such as work-life balance had largely failed to
materialise (Halford, 2005). Furthermore, remote work could give rise to feelings of anxiety,
stress, guilt and overexertion in both employees and managers and increase workplace conflict
(Halford, 2005, and references therein). This relates to the observation that remote workers
closely monitor themselves to justify the trust placed in them (Halford, 2005). In addition,
spatial separation from workplace social networks may hinder career progression and contribute
to stress, anxiety and isolation. Despite this, Halford (2005) found that managers and employees
evaluated their experiences with hybrid work positively.

A case study by Sewell and Taskin (2015) explored the use of information and
communication technologies (ICTs) in a Belgian pharmaceutical company. While ICTs enabled
remote work and increased employees’ sense of autonomy, they also facilitated unprecedented
surveillance and imposed controls on behaviour in situations not normally subject to managerial
control. Sewell and Taskin (2015) point out that although early research implied that ICTs could
render traditional practices obsolete, reduce managerial and peer control, and thereby increase
employee autonomy, later studies have suggested that this view is an oversimplification. In
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effect, the same ICT tools also enabled unprecedented remote surveillance capabilities (Sewell
& Taskin, 2015). Sewell and Taskin (2015), found that remote work led to more formal and
rigid interactions, with employees increasing their use of email and the telephone to signal
availability and demonstrate productivity rather than exchange information. Several
teleworkers reported feeling excluded and isolated, which they had not experienced before
(Sewell & Taskin, 2015).

Juchnowicz and Kinowska (2021) found a negative correlation between exclusively remote
work and measures of workplace relations and work-life balance among Polish workers,
although no statistically significant relationship with self-reported health. Moglia et al. (2021)
and Radoni¢ et al. (2021) noted instances of improved work-life balance, health, childcare and
reduced commuting. Yang et al. (2021) found that knowledge professionals perceived an
improvement in their work-life balance while working from home during the pandemic, despite
the blurring of boundaries between work and home. Ugel et al. (2022) demonstrated that WFH
brought both benefits and challenges, with effects differing based upon individual and job
characteristics. For some employees, WFH increased productivity, autonomy and opportunities
to prioritise self-care. However, others experienced longer work hours, constant monitoring,
and isolation which increased stress and reduced job satisfaction (Ugel et al., 2022).

Toscano, Gonzdlez-Roma, & Zappala (2025) found that working from home has a net
positive effect on job performance. On days employees worked from home, they experienced
better concentration, which boosted work engagement and performance. However, they also
felt more socially isolated, which reduced engagement and performance—though this negative
effect was smaller than the positive effect.

Juchnowicz and Kinowska (2021) caution against permanently adopting remote work due to
concerns over employee well-being. Similarly, Podolsky et al. (2022) point out that while
telecommuting has previously been linked to benefits such as increased autonomy, work-life
balance, and job satisfaction, increased isolation can negatively impact job performance.

Petani and Mengis (2021) warn that reliance upon remote digital interactions could limit the
effectiveness of human resource management (HRM) practices intended to motivate and foster
belonging, diminishing the benefits of shared physical workplaces as primary spaces for work
and community. Ipsen et al. (2022) found that managers received increased support from
employees and co-workers but limited perceived backing from administrative functions such as
HR.

Some employers worried about effects on culture with the return to offices post-pandemic
(Hirsch, 2021). However, productivity was largely unaffected or even improved (Hirsch, 2021;
Moglia et al., 2021). Surveys conducted around this time indicated that many professionals
preferred hybrid or remote work over returning to full-time office-based work (Hirsch, 2021).
In a study of teleworkers, hybrid workers, and on-site workers by Vinueza-Cabezas et al.
(2022), the hybrid workers cited productivity decreases, longer work hours, and difficulty
managing work-life boundaries. Yet, despite these and other challenges, most participants
indicated a desire for more hybrid or telework options (Vinueza-Cabezas ef al., 2022).

Also, attitudes towards remote work vary among business leaders, with a general tendency
among CEOs of major technology companies to express more positive views (Hirsch, 2021).
Similarly, Radoni¢ et al. (2021) note that the technology companies were among the first to
offer the options of telework and flexible hours, as well as develop general guidelines in this
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regard. Although remote working tools had existed for a long time, the pandemic accelerated
digital technology adoption for remote work, e.g., videoconferencing (Radoni¢ et al., 2021).
Some companies decided to utilise intrusive surveillance tools, inter alia, constant video
monitoring and keystroke logging, eliciting employee objections and media backlash (Hirsch,
2021).

In sum, the literature outlines both the advantages and disadvantages of HWAs. On the one
hand, benefits include enhanced productivity and autonomy, improved work-life balance, better
health and reduced environmental impact (Moglia et al., 2021; Radoni¢ et al., 2021; Yang et
al.,2021). On the other hand, hybrid work may engender feelings of isolation, longer working
hours, constant availability and reduced job satisfaction (Juchnowicz & Kinowska, 2021;
Sewell & Taskin, 2015; Ugel et al., 2022).

Urrila et al. (2025) investigated how expert employees experience belonging in hybrid work
contexts. Researchers conducted 32 interviews at two time-points (2020-2022) with 16 expert
employees across five Finnish organizations.

The researchers found that employees valued benefits of hybrid work such as flexible
scheduling, distraction-free working, easier work-life coordination, and time saved from
commuting. However, they also experienced drifting apart from colleagues, missed informal
face-to-face encounters, and found virtual environments created barriers to authentic
connection. In addition, remote work complicated information flow and reduced opportunities
for informal knowledge sharing.

Concerns have also been raised that an overreliance on technology-mediated interactions
could adversely affect workplace relationships, organizational culture, and the efficacy of
human resource management (HRM) practices (Ipsen et al., 2022; Petani & Mengis, 2021;
Podolsky et al., 2022). Research suggests that experiences with, and attitudes towards hybrid
work arrangements differ based on diverse factors including job type, individual preferences,
and organizational policies (Ugel et al., 2022; Vinueza-Cabezas et al., 2022).

While the COVID-19 pandemic served as a catalyst to widespread adoption of hybrid work,
early research in this field has concentrated principally on teleworking (Halford, 2005; Sewell
& Taskin, 2015). Recently, scholars have begun empirically investigating the impact of hybrid
models, enabled by advancements in information and communications technologies (ICT), on
various individual and organizational outcomes (Juchnowicz & Kinowska, 2021; Moglia et al.,
2021; Ugel et al., 2022; Yang et al., 2021).

3. Theoretical Framework: Organizational Control Theory

The proliferation of HWAs can be seen as exemplifying a departure from traditional (i.e.,
bureaucratic, in the Weberian sense) controls to systems of coordination that grant employees
more flexibility and autonomy. Organization control theory provides a useful framework for
understanding how managers and organizations seek to achieve coordination and goal
alignment. Kirreman and Alvesson's (2004) categories of technocratic and socio-ideological
control mechanisms along with Ouchi's (1979, 1980) typology of market, bureaucratic and clan
control mechanisms offer informative theoretical perspectives that may also be applied to the
context of hybrid work environments. Knowledge-intensive organizations rely on new forms
of control beyond traditional bureaucracy (Kirreman & Alvesson, 2004; Ouchi, 1979).
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Kérreman and Alvesson's (2004) suggest that in such organizations, socio-ideological controls
have become an important complement to technocratic controls.

Technocratic control focuses upon specifying and measuring behaviours and outputs, using
structural systems like HRM, hierarchies and career paths (Kérreman & Alvesson, 2004).
Socio-ideological control appeals to values and meanings and targets employees' social
identities, beliefs and subjectivities to align their goals with the organization's goals (Karreman
& Alvesson, 2004).

Kérreman and Alvesson (2004) argue that in knowledge-intensive organizations,
technocratic and socio-ideological controls interact, reinforcing each other to regulate employee
behaviour and identities, forming an “iron cage of bureaucracy”' and a “mental cage of
subjectivity.” While bureaucratic control loosens, control through subjectivity, meaning,
culture, and identification tightens (Kérreman & Alvesson, 2004). The interplay between
technocratic and socio-ideological control results in a “loosened...iron cage and a fairly strict
mental cage of subjectivity” (Kdrreman & Alvesson, 2004, p. 172). Technocratic systems like
evaluation and feedback also function as sense-breaking and sense-giving mechanisms that
shape worker identities over time through their effects on career paths, social hierarchies, and
role orientations (Kérreman & Alvesson, 2004).

Ouchi (1979, 1980) argues that organizations use market, bureaucratic and clan controls,
arranged along a continuum, based upon the level of ambiguity and uncertainty in the work
environment. Markets rely primarily upon prices for coordination (i.e., the pricing
mechanism?). Bureaucracies depend upon rules, routines, and hierarchies to specify expected
behaviour and monitor performance (behaviour- and outcome-based). Clans rely upon shared
value and belief systems, socialisation, and informal norms to foster goal alignment and
motivate employees (Ouchi, 1979; 1980).

Each mechanism has different prerequisites: markets require only a norm of reciprocity as
prices provide complete information®; bureaucracies require norms of reciprocity and authority
as rules and metrics provide partial information; and clans require shared values, beliefs, norms
and authority where implicit traditions embed information (Ouchi, 1979). Furthermore, Ouchi
(1979, p. 843) argues that markets and bureaucracies require clearly measuring behaviour and
outcomes, while clans are suited to conditions of loose coupling®, uncertainty, and ambiguity
where measurement is difficult. Clan controls rely upon shared values and rituals to align
employees in the absence of direct monitoring (Ouchi, 1979). Organizations typically combine
market, bureaucratic and clan controls based upon their circumstances (Ouchi, 1979; 1980).
The specific configuration depends upon factors like the degree of task uncertainty, level of
interdependence, and availability of outcome measures (Ouchi, 1980). As uncertainty and

! Max Weber's metaphor that describes how modern society, through rationalisation and bureaucratisation,
confines individuals within an "iron cage", an inescapable system of rigid, rule-based and rational control.

2 In economics: the process by which prices for goods (or services) are set through supply and demand, as
buyers and sellers arrive at market prices through transactions based upon the quantities, they are willing (and
able) to buy or sell at different price levels.

3 A theoretical economic model. Complete information exists in a market in which all participants have perfect
knowledge of prices, product characteristics, production factors (and future market conditions). While unrealistic
in a strict sense (e.g., imperfect and asymmetric information tend to be pervasive in real markets), such models
can and often do serve as a starting point or as a useful theoretical benchmark in economics.

4 When different parts of an organization are only loosely connected and have some degree of local autonomy.
For discussion, see e.g., Weick (1976).



ambiguity increase, clan controls tend to gain importance relative to bureaucratic controls,
though bureaucracies still play a role in defining roles and setting performance expectations
(Ouchi, 1979). While Ouchi and Kérreman and Alvesson adopt different terminology and
conceptualizations, their notions of organizational control share some parallels. Ouchi’s
bureaucratic control and clan control correspond to Kirreman and Alvesson’s (2004)
technocratic and socio-ideological controls, respectively. Though emphasising different
mechanisms, both propose that effective coordination depends upon combining and
interplaying multiple forms of control which interact to regulate employee behaviour and shape
shared understandings.

Barker (1993) argues that even when created by self-managing teams, concertive control
may evolve into a type of shared rule-based control through peer pressure, thus limiting
employee autonomy. Though originating from value consensus and shared interests within
teams, rationalised rules and norms of conduct emerge that members enforce upon one another
(Barker, 1993). Thus, rather than freeing workers from bureaucratic control, concertive control
creates a “new form of iron cage” through implicit rules and rationalised control patterns that
can rival traditional bureaucracy in their restrictiveness (Barker, 1993).

Eisenhardt's (1985) strategies of behaviour-based control (monitoring specific behaviour)
and outcome-based control (rewarding results) resemble Kérreman and Alvesson’s (2004)
technocratic control, with a focus upon measurement and incentives. Meanwhile, Eisenhardt's
(1985) social or people-based controls (e.g., culture building) aimed at aligning employee
preferences with organizational goals resemble Kérreman and Alvesson’s (2004) socio-
ideological control. Kirsch (1997) also proposes that formal (behavioural and outcome) controls
correspond to technocratic control, initiated and designed by management, while informal clan
and self-controls correspond to socio-ideological control, emerging from social interaction and
shared understandings within groups.

While adopting different concepts and terminology, organizational control theory scholars
point to several key forms of control that interact within organizations: Technocratic or
bureaucratic control focuses upon specifying expected behaviour and outcomes, monitoring
performance, and providing incentives through evaluation and feedback systems, rules,
routines, hierarchies, and career paths (Kérreman & Alvesson, 2004; Ouchi, 1979, 1980).
Socio-ideological or clan control focuses upon shared social and normative mechanisms like
culture, values, rituals, and identification. It seeks to shape employee mindsets, foster
cooperation, and motivate goal alignment through appeals to shared interests and meanings
(Kérreman & Alvesson, 2004; Ouchi, 1979, 1980). While technocratic control loosens in hybrid
and knowledge-intensive environments, control through shared norms, meanings, and culture
becomes more important (Kidrreman & Alvesson, 2004). However, technocratic and socio-
ideological control mechanisms interact, reinforcing each other such that bureaucratic
structures also shape shared understandings and norms over time (Kéarreman & Alvesson,
2004). The balance between them depends upon such factors as task uncertainty,
interdependence, and availability of performance measures (Ouchi, 1980). Rather than a simple
trade-off from one form to another, most theorists propose that effective coordination arises
from combining multiple, interdependent forms of control in a configurational manner based
upon organizational circumstances (Kirreman & Alvesson, 2004; Ouchi, 1979, 1980). Control
modes interact in complex ways, with neither wholly enabling nor coercive (Adler & Borys,
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1996) and the possibility of iron cages emerging from self-management or value consensus
(Barker, 1993). While loosened from traditional bureaucracy, control through subjectivity,
culture, and shared meaning may provide a new “mental cage” and a more implicit, less
apparent means of restricting employee autonomy (Kirreman & Alvesson, 2004; Barker, 1993).
But technocratic systems also shape shared norms and understandings over time (Kérreman &
Alvesson, 2004).

4. Methodology
4.1. Research Design

This study employed a qualitative research design informed by grounded theory (Thornberg
& Charmaz, 2013) to explore public sector managers’ and directors’ perspectives on the
challenges and opportunities associated with HWAs. In line with the inductive nature of
qualitative research, this approach was adopted to develop theories and categories from the data
itself, rather than applying preconceived ideas (Silverman, 2020), and to gain insights into an
emerging subject.

4.2. Setting

Data were collected from senior managers and directors employed at three municipal
governing entities (Swe. Kommuner) in Sweden, comprising one large and two adjacent smaller
municipalities. These municipalities were selected as exemplars to investigate adaptations in
management practices required by hybrid arrangements. The three municipalities employ
approximately 13,000 staff and 650 managers and deliver local tax-funded services, including
education, childcare, eldercare, culture, infrastructure, and other public goods. Additionally, the
municipalities collaborate on major initiatives pertaining to infrastructure, business
development, environmental sustainability, and other areas.

The COVID-19 pandemic constituted an abrupt change for numerous employees and
organizations, including the three municipalities in this study. To adapt to the new hybrid work
environment and remain an attractive employer, Municipality A has implemented a trust-based
governance model (outlined in the organisational strategy document, ‘the Guidance
Document’) emphasising self-leadership, employee engagement, and interaction between
leadership and “co-workership” (Swe. medarbetarskap).

Digital capabilities and innovation are identified as needing further development to meet
citizens’ needs. The strategy aims to achieve a flexible, location-independent, and mission-
focused work environment with self-leadership and sustainable employee engagement being
viewed as crucial. Employees and managers are expected to show curiosity, develop digital
skills, demonstrate courage in developing new solutions, and be granted autonomy. Managers
should trust employees’ abilities and judgment. A strategic plan for digital transformation,
‘Attractive Employer Document’ highlights the importance of increasing the organization’s
“digital maturity” (Swe. “Digital mognad”) and improving employees’ digital skills to benefit
residents and staff. “Digital inclusion” through developing employee competence and
employability is a goal. Self-leadership and personal responsibility for developing digital skills
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are emphasised. Digital inclusion is seen as vital to utilising emerging technologies and
achieving the benefits of digitalisation. The ‘Employee and Leader Policy’ (employee
engagement and leadership policy) emphasises delivering high-quality services through shared
responsibility and cooperation between managers and employees. The policy’s stated aim is to
create an attractive workplace and committed, proud staff. Leadership is described as entailing
accepting responsibility, ensuring quality and results, developing staff, integrating diversity,
delegating authority, coaching, and evaluating group performance. “Co-workership” entails
performing assignments, interacting with stakeholders, taking responsibility, delivering quality,
sharing knowledge, and creating value. Self-leadership is depicted in terms of creating value,
achieving goals, and inspiring others.

The document ‘Routine for remote work’ from Municipality B's HR department outlines the
policies and procedures regarding remote work and temporary work from home. Remote work,
defined as regularly working from home one or more days per week or month, must be
voluntary and approved in advance by the manager through a verbal agreement. The extent of
remote work allowed is capped at 50% of the employee's total work time. The manager decides
which days the employee can work remotely, scheduling remote days around important on-site
meetings and collaboration. Temporary work from home is allowed for a day here and there
with advance manager approval. For health and safety, the manager and employee should
discuss setting up an ergonomic workspace at home and maintaining work-life balance when
working remotely. Expected work hours and availability remain the same whether on-site or
working remotely. Information security protocols must still be followed when working
remotely.

Municipality C has a similar document, also named ‘Routine for remote work’ which
outlines its remote work policy. The policy highlights benefits of remote work such as improved
work-life balance, attracting talent, and sustainability. It states that organizational needs
determine if and where remote work can be performed. All employment terms, rules, and
policies apply regardless of work location. Employees must remain available by email, phone,
etc. during working hours when working remotely to the same extent as if they were in the
office. Managers and employees share responsibility for maintaining ongoing dialogue despite
remote work. Meetings scheduled at the workplace should allow remote participation unless in-
person attendance is deemed critical by the manager. Remote work requires maintaining the
same productivity and quality levels as working on-site. The employer's IT policies apply when
working remotely. The employer can require employees to come into the office with little
notice. Either party can end the remote work agreement if it is not working well. The main
workplace remains the employer's office. Managers and employees discuss which tasks are
suitable for remote work, as some roles like healthcare are not. Managers and employees agree
on the extent of remote work, which can vary over time. The employer must ensure the remote
workspace is functional, ergonomic and meets occupational safety requirements.

The Individual agreement for remote work document from Municipality C's HR department
outlines the policies, rights, and responsibilities regarding remote work arrangements between
the employer and employee. The employer retains the right to require the employee to return to
the main workplace with very little advance notice. The remote work agreement follows all
applicable collective bargaining agreements and the organization's internal remote work
policies and guidelines. The agreement is valid for a defined period with 2 weeks mutual notice
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required for early termination, however it can be terminated immediately by either party for
noncompliance. Upon termination of the remote work agreement, the employee is expected to
return to the main workplace location.

4.3. Data Collection

Data collection methods comprised semi-structured interviews supplemented with

qualitative document analysis (QDA). Primary data were gathered through 14 semi-structured,
in-depth interviews over two months in 2023 with senior managers and directors (n = 13; see
Table 1) who had experience managing hybrid teams across municipal departments including
administration, culture, education, health, social services, and urban planning. Interviews lasted
30 to 60 minutes (M = 42.06; SD = 6.69).
One interview was a 30-minute follow-up inquiry which focussed upon the content and process
of drawing up the internal policy documents. The semi-structured interview approach facilitated
deep questioning and rich narratives (Silverman, 2020). Interviews were conducted via
videoconferencing or face-to-face and audio-recorded after obtaining informed consent. One
participant requested an email interview. An interview guide with open-ended questions and
follow-up probes explored participants’ regular experiences, how hybrid work was
implemented and impacted their job duties and leadership, prior experience with hybrid or
remote work, opportunities and challenges of managing hybrid teams, and related themes.
Interviews were transcribed verbatim for analysis. A total of 6 internal documents describing
policies, procedures, guidelines and routines related to hybrid and remote work were also
provided by participants from the three municipalities.

4.4. Participants

Thirteen participants were recruited using theoretical sampling which continued until
theoretical saturation, where no new insights emerged (Thornberg & Charmaz, 2013;
Silverman, 2020). Snowball sampling, using participants' social networks to find additional
suitable participants (Silverman, 2020), identified more participants. All participants provided
informed consent with details about the study, measures to ensure confidentiality, the right to
withdraw, and contact information. Identifiers were removed from transcripts and replaced with
general terms (e.g., Participant 1,2,3...,13, Municipality A, B and C etc.). Audio recordings,
transcripts, and documents were stored securely on a password-protected device, accessible
only to the researcher. Recordings were deleted after transcripts were anonymised and verified.
The present author sought to accommodate participants’ needs and to schedule conveniently
timed interviews. Constant reflexivity and ethical mindfulness were maintained throughout
regarding topic framing, data analysis, and after study completion (Silverman, 2020).

Table 1
Interview participants
Role Number of Participants
Acting Head of Division 1
Chief Administrative Officer (CAO) 1
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Chief Financial Officer (CFO) 1
Chief HR Officer (CHRO) 4
Director 3
Head of Division 2
Head of Unit 1
Total 13

Note. n = 13. Roles include CAO, CFO, CHRO, Director, Head of Division, Acting Head of
Division, and Head of Unit.

4.5. Internal Documents

Secondary data comprised 6 internal documents from the three municipal organizations
providing context on policies, procedures, guidelines and routines related to hybrid and remote
work. Documents included: (i) ‘the Guidance Document’ (organizational strategy
[Municipality Al]); (i1) ‘Attractive Employer’ (strategic plan for digital transformation
[Municipality A]); and (iii) ‘Employee and Leader Policy’ (slide show summarising the
employee engagement and leadership policy [Organization A]); (iv) ‘Routine for remote work’
(Municipality B); (v) ‘Routine for remote work’ (Municipality C); and (vi) ‘Individual
agreement for remote work’ (employer-employee contract form [Municipality C]).

4.6. Data analysis

Data analysis followed grounded theory principles of open coding and constant comparison
to identify patterns and themes (Silverman, 2020; Thornberg & Charmaz, 2013). The three
phases were: initial coding, focused coding, and theoretical coding with iterative movements
between phases. Initial coding involved sentence-by-sentence analysis producing short, active
codes capturing data essence, e.g., ‘adapting leadership styles,” ‘planning inclusive hybrid
meetings,” and ‘difficulties spotting struggling employees.” Initial observations included
challenges and benefits of hybrid work. Codes were provisional, subject to modification. Data
and codes were constantly compared to identify similarities and differences. Initial codes were
clustered, sorted, revised, and integrated into new, more elaborate codes. Focused coding
identified significant or frequent initial codes that made the most analytical sense. These codes
were used to sift through data while remaining open to multiple promising initial codes and
evaluating adequacy (Thornberg & Charmaz, 2013). Data were analysed to identify patterns
and relationships among codes. Most apt codes became tentative conceptual categories.
Constant comparisons refined categories. In the theoretical coding phase, codes were chosen
relating categories into a coherent grounded theory (Glaser, 1978, cited in Thornberg &
Charmaz, 2013). Relevant management and organization theory literature, namely
organizational control theory and self-management, was used to connect empirical data and the
theoretical framework. Openness to modifying codes and categories was maintained to avoid
forcing data into preconceived categories.

Qualitative document analysis (QDA) of the secondary data, viz. policies and documents on
routines for hybrid and/or remote work were analysed, based upon a data analysis process
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presented in Altheide and Schneider (2013). The series of steps followed involved: (i) thorough
and repeated reading of the collected notes and data; (ii) comparing extremes and key
differences within each category to identify meaningful patterns and writing brief 2-3 sentence
summaries for each category; (iii) combining these brief summaries with typical and extreme
examples to illustrate the main points for each category; and (iv) integrating the findings by
summarising each category in a paragraph, incorporating illustrative phrases and descriptions.

Altheide and Schneider (2013) point out that the goal of qualitative research is to understand
social processes, meanings, and theory—not merely quantifying words through coding.

Bowen (2009) maintains that document analysis can yield rich insights when applied
systematically, including providing background information, suggesting questions to be asked,
offering supplementary research data, allowing for tracking change over time, and can be used
for verification of findings from other data sources (e.g., interview data). In line with the
inductive and interpretative nature of grounded theory (e.g., Thornberg & Charmaz, 2013),
Altheide and Schneider (2013) insist that data be kept distinct from conclusions throughout
these analytic steps to ground the analysis in the qualitative data. The goal is to understand
documents as social products reflecting processes of social interaction and to preserve the
relevance and nuances of social life (Altheide & Schneider, 2013).

Bowen (2009) mentions a number of advantages of document analysis, including efficiency,
availability, cost-effectiveness, lack of obtrusiveness/reactivity, stability, and broad coverage.
However, as Bowen, (2009) emphasises, documents have limitations, so should not replace
other evidence. Also, researchers are advised to evaluate documents carefully for authenticity,
credibility, and usefulness (Bowen, 2009).

4.7. Limitations

Semi-structured interviews were the primary method, with limitations. First, subjectivity and
interviewer bias have the possibility to influence interpretations. Neutral, open-ended questions,
clarifications, and avoiding leading questions were employed to minimise risk. Reflexivity on
preconceptions also mitigated interviewer effects. That being said, findings do not generalise
beyond the sample; qualitative research and non-random sampling preclude statistical
generalisability. However, literature and secondary data provide context. The aim is an in-depth
theoretical understanding of managers’ hybrid work experiences. Also, self-reported data may
involve socially desirable responses or inaccurate recall (Silverman, 2020). Anonymity,
confidentiality, follow-up probes, and noting no ‘right’ answers likely encouraged open sharing
and improved recall. Limitations of documents include insufficient detail, low retrievability,
and biased selectivity (Bowen, 2009).

5. Findings
5.1. Overview of Findings
The interviews with municipal managers and directors revealed a cautious optimism

regarding the potential for hybrid work arrangements to enhance flexibility and work-life
balance, while also underscoring significant challenges that had to be navigated. Main themes
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included a perceived need for adaptable leadership, robust communication, adaptation and
effective use of physical workspaces, clear guidelines and carefully planned policies that
balanced employee autonomy with organizational needs.

While the opportunity to work remotely was generally recognised as offering advantages
such as productivity gains and employee satisfaction, several participants emphasised that
hybrid models needed to be tailored to accommodate various needs and preferences, rather than
arbitrarily imposed, e.g., rules about how often employees had to be physically present in the
office. Furthermore, participants highlighted that suitable HWAs varied, and were expected to
continue to do so, across organizations, roles and specific work tasks. Having confidence in
employees’ ability to complete work assignments regardless of location was also seen as
important. However, interviewees consistently indicated that maintaining social interaction,
group cohesion and information sharing in a distributed workforce required concerted effort.
The absence of spontaneous “hallway conversations™ or a lack of in-person onboarding for
new hires were mentioned by several participants as potentially problematic. Participants
suggested that mitigating these issues necessitated effective communication (e.g., increased
written communication), regular managerial follow-up and explicit communication of
expectations, which were seen as important factors for success in a hybrid work environment.

Beyond the need for effective communication, several participants suggested the need for
managers to develop new mindsets and adapt their leadership styles and managerial approaches.
While flexibility, perceived increases in productivity, and more satisfied employees were
among frequently cited advantages and the need to trust employees to complete assignments
remotely was considered vital, participants warned of potential pitfalls including increased
stress, isolation and the blurring of boundaries between work and private life. In view of this,
several participants emphasised the need to keep an eye on employee well-being.

Further challenges mentioned during interviews included issues with technology (e.g.,
suboptimal or incompatible equipment and peripherals, malfunctioning software etc.), a
perceived lack of digital skills, and having to constantly monitor multiple communication
channels. As a whole, municipal managers and directors expressed a measured but optimistic
perspective, recognising that realising the advantages of hybrid work models—flexibility, job
satisfaction, productivity etc.—depended upon actively monitoring associated risks. According
to the participants, this required careful planning, continuous adaptation, and possibly new
mindsets, and workplace cultures built around trust balanced and with accountability.

5.2. Adapting Managerial Approaches and Control Modes for Hybrid Work

The interviews and analysed documents revealed that the municipal organizations all had
policies, guidelines and technological infrastructure in place to facilitate remote and hybrid
work, but no uniform solution had been applied across or throughout the organizations. The
interviews further demonstrated that the managers and directors adapted their managerial
approaches and control modes to enable HW As, though approaches varied.

5 A phrase that is used in a similar way is the Swedish phrase “snacket vid kaffeautomaten” which can be
translated to “talk at the coffee machine”. Both phrases convey similar meanings as the phrase “water cooler talk”.
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Several participants discussed taking more flexible, autonomous approaches focused upon
employee empowerment and shared trust-based values (suggestive of clan/socio-ideological
control), while maintaining some structure through hybrid/remote working policies, scheduled
check-ins and availability requirements (indicating bureaucratic/technocratic control)
(Participants 1, 3, 6, 8, 9).

Multiple initiatives appeared aimed at strengthening culture, interpersonal relationships and
shared understanding, such as digital coffee breaks (or a “digital fika”), theme-based meetings
and onboarding programs. Several participants emphasised the increased importance of
proactive communication from leaders to regularly check in with remote employees, to
compensate for reduced visibility, and prevent isolation (Participants 1, 3, 4, 6, 7, 10, 12, 13).
Scheduled one-on-one meetings and “digital fika” were implemented by some leaders for this
purpose (Participants 8, 10, 12). For instance, Participant 10 scheduled regular video calls even
for brief check-ins to prevent isolation, while Participant 12 implemented monthly in-person
reviews with each employee.

Participants also highlighted the need to be more intentional about relationship-building in
a hybrid work context compared to relying on spontaneous in-office interactions (Participants
4, 7, 10, 13). Furthermore, participants reported implementing additional structure through
formalised processes, increased written communication, and clear expectations around
availability and responsiveness when managing hybrid teams (Participants 1, 4, 7, 9, 10, 13).
Participant 9 put more information in writing for remote workers to reference.

Videoconferencing software and collaboration tools enabled connectivity, monitoring and
management across distributed environments. However, several participants simultaneously
emphasised the importance of employee empowerment, trust and autonomy (Participants 1, 4,
6, 7, 9, 10). Several participants described shifting towards more flexible, self-directed
approaches that trust employees to manage their own workloads and determine optimal work
locations day-to-day based upon tasks and needs (Participants 1, 3, 6, 9, 10). To balance
employee autonomy with structure, some organizations instituted regular in-office days or
meetings (Participants 1, 2, 8, 10, 12). Some participants increased check-ins when employees
worked remotely to sustain connections (Participants 1, 7, 10, 12, 13).

Participant 1 described a shift from a balance scorecard approach towards a trust-based
governance model with fewer policies, strategies and goals. This model entailed greater trust in
employee autonomy alongside regular performance dialogues and KPIs. Participant 1
characterised this as a move from “controlling to checking” (Swe. “Kontroll till koll”), relying
more on employee capabilities within the framework. However, leadership engagement and
meeting planning were still needed to avoid issues like virtual meeting fatigue.

Participant 6 expressed confidence in employees' ability to self-regulate and meet key
performance targets, but also noted the importance of maintaining open communication to
ensure work-life boundaries were respected. To mitigate the risk of constant connectivity and
longer work hours, Participant 6 described adapting leadership approaches to suit individual
employee needs through regular check-ins. Participant 6 also argued that the focus should be
on organisational outcomes rather than physical presence:
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I absolutely believe that we should organise for outcomes and results, and less for
“You have to be there [in office]” and more for “What do you actually deliver?”
If you deliver and customers are satisfied, then I do not care so much if it was
done at home or at work. But we still have this... a conservative approach where
we believe you have to “clock in” to show that you work (P6).

Participant 3 stressed the importance of open communication, sharing both work-related and
personal updates, often through digital channels, and organising social interactions such as
group lunches to build a sense of togetherness:

I also seek as a manager, like a bit to also set the bar so that I am gladly...as
tomorrow when I go to [redacted] I will take photos and post “now we are here
today” and like and so that...and then you see like that we work a little on the...on
sharing ourselves with each other and updating each other and so that one gets a
togetherness (P3).

Participant 4 discussed using check-in meetings to maintain cohesion and understand
employee workloads. Participant 4 noted that creative processes and idea development became
more difficult without spontaneous in-person encounters. Creativity was seen as emerging
spontaneously rather than on command. Participant 4 noted, “You feel less creative when
someone tells you to be creative. Creativity is difficult, but open communication helps make
work processes easier.” Furthermore, Participant 4 observed that ideas often emerge when
people are relaxed and removed from work, stating:

Ideas often come in the shower or on a walk or on the weekend when you are
relaxed in your head... It's better when it flows productively at work when you've
had that idea over the weekend and you come in and can implement it...And then
you can bounce it off people and refine it even more. It helps when you're in the
office and can actually see each other (P4).

Participant 5 said that they had not significantly adapted their leadership style for hybrid
work as their team was already quite independent and self-organised. During the pandemic,
remote work required more proactive one-on-one interactions compared to on-site work. Now
in a hybrid working environment, team leaders actively maintained periodic contact with direct
reports. Participant 5 had recurring check-ins with their own reports. Participant 5 perceived
hybrid work as more of an adjustment for team leaders managing larger groups. Although
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Participant 5 did not perceive major changes in their own leadership, they note that “direct
contact” had to be sought more actively when employees worked remotely. Participant 5's team
leaders had also become more aware of checking in with employees they have not had much
contact with for a while. Participant 5 stated:

But that is often...It can be someone for a period. It is not that it is a person who
disappears all the time, but it can be someone who... But again, then we come to

that awareness again then. Then I notice that they keep track of like “no, but now
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I have not seen...” “now I have not had any contact with this person” within a

certain time frame and then they find often... Often there is something they can
bring up with that person and then they call or book a meeting or whatever they

think is a good way to catch up (P5).

5.3. Enabling vs. Coercive Formalisation

There was consensus among participants that hybrid policies should emphasise an enabling,
empowering approach focused on autonomy and trust, within structured organisational
guidelines. All municipal organisations had implemented formal hybrid work policies and
agreements providing employee autonomy while outlining expectations around availability and
any mandatory on-site meetings.

However, most participants emphasised the importance of maintaining open dialogue around
HWAs rather than rigid top-down policies (Participants 1, 2, 4, 5, 7, 8, 10). For instance,
Participant 5 advocated discussing potential risks and benefits with employees to build shared
understanding. Most participants expressed a preference for enabling over coercive
formalisation, and for granting employees discretion in determining optimal work locations and
schedules based upon tasks and employee needs (Participants 1, 2, 3, 5,6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 12).

That being said, some participants stressed that balance was needed between flexibility and
structure to prevent potential downsides like overwork (Participants 3, 7, 10). Some boundaries,
expectations and office-based activities were still seen as needed to facilitate coordination and
relationship-building (Participants 1, 7, 8, 11). The importance of maintaining boundaries to
support employee wellbeing in a hybrid context was also noted (Participants 5, 7, 8, 10). Thus,
while preferring enabling approaches, participants still acknowledged the need for structure.

Participant 2 described trusting employees to self-manage and complete work tasks in a
timely manner whether they were in the office or working remotely. There were open
communication and support regardless of work location. After an intense period of pandemic-
mandated remote work, Participant 2 mentioned allowing continued hybrid arrangements
despite facing pressure from some parts of upper management for a return to office (RTO).
Employees were now able to choose which days per week they worked in the office versus
remotely, with Wednesdays being required office days for in-person collaboration. However,
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performance monitoring and accountability accompanied the flexibility and autonomy. As
Participant 2 explained:

I have been quite open to them being allowed to work from home, but I have also
said that it's freedom under accountability®. I want to know which days they intend
to work from home and if I notice that they don't deliver on time then, I tighten
the reins’, so to speak (P2).

In some cases, Participant 2 felt that employees on their team worked too much and
Participant 2 had to actively urge them to stop working and log off at the end of the day.
According to Participant 2, their team had enthusiastically embraced the autonomy and
flexibility afforded by Municipality A's hybrid work policy. Yet, Participant 2 noted that some
leaders in the organisation still remained sceptical about the hybrid model.

5.4. Communication, Collaboration and Trust

All participants identified both positive and negative impacts on communication,
collaboration and trust from hybrid arrangements. Digital platforms enhanced remote task
coordination but reduced spontaneous interactions (Participants 1, 3, 4, 5, 6, 8, 9, 10, 12). For
example, Participant 5 found communication more structured yet casual social connections
decreased.

Attempts to recreate organic interactions through initiatives like virtual coffee breaks had
mixed success (Participants 1, 3, 4, 5, 6, 8, 10). While digital tools enabled remote work
collaboration, concerns persisted around maintaining workplace culture, social ties, and
serendipitous information sharing.

All participants reported both positive and negative impacts on communication,
collaboration and trust resulting from hybrid working policies. Increased usage of digital
collaboration platforms was frequently cited as enhancing employees’ ability to communicate
and coordinate work remotely (Participants 1, 3, 4, 5, 6, 8, 9, 10, 12). However, many
participants noted reduced spontaneous interactions and casual relationship-building as
downsides (Participants 1, 3, 4, 5, 6, 8, 10, 12).

Several participants explained how structured initiatives like digital check-ins and in-office
days were being utilised to try to recreate elements of office culture remotely (Participants 1, 3,
4, 5, 6, 8, 10). But these were not viewed as fully compensating for the loss of in-person
interactions by most participants.

% A note on translation. The phrase “frihet under ansvar”, used by Participant 2 in the interview, is a common
Swedish expression. “Freedom under accountability" was chosen but “freedom with responsibility” is another
alternative.

7 A note on translation. The expression “dd drar jag in kopplet” used by Participant 2 is a Swedish idiomatic
expression meaning “then I will take away [your] privileges”. To “tighten the reins” was chosen as a suitable
English idiom with a similar meaning.
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While digital tools like videoconferencing software generally facilitated communication
across distances (Participants 2, 4, 5, 6, 8, 9, 10, 12), participants noted trade-offs.
Communication became more structured and formal (Participant 13), with more written
documentation for transparency (Participant 9). However, informal interactions decreased,
impacting social connections and tacit knowledge exchange (Participants 4, 5, 8, 10, 12, 13).
Remote small talk and casual exchanges were harder to recreate online (Participants 4, 5, 8,
12). Some units instituted regular virtual social events or digital channels to compensate
(Participants 1, 3, 13). Most avoided major collaboration challenges within immediate teams
but observed weaker ties across units when working hybrid (Participants 4, 7, 8). Overall,
technology enabled efficient coordination but conscious efforts were needed to sustain informal
exchanges and networks in hybrid models.

Most participants reported digital communications through tools like videoconferencing
software were facilitated by hybrid work, enabling quick information sharing across the
organisation (Participants 1, 2, 6, 7,9, 10, 12, 13). As Participant 6 stated, “communication and
collaboration have improved with hybrid work arrangements”. However, several participants
observed reduced informal social interactions and spontaneity which required mitigation
through scheduled in-person days or activities (Participants 1, 2, 3, 4, 8, 10, 12, 13). Participant
12 worried this “may impact relationships”, while Participant 4 felt it negatively affected group
cohesion. Thus, findings indicate streamlined digital communication but potential risks to
informal intra-organizational networks.

At The Municipal Company, uptake of hybrid working remained low. When asked about
this, Participant 11 noted most employees worked mostly at the office. As Participant 11 further
explained, this preference for the office stemmed from the availability of resources and
opportunities for collaboration:

We have a good workplace...You have all printers and all possibilities and also
all the opportunities to collaborate. Which you do not have in the same way when
you're at home. We have good colleagues, and it's fun to be here so then you want
to be here (P11).

5.5. Opportunities, Challenges and Risks

The top benefits cited were increased flexibility, work-life balance, productivity and
expanded recruitment (Participants 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 12, 13). However, difficulty
facilitating spontaneous interactions, relationship-building and monitoring employee
engagement and wellbeing from afar were common challenges (Participants 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7,
10, 12, 13). Participant 10 specifically noted inability to easily observe employee struggles.
Most felt the advantages outweighed the risks so far but acknowledged proactive leadership
was needed to prevent issues like isolation.

The most frequently cited opportunities related to increased flexibility, work-life balance,
productivity and expanded talent recruitment reported by employees under hybrid policies
(Participants 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6,7, 8,9, 10, 12, 13). Main challenges centred around difficulties
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facilitating spontaneous interactions, relationship-building and monitoring employee
engagement and wellbeing remotely (Participants 1, 2, 3,4, 5, 6, 7, 10, 12, 13).

Common leadership challenges involved reduced visibility into remote team members’
needs and performance (Participants 1, 4, 7, 10). Accordingly, managers increased check-ins
and adopted coaching approaches when employees worked remotely (Participants 1, 7, 10, 13).
Onboarding new employees virtually was identified as more difficult (Participants 5, 9).
However, participants overwhelmingly emphasised benefits of hybrid work for employee
flexibility, autonomy, productivity, work-life balance and wellbeing (Participants 1, 2, 3, 4, 6,
7, 8,9, 10, 12). Yet some noted risks like reduced social time (Participants 4, 11) and overwork
(Participants 3, 7, 11). Access to hybrid options varied by role (Participant 12).

Commonly identified leadership challenges with hybrid work included reduced visibility
into employee needs, wellbeing and performance (Participants 1, 3, 4, 6, 7, 8, 10, 12).
Participants also noted hybrid meetings and onboarding new employees posed difficulties
(Participants 2, 4, 5, 8, 13). However, benefits highlighted included enhanced productivity,
work-life balance, recruitment reach and environmental sustainability (Participants 1, 3, 4, 6,
7, 8,9, 10, 12). As Participant 9 stated, “hybrid work has allowed us to expand our candidate
pool”. Overall, participants recognised meaningful advantages of hybrid work while
acknowledging leadership and collaboration risks requiring mitigation.

The interviews highlighted several benefits of hybrid work arrangements, including
improved work-life balance, reduced commute times, and access to wider talent pools.
However, the interviews also revealed challenges such as longer work hours, increased stress,
decreased social interaction, and virtual meeting fatigue. Onboarding new hires was noted by
several participants as particularly difficult given reduced in-person contact.

Participant 7 explained that one of the main challenges with hybrid work was ensuring proper
supervision of team members' work while avoiding excessive monitoring. Participant 7 also
highlighted risks of employee disengagement and isolation, cautioning that problematic or
inappropriate behaviour could potentially go unnoticed more easily with remote work.
Participant 7 aimed to mitigate these risks through regular check-in meetings, establishing
norms such as having cameras on during digital meetings, and being deliberate in making room
for meaningful 'social time' when the team was on-site together. Participant 7 noted a potential
downside of hybrid work that is reduced visibility for managers:

If you are not vigilant as a manager, when an employee is slacking off or doing
other things in hybrid work... Therefore, it can be harder to detect if you do not
change your... not control, but follow up and such (P7).

Participant 7 also reflected on how hybrid work resulted in less direct insight into employees'
activities, stating:

The difference was, I noticed during the pandemic, when everyone is on site, you

get an overview and a feeling of how much is being produced, if someone is taking

20



Simeon R. Rodin / Managing Hybrid Work Arrangements: Implications for Management Practice

longer breaks or browsing the web instead. When working hybrid remotely, you
do not have that control, so to speak. But we had to change...change our...our
follow up of what is done...that is the wrong word to say 'control'. But, our
monitoring of what is done, our follow up (P7).

Participant 8 expressed concern that some employees might have become so comfortable
working remotely that they might find it difficult to reintegrate back into the office
environment. Participant 8 highlighted risks such as technology-related stress (i.e.,
technostress) and reduced team cohesion. In addition, Participant 8 echoed the sentiment
expressed by other participants on the value of informal encounters or “talk at the coffee
machine” at the office, noting:

Just meeting and seeing each other does not have to be at the coffee machine, it
can be at a physical meeting, but when you meet someone else then you remember
that “Yes, that's something we should also talk about!” And this about creating

relationships is still easier to do physically than digitally (P8).

5.6. On The Future of Hybrid Work

All participants expected hybrid arrangements to persist given their benefits, rather than a
complete reversion to pre-pandemic ways of working. However, some anticipated the balance
between remote and on-site work would continue evolving as organizations determine optimal
hybrid models (Participants 4, 5, 6, 7). Ongoing innovations in technologies, policies and
workspaces were predicted to further enable effective hybrid work. But most participants
agreed regular in-person interactions would still be needed, making a fully virtual future
unlikely.

Most participants predicted hybrid arrangements would persist and continue evolving post-
pandemic, becoming the “new normal” (Participants 1, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 12, 13). Employees
expect location flexibility; fully onsite policies could risk talent retention (Participants 1, 5, 7,
8,9, 10, 12, 13). However, some worried about creeping back towards old ways without
supportive policies (Participants 1, 6, 8). Ongoing technology development and rethinking
workspace to focus collaborative activities onsite were highlighted as enablers (Participants 1,
8, 10). Sustaining culture, informal connections, and equitable access across roles remain
challenges (Participants 1, 7, 10, 11).

As Participant 12 asserted, “there will be no return to fully on-site work”. However, several
participants emphasised the need for leadership development, mindset shifts and ongoing

8 Translation of the Swedish phrase “snacket vid kaffeautomaten” akin to the concept of “water cooler talk”.
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technological innovation to support sustainable hybrid work at scale (Participants 1, 5, 8, 10,
12). Participant 1 predicted “even greater technology enablement would be needed”. Some
participants also cautioned against fully remote work, underscoring the ongoing value of shared
physical workspaces (Participants 3, 4, 5, 11). Overall, participants envisioned an evolving
hybrid future guided by enabling formalisation, digital tools and purposeful in-person
interactions.

The findings related to the future of hybrid work reflect a generally optimistic outlook
regarding the sustainability and growth of hybrid work arrangements. However, participants
also cautioned against over-reliance upon remote or virtual models.

Participant 6 believed hybrid work was likely here to stay long-term, having been normalised
during the pandemic. Wider benefits related to enhanced work-life balance, employee health,
organizational recruitment and retention, plus environmental sustainability if commutes were
reduced. However, Participant 6 worried that their specific organization was shifting back
towards fully in-office work, which could jeopardise these benefits. Clarification of hybrid
policies was needed to prevent unintended creep back to old ways of working. Participant 6
raised concerns that a return to more in-person work in their organization could pose risks to
talent recruitment and retention, noting:

When it was more digital, our job groups were much more attractive. People could
live further away and enjoyed a better work-life balance. But returning to more
on-site work again may make it difficult to recruit talent from a wider area... If
we consider returning to more on-site work as before the pandemic, people will
have tasted hybrid work by then and there will be many other jobs one can apply
for that are actually much freer regarding working locations (P6).

Participant 5 noted that while hybrid work arrangements can provide efficiency gains in the
short term through reduced travel times and schedule flexibility, they run the risk of negatively
impacting collaboration, communication and knowledge sharing over longer time horizons:

Hybrid work arrangements can offer convenience and efficiency advantages in
the short term through reduced commutes and schedule flexibility. However,
working remotely much of the time can lead to losses in the long term as
communication, collaboration and knowledge sharing become more difficult,

perceptions diverge and interpersonal connections fade. (P5).
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6. Discussion

These municipal organizations show that coordination in hybrid work environments requires
combinations of technocratic and socio-ideological controls (Kérreman & Alvesson, 2004;
Ouchi, 1979, 1980).

No universal solution was observed. This is in line with Ouchi’s (1980) contingency
perspective: the specific control modes depend upon local circumstances including, task
uncertainty, how much employees need to collaborate and whether outcomes can be easily
measured. In knowledge work where tasks are ambiguous, managers rely more on clan-based
controls while retaining some bureaucratic structure. With increasing uncertainty and
ambiguity, clan controls become more important relative to bureaucratic controls (Ouchi,
1979).

The municipalities maintain technocratic control through formalised policies and
procedures, though adapted for the hybrid context. The detailed remote work routines in
Municipalities B and C exemplify bureaucratic mechanisms that specify expected behaviours
in hybrid work environments. Requirements for manager approval, caps on remote work
percentages (50% in Municipality B), predetermined scheduling of remote days, and mandated
availability during working hours represent efforts aimed at maintaining coordination through
rules and hierarchies.

Together with maintained technocratic structures, the municipalities show a significant
embracing of socio-ideological control mechanisms. Municipality A's trust-based governance
model, with its focus on self-leadership, “co-workership,” and value-driven work, illustrates
the transition towards clan control that Ouchi (1979) associates with environments of increased
uncertainty and reduced direct supervision.

Participant 1’s characterisation of the shift from “controlling to checking (kontroll till koll)
suggests Kérreman and Alvesson's (2004) concept of the “loosened iron cage and fairly strict
mental cage of subjectivity.” The move towards trust-based governance and away from
balanced scorecard with “fewer policies, strategies and goals” appears to give employees
considerable autonomy. However, the previous technocratic controls are merely replaced by
KPIs, regular check-ins and cultural interventions, i.e., socio-ideological controls that shape
employee identities and internalise goal alignment.

Aimed at aligning employee identities and goals with organizational objectives, the policy
documents define an extensive normative framework. Expectations that employees exhibit
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“curiosity,” ‘“‘courage,” personal responsibility, and commitment to ‘“creating value” and
“achieving goals” represent appeals to shared meanings and subjectivities. The emphasis on
managers “trusting employees' abilities and judgment” indicates an intentional cultivation of
value consensus as a coordination mechanism.

The shift from controlling behaviour (physical presence, “clocking in”) to controlling
outcomes and values such as professionalism and organizational mission is exemplified by
Participant 6’s statement “I absolutely believe that we should organize for outcomes and
results”. This orientation towards results rather than observable behaviour is in line with

Ouchi’s (1980) proposition that outcome-based controls become more appropriate when
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behavioural monitoring is costly or impractical, as is the case when employees work across
distributed locations.

However, the findings suggest that this loosening of technocratic structures goes together
with deliberate efforts to cultivate and strengthen socio-ideological controls. The proliferation
of initiatives intended to build culture, relationships, and shared understanding—digital coffee
breaks (“digital fika”), theme-based meetings, photo-sharing (Participant 3), and social
interactions such as group lunches—reflects what Kérreman and Alvesson (2004) characterise
as appeals to values and meanings that target employees' social identities and beliefs.

The frequent emphasis on avoiding employee “isolation” (Participants 1, 3, 4, 6, 7, 10, 12,
13) and concern for employee “wellbeing” also becomes a form of control. Here, the ideal
hybrid worker is seen as always connected, communicative and socially engaged. Participant
10’s scheduled video calls “even for brief check-ins” and Participant 12°s monthly in-person
reviews reinforce these expectations. These practices are in line with Kdrreman and Alvesson's
(2004) argument that technocratic systems (scheduled meetings, evaluation processes) shape
worker identities through their effects on social hierarchies and role orientations.

The findings suggest that substantial technocratic controls still existing within the HWAs
again supporting the idea that multiple control forms work together rather than replace one
another. Organizations maintained hybrid working policies, instituted regular in-office days or
meetings (Participants 1, 2, 8, 10, 12), established clear availability and responsiveness
expectations (Participants 1,4, 7,9, 10, 13), and formalised processes through increased written
communication (Participant 9). Despite the shift towards clan controls, the continued reliance
upon KPIs (Participant 1), performance dialogues and outcome measures (Participant 6) shows
that bureaucratic measurement and evaluation still remain important.

The findings offer some evidence for Barker's (1993) warning that value consensus and
team-based coordination can evolve through peer pressure and shared rule enforcement into
restrictive concertive control. The focus on constant communication, availability, and
relationship maintenance establishes normative expectations that team members may impose
upon each other through subtle social pressure. Participant 5's description of team leaders
monitoring who they “have not had contact with” for certain time periods, then proactively
reaching out, illustrates how peer and managerial awareness of participation gaps can create
pressure to conform even without formal requirements.

The “digital fika,” photo-sharing practices, and emphasis on “togetherness” may similarly
function as implicit norms that employees feel compelled to maintain to demonstrate
organizational commitment and team membership. Employees who decline participation in
social rituals or maintain stricter work-life boundaries risk being perceived as less committed
or integrated team members. In this sense, the cultural controls operating in these municipal
HWAs may constitute a “new form of iron cage” (Barker, 1993) where peer expectations and
internalised norms create constraints rivalling traditional bureaucratic rules in their
restrictiveness, but operating more implicitly and thus potentially more difficult to resist or
negotiate.

The findings suggest a strong preference among municipal managers for what Adler and
Borys (1996) term “enabling formalisation” over “coercive formalisation” in structuring hybrid
work arrangements. The emphasis on autonomy, trust, employee empowerment, and choice in
deciding work locations (Participants 1, 2, 3, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 12) are in line with enabling
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formalisation’s core characteristics: providing employees with task-relevant information and
decision-making authority while supporting their ability to handle non-routine situations.
Further evidence of this is seen in the preference for “open dialogue” over rigid top-down
policies (Participants 1, 2, 4, 5, 7, 8, 10) reflecting enabling formalisation’s participative design
principle, wherein procedures are developed through consultation rather than being imposed
top-down.

The formal hybrid work policies provide employee autonomy while outlining expectations
around availability and mandatory on-site requirements. They function as what Ouchi (1979)
characterised as the partial information function of bureaucratic mechanisms, acting as a shared
framework for coordination without prescribing behaviour in detail. The policies define the
boundaries within which employees have freedom of choice, rather than specifying precisely
how work should be conducted. This is a deliberate design choice taking into consideration the
ambiguity and uncertainty of knowledge work, where detailed behavioural prescription is
unlikely to work and requiring greater reliance upon employee judgment and self-regulation
(Ouchi, 1979; 1980).

Participant 2's description of their approach, trusting employees to self-manage while
monitoring whether they “deliver on time” and “tightening the reins” if they fail to deliver,
exemplifies what Eisenhardt (1985) termed outcome-based control. Instead of monitoring
behaviours or physical presence this approach focuses upon results. Employees have discretion
over how, when and where they work but are held accountable for outcomes. This is in line
with the shift from behavioural to results-based assessment that Kdrreman and Alvesson (2004)
associate with knowledge-intensive work environments where complexity and variability of
tasks make specification of behaviour impractical.

One striking finding is the organizations’ response to diminished informal interactions. The
widespread implementation of structured initiatives like digital check-ins and in-office days
and regular virtual social events reveals an attempt to formalise what was previously
spontaneous. In other words, the organizations are using technocratic mechanisms (scheduled
virtual coffee breaks, mandated in-office days, designated digital channels) to recreate socio-
ideological control that would previously emerge through unstructured office interactions. The
fact that participants viewed these initiatives as not fully compensating for the loss of in-person
interactions suggests that they are insufficient in creating the processes necessary for
developing organizational culture.

Ouchi’s (1979, 1980) framework highlights why HWAs may create challenges for managers.
Hybrid work environments increase task uncertainty and reduce the visibility of employee
behaviours, conditions, according to Ouchi, under which clan controls become more important.
At the same time, clan controls depend upon shared values, beliefs and norms that are typically
cultivated through regular face-to-face interaction and informal socialisation. This is precisely
what participants reported as declining. The circumstances which necessitate clan control
simultaneously undermine the mechanisms through which clan control develops.

Participant 7's reflection that “when working hybrid remotely, you do not have that control”
initially suggests diminished technocratic control. However, the subsequent description of how
“we had to change our follow up of what is done, our monitoring” reveals the reformulation
rather than elimination of behaviour-based control. This shift exemplifies what Ouchi (1979)
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describes as the shift from behaviour-based to outcome-based control when direct observation
becomes difficult.

Participant 7's careful verbal correction, “not control, but follow up... that is the wrong word
to say 'control'... our monitoring of what is done, our follow up”, deserves attention. This
hesitation reveals awareness that explicit discussion of control goes against hybrid work
policies emphasising trust, autonomy, and empowerment.

The changes that participants expected, combined with the ongoing adjustment of the mix
between remote and in-person work as organizations determine optimal strategies, reveals a
recognition of the limited current understanding. The pandemic forced a rapid adoption of
remote work with few opportunities for deliberate design or systematic learning. Post-pandemic
hybrid work arrangements have emerged through adaptation and experimentation rather than
evidence-based optimisation. The future paths that the participants described suggest a
continuation of this learning process. The organizations are gradually discovering which control
configurations sustain coordination and flexibility. Here, organizational control theory provides
a good framework for understanding the mechanisms at play.

6.1. Limitations

While the findings highlight the importance of communication, collaboration and control
mechanisms for effective hybrid work, the study is not without limitations.

Firstly, the study's focus on Swedish municipal organizations limits the generalisability of
its findings to different national environments, organizational forms, or cultural contexts. the
sample was limited to managers and directors in public sector organizations within a single
country. Experiences may differ for other roles, sectors or regions.

Second, interviews provide subjective insights, and there is a possibility of social desirability
bias in responses.

Thirdly, another key limitation is the cross-sectional nature of the data which prevents
determining how control mechanisms may further evolve.

Fourthly, the qualitative methodology also limits generalisability, indicating a need for larger
scale quantitative studies.

Finally, the focus has been upon the organizations and managerial perspectives rather than
the individual employee experiences of control which merit investigation to gain a more holistic
understanding of hybrid work models. The dependence on manager perspectives offers a
limited understanding of employees' experiences with hybrid work control mechanisms,
possibly undervaluing the constraining nature of socio-ideological mechanisms.

7. Conclusion

The empirical evidence is in line with Ouchi's (1979, 1980) theory, which suggests that
organizations require different control approaches depending on their specific circumstances.
The municipalities studied did not follow a single formula for hybrid work. Instead, each
organization adapted its management approach based on task uncertainty, interdependence
requirements, and outcome measurability. Consistent with Ouchi's framework, as hybrid work
increases environmental uncertainty and reduces behavioural visibility, the municipalities
relied more on clan-based controls to coordinate work. At the same time, they retained some
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bureaucratic structures in the form of formal rules and procedures. In practice, this meant
creating formalised hybrid work policies, evaluating employees based on outcomes rather than
behaviour, and deliberately organizing activities to build a common culture and strengthen
workplace relationships.

Importantly, the shift towards trust-based management and reduced technocratic control
does not mean employees have escaped organizational control. Instead, as Kdrreman and
Alvesson (2004) put it, control has simply changed form—from a “loosened iron cage” to a
“fairly strict mental cage of subjectivity.” While municipalities have reduced traditional
methods of monitoring behaviour—such as requiring physical presence, tracking hours, and
specifying exactly how tasks should be performed—they have simultaneously increased their
focus on socio-ideological controls shaping how employees think and what they value. Through
culture-building activities, expectations that employees stay constantly connected and engaged,
and an emphasis on employee wellbeing, organizations subtly but powerfully influence
workers' identities and internalised sense of commitment. These mechanisms work to ensure
that employees' personal goals are in line with what the organization wants to achieve.

The findings provide evidence that municipalities favour enabling over coercive
formalisation (Adler & Borys, 1996), designing hybrid work policies that provide employee
autonomy within defined boundaries rather than prescribing detailed behaviours.

The study reveals that the same conditions that make clan control necessary—reduced face-
to-face interaction, decreased ability to monitor work activities, and increased task
uncertainty—also undermine the informal social bonds that clan control relies upon. The
organizations attempt to address this issue through planned culture-building activities.
However, the participants' assessments suggest that these planned activities inadequately
substitute for spontaneous office interactions.

The study also uncovers risks associated with the increased use of socio-ideological controls
in hybrid work settings. In line with Barker's (1993) study of concertive control, the focus on
continuous communication, accessibility, sustaining relationships, and engaging in social
activities creates expected behavioural norms that coworkers may enforce on one another rather
than through official management structures. The tacit expectation to exhibit organizational
dedication by participating in “digital fika,” sharing photographs, and attending social
gatherings generates pressures to conform that may be more limiting and challenging to oppose
than traditional bureaucratic rules. Employees who establish firmer distinctions between their
professional and personal lives risk being viewed as less devoted colleagues, indicating that
hybrid work structures could create novel forms of organizational control that function through
internalised norms and monitoring by peers.

From a theoretical standpoint, this study adds to the organizational control literature by
showing how various control methods function simultaneously and in relation to each other
within hybrid work settings. Instead of one type replacing another in sequence—with
bureaucratic control being superseded by clan control—the results indicate overlapping control
arrangements where technocratic frameworks facilitate and reinforce socio-ideological
mechanisms. The formalised hybrid work policies, structured culture-building activities, and
outcome assessment mechanisms establish the foundation upon which common values, trusting
relationships, and a sense of organizational belonging are cultivated.
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The findings present important practical and ethical considerations for organizations
adopting hybrid work models. Although autonomy and trust-based governance mark real shifts
from conventional supervisory methods, organizations and employees should be aware that
these arrangements entail restructured rather than reduced organizational control. The shift from
supervising behaviour to evaluating outcomes and from bureaucratic to clan control
mechanisms does not eliminate hierarchical power differences or managerial control. In fact,
socio-ideological controls focused on shaping employee identities and beliefs may become
more pervasive than conventional administrative policies, influencing not merely workplace
actions but also employees' self-conception and sense of organizational dedication.

Organizations should therefore approach hybrid work design with deliberate awareness of
the control mechanisms they are implementing, even when these operate implicitly through
culture and values rather than formal regulations. Enabling formalisation that genuinely
empower employees demands ongoing dialogue about expectations, transparent measurement
of outcomes, and recognition of employees' right to maintain boundaries between work and
personal life. The risk that peer pressure and internalised norms produce novel forms of
constraint warrants particular attention, specifically as organizations promote constant
connectivity and active participation as indicators of organizational commitment.

The findings show that successful hybrid work management demands nuanced integration
of technocratic and socio-ideological mechanisms adapted to specific contexts, task
requirements, and institutional limitations. Although hybrid work provides authentic flexibility
and autonomy, it simultaneously creates novel forms of control functioning through values,
identities, and peer expectations.

7.1. Practical Implications

This study offers practical insights into managing hybrid work arrangements. Overall,
HWAs present both opportunities and challenges for organizations. Flexibility benefits
employees while enabling productivity gains. However, communication barriers, employee
isolation and blurred boundaries threaten effectiveness. The ability to balance these trade-offs
will determine the sustainability of HWAs. The findings point to the following key factors for
success:

1. Frequent, open communication between managers and employees, with clear
guidelines and expectations. Leadership flexibility and trust underpin this
communication.

2. A suitable mix of physical and virtual interaction through office days, team events
and digital initiatives that foster social connection and information sharing. This
mitigates issues of limited informal dialogue and spontaneous interactions.

3. Adaptation of management practices, working arrangements and organizational
culture to suit hybrid work. This includes accommodating diverse employee needs
rather than imposing rigid rules on presence.

4. Monitoring of employee wellbeing, productivity and work-life balance, with
evaluations informing ongoing improvement of hybrid work policies. Mitigating risks
like increased stress, ‘tech overload’ and blurred boundaries is critical.
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5. Development of manager and employee skills for remote technology use, time
management and virtual interaction/collaboration. Technical infrastructure, digital
tools and training support this.

7.2. Directions for Future Research

Future research should include employee perspectives to offer a broader understanding of
how hybrid work controls function and are perceived at various organizational levels.

Moreover, the cross-sectional design examines hybrid work arrangements at one stage in
their progression. Longitudinal research examining how control systems change would
illuminate the developmental processes through which organizations enhance hybrid work
coordination. Such research could establish whether initial dependence on structured cultural
programs gradually shifts to more naturally occurring clan control development, or whether
hybrid environments consistently require technocratic support to sustain socio-ideological
control mechanisms.
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