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Abstract. Team coordinators are prepared to manage multiple situations such as misunderstanding,
conflicts, different levels of engagement and they are usually willing to take risks while accepting a
leading position. Yet, not all of them are prepared for crisis such as COVID-19 pandemic. The way they
communicate with their teams in this type of periods is essential to ensure continuity and establish
organizational trust (Guzzo et al, 2021). In this context, many corporations had to face a new challenge:
working mostly or even entirely from home. Employees as well as managers switched to virtual meetings,
the concept of a team has suffered modifications and virtual meetings replaced all face-to-face
interactions. Leaders had to adapt and learn how to improve their skills to engage with their teams and to
ensure performance. The purpose of our study is to see what specific activities were implemented within
teams while working from home, what is the perception leaders have about team performance and to find
out if this context has diminished their level of control. Data for this paper are gathered using in-depth
interviews with team leaders/coordinators/managers from different corporations installed in Bucharest,
Romania. The results show that the performance has increased, the teams and coordinators showed a
great adaptability, and their level of trust has improved. Recommendations are put forward for teams to
consider creating a better balance between their personal and professional lives and to find new ways of
socializing at work from time to time on other topics that the business-related ones.
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Introduction

At the level of the European Union, about 5.4% of the able-bodied population worked from home
in the period before the pandemic. Also, in Romania, before the pandemic time, only 0.8% of the
labor force performed lucrative activity from home, being ranked on the last place among the EU
countries (Ciocotisan, 2020). The impact of COVID -19 was felt on the labor market on the one
hand with a contribution in increasing the unemployment rate in Romania, from 3.9 in October
2019 to 5.3 in October 2020 (Sava, 2021). On the other hand, the actual working time decreased,
and not least the rate of those who worked from home increased, on average, to about 37% of the
total active workforce in the European Union. Romania, which in turn was under the influence of
the pandemic, had 20% more employees who worked from home. However, Romania has
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maintained the same tendency to be the last among employees working from home, compared to
other countries in the union (Ciocotisan, 2020).Also, in America, the percentage of those working
from home has risen rapidly since the first month of the COVID-19 pandemic, from 3.4% to 43%
(Feitosa & Salas, 2020).

The behavior of employees at work compared to that manifested at home is more
prosocial and characterized by more conscientiousness (Grover & Furnham, 2021). Adapting
from office work to work from home can be quite difficult for many of the employees who found
themselves in this position in 2020, because professional life interferes with personal life. The
balance between parental responsibilities and work has always been a challenge for employees
who have children in care (Lin & Burgard, 2018).This change, brought about by the pandemic,
can be even more difficult for employees who are in the position of parents, taking into account
the fact that their children also have to go to school online during this period. However, an
interesting initiative comes from the HoReCa industry, the most affected of the industries during
the pandemic, namely work from hotel as an alternative to work from home (Business Insider
SRL, 2020).

If before the pandemic the leaders could control the activity of the employees under their
eyes, and implicitly the efficiency of the activity as a whole, working from home comes as a
challenge for them to coordinate their team remotely and maintain efficiency. Studies presented
by Business Insider SRL (2020b), have shown that the most important skill of leaders in the
pandemic period is to maintain the motivation and commitment of subordinates. At the other end
of the spectrum of skills that leaders need to have in the context of working from home is conflict
mitigation, given the limited contact between employees. Other skills that should define the
leader in remote employee control are trust, responsibility, goal-setting, providing direction and
guidance to employees, and maintaining team spirit. What changes is the way the leader adapts
and implements these skills while working from home (Business Insider SRL, 2020b).

At the company level, the transition to the work from home system must be treated with
the utmost responsibility, so that the activity can be carried out without interruptions and safety
from the point of view of information security. During the work from home, the impact of IT
assistance companies on the development of the activity is much more important than before, in
order to ensure the continuity of the work, in case of technical problems with the devices. The
risk of being the victim of a cyberattack is another aspect that should not be neglected. The
careful choice of communication channels for confidential information, antivirus systems, and
especially the careful training of employees in this regard are essential aspects for business
security (Romania Crisis Center, 2020).

Literature review

With the advent of the COVID-19 pandemic, more and more researchers have begun to study the
impact it produces in various spheres of the economy, in the light of attempts by countries around
the world to combat its spread. The labor market is among the most affected branches, a fact
confirmed by an unemployment rate, in Romania, at the end of the third quarter of 2020 of 5.2%
(INS, 2021), although declining compared to the second quarter, much higher compared to that
recorded in recent years. More precisely, the unemployment rate in recent years has had a
decreasing trend, from 4.8% in 2016, to 4% in 2017, then to 3.3% in 2018 and 2.9% in 2019,
respectively. The emergence of the pandemic has reversed this declining trend, making the
unemployment rate almost double in 2020 compared to the previous year (INS, 2020). Moreover,
another sign of the negative impact of COVID-19 on the labor market is the 50 percent decrease
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in gross domestic product, from 4.2% in 2019 to 2.1% in 2020, at the level of Romania (Sava,
2020). This decrease was caused by the closure of factories during quarantine periods, and the
entry of staff into technical unemployment.

Technology has made possible the beginning of the notion of working from home, since
1980, but this opportunity was viewed, at that time, rather with skepticism on the part of business
leaders, amid the inability to control the productivity of their employees. at home. 39 years later,
the percentage of those working from home was tiny, about 10%, but the pandemic brought a
change of mentality (David & Raju, 2021, p. 30). Forced by long periods of isolation at home,
many organizations have resorted to the so-called work from home, a concept too little exploited
until then, to continue their work. This change was a challenge for some employees while for
others it came naturally, depending on their skills and previous experiences working from home.
On the other hand, lack of experience can generate additional effort, even of a material nature, for
organizations consisting in providing trainings on remote work techniques and even the necessary
equipment for the activity (Amit & Karen, 2020).In accordance with the above, Hasan et al.
(2021), states that more than the internet access and the endowment with the necessary
equipment, "proper training and upgrading of worker skills" are the key to the survival of
enterprises during the pandemic.

Before the COVID-19 pandemic, work sometimes crept into employees' homes even after
the 8-hour schedule, through important emails that required a response (Capitano & Greenhaus,
2018). If until now people found refuge, after the time spent at work, through social activities
with friends or family, now the need to work from home has more and more diminished the
possibility of disconnection. Moreover, the stress in the case of people working from home is
about 2 times higher compared to those who work outside the home. Over time, as the balance
between work and personal life decreases, mental imbalances, depressions occur, which is why
both employees and organizations must make constant efforts to combat work-related stress and
maintain mental well-being. of employees (Vasudevan et.al., 2021). In line with the above, Brian
Kropp, vice president of a senior research group, says in an interview that working from home
creates a sense of loneliness / isolation for employees through the lack of social interactions in
the office (David & Raju, 2021, p. 30). In addition, another concern for the health of employees
is lack of physical exercise, the comfort of the couch is a behavior that over time leads to obesity,
muscle atrophy and other negative implications (David & Raju, 2021, p.33). From a socio-
demographic point of view, Griffin et al. (2002) show that both genders have a higher risk of
suffering from depression in the context of low control at work.

While some researchers have focused on the downside of working from home, Kropp has
identified a number of benefits for employees who have joined this type of work. The most
important advantage for the employee being a decrease in costs. Other advantages may be less
control from superiors or even the possibility of not having a rigid work schedule according to
office work, depending on the nature of the activity (David & Raju, 2021, p. 32). In addition, the
activity at work based on innovation, contributes to the stimulation of the employee from a
cognitive point of view, by using the knowledge acquired at work, in activities outside the
workplace (Lukoschek & Homburg, 2021). Golden (2021), shows that for some of the employees
who go to work from home, there is an improvement in the balance between time spent at home
and work time, depending on how they manage the two activities.

There is a trend among employees working from home to live or move to residential
neighborhoods mostly occupied by people who have the same occupation, namely working from
home, thus forming a community of home workers, out of a desire to socialize and share ideas on
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common themes (Zenkteler et. al., 2019).An interesting aspect of the long-term work model from
home, from Kropp's perspective, is the removal of geographical barriers. Specifically, the
employee can work from home, for a company either of their country, or of another country than
that without having to change their place of residence. However, this type of flexibility for
employees can interfere with the level of staff turnover in some companies. Other factors that
could influence fluctuation may be lower development opportunities in the company for
employees working from home and lack of diversity (David & Raju, 2021, pp. 34-35).

Under the COVID-19 pandemic, the digitization process has taken a considerable lead. In
the industrial and service sectors, new technologies are an essential tool in the 21st century
(Roblek, et. al., 2020).The need to move much of your daily work from the online workplace,
such as online schooling and homework, has facilitated this process. Although the HoReCa
industry was hard hit (Volkmann et. al., 2021) by the closure of its premises and accommodation
spaces, and by travel restrictions, the employees in the back office of these units did not stop
working. They moved their activity in the online environment, working from home, in order not
to lose contact with potential customers, in the hope that things will recover at some point
(Chadee et al., 2021).

An issue of working from home from the perspective of managerial positions was
addressed by Newman and Ford (2020), as a challenge for leaders to maintain the performance of
the team and the company by acting remotely. Based on studies and research, they identified five
stages through which managers can coordinate their teams more efficiently while working from
home. Thus, a first stage refers to the understanding by employees of what the new reality means.
The actions that should be undertaken by the manager in the first stage are: organizing weekly
meetings, both at team and individual level, in which the manager shows interest and empathizes
with the new situation (Newman & Ford, 2020, pp. 2-4). Each employee adapts differently to this
new reality and there is a higher risk of conflicts by communicating between employees in the
online environment, compared to face to face (Reyes et. al., 2020). In fact, managerial functions
have a major impact on the longevity of employees in the company, through the way they
manage the activity and contribute to the formation of links between employees, and between
employees and the organization (Rubenstein et al.2020). The second stage refers to the trust that
the manager inspires in the employees and to the way in which he encourages the company's
culture. Here are three strategies that can interfere with employees' confidence in their leader,
namely: organizational, leadership, and team-level (Newman & Ford, 2020, pp. 4-6). In fact,
studies show that the leadership style adopted by managers impacts the results of employees at
work (Shkoler & Tziner, 2020).

Furthermore, the third stage involves the adaptation of leaders to the new virtual
communication platforms. Face-to-face communication is mediated in the context of working
from home through platforms such as Zoom, Skype or WebEx. However, a less discussed issue is
addressed by Haesevoets et. al (2020): the communication between manager and employee made
through email, using the BCC function negatively influences the team dynamics, as opposed to
using the CC function. The fourth stage consists in the professional development of the team
members, by delegating managerial tasks to those employees that the manager considers
competent based on their performances, thus stimulating creative thinking (Newman & Ford,
2020, pp. 8-9). And the fifth and last stage involves the integration in the organization's processes
of periodic audits, through which to follow the acquisition of the company's culture and mission
by its staff, and the leadership skills of the leader. Following the audit, actions must be taken that
will be taken in accordance with the result obtained (Newman & Ford, 2020, p. 9). This audit
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could also include issues related to the company's COVID-19 prevention actions, an issue that
many employees are currently concerned about (Radulescu et. al., 2021).

Methodology

This research paper analyzes the impact of the implementation of work from home for a manager
or team leader/coordinator and how it affected the efficiency and performance on a team level.
The purpose of this scientific article is to examine what type of actions were taken during the
COVID-19 pandemic and what tools were used. The hypothesis of this research is that the control
level of managers/ team leaders was not affected, and performance of the team has increased
during work from home while the feeling of belonging to a group has diminished. This paper
uses a qualitative method and summarizes findings from one-to-one interview with 6 team
leaders/ managers activating in multinational companies installed in Bucharest, Romania, five
women and a man. The in-depth interviews have been conducted in January 2021 in a virtual
format in order to respect restrictions imposed by the current health crisis. We used a structured
interview which has been distributed via e-mail to all participants and we have also scheduled
meetings using Teams platform or phone in order to further develop some of the aspects they
have mentioned in their answers. The interviewees were open to share their experiences during
this difficult time, as well as practices they might have used to make things work. The approach
of this paper is based on the challenges as well as good practices we can use while working from
home. First, we wanted to discover who are the people we interview and that motivates them in
their daily work. The objective of this study is to see if the performance and collaboration of
teams have been impacted because of the switch to work from home. Subsequently
recommendations were made for the teams in discussion as well as for leading from work from
home in general.

Results and discussions

Profile of the interviewed people

The interviews for our research were held in January 2021, 10 months after the lockdown was
declared in Romania. Economy has suffered major modifications during this time and the first
thing that was implemented in the environments who allowed it was work from home. We
interviewed 5 people working in Bucharest, Romania, all of them under 40 years old. In order to
understand how the migration of their activity to work from home environment was possible, we
needed to find out what are their companies’ activities (Figure 1). The team leaders/ managers are
coming from two different companies, 4 of them work in energy management and automation
environment while the 5 is working for a shared service center for banking. Our purpose was to
have more people from the shared service center for banking, therefore a second person has been
contacted via e-mail, but no answer has been received.

‘ Activity of the company J

management and
~—__ automation _—

-

~ Ve Shared service ™
“.__ center for banking -~

Figure 1. The activity of the companies where the interviewed people work
Source: Authors’ own research.
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Once we found out what their companies’ activities are about in general, we went into
details concerning the departments for which they and their teams work, and we have
summarized their answers in Figure 2.

Customer Inside Services

HR Care/Support Sales

Figure 2. Departments of the concerned teams
Source: Authors’ own research.

From the 5 team leaders, just 3 of them have more than two years of experience in their
current role (Figure 3). When asked what they like the most about their current role, the team
leaders mentioned different aspects: the variety of tasks, the direct impact they can have when
taking a decision, the exciting combination of different key elements involved such as projects,
countries, businesses, the development of people and coaching them towards achieving their
career plan, offering support and guidance, changing opinions, suggesting improvement,
implementing ideas but also caring about people.

3
25
2
1.5
1
0.5
0
More than two Less than a year Between 1-2 years
years

Figure 3. Experience of the interviewed people in their current role
Source: Authors’ own research.

Habits before the pandemic

The 5 people we interviewed are leading teams of different sizes, it starts from 3 (plus 3 others as
dotted line manager) and it goes up to 25 people. In order to see if they were prepared to switch
to a virtual leading environment, we wanted to find out what were their habits in terms of
working from home before the pandemic. Even though they had this possibility, they wouldn’t all
necessarily take this opportunity, affirming that they preferred to go to the office or that they
were using this option less than 5 times a year. The lack of confidence in the viability of the
system was an issue. One of the team coordinators had a different role before the pandemic that
made work from home easy because she was mostly working online with people from other
countries. As ways to keep in contact with their teams before the pandemic, they were using
different tools: phone, Skype for Business (chat and calls).
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To improve collaboration between individuals and increase team spirit, team buildings
were part of the work before the pandemic. All participants confirmed they used to have team
buildings before pandemic on a company level as well as on team levels sometimes: team
outings, fun activities organized by the company, coffee with CEO etc.

Also, they used to meet daily face to face (exception being the work from home days) and
on a business level, team meetings or one to ones were organized weekly, biweekly or monthly
depending on the needs.

Leading from home

All interviewed people have switched to work from home when the lockdown was installed in
Romania. Some of them are currently working in a hybrid format, from home but also from the
office. Even though flexibility has seen its level increased during the pandemic, only one person
out of 5 has been working from another place, his native country, while the others affirmed, they
stayed in Bucharest through the whole period.

Also, the pattern of meetings has changed. For example, a practice was to have two daily
calls of 15 up to 30 minutes in order to replace coffee breaks as well as one weekly business
meeting. The frequency of the virtual meetings has decreased with time as well as the use of
camera which is not mandatory. The team meetings are sometimes just operational or just to keep
in contact with each other. The means of communication are: MS Teams, Skype for Business,
Whatsapp, Facebook Messenger, Kudoboard for birthdays, surveys via Form or phone.

In order to improve collaboration, different practices were put in place. For instance, ice
breakers such as “How are you feeling today” (give a grade from 1 to 10). This strategic is used
for two reasons, because it is difficult to see the people’s mood when you are not face to face and
it is also a tool to engage people in the call. Other practices aim to strengthen the team spirit: one
hour of games, tea breaks, meeting at the end of the year to celebrate the good things that
happened to people in 2020.

None of the team leaders interviewed feels less in control working from home from a
performance point of view, but it is more difficult to observe if the individuals in the team are
doing well so in this case the open communication becomes very important. People management
based only on verbal communication was a challenge that leading people had to face. A study
shows us that in a virtual format it is more difficult for people who are not used to be very
autonomous and also the feeling of belonging to the company is not as strong for the virtual
teams (Reyes, Luna & Salas, 2020). Nonetheless, the performance was good, and they do not
take into consideration how many breaks people take if they deliver things on time. Also, they
mentioned that it is easy to see who is actually working and who is not even in a virtual form and
as long as the work is done and business is not affected there is no need to check on people for
example if they are connected. In some cases, performance increased and catch up meetings as
well as leveraging reporting turned out to be helpful.

Conclusion

On 16™ of March 2020 Romania has entered in lockdown in order to protect the population.
Restrictions made multinational companies with office activities make the decision to switch to
100% work from home. As a consequence of this, many things had to be adjusted: VPNs,
security programs, collaborative tools as well as providing devices to employees (laptops,
phones, headsets etc.). The new ways of working needed new actions in order to ensure
continuity and efficiency of work and security of the business. All the people we interviewed
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have adapted to virtual environment very quickly. They feel secure knowing that the tools will
support 100% because they have been tested and work from home is now part of an official
agreement. One of the people we interviewed was the point of contact for tool issues in the
beginning of the pandemic and he explained how complicated it was. Meanwhile the
infrastructure was improved via servers and licenses.

To conclude our research shows that pandemic didn’t affect performance neither the
feeling of the control on a business level, but it has altered the collaboration between people,
made verbal and open communication a key element of daily work and has erased the barrier
between personal and professional life, people feeling free to reach out to each other at any hour
and on many channels. It is more difficult to keep track on tasks using multiple channels and
working overtime has created expectations that are not sustainable on a long term. We
recommend team leaders to focus on the wellbeing of their teams, engage in relaxing activities
from time to time and encourage individuals in setting a good balance between personal and
professional life. As a limit of our research, it would have been interesting to have team leaders’
opinions when the lockdown started and compare them to now, as well as to ask employees for
their opinions to see how things are perceived from their position. In a future research we would
like to study what are employees as well as their managers’ opinion on remote work, how is it
perceived and what would be the reasons people are still reluctant to the possibility of working
from another city or even country/continent, as well as what would be the implications especially
on the economic level.
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