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ABSTRACT
The purpose of this research project is to identify how the workplace of young sales
professionals has changed since the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic.
Furthermore, the impact of these changes on the individual work performance is
evaluated and recommendations are shared to enhance this performance in the
future.
The research involves primary data analysis, consisting of a series of semistructured interviews conducted with seven young professionals occupied in sales
departments within the technology sector. The qualitative data was analysed by using
the multidimensional model of individual work performance. Insightful findings and
possible action items are shared that should help to keep employee engagement high
while lowering risks for employee’s mental health and work-life balance.
The value of this research is that by deducting findings from the data, the researcher
shares valuable insights on the factors that influence a sales employee's work
performance under pandemic circumstances. The success of an organization is highly
dependent on the performance of these employees, especially in unprecedented times
of change. Thus, those organizations can take advantage of the findings and
recommendations shared.
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1. INTRODUCTION
1.1.

BACKGROUND

Since the beginning of 2020, the COVID-19 virus dominates all aspects of most
people’s lives. It has taken a dramatic human toll with millions of people being affected
by a potentially lethal disease. Especially older generations and people with an
underlying health condition face a significant risk for their physical integrity. (Roser et
al., 2020) But also for the younger and healthy population, COVID-19 brought
significant changes with it and affects, besides their physical health, their workplaces,
social lives, and the freedom to move. The rapid and unequalled global spread of the
virus made the global economic slowdown and restrictive measures and lockdowns
brought social life to a standstill. These are the main reason for younger generations
being just as threatened by the pandemic in the short and long term. At the same time,
the younger generation was generally best prepared for the shift of all social
interactions into the virtual space. The capability to quickly adapt to the new normal is
a crucial skill of young professionals in the future business context, that was put to
prove over the last months. (Hall, 2020)

1.2.

DEFINITION YOUNG PROFESSIONALS

The Department for Professional Employees (2017) generally refers to young
professionals as “college graduates, [who] work in fast-growing occupations, and are
racially and ethnically diverse”. For the presented study an age range of 18 to 29 years
is applied. In terms of the Generational Theory, this group combines members of
Generations Y and Z. The smaller part on the upper end of the age spectrum belongs
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to Generation Y, represented by young people between 25 and 35. Generation Z refers
to those born between 1995 and 2005, which covers the biggest part of the examined
research population. (Lysenko and Yaroshenko, 2020)
While it is impossible to generalize about an entire population, there are a few
characteristics that differentiate this young generation from its predecessors. Besides
being very diverse and socially aware, they have the highest educational background
yet. However, they have less work experience when entering the workforce compared
to older generations. Formality is of decreasing importance with hierarchic order losing
relevance for them. Moreover, they tend to change the employer faster, which makes
employee retention harder even under ideal circumstances. Finally, they are highly
comfortable with technology being mainly digital natives. (Capelli, 2019)
These characteristics are in no way intended to diminish the individuality of each
member of this generation. To analyze the data gathered from some members of the
research population, is it still helpful to keep them in mind. From an employer's point
of view, it is necessary to adapt not just to the changing business world, but also to the
new players entering it. (Gomez, Mawhinney and Betts, 2018)

1.3.

EFFECTS OF A DISRUPTED WORKPLACE

Although especially young people were the best prepared for the shift of their
workplace to the virtual world, the effects are still evident. First studies, like the Youth
& COVID-19 report conducted by the International Labour Organization in mid-2020,
showed that young people aged between 18 and 29 years experienced a major impact
on their personal and professional lives. Of special interest for this study is, that besides
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a reduction in working hours and a drop in their engagement levels, the large majority
of respondents report a self-assessed decline in their work productivity. It is not yet
researched in detail how the changes in the workplace exactly looked like that caused
this development. The obvious ones are the shift to home office, the dominance of
virtual communication, and the absence of work-related travel. Depending on the
occupation, the relative importance of those social interactions became obvious and
the effect of its lack is yet to be researched. The presented research study is focused
on young professionals occupied in the sales department of international technology
companies. In the categorization established by the MGI, this occupation mainly falls
in the work arenas of on-site customer interaction and computer-based office work.
Both are categorized with medium to high physical proximity and are therefore
considered “most disrupted short term during COVID-19”. (McKinsey Global Institute,
2021)

1.4.

RESEARCH AIMS AND QUESTIONS

It will take ages and immense resources to investigate all the consequences caused
by the dramatic changes in economic, political, and social dynamics due to COVID-19.
Thus, the aim of the presented study is to investigate the effects of the pandemic on
one specific aspect of the work-life of a very specific population.
The presented research project has the following three main objectives.
1. The researcher wants to identify the changes that occurred in the workplace
of the research population caused by the consequences of the pandemic
situation over the last 12-15 months
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2. The researcher then evaluates how these changes affect the current work
performance of members of the research population.
3. The researcher seeks to propose recommendations that can be drawn from
the research findings to enhance the individual work performance of young
sales professionals in the future.

The presented study aims to investigate how the consequences of the pandemic
influenced the workplace of the research population and whether these changes have
an impact on the Individual Work Performance (IWP). Thus, the primary research
question is: How do the consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic affect the workplace
of young sales professionals in the technology sector? The secondary question is
accordingly: How do these changes affect the work performance among the examined
population?
To generate new data on this research topic, a series of semi-structured interviews
will be conducted by the researcher. The interview partners will be young sales
professionals employed in different international organizations in the technology
industry. This kind of interview will help the researcher to get a deep understanding of
the changes in the workplace and the challenges and issues that the interviewed
professionals face in a consequence. Furthermore, rich qualitative data will help to
identify best practices that help organizations to make their sales employees stay
productive despite the changes in consequence of the pandemic.
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW
This literature review aims to give an overview of the existing knowledge available
in the literature on different aspects regarding productivity and individual work
performance.
First, it is explored what workplace structures are required to enable an employee
to be the most productive possible. This is of crucial importance as the individual work
performance of an employee can only be evaluated in relation to the environment,
they are working in. The general understanding of productivity and performance
management is set clear. This serves as a common ground from which the concept of
individual work performance within such productive environments is explored. There
is a special emphasis on the multidimensionality of this latent. Furthermore, the
operationalization of individual work performance into a questionnaire is presented.
Next, the available research results on the latest changes in the workplace due to
the COVID 19 pandemic will be presented. Due to the topicality of the topic, there is
only limited research available. However, a general impression of the transformation
and prospects is shown.

2.1.

PRODUCTIVE WORKPLACE STRUCTURE
2.1.1. EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT

An essential factor for an employee’s individual job performance is his/her
engagement. The term of personal engagement was first introduced by Kahn in 1990
as “the harnessing of organization members’ selves to their work roles; in engagement,
people employ and express themselves physically, cognitively, and emotionally during
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rule performance” (Kahn, 1990, p. 694). In other words, an engaged employee is
physically, mentally, and emotionally present while performing their role.
The engagement level has a proven positive effect on employee productivity,
profitability, and retention. (Wahyu Ariani, 2013) To increase the engagement and
subsequently the performance of employees, it is essential to treat them as
stakeholders of the company they are working for. This mainly takes the form of
establishing performance management activities, such as creating career development
opportunities and formulating clear work expectations. Harter and Mann (2017) found
in their meta-analysis that there is a strong correlation between the engagement of an
employee and the business outcome produced by them. Those employees belonging
to the top quartile in engagement in their organization, meaning the top 25% on an
engagement scale, have a success rate twice as high as those in the bottom quartile,
meaning the lowest 25% on the scale. They noted that in this top quartile there is a
significantly lower rate of absenteeism and turnover. Also, a greater commitment to
high quality and attention to healthy client relationships can be observed.
Consequently, this upper quartile in engagement produced a significantly higher
profitability, more precisely up to 21% greater profitability. (Harter and Mann, 2017)
A key aspect in how to achieve high employee engagement is regular peer feedback
and recognition, which should be aligned with an organization's value system.
However, one-way communication from a manager to his direct report is not sufficient.
Employees need to feel and be heard to perform their best. (Beheshti, 2019) Besides
empathy within the management team, this requires diversity and inclusion to achieve
equal representation of different perspectives. Malik (2020) proved that the more
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diverse an organization is, the higher is the employee engagement alongside
significantly improved productivity.
According to The Gallup Inc. (2021) employee engagement can be assessed by using
a set of 12 questions. These cover the following areas: clear expectation setting,
availability of equipment, use of strengths, recognition and encouragement, inclusion,
meaningfulness of task, feedback, personal relationship, and professional growth. This
resonates with the majority of points presented earlier. The following figure shows the
Gallup Q12 organized according to the engagement hierarchy.

Figure 1 The Gallup Q12, indicators of a high-performing work environment
(University of California San Francisco, 2021)

2.1.2. PLEASURE AND WELL-BEING

Another important factor in employee motivation is the perceived pleasure at the
workplace. While it seems like a neglectable factor at first, Jie Tang, Min-Shi Liu, and
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Wen-Bin Liu (2017) showed how workplace fun positively affects and employee
motivation and as a result their productivity. Workplace fun describes all aspects of a
working environment that create a pleasurable and enjoyable atmosphere, which
encourages an employee’s engagement and performance. (Plester and Hutchison,
2016) However it’s important to distinguish between workplace fun and individual
pleasure. It includes both material benefits sponsored by the organization as well as
intangible benefits like close relationships among colleagues. Therefore, workplace fun
is defined by either one of three characteristics: sponsorship by the organization,
initiation by employees in the workplace, or activities with colleagues outside the
workplace. What kind of activities increase the experienced fun heavily depends on
the organizational culture and individual characters of the employees. The so-called
person-organization value congruence determines the degree to which workplace fun
translates to perceived enjoyment by an employee and eventually determines the
effect on the performance. (Jie Tang, Min-Shi Liu, and Wen-Bin Liu, 2017)
Also, Cabancan showed how pleasure and optimisations of performance provoke
each other in a so-called virtuous cycle of positive feedback loop. In the argumentation,
pleasure is defined as “an index of the physiological usefulness of a stimulus and of
optimal function in a mental activity” (Cabanan in Clements-Croome, 2017). Similar to
what was described earlier, that defines the factors of joy and feeling useful as
determinators for a feeling of pleasure. Joy is furthermore seen as a sign of integrative
behaviour, which again fosters a productive work environment. (Clements-Croome,
2017)
Another crucial aspect to consider is the level of well-being each individual
experiences within an organization. The concept of well-being includes the cognitive,
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emotional, and physical health of an individual. (Barnes, 2020) While this aspect is
oftentimes overlooked, the healthy emotional condition of an individual is determining
behaviours in both personal and professional environments. Moreover, by putting a
priority on creating and maintaining well-being among employees an organization can
directly influence their personal satisfaction and sense of accomplishment. (Kular et
al., 2008)

2.1.3. JOB SATISFACTION

Although the aspect of job satisfaction seems to be synonymous with the terms
pleasure and well-being, it is a multidimensional construct independent from an
employee’s self-contentment and happiness. Generally, job satisfaction describes the
general attitude of a job holder towards the job performed. More detailed it is the
result from various feelings an employee experiences regarding different elements of
the job performed. (Ali et al., 2014) According to The Gallup Inc. (2021) job satisfaction
is the less technical version of employee engagement, while there is a very strong
correlation between both factors.
The original theory goes back to Hackman and Oldham (1976), who published their
job characteristics model to job satisfaction. This model “specifies the conditions under
which individuals will become internally motivated to perform effectively on their jobs.”
(Hackman and Oldham, 1976, p. 250) The underlying assumption is that motivation
and thus satisfaction is solely based on how a job is structured. They defined five core
job characteristics that make up this structure, those being skill variety, task identity,
task significance, autonomy, and feedback from the job. Generally speaking, this
means that an employee can’t be motivated when the job performed is monotonous
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or boring to them. These characteristics have direct effects on the psychological states
or motivation conditions that an employee experiences. The three critical
psychological states are experiencing meaningfulness of the work, experiencing
reasonability for the outcomes of the work, and having knowledge of the actual results
of the work activities. These psychological states again influence the personal and work
outcomes for an individual. Continuing the cause-and-effect chain, these four
conditions are high internal work motivation, high satisfaction with the work, low
absenteeism and turnover, and high-quality work performance.
Lastly, Hackman and Oldham stated that not every employee seeks to have all job
characteristics in their work performed. The need for an employee to grow and the
strength to chase that goal is a defined moderator in this model. Also, an employee
needs to meet the capabilities demanded by the job to perform well and should feel
contextual satisfaction, meaning aspects like work culture and salary.
For the presented study, it is assumed that the members of the research population
fulfill all three moderating criteria to be able to attain job satisfaction.
The following figure 2 shows a graphical explanation of the Hackman Oldham
model.
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Figure 2 Hackman Oldham Model of Job Satisfaction (Own Illustration based on Hackman and Oldham (1976))

2.2.

PRODUCTIVITY AND PERFORMANCE MEASUREMENT

Productivity can be defined on the most general level as the extent to which input
variables are transformed in the final output. How exactly productivity is measured
highly depends on the nature of the industry in question. Measuring the productivity,
also referred to as effectiveness, of an employee is considered rather easy with the
help of data like the output quantity and quality, the number of days absent, or
subjective judgments from peers and managers. (Kim, Lee, and Jeong, 2018)
Performance as a terminology has a bit more complexion to it. One fundamental
definition by Campbell et al. (1993) describes it as all scalable and measurable
behaviours. Most definitions agree upon performance being focused on behaviours
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instead of outcomes. Also, there is a wide consensus about it being a multidimensional
concept, which will be examined in depth later in this literature review.

2.2.1. PERFORMANCE MEASUREMENT IN SALES

In the sales area, there are a few established ways of measuring an employee’s
productivity and success. With customers becoming more and more informed and
demanding, the quality of products and service becomes the key differentiator
between companies. Therefore, an efficient and productive sales force is at the core
of any organization’s success. However, it is not as straightforward as measuring the
number of deals or the revenue generated by an individual salesperson. To assess sales
performance, these metrics need to be put into context, and differences across
markets, product categories, etc. need to be taken into account. Therefore, the main
way of measuring a sales employee’s performance is by using internal benchmarking.
Claro and Kamakura (2017) elaborated how this approach is the most suitable to
establish realistic goals and identify sales growth potential. This internal benchmark
states clear performance standards by comparing sales employees against each other.
This has the additional benefit of leveraging the competitive nature of most sales
representatives. By driving performance visibility within sales teams, this
competitiveness can be steered in a positive and productive direction. (Seamans, 2018)
While the measurement of task performance and productivity is still rather
straightforward, it is a real challenge to measure the full range of behaviours that
influence the work performance of an employee. Campbell and Wiernik (2015) define
work performance as “behaviours or actions that are relevant to the goals of the
organization”. This definition puts special focus on the fact, that work performance
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should be assessed regarding behaviours instead of results. Campbell and Wiernik put
special emphasis on the fact that performance itself has to be distinguished clearly
from the outcomes of the performance. The measurement of the output in relation to
the work input yields work productivity, which is a narrower concept than work
performance. (Koopmans et al., 2011) Also the outcome of performance is most times
dependent on other factors besides the individual contribution of the employee

2.2.2. MULTIDIMENSIONALITY OF WORK PERFORMANCE

Work performance is an abstract, latent construct with not one single observable
manifestation but with multiple dimensions. Depending on the job, there are different
indicators that can be measured for each dimension. (Viswesvaran, 2001)
Originally the focus of the individual work performance (IWP) was on task
performance. Only later researchers elaborated the multidimensionality in further
detail. Today it is agreed upon that also contextual performance and
counterproductive work behavior (CWB) contribute to the overall IWP. (Koopmans et
al., 2012)
Task performance is understood as an employee’s behaviours that determine the
relevance, quality, and quantity of the output produced. Task performance is
considered as the essential in-role obligation that employees have to meet the
responsibilities set clear in the job descriptions. (Jawahar and Ferris, 2011; Makki and
Abid, 2017)
The contextual performance describes behaviours that contribute to the social,
organizational, and psychological environment in which the core function of a position
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is being executed. It is also referred to as citizenship performance and broadens the
term performance by including the social and organizational behaviours shown by an
employee besides their core function. Organizational citizenship behaviour (OCB) is on
a voluntary basis and not in the scope of a job description. Examples are the
demonstration of effort, cooperation among team members, and communication.
These behaviours do not directly contribute to the core function, but facilitate the
employee's job tasks. (Rotundo and Sackett, 2002) OCB can be categorized under
contextual performance, as it describes “psychological capacities that can be
measured, developed, and effectively managed for performance improvement in
today’s workplace” (Luthans, 2002, p. 6).
CWB on the other hand includes all actions that decrease the well-being of the
organization an employee works in and distracts its members from the goals of the
organization. Examples are off-task behaviours, absenteeism, or theft. (Koopmans et
al., 2011) Although those two dimensions seem to represent opposites at a first glance,
they do not represent the opposite of each other. Someone who does not show a
certain CWB cannot be attested to a good contextual performance. Likewise, the
existence of high contextual performance does not guarantee the absence of CWB.
(Koopmans et al., 2012)
Lastly, there are ongoing debates on whether to add another dimension in form of
the adaptive performance. In contrast to the proactive contextual performance, this
one is characterized by its reactive nature. (Koopmans et al., 2012)
The following figure 3 shows an overview of the different dimensions of IWP.
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Figure 3 Multidimensional framework of Individual Work Performance (Koopmans, 2014, p. 48)

2.2.3. IWP QUESTIONNAIRE BY KOOPMANS ET AL.

Koopmans et al. (2012) identified that there is no scale to measure the different
dimensions of the IWP in an integrated way. By only measuring each dimension
isolated, as former measurement approaches proposed, it was not possible to
incorporate the diverse influences that paint the whole picture of an employee’s IWP.
Based on the presented literature, the researchers developed the Individual Work
Performance Questionnaire (IWPQ) a questionnaire that allows to operationalize the
concept.
At the beginning of developing the IWPQ, a list of 128 indicators categorized in the
4 dimensions was created. In collaboration with various experts, this list was reduced
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to the 23 most relevant indicators with one to three questionnaire items each. This
resulted in an 18-item scale, that was tested among a test group of 1181 Dutch
workers. The participants were asked to rate each item on a scale from 0 – Seldom to
4 – Always. The results showed that a three-dimensional framework, excluding the
adaptive performance dimensions, was feasible to be applied to different occupational
sectors. The relevant aspects of the adaptive performance were all suitable to be
included in the contextual performance measurements. They concluded that the
developed questionnaire helps to measure behaviours of the employees, while the
effectiveness of these behaviours is no focus. The final version of the IWPQ is included
in Appendix D1.

2.3.

IMPACT OF COVID-19 ON WORKPLACE STRUCTURES

With the outbreak of the pandemic in early 2021, most aspects of private and work
life were influenced and restricted to an unpredictable extent. In an effort to protect
people’s lives, especially those belonging to vulnerable groups, nationwide lockdowns
were ordered in all parts of the world to limit movements as much as possible. Due to
the necessary safety measures, all social interactions needed to move to the virtual
space. This disrupted the workplace in an unprecedented way for nearly every
profession. However, especially for young professionals with limited experience in
their career, this had dramatic consequences, which only start to get discovered in
research.

1

See Appendix D – Individual Work Performance Questionnaire by Koopmans et al.
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2.3.1. EARLY STUDIES ON THE IMPACT OF COVID-19

The (International Labour Organization, 2020) conducted a survey between April
and May 2020 among young people, just after the COVID-19 pandemic caused an
economic crisis. The 12.000 participants from various countries and aged between 18
and 29 were asked to assess the immediate effects that the pandemic situation has on
different aspects of their lives. Among the focus topics were employment and mental
well-being. Regarding the workplace, the ILO found that 70% of participants
experienced a drop in their engagement levels regardless of their occupation.
Moreover, 51% reported a reduction in their working hours, with almost the same
number of participants who suffer a significant reduction in incomes. Asked about their
individual work performance, 61% of respondents report a self-assessed decline in
their work productivity. In conclusion, the ILO found that the consequences of the
pandemic on the work-life of the younger generation “to be systematic, deep and
disproportionate” (ILO, 2020, p. 2). Being exposed to these conditions this challenging
in the early stage of their careers, the long-term impacts on the careers of young
people, cannot be yet fully assessed.

Further down the timeline of the pandemic situation, the (McKinsey Global
Institute, 2021) published a report in February 2021 on the future of work in a postpandemic economy. Both short- and long-term changes in workplace structures,
labour demand, and workforce skills are presented. The transformations after the
outbreak vary from industry to industry depending on the importance of the physical
dimensions. The closer the physical proximity is, the more disruptive the changes have
been in consequence. The MGI rated all different industries and occupational areas
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examined in their report by the number of human interactions and the characteristics
of the work environment. The computer-based office work, in which category the
examined young sales professionals in the technology industry fall, was characterized
by a rather low physical closeness, but a high frequency of interactions. Their work
environment is located almost always indoors with a rather low amount of sitedependent work.
Moreover, it is shown how the pandemic accelerated several trends that already
existed in business before. The main ones being remote work and virtual interactions,
due to the infection control measures. Under their restrictions neither coworking in
offices nor traveling to customers or other offices is possible. At the beginning of 2021
20-25% of employees in advanced economies work three to five days a week from
home, which is between 4 to 5 times more often compared to the pre-pandemic
situation. This development could realistically advance as e.g. in the United Kingdom
48% of the workforce has general remote work potential, with 26% potentially be able
to work three or more days a week remotely.
This trend could potentially have a very positive impact on employees' productivity,
as it was found that teleworkers are 15-45% more productive compared to
counterparts working in a classic office situation. Also, remote working models proved
in the past to increase employee satisfaction and reduce turnover rates. (Loubier,
2021)
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2.3.2. RESILIENCE AS KEY CAPACITY

Just as terrorist attacks or natural disasters, the COVID-19 pandemic was an
unforeseeable event that has thrown the previously existing conditions of track. In
times where negative feelings of uncertainty and confusion about the future are
present, resilience is at the core of staying successful and productive when confronted
with abrupt changes and unexpected events. (Linnenluecke, 2017) The term resilience
is generally defined as “the positive psychological capacity to rebound, to ‘bounce back
from adversity, uncertainty, conflict, failure or even positive change, progress, and
increased responsibility”. (Luthans, 2002, p. 12) It is a characteristic that can and should
exist on both an organizational and individual level.
On an individual employee level, the ability to develop resilience in challenging
times strongly depends on the employees’ capabilities. Strong resilience is one factor
of an employees’ psychological capital. Youssef and Luthans (2007) found a positive
correlation between the psychological capital of employees and their OCB. Higher
psychological capital has a proven impact on high job satisfaction and commitment and
accordingly on high work performance. However, they also found that there are
negative correlations between ones’ psychological capital and stress and
counterproductive work behaviour.
Psychological capital is a learnable asset that an organization should actively
encourage within employees. Ideally, this happens in form of training in a period prior
to challenging situations. (Linnenluecke, 2017)
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2.3.3. EFFECT OF VIRTUAL WORKPLACE ON WELL-BEING AND WORKPLACE PLEASURE

As mentioned earlier, the well-being of an employee is a crucial factor in keeping
productivity high and maintaining employee engagement. However, most well-being
initiatives of employers are focused on the physical, on-site environments. With the
shift of the workplace to the virtual world, these measures lose their effectiveness. In
a survey conducted pre-pandemic among employees with varying amounts of time
worked remotely, there were the main struggles identified with working from home,
as can be seen in the following figure.

Figure 4 Survey results about biggest struggles with working remotely (Buffer, 2019)

The predominant struggle is the maintaining of a healthy work-life balance,
followed by the lack of social interactions both on a personal and professional level.
Also, maintaining high concentration and motivation is perceived as difficult in a
remote setting.
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Comfort and well-being in the workplace can only be created by incorporating the
physical, functional, and psychological entities that together create the environment
an employee operates in. (Hyrkkänen, Nenonen, and Kojo, 2012) Many well-being
initiatives introduced by employers are focused on the physical environment they
provide for employees, e.g. healthy food offerings, ergonomic work set-ups, optimized
lighting or breakrooms. (Beheshti, 2019) In a virtual setting, however, there is a limited
influence that an organization can have on both the physical and functional aspects of
the workplace. The following figure 5 shows how the different aspects of comfort and
fit build on each other to create satisfaction and well-being and where there is the
threshold for the virtual world.

Figure 5 Model of comfort and fit (Own Illustration based on Hyrkkänen, Nenonen and Kojo, 2012)

Looking at the physical comfort and fit, employees working remotely can only be
responsible themselves for creating a workspace in a safe and appropriate space with
minimal physical distractions possible. While most offices are thoughtfully designed
and furnished to meet the practical and ergonomic needs of their employees, most
individuals did not have this ideal setup available in their own homes. The provision of
technical equipment by the employer is a minimum requirement for functional
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comfort and fit. Also, all organisations requiring their staff to work remotely need to
ensure appropriate availability and speed of the internet connection. In most
countries, e.g. Germany, there is a general rule that the employer has to provide the
necessary work equipment. Oftentimes this is complemented by an allowance sum
that an employer can reimburse to improve their home office set up with things like
good lighting and ergonomic furniture. (Köckeritz, 2020)
When it comes to the entity of psychosocial comfort, the employer has the
possibility of enhancing that even in a virtual setting. However, there are other factors
to be considered compared to a non-remote setting. One core aspect in creating this
psychological comfort is choosing the right communication channels that allow for
nuanced and effective communication. These channels should be able to also transport
non-work-related communication, as there is no alternative way than also taking
teambuilding to the virtual space. (Hyrkkänen, Nenonen and Kojo, 2012) Another
aspect here is the importance of a right to disconnect to maintain an employee’s
psychosocial comfort while working from home. The diminishing of a clear line
between work and home life leads to an increased threat to mental health. The
European Parliament’s Committee on Employment even passed a resolution in
December 2020 to enact a European law stating the “right to disconnect” during
remote work. (Broom, 2021) Unfortunately, the awareness of organizations for their
employee’s well-being is not yet developed the way it would need to be. The IBM
Corporation (2020) found that only 46% of employees feel that their physical and
emotional health is supported by their organization.
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SUMMARY OF EXISTING LITERATURE AND RESEARCH CONTRIBUTION

The presented literature research focused on three main areas. The first one being
productive workplace structure. The researcher showed how various authors prove
the point that employees need to be engaged and treated as internal stakeholders of
the organization to be productive. It was also shown that the employer has an active
role in creating a diverse and inclusive workspace that sets the right tone for the
employees to grow to their full potential. Moreover, the relevance of pleasure and
well-being were examined, which lead to the exploration of job satisfaction as another
crucial aspect of an employee’s performance.
The second area explored is productivity and performance measurement. Here the
researcher put special emphasis on how these measurements work in relation to sales
roles. The relevance of internal benchmarking was presented before the author
introduced the multidimensional concept of work performance. The concept of IWP
established by Koopmans et al. (2021) is particularly hard to define and measure as it
includes multiple dimensions which do not directly relate to the output an employee
produces. Instead, the focus is on the full range of behaviours that influence the work
performance of an individual. The dimensions included in the IWP were examined in
detail, before the resulting IWP questionnaire was presented, which helps evaluate the
dimensions of task performance, contextual performance, and CWB.
The third and last area explored is the impact that the COVID-19 pandemic had on
workplace structures. Different topical studies around that were presented. The main
findings resonate among different publications, with the significant drop in
engagement and the lack of social interaction being the predominant ones.
Furthermore, the importance of resilience in this unprecedented situation is
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underlined. Lastly, the effects of the virtual workplace on employee’s well-being and
workplace pleasure were explored. The main issues found in research are about
maintaining a healthy work-life balance and coping with the lack of social interactions.

The presented research project aims to contribute new knowledge by showing
more details about the impact that the COVID-19 pandemic has on the presented
topics. This is illustrated using the specific research population of young professionals
occupied in sales in the technology industry as an example. The findings should,
however, be helpful for other populations, industries, or professions too. This specific
research group was chosen as it adds a new and insightful perspective to the research
and is of special relevance for the geographical location of the researcher in Dublin,
Ireland.
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RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
The presented research project takes a qualitative look at the very topical issue of

the workplace under the influence of the current pandemic situation. It follows an
inductive approach as data is collected in interviews to explore a situation that is not
yet researched. The goal is to gather thoughts and insights from members of the
research population about their own work performance under these circumstances.
By identifying overarching themes and patterns from the different individual points of
view, the goal is to generalize from individual findings to general learnings. Those are
insightful and helpful for both members of the research population and others in
assimilable situations.
To collect the primary data a series of semi-structured one-on-one interviews was
conducted. This mono-method technique was chosen to keep a clear focus on the
interview partner’s thoughts and opinions. This project follows an interpretivist
philosophy that suits best the subjective nature of the research topic. By generating
new insights into subjective perspectives, the result will contribute to constituting
acceptable knowledge about IWP under unprecedented circumstances. The researcher
takes on the role of a social actor and attempts to understand the differences in the
individual interview partners' perspectives.
Due to the time constraints of this research project, a cross-sectional time horizon
is suitable instead of a longitudinal method. Although inductive research oftentimes
requires a longer time frame, for practical reasons this research project will be based
on a one-time collection of data, in form of interviews.
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PARTICIPANTS

The choice of sampling method for this research project was influenced by the three
aspects of budget, time constraints, and practicality. According to the inductive
approach, non-probability sampling was applied to choose seven interview partners
that represent the typical profiles of members of the research population. This
purposive sampling method allows the researcher to evaluate which interview
partners are suitable best to help answer the research question. This small sample size
was deliberately chosen to give room for an in-depth analysis of the generated data. A
larger sample size could be a suitable point of content for further research. The findings
of the presented project could be verified on a larger scale or adapted to an alternative
research population.
The research population of this project was defined as young professionals, aged
between 18 and 29 years, occupied in the sales department in the technology sector.
For practicality and accessibility reasons, members of this population were chosen who
are located in Dublin, Ireland. This group is of special interest as the technology
industry is a big part of the Irish workforce with Dublin being the third-largest tech
cluster in Europe. (Trust, 2018) Moreover, the big tech companies mainly use their Irish
offices as training sites for the immense talent pool that is needed to keep up with the
enormous growth rate of the tech giants. (Weckler, 2014) With Ireland having the
youngest population in all of Europe and the technology sector still growing by 9% in
2020 despite the pandemic, the number of young professionals entering into the
technology sector is huge. (Shannon, 2021) One of the most common entries in the
technology sector is in the sales department, where the main revenue is generated,
and the growth is driven.
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Interviewing the chosen young professionals has proved to be sufficient to create a
general understanding of the changes that occurred in the IWP in the examined
population. The researcher got to identify overarching themes and to make
recommendations for the future optimization of the IWP under the persistent
pandemic situation.

3.1.1. PROFILING OF INTERVIEW PARTNERS

The following figure shows an overview of the demographics of the research
participants. In the following, an anonymized profile for each of the 7 interview
partners will be presented.

Figure 6 Demographics of Research Participants (Own Illustration)

Participant A is 25 years old, female, and works as Sales Development
Representative in the software industry for the German mid-market sector. The regular
location is in Dublin, and the participant is occupied in sales since pre-COVID.
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Participant B is a 26-year-old female Agency Account Strategist, selling online
advertising products to Dutch media agencies. The participant is occupied in this role,
located in Dublin, since pre-COVID.
Participant C is aged 24, male, and occupied as Agency Account Strategist, selling
online advertising products to German media agencies. The participant is located in
Dublin and occupied in technology sales since pre-COVID.
Participant D is 29 years old female and works as an Inside Sales Representative in
the communication software industry targeting customers in the US enterprise sector.
This position is located in Dublin and the participants is in this role since pre-COVID.
Participant E is a 26-year-old, female Sales Development Representative in the
German enterprise market. The regular location is Dublin, and the participant is
occupied in the technology sales department since pre-COVID
Participant F is 28 years old, male, and occupied as Media Consultant, selling online
marketing products to clients from the German mid-market sector. The regular
location is in Dublin, and the participant is in this role since pre-COVID
Participant G is a 23-year-old male and works as an Account Development
Executive, selling software solutions to customers from western Switzerland. The
regular location is in Dublin, and the participant is occupied since pre-COVID

3.2.

DESIGN

The following chapter will present the research design following the structure of the
“research onion” developed by Saunders et al. (2019, p. 130) as can be seen in the
following figure.
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Figure 7 Research Onion (Own Illustration, based on Saunders et al., 2019, p. 130)

3.2.1. RESEARCH PHILOSOPHY

The research philosophy underpinning any research project describes “a system of
beliefs and assumptions about the development of knowledge”. (Saunders et al., 2019)
Especially in business research the philosophical commitments and choice of research
strategy have a major impact on how valuable the findings are. It’s also characteristic
for business and management as an academic discipline that disagreements on both
philosophical and strategic choices are existent. For that reason, the researcher does
not claim to follow the exclusively correct path but presents the main arguments for
the chosen approach.
To develop new knowledge with the presented research project, an applied
research approach was chosen. The project aims to apply the existing theories on work
performance and productivity to the new work environment created by the
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circumstances of the pandemic. Also, it applies the available theory to a specific
population in a single industry. By doing so the findings apply primarily to this research
population, while it is not ruled out to draw parallels to other populations. In a pluralist
approach, the diversity among different fragments of the business world is valued as
an enrichment of the general pool of knowledge. (Knudsen, 2002)
Furthermore, the researcher committed to the paradigm of exploratory
interpretivism, which focuses on the exploration of multiple subjectivities. The aim is
to find emergent patterns from different individual perspectives on an issue that is not
yet clearly defined due to the topicality of the COVID topic. Existing theories seem to
be too simplistic to properly address the new issues arising from the situation. To
generate new insights and gather individual views will contribute to constituting
acceptable knowledge. The researcher takes on the task of analysing the interview
partners' situation in-depth and formulate the key findings in their sense. This poses
the challenge of filtering the provided insights for patterns and underlying themes. The
researcher should always stay critical in terms of the degree of subjectivism of the
generated data.

3.2.2. RESEARCH APPROACH TO THEORY DEVELOPMENT

Characteristic for an interpretivist approach in the business context is inductive
methods that rely on smaller sample sizes that are qualitatively analyzed in-depth.
(Saunders et al., 2019) For the presented research project qualitative data will be
collected, as qualitative research in a business context is suited to “opening the black
box” (Doz, 2011) and to examine a topic from different angles. This is particularly
helpful while studying a contemporary topic like the one presented, that only occurred
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in recent times. The data is of primary nature as it will be collected by the researcher
in interviews.

3.2.3. METHODOLOGICAL CHOICE AND STRATEGY

Rooted in the interpretivist nature of this research project, a qualitative monomethod approach was chosen. The data collection will be in form of semi-structured
interviews, as the focus of the research question is on the individual points of view of
members of the research population. The results are based on their subjective
experiences from which general findings are deducted.
There would have been no quantitative methods to be applied in this research
context. While there are some key performance indices to measure employee
performance, the IWP is intentionally not focused on the outcome.

3.2.4. TIME HORIZON

In terms of the time horizon, this study is cross-sectional, as the data is collected
from different interview partners at a single point in time. It provides a snapshot of
their current work situation. Due to the time constraint of this research project, which
is limited to a few months, it would not have been feasible to choose a longitude
approach.

Sally Stoewe (10565368)

3.3.

32

DATA COLLECTION INSTRUMENT

The semi-structured interview is one of the most used data collection methods for
several reasons. It is both flexible and versatile at the same time. The degree of
structure underpinning an interview can vary depending on the research aim, the
research population, and practicality. The existing structure is based on profound
literature research about the topic and formulated into guiding questions to avoid the
interview from going off on a tangent. (Kallio et al., 2016) This form of structuring will
give the necessary flexibility in data collection and yield the base for the content
analysis.
It is important for the researcher to acknowledge potential pitfalls that come with
the chosen research instrument. While the objective is to gather data to answer the
research question, it is ethically required to only collect information that is necessary
for the research. (Saunders et al., 2019)
Due to the current situation and to avoid any ethical issues during the execution
stage of the data collection, the interviews will be conducted via Google Meet to
comply with applicable hygiene rules. If not required elsewise from the interview
partner, the interviews will be recorded for the purpose of content analysis and
deleted as soon as the project is completed. The interview partners will be informed
about all process steps via e-mail prior to the actual interview. However, besides the
research topic, there will be no information shared about the interview content or
research question beforehand. This should guarantee that the answers are as candid
and authentic as possible. As the interview deals with the personal experiences of the
interview partners, there is no risk that a question cannot be answered without
preparation. The conversations will approximately take 30 minutes each.
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MATERIALS AND PROCEDURE

Following the technique explained by Hunter (2012), an interview protocol2 for the
qualitative data collection was created. It is based on the exploration of the presented
research question. The questions are predicated on the IWPQ by Koopmans et al.
(2012), but altered to an open-ended question format. The aim is to give the
participants a space to reflect on their performance under the pandemic circumstances
with some guidance as regards content. The preformulated questions help to create
consistency through all interviews, while still maintaining flexibility and adaptability.
Table 1 shows a selection of the preformulated guiding questions.
Table 1 Selection of Guiding Questions from Interview Protocol

Opening & Basic Questions
-

What is your current occupation/position?

-

How long have you been in this role

-

Where was your workplace located before the outbreak of the
pandemic?

Workplace Situation
-

How would you describe your current workplace situation?

-

What are the biggest changes since the outbreak of the pandemic in
March 2020?

Individual Work Performance
-

Are there any changes you observed in your work habits?

-

Compared to the pre-pandemic situation, would you say your work
performance is positively or negatively influenced?

-

Thinking about topics like setting priorities and efficiency, how would you
evaluate your performance pre COVID compared to now?

2

See Appendix C– Interview Protocol
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The interview partners will be invited via mail to participate in the research project.
The information and consent form will be provided to get the written consent before
the interview. There is no questionnaire shared beforehand to keep the answers
authentic and spontaneous.
The interviews conducted via video will be transcribed and reviewed to make sure
anonymity is given. To analyses, the data collected in the interview, a content analysis
of the transcripts will be conducted. This deductive thematic analysis will go along the
lines of the presented latent constructs. The focus will be on the components that
developed to assess the four different components of the IWP, which will be
transformed into codes. Qualitative research does not directly measure variables, but
still, there are correlations between aspects and categories to be identified.
With the help of deductive coding, the information provided will be categorized
along with the subcategories of the IWPQ. Those latent codes help to increase the
researcher’s objectivity and consistency in the results. The researcher stays open to
add semantic codes in case additional information is provided that cannot be
categorized in either subcategory. Eventually, preliminary themes in the content will
be identified by grouping codes together.

3.5.

ETHICS

There comes a potential risk of ethical nature when applying the presented type of
research as presented by Allmark et al. (2009), with the first one being privacy and
confidentiality. As the research process will mainly consist of interviews, there is no
way of ensuring full anonymity. Nevertheless, all names and personal details that may
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indicate the participants’ identity will be anonymised. Also, company names and any
details that would make a workplace identifiable will be anonymised. The interview
records will be coded using number identification (Interview Partner A, B, C …) and all
transcripts will be password protected for safe storage. As soon as the project is
completed, all recordings will be deleted. Next, there is the necessity for informed
consent. All participants need to be informed about the purpose of the study, the
procedures, and requirements as well as the risks and benefits for themselves. Also,
clarity about privacy, data usage, and the participants' rights is crucial. The researcher
takes on the responsibility that all participants understand those and share their
voluntariness to take part in the research under the explained circumstances. The
participant also knows about his or her right to end their participation at any point of
the research process if they chose so without giving a reason. All this is explained in an
information sheet3 for the participant and a consent form4, which is signed by the
interview partner prior to the data collection.
Throughout the whole research process, there is no risk for the participants of
being harmed in any form. The interview questions will ask participants about their
real experiences from the last months. They will not be asked to answer anything they
haven’t experienced, so there is a minimal risk that answers may be fictional or
speculative. The questions will only revolve around the research topic. The interview
will be conducted via video conference, so participants stay in the safety of their own
home or office and no further concerns on safety need to be acknowledged.

3
4

See Appendix A – Information Sheet
See Appendix B – Consent Form
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Moreover, there is no risk of the researcher being in a dual role or over-involved
in the topic, as she only fulfills the role of the interviewer without having any personal
interest in any specific answer or positioning of the participants. Also, there is no
hierarchical or political connection between the researcher and the interview partners
that may interfere with the participants' freedom to share their unfiltered point of
view. The researcher discloses their academic background to the participants.
Lastly, there are no known conflicts of interest in the presented dissertation
project. The researcher is employed during the time of the project, while this research
project is completely independent from this employment. There is no internal or
confidential information used or shared. All participants only share their personal
experience of working during the last months on a voluntary basis.

3.6.

QUALITATIVE DATA ANALYSIS

The essential goal of this research project is to generate new data to answer the
research question. To do so, the researcher conducted thematic analysis after
collecting data in semi-structured interviews. As stated earlier the aim is to identify
changes in the researched field and evaluate how these changes affect the research
population. In a further step, the findings are interpreted to propose
recommendations that can be drawn.
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3.6.1. PHASES OF THEMATIC ANALYSIS

Braun and Clarke (2006) published their approach on thematic analysis as an
accessible method of qualitative analysis with a 6-phase guide that was followed in this
research project. The following figure shows the different phases with short
descriptions.

Figure 8 Phases of Thematic Analysis (Own Illustration, based on Braun and Clarke, 2006, p. 87)

The first step being a transcription of the verbal data is seen as an interpretive act.
While transforming speech into written data, the researcher takes on the task of
including both verbal and non-verbal information. The transcript needs to reflect the
interview “true to its original nature” (Braun and Clarke, 2006, p. 88) After transcribing
the verbal data, the researcher actively studied the transcripts to create first ideas
about themes and patterns. From that, a first draft of the initial codes was created. A
code stands for a piece of information within the data that is of interest to the research
question. These codes represent very literal aspects of the data. The themes that are
derived from them in the next step go deeper on an interpretive level. The different
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codes are put into a relationship with each other based on the underlying
interpretation. The goal is to identify main themes with potential sub-themes in a socalled thematic map. This map is then reassessed to assess its validity in relation to the
full data set. Once a satisfactory thematic map is created, the next step is to capture
the core point of each theme. Lastly, all findings are put together to formulate the
analysis findings and finally the precise answer to the research question(s).
Braun and Clarke (2006) call the researcher’s attention to a few potential pitfalls
that need to be avoided. For thematic analysis, it’s not sufficient to collect citations
and bits of data from the interview transcripts, but they need to be analysed in depth.
That includes not taking the interview questions formulated by the researcher as
themes. This would pose the risk of making the analysis weak and unconvincing.
Moreover, the data interpretation needs to be logically deviated from the transcripts.
A mismatch between both the data and the analysis, as well as between the research
question and form of thematic analysis, would interfere with the quality of the
research findings.

3.6.2. THEORETICAL ASSUMPTIONS

Qualitative research requires flexibility and theoretical freedom to create detailed
and rich findings. The thematic analysis allows researchers this freedom, as it’s a
method that exists independently from epistemology. However, the theoretical
assumptions guiding a research project need to be specified prior to conducting
thematic analysis so that this freedom does not turn into a risk instead of a chance.
When done right the thematical analysis is the ideal method for generating accessible
and potentially unanticipated findings from the data corpus. (Braun and Clarke, 2006)
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To clearly outline these assumptions the following decisions were made by the
researcher. Each interview is referred to as one data item. As a theme, everything is
categorized that represents a reoccurring pattern identified in more than one data
item. There is no conclusion drawn about the relevance of a theme from the amount
of data items referring to a topic in relation to the whole data corpus. Eventually, the
researcher decides on whether to categorize something as a theme or not. The aim is
to determine the themes that relate to the IWP of the interview partners under the
socially restricted circumstances. Contrarily to analysing the entire data set on all
reoccurring themes, this focused approach yields a more nuanced answer to the
research question. Accordingly, the presented thematic analysis is of theoretical
nature as the coding is determined by the presented theory. It aims to answer a very
specific research question. This theoretical approach requires the researcher to engage
with relevant literature prior to the analysis, as done in chapter 2. Literature Review.
Due to the scope of this research project in combination with the limited time
frame, the thematic analysis is focused on the semantic level. The themes identified
are rather explicitly addressed during the interviews. The researcher does not take on
the task of interpreting underlying topics as this would be outside of her ability to
judge. Also, an essentialist approach is chosen, as the experiences and views of the
interview, partners are analysed in a straightforward way.
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4. RESULTS/FINDINGS
To answer the research questions of the presented research study, the researcher
carries out a thematic analysis of the interview data collected. As described earlier the
data collection followed the six steps of conduction thematic analysis proposed by
Braun and Clarke (2006). The following analysis will discuss every theme identified.

4.1.

CODING THE DATA

The first step for the researcher to familiarize with the data is the transcription. In
the process of transcribing the digitally recorded interview data was put into written
discourse. By repetitively and analytically listening, the researcher makes an informed
decision on how and what to transcribe. The interview partners are assigned
pseudonyms for data confidentiality reasons, ranging from Participant A to Participant
G. Also, all details about the identity of the interview partner and the organization that
they work for are anonymized. As proposed by Widodo (2014) the data is organized in
line-by-line dialogs between participants and the researcher. There are some spoken
notions within the interview data as it’s based on human speech, however, the
researcher did not put a special focus on including detailed descriptions of non-verbal
communication.
The textual representation of the originally spoken words is then analysed and
interpreted. Coding is the initial phase of data analysis to get a structure into the text.
The researcher deliberately chose to use a semi-structured interview format to have
the freedom of a broad field of vision. Therefore, the identified issues of interest and
topics raised in the interview allow to take in various perspectives relevant to answer

Sally Stoewe (10565368)

41

the research questions.
The initial codes organise the data by general topics raised, which then yield a
starting point to develop relevant themes. This process of coding and organising the
codes was done manually by the researcher as the qualitative approach asks for
analysis and interpretation of the monitored behaviours and answers. In each
interview transcript, there were between 47 and 64 codes identified. The following
table shows an overview of some exemplary data excerpts and the relating initial
codes.
Table 2 Exemplary Data Excerpts and Initial Codes

Data Excerpts

Initial Codes

“It's the fact that we are on the screen the whole day. I Experiences Zoom Fatigue
need to call my colleagues on Zoom. I don't have any
physical interaction. (…) Even though as nice as it is,
that we get the opportunity to organize this and also
spend some budget on it, we don't want it because we
don't want to spend another two hours virtually.” –
Interview Partner A
“I think while we were in the office, you see other Increased social pressure
people leave for coffee. You see people going to the in a virtual setting
gym. And now in this online setting, we feel like
everyone is always online and then you kind of set those
expectations for yourself as well.” – Interview Partner
B
“Especially in sales, it's quite hard to stay motivated Active collaboration with
when you’re alone. We definitely like to be around colleagues is needed
other people and discuss ideas or to debrief and you
don't really have that anymore.” – Interview Partner D
“The office is just so busy. There are so many different Fewer distractions
things going on (…) and at home I can mute my slack Home Office
which is amazing… you can’t mute the office” –
Interview Partner D

in

“I mean just sitting on the desk and being close to Tribe knowledge is crucial
someone and seeing how they work… I think the best in sales
school you can have.” – Interview Partner G
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ESTABLISHING THEMES

From these initial codes themes emerge, which are more directly related to the
research question. Themes are created by merging relating codes into subordinate
categories and interpreting underlying roots for codes. For this purpose, a mind map
was used, which helped the researcher to elaborate on the relationships between
codes and the relating themes organized on different levels.
To review the themes regarding their relevance, the number of codes relating to
any topic is taken into consideration. Special emphasis was put on not establishing
themes that don’t have enough relevant data. Next, the themes identified need to be
further defined to give them significant titles that capture their core information.
Eventually, the themes need to be concise and understandable for the reader to have
an informative value. In the following, the main themes will be presented, and the
researcher provides evidence for each one’s relevance. The themes are further
categorized into groups based on the subcategories of the IWPQ, which was presented
earlier.
The mind-map shown in figure 9 gives an overview of all themes identified
organized into 6 categories. In Appendix E5, the whole mind-map with all themes and
all relating codes can be found.

5

See Appendix E – Mind-map of Codes and Themes from Interview Transcripts
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Figure 9 Mind-map of organized themes (Own Illustration)
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MAIN THEMES

All in all, there are 16 main themes identified in the interview transcripts. All of them
revolve around the effects that the COVID-19 pandemic had on the individual work
performance of members of the research population. Table 3 shows an overview of
the themes with their relating codes. In the following, each theme will be addressed
individually.
Table 3 Exemplary Themes and Relating Codes

Themes

Relating Codes

Office as engaging learning
environment

-

Changes in productivity in
home office

-

Stronger routine in home office
Fewer distractions in home office
Higher efficiency in task performance

Importance of cultural and
social engagement

-

Lack of personal relationship with colleagues
and customers
Increased inclusion in virtual setting
Difficulties with transmitting personality
through virtual communication

-

-

Active collaboration needed among
colleagues
Tribe knowledge is crucial in sales department
Collaborative environment motivates to
participate

4.3.1. CUSTOMER RELATIONSHIPS PRE AND POST PANDEMIC

Apart from one participant, all interview partners shared that they had regular inperson interaction with their customers. The importance of that personal contact was
underlined several times with mentions about decreased trust and personal closeness
in these important relationships. Participant F illustrated that with the example of high
budget deals: “The customers that I know from pre-pandemic, I have a much better
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relationship with them. In the end, we are talking about big media budgets and it's
really hard to say, ‘Hey what about 2 million more?’ on a video call.” Another
consequence described is that salespersons become easier exchangeable without
having a personal relationship with them.
On the other hand, two interview partners highlighted the bigger convenience that
virtual contacts bring with them. In both cases, they reported no negative impact on
their customer relationship.

4.3.2. TASK PERFORMANCE

4.3.2.1.

PRODUCTIVITY AND TIME MANAGEMENT

The large majority of research participants stated that they experienced less
distraction in their home office, which is one aspect of why the overall productivity
increased for almost all of them. About half of the research participants also reported
having a higher efficiency while working from home mainly because there is more
room to have a strong individual routine. Participant F said: “I can just focus more
and I'm more in my own rhythm.” However, there were two mentions of increased
perceived workload, which lead to an increase in working hours despite the higher
productivity.
Three out of seven participants reported having difficulties with their time
management while working from home. First, there was a mention about calendars
filling up much quicker than they did before since every ever so minor interaction
with colleagues requires a scheduled meeting. While in the office, there are many
casual situations to discuss smaller topics, there is more organizational effort
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required in the virtual setting. Participant C stated “my calendar is much busier than
it was before because I now have a calendar thing for every single item. Like even a
chat with a colleague, even if it’s informal, it's always on my calendar.”

4.3.2.2.

MOTIVATION

The main aspect mentioned by most interview partners is that there is a lot more
intrinsic drive needed while working out of their own homes. This applies to different
areas, ranging from holding themselves accountable for unpleasurable tasks to
keeping their knowledge up to date. One interview partner framed it by saying, that at
home “the distractions are less but if I'm distracted, it's longer”. This shows the
underlying issue that there is no extrinsic factor at home forcing an individual to get
back into a workflow. While an office ideally generates an environment in which the
focus is on being productive, there is no such influence from the outside when working
in-home office. Putting oneself out there to engage with other colleagues is another
area that requires more intrinsic motivation in a virtual setting. The main issue raised
around motivation is that 5 out of 7 participants experience Zoom fatigue caused by
an extensive amount of screen time. Fatigue and lack of engagement are created by
the very monotonous way of working.

4.3.2.3.

LEARNING AND SELF GROWTH

There were six mentions of the pandemic being a constant learning curve. While it
requires one’s own initiative, 50% of participants state that new knowledge and
training material is easier accessible in the virtual setting. Participant F reported that

Sally Stoewe (10565368)

47

“I am currently deprioritizing trainings more than I should”, which is considered
dangerously, specifically in the long-term perspective.

4.3.2.4.

PERFORMANCE MEASUREMENT

Most interview partners agreed that the possibility to evaluate their own
performance stayed about the same or improved due to more things being written
down in the virtual setting. A quote from Participant A shows that: “I can still track my
own performance really well and [my company] even did more now to track us
employees in our performance.” There was one mentioning of even higher individual
responsibility for results, as the work became more unilateral. However, another
aspect mentioned was that soft values are much harder to evaluate virtually.

4.3.3. CONTEXTUAL PERFORMANCE

4.3.3.1.

CHANGES IN COMMUNICATION

Three out of seven participants stated that they enjoy much more organized
communication channels since the shift to being fully remote. Participant A stated that:
“It’s a more organized way [of communication] and I think also a more sustainable way
because [things] are actually written down somewhere.” While a lot of communication
previously was only accessible for live attendees of any kind of conversations, it
became more accessible with having everything online making the communication
more inclusive. Interview Partner G highlighted the same effect on the customer’s
side. With having all interactions in the virtual setting with everything documented
properly, it is easier to interact and make meetings more efficient.
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While two participants reported having no difficulties with communicating online
with their colleagues, there was a majority of participants describing difficulties with
speaking up in virtual meetings. Especially the lack of casual conversations, like one
would have in an office, was highlighted.

4.3.3.2.

CULTURAL & SOCIAL ENGAGEMENT

Turning from the professional perspective on fully remote communication, the
majority of participants reported severe difficulties with engaging on a social level in
the virtual setting. This shows predominantly in a lack of personal relationships within
the organization and knowledge gaps regarding the proceedings outside of the own
team. However, two participants stated that while the number of their relationships
decreased, the quality of the remaining ones increased.
Also, multiple participants showed severe drops in their engagement level, as the
quote from Participant G shows: “I think it reached that point where you just focus on
yourself. I think there's a sense of ‘I don't care. I just do my job.’”. Moreover, there were
mentions about less alignment with the company goal and difficulties with
transmitting the own personality virtually.
On the other hand, Participant B highlighted the increased inclusion in the virtual
setting and two other participants were stating that it is easier to engage in virtual
meetings by having e.g. the chat as an additional communication channel.
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OFFICE AS ENVIRONMENT FOR COLLABORATION AND LEARNING

Apart from one, all participants unanimously stated that the office is considered an
environment to collaborate and learn in. Participant D described that: “I learned a lot
from colleagues sitting next to me at the desk. You know, in sales you would hear
colleagues talking about XYZ and you would go and ask questions about it. I think that's
how I learned best.” The importance of leveraging tribe knowledge especially in sales
was highlighted multiple times. Moreover, the natural tendencies of salespersons to
interact with others and exchange ideas makes that collaboration in a physical space
even more important.
Furthermore, from the interviews, it became clear that for most sales employees
the office environment creates an engaging atmosphere that motivates them to
participate. Depending on the character, the engagement of colleagues in the direct
environment leads to an increased engagement for the individual as well. This explains
why there are tasks that are perceived to be easier accomplished in the classic office
environment. Several interview partners underlined this effect especially for those
tasks that do not fall in their natural field of interest. In other words, tasks that are by
nature not perceived as enjoyable by an individual are easier to fulfill in an engaging
surrounding where others are accomplishing this very same task.

4.3.3.4.

VISIBILITY TO MANAGEMENT

With fewer interactions, also the visibility and acknowledgment of the individual
towards the management seem to have dropped. Two participants reported a lack of
feedback and recognition, especially for their successes. Furthermore, the increased
individual responsibility to make oneself visible was highlighted, which makes it
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particularly difficult for individuals who don’t have a strong drive to self-promote.
Participant G stated: “For me what's nice about the office is that you get to be seen.”.
Additionally, two participants highlighted that because of the hyper-growth
experienced by the employers in the technology industry, visibility was a difficult
aspect pre-pandemic that got reinforced by being remote.

4.3.4. COUNTERPRODUCTIVE WORK BEHAVIOURS

4.3.4.1.

LACK OF SOCIAL BENCHMARK WITHOUT OFFICE, SOCIAL PRESSURE INCREASED

More than half of the participants reported having difficulties with increased social
pressure since the outbreak of the pandemic. The lack of a social benchmark creates
difficulties for the individual employee to evaluate their work performance and thus
creates higher social pressure. This social pressure applies to different aspects of their
work life. One of the main difficulties was experienced with what is socially expected
or accepted concerning working hours and times to disconnect. The following quote
from Participant B illustrates that: “I think while we were in the office, you see other
people leave for coffee. You see people going to the gym. And now in this online setting,
we feel like everyone is always online and then you kind of set those expectations for
yourself as well.” While an office environment allows observing how colleagues handle
their working hours and what degree of productivity is usually performed, the home
office setting takes away that social benchmark. Thus, the feeling that everybody could
be doing more increases the pressure on the individual, who doesn’t want to be less
hard-working and productive. This again creates difficulties with disconnecting outside
of working hours, which will be further discussed later.
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PERFORMANCE PRESSURE INCREASED

The increased pressure experienced by the interview partners also applies to the
quality of the work output. Without having a direct comparison with the output
produced by colleagues, multiple interview partners reported difficulties with
evaluating their work apart from the hard measurements. Although there are
numerous hard measurements within the sales area to evaluate an employee’s
performance, the soft aspects about how these numbers were achieved are more
difficult to evaluate in the virtual setting.
Adding to that aspect is the insecurity that brought the unprecedented situation
with it. Participant F framed described it as follows: “[…] since we are in an extreme
situation, I think it's also the pressure that comes from the outside e.g., ‘you have to
help me now’. And also, management is saying ‘we have to be there for customers’.
Everything came to a very crucial point that comes from the outside, but it also makes
you work more, be more there, etc.” Both from the internal organization of a company
and the outside perspective of customers, there is an increased perception of urgency.
According to the interview partners, this gets transferred to the sales employees who
act as an intermediator between those two sides.
Another aspect adding to the increased performance pressure is the previously
addressed lack of visibility to the management. Due to the lack of physical visibility in
an office environment, both the task performance and the contextual performance are
harder to convey in the virtual setting.
Lastly, one interview partner was highlighting that this pressure applies especially
to the younger generation in the workspace. Seemingly young professionals
predominantly without children or other caretaker responsibilities were considered
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the backup for the shortfall of those employees being more affected by the pandemic
consequences.

4.3.4.3.

MERGE OF PERSONAL AND PROFESSIONAL SPACE

An important aspect touched on earlier is the difficulties to disconnect outside of
the working hours. The first aspect being already discussed is that there is a lack of
social benchmark of when it is acceptable to leave work. Another aspect is that all
interview partners showed awareness for the need to disconnect, nevertheless, 5 out
of 7 reported having struggles with separating their personal and professional space.
With working from home there are no more geographical boundaries to separate those
two and specifically, the examined research population has rarely the possibility to
have a dedicated office at home. Participant E described that scenario by saying: “I
mean it's more like work just penetrates your entire living space. So, it's very difficult in
that sense to be like ‘I'm just gonna move from a dining chair to my sofa and now, I'm
gonna be relaxed’. It just doesn't work like that necessarily.“
The majority of interview partners reported that their employer prioritizes their
well-being and there were several reports of managerial initiatives e.g., to enable
employees to disconnect and maintain good mental health. Nevertheless, two
participants highlighted the need to show initiative oneself to set boundaries. There
was one Interview Partner directly addressing difficulties with those boundaries.
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4.3.5. ADVANTAGES OF HYBRID OR REMOTE WORKING

All the research participants reported that they currently work fully remote from
their homes, with some offices soon to be reopened with hybrid working models.
Participant B stated: “we have to be back three days a week in the office and the other
two days are optional”. Asked about their opinion on working in such a model, all
participants unanimously reported that they appreciate the additional freedom and &
flexibility. For most, the nature of the tasks to be performed on a certain day is deciding
which working environment is best suited. Interview Partner C stated: “it's most
important to be flexible to have days that you can still work at home if you want that
for certain tasks. For other tasks, you can do them in the office, and I think that
combines the best of both worlds into a more flexible future.”. Especially highlighted by
five participants was the value of being geographically more flexible in a hybrid model.
According to them, it makes a remarkable impact on their well-being and productivity
to be able to choose their work location flexibly.

4.3.6. SALES SPECIFICS

A few themes could not be put into context with the pandemic situation but are
caused by the general nature of the occupation in sales. That’s why they are still
considered relevant for the research purpose.

4.3.6.1.

LACK OF ROOM FOR DISCONNECTING IN SALES

One of the issues raised by multiple interview partners was that the nature of a sales
role makes it especially difficult to disconnect. E.g., Participant A said: “[…] in sales, I
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think in particular you want to know what's going on with the deal.” Caused by the
different time zones and the differing working hours of clients, there is rarely a time
where there are no opportunities to make another deal. That is why taking time away
from work oftentimes means taking the risk of missing out on that extra revenue.

4.3.6.2.

COMPETITION AS DRIVER

One interview partner underlined the relevance of competition among colleagues
as one of the main drivers of performance in the sales area. The comparison with
colleagues and their performance is what drives the motivation of the individual to
outperform them. This behaviour is reinforced by sales challenges where those
employees are rewarded that for example make the most calls in a certain time period.
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5. ANALYSIS/DISCUSSION
After presenting the research findings, the researcher now goes beyond the
objective description of the findings and offers interpretation in terms of the research
question in this section. This discussion will take the literature review as support to
make reliable statements while analysing the consistency of the research findings with
the previously published knowledge. The researcher will put special emphasis on the
relevance of the findings to answer the research questions. The following discussion
will follow the three aims of the presented research project. Lastly, the researcher will
critically review the strengths and weaknesses of the research, as well as the
limitations experienced and possible future research approaches around the research
topic.
To recall, this research project aimed to identify the changes that occurred in the
workplace of the research population, to evaluate how these changes affect the
current IWP of members of the research population, and to propose recommendations
to enhance the performance in the future. For that purpose, seven members of the
research population participated in semi-structured interviews and the results were
used to address and assist in reaching the presented aims. The examined industry of
technology companies was comparably far developed in terms of digitalization prior to
the pandemic anyways. About half of the research participants stated that at least
parts of their work-life both with colleagues and clients would have been remote
anyway. Still, there were several themes identified in the qualitative analysis, which
were organized based on the categories proposed by Koopmans et al. (2012) in their
IWPQ. By doing so, the researcher identified those changes and influences that
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occurred either regarding the task performance, the contextual performance, or the
counterproductive work behaviours.

5.1.

WORKPLACE CHANGES DUE TO THE PANDEMIC SITUATION AND THEIR EFFECTS

The researcher wants to identify the changes that occurred in the workplace of the
research population caused by the consequences of the pandemic situation over the
last 12-15 months. Furthermore, the aim is to evaluate how these changes affect the
current work performance of members of the research population. There were five
major changes identified, which will be explored in greater detail in the following.

5.1.1. INCREASED PRODUCTIVITY

As shown in the literature review, the big advantage of working remotely is the
increased efficiency and productivity of employees. Loubier (2021) found that remote
employees are 15-45% more productive compared to their counterparts working in a
classic office situation. This resonates very well with the statements of participants
about them being able to focus more and increase productivity when they are in their
home office. Due to the fact, that all interview partners stated having fewer
distractions at home than in the office, there is more room to establish a strong routine
with deeper focus times. Here an important factor to mention is that all research
participants are part of the age range defined by the research population. This means
that they all live by themselves or with partners or colleagues, presumably without
having children or other caretaker duties.
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However, it was also mentioned several times that bringing this increased
productivity continuously requires a high degree of intrinsic motivation as there are
just a few extrinsic factors pushing an employee to perform at home. Another aspect
influencing whether a task is performed better or faster remotely is the degree to
which an employee enjoys performing that task. For some interview partners e.g., cold
calling potential new customers is a less enjoyable task to perform and thus the
productivity is not as high as it would be in an engaging office environment. The
relevance of the office as a motivational and engaging setting will be addressed later
in greater detail.
Lastly, an aspect adding to the ones mentioned before is the more streamlined
communication. Most interview partners reported that both internal and external
communication is more structured since the shift to remote working. Additionally, the
advantage of more things being written down is the increased inclusivity and
accessibility of information.
To conclude this increased productivity while working from home can be
categorized as a very positive influence of the pandemic situation on the task
performance of members of the research population.

5.1.2. RISKS FOR MENTAL HEALTH AND WELL-BEING

The primary issue raised most often by participants around difficulties while
working remotely is the risk of mental health issues caused by a lack of disconnection
and clear separation between work and personal life. Within the literature review, the
relevance of cognitive, emotional, and physical health was shown regarding the
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behaviours of the individual in both personal and professional environments. The
presented early studies on the impact of COVID-19 showed how risks of mental health
problems are a predominant issue caused by the changes during the pandemic
situation. Furthermore, resilience was highlighted as one of the key capacities an
employee needs to stay successful and productive when confronted with abrupt
changes and unexpected events.
From the interview analysis, it can be interpreted that one of the biggest risks for a
sales employee’s productivity to drop is the risk of not being able to disconnect and
thus not being able to recover outside of the working hours. However, resilience and
a healthy mental state can only be maintained by having a healthy work-life balance.
In this context, the absence of disconnecting can be interpreted as CWB as it can
drastically lower productivity. The research participants agreed with the fact that most
organization well-being initiatives are focused on the physical office environment.
There were only a few initiatives from the employers’ side shared in the interview that
could successfully be translated into the remote practice and can be interpreted as
best practices for other companies. There is a consensus that a companywide approach
to disconnecting outside of working hours is needed, like a general rule to no longer
interact after the agreed end of the working day. Also, it shows great impact when an
employer officially dedicates certain days or even weeks to only individual work
without interruptions from meetings. However, it is important to mention here that
some interview partners described this lack of room for disconnection as a general
characteristic of the sales area. While the pandemic situation certainly fuelled that, it
is difficult for sales employees to disconnect outside of working hours. Due to different
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time zones and working hours of clients, not working after a specific time always
carries the risk of missing out on a
Another significant risk for the mental health of members of the research
population is the increased performance pressure. First, the research participants
stated having difficulties with measuring their performance apart from hard measures.
This seemingly creates stress and provokes the implication that one must outdo
themselves constantly for a good performance to be recognized. Here the decrease in
visibility towards the management plays a role again. There seems to be the underlying
fear that when a manager is not able to physically see the work that is done by an
individual, that the performance of that individual is rated lower.
Adding to that is the perceived insecurity that the unprecedented pandemic
situation brought with it. To reason from the statements, this insecurity increases the
pressure both internally among teams and externally in working with customers. An
important aspect creating that increased pressure is the lack of a social benchmark,
which will be discussed later in greater detail. Lastly, the significant increase in
performance pressure especially for young sales professionals was underlined. As
mentioned earlier, most members of the research population do not have caretaker
responsibilities and thus needed to back up for those employees that fell short because
of their personal responsibilities during the difficult phases of the pandemic.
Summing up those risks for mental health and well-being that the pandemic
situation and remote work brought with it, this can clearly be classified as CWB. While
it is for the main part not in the hands of the individual employee, the resulting
behaviours can still be counted as being counterproductive.
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5.1.3. LACK OF SOCIAL INTERACTION

The next predominant change mentioned often is the lack of in-personal
interaction with both customers and colleagues. This resonates very well with the
second biggest struggle while working remotely, which was shown in the State of
Remote Report in the literature review, which is loneliness.
On the customer side, the relevance of a trustful relationship was highlighted,
especially when handling high-budget deals. By human nature, it makes sense that this
trust is harder to build when there is no personal interaction possible. Another aspect
mentioned here was difficulties with transmitting one’s individual character in virtual
communication, which makes the sales employee more replaceable from the
customers' perspective. In consequence, this poses a significant risk of poor
performance on sales measurements.
Regarding the lack of personal interaction within the organization, there are a few
aspects presented in the literature research where these interactions are of crucial
relevance. Starting with employee engagement, which includes the physical, mental,
and emotional presence of an employee. It can be inferred logically that an employee
working alone from their home will experience a drop in his or her engagement level
resulting in lower productivity and retention. The interview partners showed this
decreased engagement in different ways, with some even stating literately that they
do not feel like part of a bigger organization. The mental state of the participants was
another predominant topic in the interviews, which will be discussed in its own section
later. Another aspect of employee engagement is getting regular peer feedback and
recognition, which again is by nature more difficult to maintain in a virtual setting than
in an office environment. Referring to the findings from the literature research about
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an employee needing feedback and recognition to be productive and satisfied in the
role, the risks associated with visibility are obvious. Most research participants stated
a change in communications with their managers and peers, with some mentions of a
steep decrease in visibility and feedback shared. Lastly, employee engagement
requires having strong personal relationships with colleagues. The Gallup Q12
presented earlier even includes the statement “I have a best friend at work” as being
crucial for an employee to feel engaged in a team. Here the interview partner shared
on a positive note, that they all still benefit from strong relationships build before the
pandemic outbreak. However, especially for those employees that changed teams or
even just joined the organization during the last 15 months, this relationship-building
poses a real risk of having low engagement levels. There were some mentions about
managerial initiatives put into place to increase social interaction, but surely there is
room for further improvement of that.
Another aspect affected by the lack of personal interaction is the perceived
pleasure and workplace fun. As stated in the literature research, a pleasurable and
enjoyable atmosphere, as well as perceived joy and usefulness, are needed to keep
employee engagement and performance high. Several research participants reported
that this all was created by the culture and perks that were offered in the office prepandemic. From sports activities and other fun amenities to lunches and dinners
hosted by the company, those were the things that created a pleasurable atmosphere
for most participants. Obviously, those were not translatable into the remote working
mode, even though there were attempts to create comparable events like virtual
cooking classes in a team. However, not one participant really felt that this could
replace or recreate the advantages offered pre-pandemic.
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Finally, there is the aspect of job satisfaction that is directly impacted by the reported
lack of social interaction. In the presented Hackman Oldham model, two out of five
core job characteristics are dependent on exactly that interaction, namely skill variety
and feedback. While an office requires the usage of social and communication skills,
the skills required while working from home are much more monotonous according to
the research participants. The lack of feedback and recognition was already addressed,
which underlines the risk of a decrease in job satisfaction for sales employees working
under remote conditions.

5.1.4. LACK OF INTERNAL BENCHMARK
In the literature review, the relevance of an internal benchmark for the
performance measurement in the sales area was highlighted. This includes stating
clear performance standards by comparing sales employees against each other, which
has the additional advantage of leveraging the competitive nature of most sales
representatives. There were two different perspectives shared around that topic in the
interviews. First, there is the visibility of hard measure performance indices, which
was high pre-COVID and remained high after the shift to remote practices. The
participants reported having a very clear or even clearer insight on how most team
members are performing as there is more documentation and a higher focus on those
measures. The second aspect however is the team visibility when it comes to the
softer skills like interpersonal performance, contextual performance, etc. It was shown
in the literature review that according to Campbell and Wiernik (2015) it is crucial to
assess work performance based on behaviours instead of results. This resonates very
clear with statements from the participants, about the possibility of achieving high
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results by luck or coincidence or putting hard work into achieving the bare minimum
under difficult circumstances. Here participants described that there is a very little
possibility in the virtual setting to share how certain results were achieved.
This aspect shows the importance of using the multidimensional concept of the IWP
in assessing the performance of a sales employee.

5.1.5. INSUFFICIENT COOPERATION

An aspect that is not yet well researched, but which was raised by the research
participants, is the relevance of a classic office environment as a place for
collaboration and mutual motivation. Most interview partners described the office as
being an engaging learning environment, where knowledge and experience are shared
among colleagues. Here, the social nature of characters working in the sales area plays
an important role, as it is certainly a very specific character trait to excel in
collaborative environments.
As mentioned earlier, performing tasks that are considered less enjoyable is more
difficult in the home office. Thus, it can be concluded that the office is a significant
driver in motivating employees to perform those less enjoyable tasks. Performing them
in an environment where others are encountering and overcoming the same
difficulties, creates a sense of belonging and mutual motivation.
With collaboration among colleagues being part of the contextual performance in
the IWPQ, the absence of that becomes a counterproductive behavior and thus poses
a significant risk for the IWP of sales employees.
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PROPOSE RECOMMENDATION TO INCREASE WORK PERFORMANCE

In this section, the researcher seeks to propose recommendations that can be
drawn from the research findings in order to increase work performance in the future.

5.2.1. OPTIMIZATION OF THE HYBRID WORK MODEL

There is a very strong consensus among the participants of this research study, that
a hybrid working model, meaning alternating days in the home office with days in the
classic office situation, is the most suitable working model after the forced fully remote
phase comes to an end. First companies are implementing those hybrid working
models, so it is fair to say that this can be considered the “new normal of work”.
Furthermore, all participants agreed that the nature of the tasks to be performed
determines the suitable environment according to the experiences shared during the
interviews. There is consensus about the office being most suitable for collaborating
on tasks that involve several contributors, building trustful relationships, and learning
together and from each other. Moreover, the office was described as the place to be
part of high performing group in which members motivate each other to outgrow
themselves. For tasks that do not involve colleagues like administrative work, focused
writing, and strategic thinking, most participants prefer the quieter atmosphere of
their home office. However, there seems to be another category of tasks for which the
office is best suited, which is tasks that are perceived unpleasurable by individuals
meaning it is especially difficult to create an intrinsic motivation to fulfill this task
without pressure from the outside. Thus, organizations should offer the option for
employees to flexibly choose the appropriate environment for their current tasks.
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This does not mean that there can’t be rules about when and how to work from the
office, it may even be beneficial to declare certain days of the week to be socializing
and collaboration days, so that employees have the chance to improve their time
management and make the best out of every situation. In consequence, an
organization benefits from the increased productivity in the home office while keeping
the company culture and social engagement high.
As mentioned earlier, there is also the need to establish very clear rules on when
and how to disconnect from work while being remote. This is of special importance as
there is no geographic distinction between personal and professional life while
working from home. These rules must be established coherent for the whole
organization, as the effectiveness is only granted if every employee follows and refers
to the same guidelines. Moreover, there should be initiatives put in place to foster a
healthy work-life balance and help with decreasing screen time and performance
pressure. These initiatives can take the form of a “no meeting Friday” or a whole week
only for individual and strategic work, in one interview referred to as a “Think Week”.
Moreover, the issue of working in different time zones needs to be handled coherently.
Across the organization needs to be alignment on respecting the working hours of
colleagues and there needs to be coherent communication around that.
Lastly, the difficulties with increase social and performance pressure while working
remotely were highlighted earlier. For the purpose of not carrying that over into the
hybrid working model, it is essential to establish clear expectations to decrease the
perceived pressure. These expectations should include both when and how to work in
the office or home office, examples include expected performance and outcomes,
working hours, etc.
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5.1.6. INCREASE EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT IN BOTH OFFICE AND VIRTUAL SETTING

To address the risks related to the decrease in social interaction and employee
engagement, it is self-explanatory that there is the need to find ways to keep
employees motivated and engaged in the virtual setting. As described earlier this
includes namely keeping feedback loops going between peers and managers, keep
visibility for the individual as part of the organization high, and foster cultural
engagement.
Addressing the first two aspects of missing feedback and acknowledgment and a
lack of visibility, they are both rooted in the missing interaction in person. Without an
office situation where casual conversations happen and there is physical proximity
between peers and their managers, there needs to be a strong framework put into
place to replace that. Judging from the interview participants' statements, it is crucial
to put a bigger emphasis on formally organizing the mentioned aspects. It requires
more managerial initiative to keep up to date with what an employee is doing to give
valuable commentary and acknowledgments. E.g., concerning the feedback loop, there
was naturally feedback shared by peers and managers while working in the same
office. Thus, a strong cadence of gathering and sharing feedback needs to be
established, to keep the momentum going and not lose track of an employee’s
development. The same applies to peer-to-peer recognition which needs to be actively
encouraged and acknowledged. In the virtual setting, this casual interaction must be
replaced by a strong framework on how feedback is delivered, to not lose it due to the
lack of physical proximity. The same applies to visibility as an individual. To replace the
casual conversations and natural way for a manager to have an insight on what an
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employee is doing, there needs to be a strong cadence in place to keep that
communication going. This even applies when employees can partially return to the
office because for the foreseeable future this will not apply for all of them and there
needs to be inclusion and fairness regardless of the working environment.
Finally, there should be organizational efforts brought to foster cultural
engagement both in the remote setting and while by and by returning to working on
site. Here, special emphasis must be on designing events and initiatives that are
accessible both for those attending in person and virtually. What form these initiatives
may take highly depends on the company culture, but as shown it is crucial to
encourage fun activities that foster strong personal relationships within the
organization.

5.3. STRENGTHS AND WEAKNESSES OF THE RESEARCH
As the researcher intended while planning the methodology for generating valuable
knowledge, all participants met the criteria to be valuable sources of data to answer
the research questions. Furthermore, interviewing seven members of the research
population proved to be sufficient in quantity to make reliable statements. This shows
in the conclusiveness of the answers given with just a few aspects being addressed only
once. At the same time, the range of perspectives created by different ages, years in
the role, and personality types, convincingly yields a full picture of most aspects.
The researcher stated earlier that it is of crucial importance to consider the ethical
requirement to only collect data that is necessary to answer the research question.
Moreover, the potential risks of maintaining the privacy and confidentiality of the
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interview partners were highlighted. Both aspects could successfully be incorporated
into the data collection process without encountering any obstacles.
The chosen research topic proved to be highly relevant, as there were several
unresolved issues raised in the interviews hindering the participants from bringing the
best individual work performance. As highlighted in the introduction, increasing the
performance of sales employees is a crucial aspect in growing and maintaining a
business’ success. With the findings and recommendations shared, this study offers
action items that potentially help organizations in the technology sector to achieve
exactly that. By applying the categories from the IWPQ, the findings and
recommendations are organized in a convenient way for organizations to deduct
suitable action items.

The main weakness of the presented research project lays in the cross-sectional
time horizon. By only interviewing the participants at one point in time, this represents
a snapshot that may not be representative of the general perspective of the
participants. There were several mentions about the pandemic situation being a
learning curve in different regards, so conducting the data collection at different points
along that timeline would have increased the informative value of the findings.
Moreover, while the number of research participants was adequate considering the
time horizon and capacities of the researcher, a larger research group could have
further increased the expressiveness of the findings. Especially interviewing members
of the research population with have managerial responsibility would add another
valuable perspective to the research, as all current participants are individual
contributors.
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FURTHER RESEARCH APPROACHES

As stated earlier, a larger sample size could be a suitable point of content for further
research. By additionally diversifying the participant, the findings of the presented
project could be verified on a larger scale or adapted to an alternative research
population.
Another approach could be to take the proposed recommendations from this
project and implement them e.g., in one team within an organization. By doing so, the
differences in development could be measured between the team with the
implemented changes compared to one operating as usual. Alternatively, the current
participants could be asked to implement some recommendations on the individual
level. Then another round of interviews could be conducted after a certain period to
explore the differences in answers before and after the changes.
To increase the depth and informative value of the presented research, one could
ask the research participants to complete a personality assessment like the
16personalities test offered by NERIS Analytics. By putting that knowledge in relation
to the presented findings, there could be interesting coherences developed about how
the personality type of a sales professional influences his or her performance under
certain circumstances.
Lastly, a possible research approach could be to use another theoretical model to
underpin the data analysis. Using e.g. the questions proposed by The Gallup Inc. (2021)
could turn the focus of the findings towards employee engagement and its impact on
the organization on a more global level.
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IMPLICATIONS OF RESEARCH

The research carried out in the presented project has collected different opinions
from seven members of the research population on how their work performance was
influenced over the last 18 months by the pandemic situation. Organizations from the
technology industry whose employees fall in the category of young sales professionals
may use these insights in different ways. The assessment of difficulties encountered
by this population may help with understanding certain consequences resulting from
that. The proposed recommendations can be used as a starting point to develop and
adopt adequate initiatives aligning with the company’s values and culture.
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CONCLUSION
In the following, it will be explored to what extent the research aims stated earlier

were reached. Also, the researcher provides an answer to the research questions, as
precise as the generated data allows.
In a first step, the researcher wanted to identify the changes that occurred in the
workplace of the research population caused by the consequences of the pandemic
situation over the last 18 months. For that purpose, a series of semi-structured
interviews with seven members of the research population was conducted. The
questions and analysis were underpinned by the multidimensional concept of
individual work performance. The qualitative data analysis yielded a list of 6 main
themes with 26 sub-themes in total. The sub-themes range from productivity and time
management, through cultural and social engagement to a lack of social benchmark.
All these themes were analyzed to pinpoint the changes caused by the pandemic
circumstances.
In the next step, the researcher wanted to evaluate how these changes affect the
current work performance of members of the research population. There were several
significant changes identified by analyzing the statements from the research
participants. Taking the framing and quantity of mentions of a specific aspect into
account, these could be ranked by their significance. On a positive note, it could be
concluded that the remote working practice helped to increase productivity among the
research population. Distractions are experienced lower compared to the office
situation and hard performance measurement works just as well in the virtual setting.
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On the other hand, however, there are multiple negative changes to be recognized.
The predominant one being the increased risk for mental health and well-being, which
results in a steep increase of counterproductive work behaviours. This change is mainly
caused by the participants experiencing difficulties to disconnect outside of working
hours and increase performance and social pressure. The second most impactful
change is the lack of social interaction, which affects both internal relationships with
peers and managers and external ones with customers. Here the predominant
consequences are a steep drop in employee engagement levels and perceived pleasure
and workplace fun. Moreover, job satisfaction is negatively impacted by the lack of
social interaction, which again poses a significant risk for the individual work
performance of employees in that sector. An additional consequence of the shortfall
of social interaction is that employees in the research population experience
difficulties in evaluating different dimensions of their performance apart from hard
measurements. The role of an internal benchmark was explored, which explains why
the lack of it creates increased social and performance pressure. Lastly, without the
possibility of collaborating in the office environment, insufficient cooperation takes
away employees' possibility to learn from each other and create an engaging and
motivational community.

Finally, the researcher sought to propose recommendations that can be drawn
from the research findings to increase work performance in the future. There were two
main areas of potential employer influence identified, with the first one being
optimization of the hybrid working model. Here the researcher recommends for
organizations to give their employees the freedom to still decide what work
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environment is suited best for which tasks. Strong guidelines around working hours
and disconnection outside of those, would be another important aspect. Lastly
managerial initiatives should be put into place in order to foster a strong mental health
and good work-life-balance. The second area of organizational influence is the
increasing of employee engagement in both the office and virtual environment. Here
establishing strong frameworks around communication and a feedback loop is of
crucial importance to replace what is missing due to the lack of physical proximity. The
same applies for peer-to-peer recognition, which needs to be actively encouraged and
acknowledged. Finally, it is recommended to acknowledge the importance of cultural
engagement by fostering participants and put special emphasis on making it inclusive.
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APPENDIX
APPENDIX A – INFORMATION SHEET

Information Sheet for Participants
Research project title: Young Sales Professionals in Lockdown: How the Individual Work
Performance changes in the own four walls
Student Researcher: Sally Stoewe, 10565368@mydbs.ie
Research Supervisor: Enda Murphy

About the Project

I am MBA student at Dublin Business School, and I am carrying out my thesis project under the
direct supervision of Enda Murphy about work performance among young sales professionals
during the pandemic situation.
Aims: The aim of the project is to examine what changes occurred in your workplace due to the
consequences of the Covid-19 pandemic. Furthermore, I want to investigate what effects these
changes had on the work performance of young sales professionals like you occupied in the
technology industry.
Request/Invitation: I would like to invite you to take part in an interview with me that will last
approximately 45 – 60 minutes.
What would be required? As a participant in the study, you would be required to answer
questions about your everyday work life and how it changed under the current restrictions in
place to end the pandemic. Also, you would be asked to assess your individual work performance
before and after the changes occurred.

Data Protection
The Interviews will happen via Google Meet and will be recorded for the sole purpose of
facilitating later transcription of the data. Precise transcripts are important in research to ensure
that data is recorded accurately, to allow the interviewer to be more present in the conversation
and, importantly, to support greater accountability and scientific integrity. During the
transcription phase your data will undergo de-identification involving the removal of all
personally identifying information thereby rendering them anonymous for retention. The original

Sally Stoewe (10565368)

XII

APPENDIX B – CONSENT FORM

Consent Form
I________________________________ voluntarily agree to take part in this research study.
I understand that I am not obliged to take part in this study and that my participation in the study
is entirely voluntary.
I understand that I am free to withdraw from the study at any time or refuse to answer any
question without the need to provide reason and without fear of negative consequences.
I understand that digital recordings will be stored under password protection for some time until
the approval of their dissertation by the examination board, at which point recordings will be
permanently deleted.
I understand that my data will undergo de-identification during transcription and will be rendered
anonymous for retention and for the purpose of subsequent publications.
I understand that I can withdraw permission to use data from my interview within two weeks
after the interview, in which case the material will be deleted.
I understand that I will not benefit directly from participating in this research.
I understand that I am free to contact any of the people involved in the research to seek further
clarification and information.
I understand that signed consent forms will be retained for some time until the exam board
confirms the results of their dissertation.
I confirm that I have had the purpose and nature of the study explained to me in writing and I
have had the opportunity to ask questions about the study with satisfactory answers provided.
I confirm that I have read and fully understood the information provided and statements above.

Name & Signature of research participant

Date

___________________________

_______________

Name & Signature of researcher

Date

___________________________

_______________
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APPENDIX C – INTERVIEW PROTOCOL

Interview Protocol
Script prior to interview:
I’d like to thank you once again for being willing to participate in this interview. As I have
mentioned to you before, my dissertation project seeks to understand the changes that the
pandemic situation caused in your workplace. The study also seeks to understand how these
changes may have influenced your work performance as a consequence. The aim of this
research is to generate knowledge about this contemporary issue in order to propose
recommendations on that base. Our interview today will last approximately one hour. All
details that you’ll eventually share about your identity or the company that you work for will
be anonymized.
Review relevant aspects of consent form
You got the consent form indicating that I have your permission (or not) to audio record our
conversation. Are you ok with me recording (or not) our conversation today?
If yes: Thank you! Please let me know if at any point you want me to turn off the recorder or
keep something you said off the record.
Before we begin the interview, do you have any questions? Discuss questions
If any questions (or other questions) arise at any point in this study, you can feel free to ask
them at any time. I would be more than happy to answer your questions.
Part 1 – Opening and basic questions

Let’s start really easy, how old are you?
Now I’d like to ask you some questions about what you are
working right now.
- To start, what is your current occupation/position?
- How long have you been in this role?
o Was your previous role in a similar environment?
- Where was your workplace located before the outbreak of
the pandemic?

Probing questions:
- Can you tell me more
about …?
- How did you experience
that?
- What do you mean when
you say …?

Part 2 – Workplace situation
- How would you describe your current workplace situation?
- What are the biggest changes since the outbreak of the pandemic in March 2020?
- Are there any changes in the relationships you have with your colleagues?
Part 3 – Individual Work Performance
- Are there any changes you observed in your work habits?
- Compared to pre Covid, would you say your work performance is positively or
negatively influenced?
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Thinking about topics like setting priorities and efficiency, how would you evaluate
your performance pre covid compared to now?
In regard to keeping knowledge and skills up to date, does the current situation
influence that in any way?
Would you say you have the same possibility to actively participate in meetings and
events as you had in the classic office setting?
Do you feel like well-being and disconnecting is seen as a priority in your organization?
Do you experience difficulties in disconnection from work outside your working hours?
Thinking about the possibility that we return to a normal office life soon, what are the
top one or two points that you would like to see as permanent change?

Part 4 – Closing

That wraps up all questions I would have. Thank you for all your valuable insights.
-

Are there any points you feel should be mentioned that we haven’t covered before?

Thank you for taking the time today to answer my questions.

Sally Stoewe (10565368)
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APPENDIX D – INDIVIDUAL WORK PERFORMANCE QUESTIONNAIRE BY KOOPMANS ET AL.

Scale 1: Task performance (5 items)
In the past 3 months…
1. I was able to plan my work so that I finished it on time.
2. I kept in mind the work result I needed to achieve.
3. I was able to set priorities.
4. I was able to carry out my work efficiently.
5. I managed my time well.

Scale 2: Contextual performance (8 items)
In the past 3 months…
6. On my own initiative, I started new tasks when my old tasks were completed
7. I took on challenging tasks when they were available.
8. I worked on keeping my job-related knowledge up-to-date
9. I worked on keeping my work skills up-to-date.
10. I came up with creative solutions for new problems.
11. I took on extra responsibilities.
12. I continually sought new challenges in my work.
13. I actively participated in meetings and/or consultations.

Scale 3: Counterproductive work behavior (5 items)
In the past 3 months…
14. I complained about minor work-related issues at work.
15. I made problems at work bigger than they were.
16. I focused on the negative aspects of situation at work instead of the positive aspects.
17. I talked to colleagues about the negative aspects of my work.
18. I talked to people outside the organization about the negative aspects of my work.

Sally Stoewe (10565368)
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