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Abstract
The COVID-19 pandemic has caused unprecedented turmoil necessitating nations 
to impose lockdowns. Thus, organizations forced employees to work from home 
(WFH) by leveraging information technology. We explored the impact of WFH on 
employees during the lockdown. We conducted in-depth interviews of 24 employees 
across manufacturing and technology-enabled sectors in India and analyzed the data 
using Gioia’s methodology. Four dimensions emerged from the impact of WFH on 
employees: role improvisation, stress, isolation, and self-initiated creativity. While 
some themes were common between the two industrial sectors, other themes varied. 
For instance, service sector employees reported current work-related stress, whereas 
manufacturing sector employees reported future-related stress. Interestingly, we 
discovered sparks of creativity among employees during this period either towards 
nurturing themselves (technology-enabled sector) or towards solving long-pending 
organizational issues (manufacturing sector). Most importantly, these creativity 
sparks were self-initiated. The study is novel as it explores the impact of large-scale 
WFH enforced during crisis.
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Introduction

Mankind has faced the scourge of epidemics and pandemics on numerous occasions 
in history. The scale of the devastation took on enormous proportions, such as during 
the Black death of 1350, the Spanish Flu of 1918, and the SARS outbreak of 2003 
(Liu & Froese, 2020; Patterson & Pyle, 1991). The present outbreak of COVID-19 
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involves a novel virus that evades detection in a large fraction of people due to its 
asymptomatic nature. Further, in the initial stages, the virus uncontrollably spread 
owing to the extensive movement of people across the globe. Most affected coun-
tries imposed partial or total lockdown of their economies towards time-boxing the 
Corona Virus Disease (COVID-19) (Lau et al., 2020; Remuzzi & Remuzzi, 2020; 
Tønnessen et  al., 2021). Despite its identifiable nature, its mechanisms of action 
remained largely unknown. Thus, we invoked the typology of crises (Gundel, 2005) 
to classify COVID-19 as an intractable crisis. The present study is set in the con-
text of the nationwide lockdown imposed by the Indian government from March 26, 
2020, during the early stages of the outbreak of COVID-19 in the country. Accord-
ing to Gupta et  al. (2020), the Indian economy functioned at only 49–57% of its 
full activity which led to heightened anxiety among employers regarding the future 
organizational functioning and among employees regarding their employment secu-
rity and productivity.

The nature of the crisis was such that it generated emotions of despair, helpless-
ness, and physiological and psychological issues among people (Malik & Sanders, 
2021). On a positive note, the current global outbreak was different from the out-
breaks of the previous decades and centuries as it was the first to emerge in the back-
drop of unprecedented advancements in information and communication technology 
(Okuda & Karazhanova, 2020). Leveraging the technological revolution, industries 
could function to varying degrees by using facilities such as remote access and 
online communication. When employees across the globe were affected with regard 
to changes in work modalities, it was a good opportunity to investigate the nature 
and extent of the impact of the crisis on employees. Thus, we draw upon the litera-
ture on work from home (WFH) and examine its various impacts on employees for 
the present study.

Past studies have demonstrated that employees who chose to WFH reported feel-
ings of professional and social isolation due to a lack of sense of belongingness (Ash-
forth et al., 2000; Cooper & Kurland, 2002; Golden et al., 2008; Mulki & Jaramillo, 
2011; Shamir & Salomon, 1985). Trust and camaraderie engender due to physical 
presence and interpersonal interactions. The psychological feelings of detachment 
and isolation may be more profound in the lockdown situation as compared to the 
normal WFH scenario due to the ambiguity of the pandemic itself, several insecuri-
ties in the minds of employees, and the overall uncertain economic condition. In 
the present situation, when WFH was thrust upon a large number of employees in 
India, the relevance of this scholarship is timely and paramount. In addition, organi-
zations are contemplating that work from anywhere would become the norm in the 
post-pandemic era, thus, the current investigation assumes significance by provid-
ing a succinct description of the challenges faced by employees while working from 
home. Thus, the present study is guided by the research question: What is the impact 
of work from home during the COVID-19 lockdown on employees in manufacturing 
and technology-enabled service sectors?

We contribute to the extant WFH literature by exploring the impact of WFH on 
employees in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic. WFH during the pandemic 
provides insights for extending the pre-pandemic WFH literature as WFH at such 
a massive scale had not happened in the industrial history. Though WFH policy 
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existed in many organizations, it was not practiced extensively before the pandemic. 
However, the scale and rate at which WFH happened during the pandemic signify 
the biggest organizational design shock (Varma et al., 2022). Moreover, WFH pre-
pandemic was a choice wherein the terms and conditions of WFH were unambigu-
ous for the employee and employer (Golden et al., 2008), whereas during the pan-
demic, employees were forced to WFH with no preparation or guidelines. According 
to Slavković et al. (2022), for the successful implementation of WFH, the main indi-
vidual factors are the ability to work alone, self-motivation, and organizational skills. 
In the present case, when people were suddenly forced to WFH, not all employees 
had the above skillsets and there was a lack of clarity with respect to rules and pro-
cedures, business models, operational activities, job design, organizational cultures, 
leadership, and HR practices in the WFH context (Slavković et  al., 2022). Wang 
et  al. (2021) identified four challenges (work–home interference, ineffective com-
munication, procrastination, and loneliness) as people worked from home during 
the pandemic. Thus, we extend the call for more research by Ingusci et al. (2022) 
regarding the impact of WFH on employees by understanding how the characteris-
tics of home-based work and work environment shape employee experience.

In the following sections, we briefly review the literature on crisis, how organiza-
tions have responded to the present crisis by encouraging work from home, and the 
various impacts of WFH on employees. We present our qualitative research design 
and findings. Finally, we discuss the practical implications of our study findings, 
theoretical contributions, and avenues for future research.

Theoretical background

Organizational crisis and response

Organizational crises often impact aspects of human resource management (Malik, 
2017). The complex and multi-level influences of organizational crises impact peo-
ple’s psychological resources and their work performance (Nguyen et al., 2022). For 
instance, Malik (2013) examined the impact of the global financial crisis on people 
practices in the Indian information technology industry and found that the finan-
cial crisis had both positive and negative outcomes with regard to people practices. 
Since human capital is a key determinant of organizational success, organizations 
must proceed with cautious optimism during times of crisis (Malik, 2013; Malik 
et al., 2019).

The present crisis of COVID-19 impacted the economic, political, and social 
life of people across the globe (Malik & Sanders, 2021). The COVID-19 pandemic 
started as a health crisis but became the greatest global humanitarian crisis since 
World War II (UNDP, 2020). According to the typology of crises (Gundel, 2005), 
we classify COVID-19 as an intractable crisis. Intractable crises are sufficiently pre-
dictable but almost impossible to influence as their mechanisms of action cannot be 
explored in-depth due to their complexity. Thus, an intractable crisis makes response 
difficult, preparedness hard, and impedes countermeasures due to conflicts of inter-
est of stakeholders facing the crisis. Amidst the COVID-19 situation, societies have 
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deployed safety protocols of physical distancing and mobility reduction through the 
lockdown. Lockdown is considered an emergency protocol that restricts an indi-
vidual’s movement except for procuring essential supplies. The aim of lockdown is 
isolation, i.e., the separation of people who have been diagnosed with a contagious 
disease from people who are not sick (Brooks et al., 2020).

When an unprecedented crisis hits individuals, organizations, or societies, 
‘resilience’ or the ability to bounce back deems critical to survive and thrive in 
the difficult times. Likewise, in the crisis caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, the 
importance of resilience surfaced requiring an organization’s systemic change and 
psychological readiness of individuals (Liu et al., 2020). Businesses were least pre-
pared for a black swan event such as the current pandemic which led to a sudden and 
complete closure of offices worldwide. In the past organizational crises, many organ-
izations had to shut down, merge, downsize, or restructure to survive (Nguyen et al., 
2022). To survive the present economic crisis caused by COVID-19, most organiza-
tions (where possible) required their employees to WFH. This was a practical busi-
ness continuity response of organizations to the mounting economic pressure caused 
by the pandemic. While under normal circumstances WFH was an option provided 
by some employers to a sizeable number of employees, the COVID-19 lockdown 
left WFH as the only viable option for organizations to survive.

Work from home and its effects

The mode of working from any space other than the office has been available in 
organizations for the past few decades albeit not practiced to a large extent. This 
mode is often referred to in the literature as work from home, telework, work in 
third spaces, or smart work hubs (Malik, 2018; Malik et  al., 2016a, 2016b). Tel-
eworking is essentially working away from the normal place of work (i.e., office) 
and working from home or a satellite office or hotel. More recently, smart work hubs 
have been created as alternate workspace locations or a third space that provides tel-
eworkers geographical and temporal flexibility (Malik et al., 2016a, 2016b). Further, 
this work modality accommodates employee flexibility in the design of compensa-
tion and benefits such as flexible scheduling and differential pay package (Malik, 
2018). Employees can also exercise personal agency to achieve favorable work–life 
balance outcomes (Ali et al., 2017; Malik et al., 2017). While it is interesting to note 
the above remote work modalities, since employees were asked to WFH during the 
COVID-19 crisis, we will focus on WFH for the present study.

Work from home is known to create various positive and negative impacts 
on employees. On the positive side, employees enjoy flexibility with regard to 
time and space. Employees save time spent on commuting to and from the office 
and have the flexibility to work at their preferred time (Varma et  al., 2022). 
Employee’s level of autonomy is increased due to lack of supervision; hence, 
the employee can enjoy more flexibility in the choice of working hours and 
work patterns (Shamir & Solomon, 1985). They can also attend to their per-
sonal needs and demands and work as per their convenience, thereby, managing 
their personal and professional lives. On the flip side, the literature on WFH 
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is replete with its negative impact on social relations such as feelings of isola-
tion, reduced amount of feedback from the supervisor and co-workers, impaired 
socialization, and lack of belongingness (Golden et  al., 2008; Mulki & Jara-
millo, 2011; Shamir & Solomon, 1985). Further, Varma et al. (2022) highlight 
how the level of leader-member exchange (LMX) determines the quality of the 
employee–leader relationship and trust between them while working from home. 
Employees who had a high-quality LMX relationship enjoyed more discretion 
and made fewer adjustments to their personal commitments for work reasons. 
However, they had a greater sense of obligation and were under constant pres-
sure to reciprocate managerial trust.

We will now focus on employees’ feelings of isolation while working from 
home. Isolation is a psychological construct that describes employees’ percep-
tion of the lack of opportunities for social and emotional interaction with other 
organizational members (Mulki & Jaramillo, 2011). Workplace interactions 
help employees assimilate into the organizational culture and enable coordina-
tion and cooperation, whereas, in virtual work environments, employees often 
perceive themselves as a sole entity rather than as part of an organizational 
framework. Isolation could be perceived professionally and/or socially by the 
employee (Cooper & Kurland, 2002). Feelings of professional isolation create 
a fear that being out of sight will limit opportunities for career advancement, 
whereas social isolation is felt when employees miss the informal interaction 
they garner by being around others at the workplace. Interpersonal networking, 
spontaneous discussions, and face-to-face communication facilitate information 
sharing and build trust. These key mechanisms are thwarted during isolation 
(Cooper & Kurland, 2002; Gajendran & Harrison, 2007). Feelings of isolation, 
thus, diminish employees’ self-efficacy and confidence in their abilities (Golden 
et al., 2008; Mulki & Jaramillo, 2011).

The present study context is very different from WFH as examined in the past 
literature as there is no historical precedence where employees were required by 
their organizations to WFH on such a large scale. The impact of reduced social 
relations on employees will be amplified during the lockdown since employ-
ees cannot fulfill their need for relatedness in work and work-related social 
domains. Further, there is a lack of physical boundary between work and home 
while working from home. There is psychological disengagement from one 
role to another without concomitant changes in the physical environment that 
employees working from home have to deal with, thereby, triggering internal 
emotional conflict (Ashforth et al., 2000; Shamir & Salomon, 1985). Thus, we 
believe that the impacts of WFH will hold greater significance on employees 
during COVID-19 times. Confinement, loss of usual routine, and reduced inter-
personal contact will engender feelings of work-related isolation (Brooks et al., 
2020; Varma et al., 2022). These effects will be exacerbated by the blurring of 
work–life boundaries. Such perceptions coupled with anxiety about career pro-
gression, doubts of employment security, risk of infection, and fear of death or 
of losing loved ones, will influence employees’ stress and well-being.
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The Indian context

The Indian contextual environment is unique as certain cultural and business singu-
larities typify Indianness. For instance, Laleman et al. (2015) highlight the principle 
of Karma Yoga meaning our actions affect our lives. Karma Yoga represents a near-
zero boundary between ‘work’ and ‘life’ as work is considered worship in the value 
system of Indians. Further, as highlighted by Malik and Pereira (2016), the Indian 
culture is greatly influenced by the Vedantic philosophy of dharma (virtue). The 
effect of dharma is also witnessed in Indian business settings which signifies general 
welfare (lokasangraha) over personal welfare.

From the business perspective, India is emerging as an economic superpower due 
to the spectacular growth in industries such as information technology, pharmaceu-
tical, and telecommunications, and several multinational corporations have estab-
lished their footprints in India (Jaiswal et al., 2022; Pereira & Malik, 2013). India is 
poised to be Asia’s second-largest economy by 2030 (The Hindu, 2022), however, 
there is a large void in the literature when it comes to an understanding of people 
practices (more specifically, WFH in the present study) and its profound impact on 
people and organizations in the Indian context. Indian business diaspora is unique 
as India is the world’s largest and most diverse democracy making organizations 
operate within a particular cultural milieu (Pereira & Malik, 2015a). Since India is 
a diverse, complex, and economically re-emerging nation (Pereira & Malik, 2015b), 
this scholarship in the COVID-19 context is imperative and timely.

Method

Sample and data collection

The data collection for the present study was done during the initial weeks of the 
COVID-19 lockdown in India. To address our research question, we interviewed 
24 experienced executives in large private sector organizations in India. We chose 
participants from both manufacturing and technology-enabled service sectors in 
order to understand the different ways in which the two broad industrial sectors 
were coping with the pandemic. Twelve participants in the manufacturing sector 
were employed in industries such as automobile and fast-moving consumer goods, 
whereas the remaining participants were employed in industries such as banking 
and information technology. We interviewed employees in different sectors to gauge 
the extent to which WFH was prevalent and the impact it had on employees. We 
expected that while some impact of WFH on employees would be common across 
sectors, there may be some interesting differences across the two industrial sectors.

We chose participants with at least 10 years of work experience as employees 
with such experience would be fairly conversant with their own work, subordinates’ 
work, and the overall business functioning. We believed that experienced employees 
who so far mostly worked from the office would be able to share deeper insights 
into how WFH impacted their lives. Participants were employed in different com-
panies spread across different industrial and metropolitan locations in India such 
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as Chennai, Bangalore, Gurugram, and Pune. Though the whole country was in a 
state of lockdown, we collected data from varied locations to understand how WFH 
impacted employees living across India. Table 1 summarizes the participants’ and 
their company’s characteristics. We sought an appointment for conducting the inter-
view after providing the purpose of the study. The participants were assured of ano-
nymity of their responses. All interviews were conducted over the telephone as face-
to-face interviews were not possible in the lockdown situation. The interview design 
was semi-structured in nature (see Appendix). Each interview lasted for 25–30 min 
and was transcribed within 24 h.

Data analysis

Given the inductive nature of the study, we coded the transcripts following Gioia 
et al. (2013) methodology, popularly known as Gioia’s methodology. Gioia’s meth-
odology is a systematic approach for bringing rigor to qualitative research. This 

Table 1  Participant characteristics

Participant 
number

Sector Gender Experience 
(in years)

Job function

1 Metals and mining Male 13 Operations
2 Renewable energy Male 11 Engineering Design
3 Information technology Female 10 Human Resources
4 Financial services Male 11 Business Development
5 Financial technology Female 12 Program Management
6 Information technology Female 10 Technology advisory
7 Paint manufacturing Male 10 Human Resources
8 Automobile Male 10 Sales
9 Banking Male 10 Marketing
10 Financial services Male 11 Market research
11 Banking Female 10 Finance
12 Banking Male 10 Sales
13 Technology for marine logistics Female 25 Human Resources
14 Banking Male 12 Sales
15 Auto ancillary Female 28 Human Resources
16 Technology education Male 12 Teaching & Research
17 Professional services Female 11 Project Manager
18 Fast Moving Consumer Goods Male 14 Marketing
19 Automobile Male 10 Human Resources
20 Auto ancillary Female 12 Human Resources
21 Mining & Power generation Male 15 Human Resources
22 Oil & gas Female 13 Safety
23 Industrial chemical manufacturing Male 10 Marketing
24 Electronics Male 15 Supply Chain
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robust methodology helps in credible interpretations of data, thus convincing the 
readers that the conclusions are plausible and defensible (Gioia et al., 2013). Group 
of words, phrases, and terms spoken by the participants emerge early in the research 
process. This stage is referred to as ‘1st-order concepts’ wherein the participants’ 
terms are retained verbatim and little attempt is made to distill categories. As the 
research progresses, categories and themes emerge along with similarities and dif-
ferences among the categories, thus, leading to a deeper structure in the array called 
the ‘2nd-order themes.’ At this stage, labels or phrasal descriptors are given to 
the categories. As compared to the 1st-order concepts, these 2nd-order theoretical 
themes are abstract in nature. Once the culmination of concepts and themes is done 
leading to theoretical saturation (Glaser & Strauss, 1967), the themes are distilled 
into ‘aggregate dimensions.’ Gioia’s methodology presents the research findings 
through a visual representation called the ‘data structure.’ The 1st-order concepts, 
2nd-order themes, and aggregate dimensions form the basis for drawing the data 
structure. The data structure visually demonstrates the link between the data and the 
emerging concepts, themes, and dimensions.

Following the systematic procedure for qualitative data analysis by Gioia’s meth-
odology, we transcribed the data by inductively developing a coding scheme includ-
ing 1st-order concepts, 2nd-order themes, and aggregate dimensions. First, we split 
the transcripts into manufacturing and technology-enabled service sectors to gain 
in-depth insights into the impact of WFH on employees in both sectors during the 
lockdown. Next, we familiarized ourselves with the data by repeatedly reading the 
transcripts. From the transcripts, we identified the initial ideas representing distinct 
and raw terms used by the participants, i.e., 1st-order concepts. Next, we created 
different 2nd-order themes by theoretically clubbing together similar 1st-order con-
cepts. Finally, similar themes were clubbed together to form meaningful aggregate 
dimensions. Investigator triangulation was done for the study which involves the 
participation of multiple researchers to provide multiple observations and conclu-
sions. Investigator triangulation not only confirms the study findings but also helps 
unearth different perspectives, thus, adding breadth to the phenomenon of interest 
(Carter et al., 2014; Denzin, 1978). The coding process included several iterations to 
obtain a refined data structure (Fig. 1). Table 2 provides an illustration of the coding 
system including 1st-order concepts, 2nd-order themes, and aggregate dimensions.

Results

As a result of the above data analysis, several themes and dimensions emerged 
related to the impact of WFH on employees during the COVID-19 lockdown. The 
four dimensions are role improvisation, stress, isolation, and self-initiated creativity.

Role improvisation

Due to the closure of offices and factories, there were changes witnessed in the work 
characteristics of both manufacturing and service industries during the COVID-19 
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lockdown. These modifications were primarily in terms of the number of work-
ing hours of employees and changes in their roles, theoretically referred to as role 
improvisation.

Changes in working hours

Most participants in the technology-enabled service sector reported an increase in 
the number of hours they worked. Participant 13 said, I am constantly in touch with 
employees to understand their concerns regarding COVID…counsel them, keep 
track of their health status…People’s safety is most important right now…usually, I 
worked from 9 am-6 pm…now I work from 9–9. On the contrary, manufacturing sec-
tor employees had limited scope to WFH, and thus, reported a significant reduction 
in the number of working hours.

Procedural and status changes

Since the technology-enabled service sector continued to work as usual to a 
large extent, participants indicated minor specific changes in their role with an 

Procedural and 
status changes

• Hours have increased (S)
• Increased by 2 hours (S)
• Work timing has increased (S)
• Work hours have definitely increased (S)
• Worked 11 hours – now only 7 hours (M)
• Reduced work hours (M)
• From 75 hours/week to 25 hours (M)

1st Order Concepts Aggregate Dimensions2nd Order Themes

Changes in 
working hours 

• Additional work – query handling, 
counselling employees, connect employees 
and leadership (S)

• Development is zero – only follow ups on 
closure of deals (S)

• Maintaining relationship with clients and 
take 5 certifications for my training (S)

• Maintain contact with existing clients and 
contact potential clients (S)

• Launch of new online product – change in 
portfolio (S)

• More alert – good time for fraudulent 
transactions and hacking (S)

• Complete shift to online communication (S)
• Can’t do much from home (M)
• Just sitting idle – waiting for situation to 

improve (M)
• Just keep my customers engaged (M)
• No routine work – more of developmental 

work (M)
• Knowledge sharing sessions for competency 

building (M)
• Conducting training through Zoom (M)
• Developed online training content (M)
• Internal training and well-being talks (M)

Role 
improvisation 

Fig. 1  Data structure. Note S—Concepts/themes relevant to the technology-enabled service sector. M—
Concepts/themes relevant to the manufacturing sector
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enhanced focus on employee training and customer relationship management. 
Most participants noted that they were able to work partially including client 
engagement and product designing, whereas client-side testing and implementa-
tion were suffering due to the lockdown. Further, while training is critical for all 
employees, the usual workdays keep them extremely busy with very little time for 
training. Thus, organizations were coaxing employees to train themselves online, 
attend webinars by subject matter experts, and volunteer for knowledge-sharing 
sessions. Participants in the marketing and sales function reported customer 

• My work has increased to 120% 
• Coordination and this uncertainty take most 

my time 
• Jumping from one online meeting to another
• Increase in fraudulent activities 
• No break between online meetings 
• Forced to work from home 
• Lot of ambiguity 
• Process for even a simple task has become 

complicated – besides work there is stress of 
coordination 

• I don’t push for deliverables though I know 
it’s important 

How will the economy revive?
How will we meet our targets in the future? 
Not sure about job security 
Future is not very certain 
I don’t know if my company will be able to 
cope up with the production stoppage 
Supply chain is disrupted - What to do with 
the inventory pile up in my warehouse? 
Lots of ‘ifs and buts’- creating backup plans 
Connect with my team and remind them to 
plan for the future
Stressed about the future when lockdown is 
over
Double stress when lockdown opens up

Work-related 
Stress (S)

Future-related 
stress (M)

Stress

• Family is not here – stressed about their 
well-being 

• Stress about COVID
• Worried about everyone’s health 
• Managing household work as well
• No maids…help in housework 
• Managing kids and home – disturbance 
• Ergonomics at home is not good for long 

working hours
• Panic calls from employees

Non-work 
stressors

(S & M)

• Productivity is down only
• I’m not working to my efficiency level
• Productivity is low though I’m doing my best
• Productivity is down by 50% 
• Efficiency is down – lack of schedule, lack of 

routine
• So many uncertainties, productivity is down

Reduced 
Productivity

(S & M)

• No fixed work timing 
• Working 24X7 
• Work is spread out throughout the day
• Connected all the time 
• Stress is to be constantly connected 
• No difference between work and home 

Boundary 
blurring (S)

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Fig. 1  (continued)
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engagement as the key focus because organizations are concerned about retaining 
customers post lockdown.

On the contrary, employees in the manufacturing sector reported major changes 
in their work. For instance, participant 18 who worked in a company manufactur-
ing essential items said, My work has become complicated due to restrictions in 
movement of goods. Usually, the company manufactures and through distributors 
and retailers, products reach the customer. Now I am in direct contact with the cus-
tomers. This was never a part of my portfolio. Participants in the HR function also 
reported major changes in their work including counseling, stress management, and 
ensuring employee well-being. Conducting online training to upskill employees 
and monitoring hygiene practices in plants (which were partially functioning) were 
major additions to their role. Other participants reported spending a considerable 

No visibility to my team members 
My manager doesn’t see me working
I can’t reach out to my team when I want
Low engagement
I am not motivated to work 
I work hard but what’s the use? My 
manager doesn’t know that 
Don’t feel like working - my promotion was 
due but now management said no promotion
I don’t know what the situation of the other 
person is, so I hesitate to call

Professional 

(S & M)

I am all alone
I feel lonely 

• I miss the coffee breaks 
• It was different in office – had the human 

connect 
• Miss hanging out with friends 
• I don’t feel connected to my colleagues in 

online meetings 
• I feel a disconnect with my company 
• Do I belong to this organization?

Social 

(S & M)

Isolation

Solving 
organizational 
long-pending 

issues (M)

• Indulging in more research now to crack old 
time problems

• Policy revisions for crisis times
• Worked out how to reduce the cost of 

building towers by design changes
• Analyzed what went wrong in that project –

I have a better understanding now
• Solved a logistics issue that was pending 

since many years

Nurturing 
personal growth 

(S)

• I am reading to keep myself relevant
• Volunteered to be a trainer
• Actively enriching myself – updating myself 

on the best practices in the industry
• Participated in a video storytelling 

competition – enjoyed it
• Spending time on my spiritual growth
• Joined online courses to upskill myself

Self-
initiated 
creativity

•
•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Note: S – Concepts/Themes relevant to the Technology-enabled Service sector
M - Concepts/Themes relevant to the Manufacturing sector

Fig. 1  (continued)
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Table 2  Data supporting interpretations of the impact of work from home on employees during COVID-
19

Dimensions and themes Representative quotations from the transcripts

1. Role improvisation
 Changes in working hours Work is the same but timing has increased…now I login at 9 am and 

logout at 10 pm …about 3 h more than usual (Service sector, Partici-
pant 6)

Work hours have definitely increased…I am connected through technol-
ogy all the time (Service sector, Participant 3)

Typically my job is from 10 am-7 pm focusing on selling…now in a 
typical day my sales divisional head gives instructions to us…then I 
need to delegate work to my team of 45 members…I also have to call 
customers and dealers to maintain relationships….that’s all not much 
work (Manufacturing sector, Participant 8)

Usually, I worked for about 75 h/week but now it’s about 25 h/week 
(Manufacturing sector, Participant 1)

 Procedural and status changes Reaching out to new clients and client-end delivery has slowed down 
but other things are going on as usual. (Service sector, Participant 17)

We cannot call default customers according to government instruc-
tions….so… nowadays online training has increased…how to reduce 
TAT [turnaround time], about different financial products, policy 
learning, etc. (Service sector, Participant 11)

As a usual business practice, we used to gift our clients complimentary 
passes to concerts. Now, we fix an appointment with the client and 
surprise them with a video call with their favourite artist who would 
sing songs as requested by the client. Clients are very happy. (Service 
sector, Participant 9)

I meet 70 HR managers daily over Zoom who in turn check on 8000 
employees …we are conducting online training…this was never done 
before…(Manufacturing sector, Participant 15)

I am in the supply chain so no logistics work now….we spend time 
mostly in brainstorming and problem solving as there is global pres-
sure to plan the inventory in the warehouse. (Manufacturing sector, 
Participant 24)

I’m working on policy revision due to this COVID-19 crisis …related 
to compensation and talent management (Manufacturing sector, 
Participant 19)

2. Stress
 Work-related stress This is a good time for fraudulent transactions, hacking and mali-

cious intentions….so I need to be alert and extra cautious…this 
has increased my stress….Plus, the process for a simple task has 
increased. Usually, you physically go to a colleague and talk. Now, 
they either don’t take the call or there is a poor net connection…so 
apart from work, there is an added stress of coordination. (Service 
sector, Participant 14)

Stress is definitely high…there’s a lot of ambiguity….engagement in 
the office is easy but now due to the Covid situation, I can’t push for 
deliverables (Service sector, Participant 13)

 Future-related stress Stress is due to uncertainty—will temporary employees come back? 
What will the situation be when the market opens up? (Manufacturing 
sector, Participant 20)
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Table 2  (continued)

Dimensions and themes Representative quotations from the transcripts

“….we don’t know what the market psyche would be after lockdown?” 
(Manufacturing sector, Participant 23)

“I am stressed about the future when the lockdown is over and the 
market opens up…. I have heard about 25% pay cuts and job loss.” 
(Manufacturing sector, Participant 2)

All of us are working on “if–then” scenarios…when lockdown opens 
how will the market react? (Manufacturing sector, Participant 24)

 Non-work stressors There is tension around COVID…I’m concerned about my parents as 
they are far away… they are worried about me as I am alone and in 
the COVID hotspot. (Manufacturing sector, Participant 23)

Work-related stress I can handle but I am worried about my team’s 
health and feel that I have a social responsibility. (Manufacturing 
sector, Participant 18)

…no maids….I have to help with the household work…my kid thinks 
I’m on a holiday so I should play with him all the time! (Service sec-
tor, Participant 9)

 Reduced productivity …down by almost 50%…but we understand…I have asked the leader-
ship team to think of this situation as “people agenda” and not drive 
the business agenda. (Service sector, Participant 13)

Productivity is a little low…I’m doing my best but the regular physical 
meetings give a better picture of what the client is thinking…now I’m 
not sure… (Service sector, Participant 10)

What can I do sitting at home? I don’t have much work….my produc-
tivity is very low…(Manufacturing sector, Participant 23)

 Boundary blurring There is no difference between work and home (Service sector, Partici-
pant 13)

I get calls from stressed employees even in the middle of the night 
(Service sector, Participant 3)

I am working 24 × 7 due to this technology….no break at all (Service 
sector, Participant 10)

3. Isolation
 Professional I’m working so hard but my manager doesn’t know that….he thinks I 

am not working properly from home (Service sector, Participant 12)
Many times internet connectivity is an issue…this is going to affect my 

promotion despite my hard work….my team members don’t get to see 
how I’m struggling (Service sector, Participant 17)

Training has increased from once a month to thrice a week….but I 
don’t feel connected with my colleagues the way it was in the office 
(Manufacturing sector, Participant 24)

 Social I miss the casual talks I had with my colleagues and friends in the office 
(Service sector, Participant 16)

I feel very lonely….my family is not here….and I don’t feel the same 
about my work and colleagues as it was before…(Manufacturing sec-
tor, Participant 23)

I am scared of this loneliness (Manufacturing sector, Participant 24)
4. Self-initiated creativity
 Solving organizational long-

pending issues
Every year we hire summer interns but this time only I am working 

closely with them for the first time….we are analyzing survey data 
that we collected but was kept as it is…now we are getting deeper 
insights from the data (Manufacturing sector, Participant 7)
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amount of time on research-related activities, building strategies, and brainstorming. 
Most manufacturing sector participants noted working on if–then scenarios to pre-
pare themselves for the post-lockdown situation. Stress-testing the portfolio across 
multiple scenarios, brainstorming through assumptions, and creating a dashboard of 
strategic actions would perhaps help organizations adapt in the future when business 
restarts.

Stress

Work‑related stress

High levels of work-related stress were reported by most participants in the tech-
nology-enabled service sector. Even a simple task that could be easily completed 
in a physical work scenario, had become complicated to accomplish in the WFH 
mode. This was due to the increased need for coordination and synchronization, 
thus, increasing employee stress. Further, participants reported that when meetings 
happened in the office, they would move around and get adequate breaks. However, 
in the online mode, they just jump from one meeting to another without any break.

Future‑related stress

Manufacturing sector employees reported stress primarily related to the future. 
Since most of the plants and operations had come to a grinding halt due to the lock-
down, participants in this sector could not do much from home in terms of tangible 
work. However, they were stressed thinking about the future of the economy, the 
future of their sector, the future of their organization, and the future of their jobs 

Table 2  (continued)

Dimensions and themes Representative quotations from the transcripts

With BS6 technology change, most companies have diesel models 
but we want to keep our product line running with the petrol model. 
How to do it is a challenge? And what should be the sales pitch to 
the customers? I have time to think about these now. (Manufacturing 
sector, Participant 8)

I got the time to review the gap between my company policies and 
actual practices…I need to revamp the policies now (Manufacturing 
sector, Participant 19)

 Nurturing personal growth I wanted to have a good command over the best practices in the pay-
ment industry but hardly got about 30 min/week. Now, I am spend-
ing about 4 h/week reading and learning about it. (Service sector, 
Participant 4)

I am learning how to handle data, clearing my doubts about the poli-
cies and products and I am doing a module on big data and analytics 
(Service sector, Participant 11)

I am indulging in more research now…and taking online classes to 
update myself and learn better methods of sales negotiation, sales 
pitch, and credit management. (Service sector, Participant 10)
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once the closure is lifted. Participant 24 said, the stress will be double when the 
lockdown is over.

Non‑work stressors

Besides work-related and future-related stress, non-work stressors were also at play 
across the two sectors. There was a widespread fear of the COVID-19 virus, ambi-
guity related to its nature, a lack of conclusive information about its impact, and an 
increasing number of reported cases and deaths across the globe. Further, a key sup-
port system for the Indian working-class families which was not available during the 
lockdown was domestic help for the household work. Most middle and upper-class 
Indian houses that are heavily dependent on housemaids for domestic work, found it 
difficult to perform household chores. These non-work-related stressors contributed 
to the overall stress among employees.

Reduced productivity

Unsurprisingly, most participants reported reduced levels of productivity as com-
pared to working from the office. Technology-enabled service sector participants 
noted that despite working for longer hours than usual, poor internet connectivity, 
lack of adequate ergonomics, uncertainty related to work outcomes, lack of sched-
ule, and lack of motivation were some of the reasons for low levels of productivity. 
Participants in the manufacturing sector also reported reduced productivity as pro-
ductivity in this sector is determined by physical production, movement of goods, 
and sale of tangible products (most of which were not happening in the lockdown).

Boundary blurring

Participants in the technology-enabled service sector reported a blurring of the 
work–life boundary. Work timings easily spilled over into early morning or late 
evening hours as employees were connected via technology. Employees experienced 
stress because they were connected or ‘expected to be connected’ most of the time. 
Most participants were continuously engaged in telephonic conversations, online 
meetings, or training sessions throughout the day. Some participants even said that 
they were connected 24X7. Employees with working spouses, children, and depend-
ents were finding it difficult to balance their work and family demands. The blurring 
of boundaries between personal and professional lives was a major source of stress 
reported by employees.

Isolation

Professional

Employees in the technology-enabled service sector had grave concerns regard-
ing their work not gaining visibility in the eyes of their team members and more 
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importantly, their manager. Despite working for longer hours, their productivity 
was low due to reasons beyond their control; however, the hard work of the employ-
ees was going unnoticed due to a lack of supervision mechanisms while working 
from home. Thus, some respondents felt professionally isolated. Participant 11 said, 
what’s the use of working so hard when my manager doesn’t see my work? In the 
manufacturing sector, several online trainings were being organized by the compa-
nies, but participants reported a lack of engagement and lack of motivation to par-
ticipate in the online trainings.

Social

Participants in both sectors shared that they felt lonely, disconnected, and isolated. 
Virtual meetings did not fulfill the interpersonal bonding, commitment, team spirit, 
and trust that are fostered from physical presence at the workplace. Employees 
reported feelings of social disconnection and isolation due to a lack of communi-
cation and personal interaction with other organizational members. Employees also 
felt that their sense of belongingness with the organization had reduced. Participant 
4 noted, I feel like I am doing a robotic job….there is no human connect.

Self‑initiated creativity

Solving organizational long‑pending issues

We found sparks of creativity among the participants while operating from their 
altered work environment. Several manufacturing sector employees shared that their 
organizations were grappling with long-pending issues that required cost-optimiza-
tion, better planning, and research. However, these important parameters were often 
brushed aside while attending to matters that required quick decision-making. Par-
ticipant 1 said, We had to build a logistics channel to reach north India. This was 
there in my mind for many years, but I could never do anything. I had the data but 
no time to analyze it. Now, I got 8 h of undisturbed time…and I created a proposal. 
This was done by me. Top management didn’t ask for it. Another participant (num-
ber 23) expressed, We do a lot of surveys but never get the time to get deeper into the 
data…I picked up one such project… spent 2 days on it…I not only got good insights 
for the company but also realized where we had made mistakes…how could we do 
things better…This wouldn’t have happened but for this lockdown.

Nurturing personal growth

Technology-enabled service sector employees predominantly utilized their time in 
nurturing themselves. They deliberated on how to enrich themselves with skills rel-
evant to their future career growth. They used the lockdown time productively to 
learn about the industry best practices, read subject-related content to keep them-
selves abreast of current trends, and enrolled themselves in trainings or courses over 
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online educational platforms. Most importantly, investment in nurturing themselves 
was a self-initiative.

Discussion

The COVID-19 pandemic has brought forth unprecedented global humanitarian 
challenges. As businesses were shut down, organizations tried operating to the max-
imum extent possible by directing employees to work from home. In this context, we 
designed the present study to assess the impact of WFH during the COVID-19 lock-
down on employees in the manufacturing and technology-enabled service sectors.

Past scholarly work has demonstrated that role improvisation is a central aspect of 
managing crises faced by organizations (Crossan, 1998; Lundberg & Rankin, 2014; 
Rankin et al., 2011; Webb, 2004). Lundberg and Rankin (2014) argue that changes 
in occupational roles rarely happen during regular work, however, role improvisa-
tions often happen in crises as they are necessary for enabling work continuity and 
success. Invoking the types of role improvisations (Webb, 2004), we believe that 
changes in working hours and changes in work itself signify procedural and status 
changes. Procedural changes happen when there are alterations in the way the role is 
actually performed in order to meet the demands of the crisis while status changes 
occur when the employee conducts new activities that broaden the scope of their 
roles. Employees found significant changes in their working hours and changes in 
their roles itself due to the immediacy of the situation.

Most participants reported high levels of stress and were finding it difficult to 
cope with the multitude of stressors (work-related and non-work-related) during the 
lockdown. Our findings are in line with recent works during the COVID-19 pan-
demic (see, Galanti et al., 2021; Hoff, 2021; Malhotra, 2021). For technology-ena-
bled sectors, the major stressors were low productivity despite increased working 
hours, increased need for coordination and synchronization, and process-related 
ambiguity. There was also a blurring of work–life boundaries as reported by tech-
nology-enabled service sector employees. They felt that their company expected 
them to remain connected virtually throughout the day leading to a severe breach 
in their personal and professional boundaries, thus, causing them stress. For manu-
facturing sector employees, there was no stress related to work (as they were hardly 
able to work from home), however, their stress was related to the future. Since the 
manufacturing sector companies were not able to work during the lockdown, their 
production and supply chain was badly disrupted. Hence, their concern was primar-
ily around the revival of the industry post the lifting of the lockdown. They were 
also worried about the uncertain future of the organization and their own employ-
ment status. Besides these, the non-work stressors included the ambiguity about the 
pandemic, the fear of the disease itself, managing household work due to lack of 
domestic help, lack of appropriate ergonomics to work at home, and managing fam-
ily responsibilities (home-schooling and elderly care).

Working from home during the lockdown led to feelings of professional and 
social isolation among employees. Our findings corroborated not only with past 
works of scholars (such as Cooper & Kurland, 2002; Gajendran & Harrison, 2007; 
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Golden et al., 2008; Mulki & Jaramillo, 2011) but also with recent works (such as 
Ashforth, 2020; Galanti et al., 2021; Hoff, 2021). Colleagues hesitated to call each 
other for work because they did not know what the situation of the other person was. 
They also felt that despite their long working hours, their team members and man-
ager could not ‘see’ their hard work. They feared that lack of visibility of work to the 
manager will lead to the ‘out-of-sight-out-of-mind’ situation. They also felt socially 
isolated due to a lack of physical interaction with colleagues and team members. 
Virtual meetings did not fulfill the need for human interaction and belongingness. 
Casual conversations in the corridors or coffee rooms are an important part of an 
employee’s work as it builds a sense of connection with others and most importantly 
belongingness with the organization. Most employees felt disconnected from their 
work, team, or organization, as they worked from home.

Creativity boost among employees during the lockdown was an intriguing and 
novel finding of the study. A remarkable characteristic outcome of some of the his-
torical lockdowns associated with epidemic outbreaks has been the ability of a few 
individuals to achieve unprecedented heights in their domain. The renowned histo-
rian Toynbee (1972) discussed this ability within a ‘challenge-response’ theoretical 
framework. Massive disruptions such as those caused by COVID-19 qualify as a 
‘challenge,’ and the response to a challenge is likely to be unpredictable. While one 
response to the challenge could be surrender, challenges can also push human crea-
tivity to the highest levels. Thus, the ability to leverage information technology and 
communication to continue business operations despite the challenge of COVID-19 
itself represents a collective and creative response of mankind to the challenge.

At an individual level, for instance, Isaac Newton discovered the law of gravita-
tion and calculus in 1666 while living in isolation, when the University of Cam-
bridge was shut on account of the bubonic plague. This year came to be known as 
‘Annus Mirabilis’ (the miraculous year) in Newton’s honor (Manuel, 1968). While 
this is an example of an extreme human achievement in the backdrop of adver-
sity, our study findings demonstrate that it is plausible for creative tendencies to 
be ignited in individuals when they are subjected to challenging times such as the 
present situation caused by the pandemic. Further, employees found some quality 
time to ‘think’ and engage themselves creatively. In the normal course of business, 
though employees were aware of organizational problems that were important but 
not urgent, they did not have enough time to deliberate on problem-solving. During 
the lockdown, employees got some time to think about such long-pending problems 
and design creative solutions. Likewise, employees were aware of their upskilling 
needs; however, the lockdown provided them with the opportunity to nurture them-
selves by enrolling in online courses and training for their upskilling. Our findings 
support recent studies in the COVID-19 context (for instance, Beghetto, 2021; Du 
et al., 2021; Impey & Formanek, 2021; Tønnessen et al., 2021).

Practical implications

Managing crises in organizations require a significant amount of effort and col-
laboration among multiple internal stakeholders including managers, leaders, and 
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employees. As highlighted by Malik and Sanders (2021), meticulous planning by 
the leaders, decisive action by the managers, and execution by the employees are 
invaluable competencies required during crisis times. In order to overcome the WFH 
stress and feelings of isolation experienced by employees, managers must develop 
the skills of empathy, flexibility, and communicate managerial trust to employees. 
These will not only reduce employee stress but also develop a sense of consolation 
that the manager (and the organization) cares for them. Consequently, this will ena-
ble a sense of obligation among employees working from home to reciprocate the 
managerial trust and enhance work performance.

Next, leadership must promote and communicate the organization’s focus on 
employee well-being and resilience. While this may require investments in human 
capital and realistic performance management expectations, communication of the 
same by leaders to employees is extremely critical. Leadership’s ability in handling 
ambiguity, agility in decision-making, empathy, and creating an organizational cul-
ture that facilitates remote work are important competencies to be developed by 
leaders to lead their organizations through the crisis. At the individual level, skillsets 
that need to be developed for WFH during (and after) the crisis include the ability 
to work independently, enhance personal accountability, self-motivation, collabora-
tion, and the mindset to learn continuously (Shankar, 2020; Slavković et al., 2022). 
Building these skills and behaviors are the thrust areas for individuals and organiza-
tions to work smoothly remotely even in the post-pandemic era.

While role improvisation is a foundation of emergency management (Webb, 
2004), it is challenging for practitioners to balance the organizational need to sur-
vive the crisis times and individuals’ issues during the crisis. Although role improvi-
sation may be necessary to meet organizational demands, managers must be able 
to manage its side effects on employees. Thus, in the present context, organizations 
will have to reflect upon their current policies and processes related to WFH and 
redefine overall functioning to reflect and conform to the changes happening in the 
larger societal context. The adaptation process would include taking cues from the 
general and economic conditions, the changing nature of employees’ work, their 
readiness to return to work, and the impact of the crisis on their attitude and well-
being. In the new India post-pandemic phase, organizations will have to adapt them-
selves to the drastically changing ecosystem by becoming increasingly agile.

Manufacturing sector

In the present pandemic, we found sparks of creativity among employees while cop-
ing with their altered work environment. This finding holds practical significance 
in that organizations should provide a certain amount of liberty in space and time 
to their employees. This freedom may enable employees to come up with action-
able ideas to either improve the existing processes or resolve important issues that 
had previously not attracted attention due to their non-urgent nature. This was found 
more relevant in the manufacturing sector where a large fraction of the workforce 
was not equipped to WFH. While creativity in such an isolated situation may dem-
onstrate itself as a limited benefit for industries, managers should be aware of such 
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possibilities to tap into the creative skills of employees. Identifying creative employ-
ees and allowing them solitude to experiment and deeply focus may result in tangi-
ble, inspiring, and worthwhile pursuits.

Further, the pandemic has forced manufacturing sector organizations to rethink 
their workforce models in terms of adapting the roles and required skill sets of 
employees to optimally function in the post-lockdown situation. Current consider-
ations have brought forth a good opportunity before leaders to assess the roles of 
all employees in the organization: roles critical for physical presence on-site, flex-
ible roles for on-site presence, and roles that can fully work remotely. For on-site 
employees, line managers must account for maintaining adequate physical distanc-
ing and ensuring that all safety protocols are being strictly followed. Since WFH 
saves commute time for employees and reduces infrastructure costs for employers, 
leaders should encourage employees who are willing to continue WFH to develop 
the abovementioned skillsets to swiftly shift into flexible arrangements (on-site or 
remote roles) as needed in the new India in the post-pandemic phase.

Technology‑enabled service sector

A large fraction of this sector can adequately function virtually via technology, 
thus, WFH to a considerable extent may continue in the post-pandemic India Inc. 
However, stress among employees must be alleviated. In their attempt to maintain 
desired levels of productivity and efficiency, employees tend to overwork. Further, 
coordinating activities, reaching the right person for troubleshooting, approach-
ing the higher-ups in the organization for guidance, etc., become difficult as people 
work remotely. While these problems may be brushed aside as hiccups in the sudden 
response to pandemic lockdown, they highlight actionable areas for smooth business 
functioning in the post-pandemic scenario. Employees must have the right infra-
structure, appropriate ergonomics, access to information and resources, and proper 
protocols to work efficiently from home.

Further, with the blurring of boundaries between work and home, employers 
must increase flexibility to account for employees’ work–life balance, while employ-
ees themselves must be accountable for their work. Managerial trust in employees 
is a key consideration in this regard. With limited control/supervision/face-to-face 
interactions, managers must have faith in their subordinates and should boost their 
self-confidence. Regular communication of work-related goals would help employ-
ees stay focused on the purpose, motivate them to perform, and remain connected to 
the organizational core. This is critical given that feelings of isolation can become a 
persistent challenge in a WFH environment. Processes such as interpersonal interac-
tions, unscheduled discussions, and informal learning build trust among organiza-
tional members. These key mechanisms are severed during isolation. Thus, leaders 
need to check the synchronicity of WFH arrangements with an individual’s need 
to nurture a sense of belonging with the organization. While video meetings may 
diminish the sense of isolation to some extent, in the new India post-pandemic 
phase, a hybrid model could be proposed to employees. This model would provide 
employees an option to work remotely as well as on-site in an alternate timeframe 
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basis as required by the project. This flexible arrangement will not only provide an 
optimal balance of productivity, efficiency, morale, and connectivity, but also ease 
the infrastructure, logistics, and maintenance costs for organizations.

Theoretical contributions

This study makes two important contributions to the existing literature. First, we 
contribute to the growing literature on WFH triggered at a mass scale due to the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Despite numerous challenges, the unexpected implemen-
tation of the work-from-home model during the pandemic has been a revelation 
for employees and organizations. Our qualitative study findings help in providing 
insights into the crisis originated WFH model and its impacts on employees. First, 
while WFH was an immediate organizational response to the unprecedented crisis, it 
was forced upon the employees, thus causing them various kinds of stress. Second, 
the new WFH model created several work-related demands and changed the nature 
of the work itself. Third, employees had a heightened sense of isolation and lack 
of belongingness with the organization and its members. Thus, the new theoretical 
WFH model must take these outcomes into account in order to reap the benefits of 
WFH.

Second, we contribute to the literature on creativity. While there is evidence of 
creativity in aloneness or voluntary isolation (Bowker et al., 2017), ours is one of 
the first studies to find people’s creative tendencies when they were forced to work 
from home by their employers under conditions of forced isolation. This is because 
individuals spent uninterrupted and quality time on a task of their choice. Solitude 
engendered their intellectual capabilities and creative thinking. Thus, time spent in 
mandatory seclusion enhanced employees’ involvement with the task and fostered 
creative outcomes. Our study also supports and augments the creativity literature 
by underscoring the importance of intrinsic motivation (i.e., self-initiated creativity) 
during the lockdown caused by the pandemic.

Limitations and future directions

An important aspect that future researchers should consider is the individual’s dis-
position towards remote work. Individuals with personality traits such as consci-
entiousness and agreeableness may contribute positively while working in remote 
environments (Neill et al., 2014). Further, not everyone has the ability to work inde-
pendently, be self-motivated, and collaborate/network effectively remotely. Thus, 
employees along with their managers must determine whether they can function 
optimally in a virtual or physical, or hybrid environment. Future research must also 
measure an individual’s propensity to WFH considering the above skillsets.

Next, with regard to evidence, our study findings are based on employees work-
ing from home in India. Since it has been more than two years since the COVID-19 
pandemic affected the globe with its multiple waves, future research can compare 
the outlook of employees WFH in those countries that more were affected by the 
pandemic with those countries that were relatively less affected.
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Further, as more employees and organizations shift to the WFH/hybrid model, 
several changes will be necessitated in the human resource management policies and 
practices. For instance, what will be the hiring criterion and service conditions for 
employees working on-site, working remotely, or in a hybrid arrangement? How will 
managers measure employee productivity and review the performance of these dif-
ferent segments of the workforce? How will trust be engendered among organiza-
tional members? How will the social relations at work change? How will leaders 
include, value, and lead this mix of the physical and virtual workforce? How will 
leaders motivate employees to embrace and trust new technologies such as artifi-
cial intelligence-mediated knowledge-sharing platforms? How will leaders develop 
behaviors to deal with the upsurge of negative outcomes among employees such as 
stress, isolation, exclusion, and lack of belongingness? How will the leaders build 
and reinforce the culture and values of the organization (especially among the new 
recruits)? We believe that these avenues are well worthy of further examination and 
quantitative studies can investigate the phenomenon in depth.

Conclusion

The outbreak of coronavirus, COVID-19 becoming a pandemic, shutdown of eco-
nomic activities, and confinement of people to their homes—a lot has all happened 
since 2020. However, rather than meekly succumbing to the crisis, the human spirit 
was collectively emboldened by continuing their vocation in capacities as much as 
possible. Individuals working in the home-based virtual environment in India Inc. 
expressed several modifications in their roles and work itself due to the pandemic 
demands. Stress levels increased due to work and non-work-related stressors pri-
marily around balancing work and family responsibilities, synchronization of work 
remotely, uncertainties related to the future, and the deadly nature of the COVID-19 
disease. Heightened levels of isolation and lack of belongingness were also expe-
rienced by employees as they worked from home. However, on the positive side, 
sparks of creativity were ignited in these individuals who were forced to WFH. 
Employees spent quality time upskilling themselves or solving long-pending organi-
zational issues. Most importantly, the creativity was self-initiated. While we did 
not witness the fruition of creativity within the study’s limited timeframe, we hope 
organizations will continue to leverage their employees’ creative instincts. With sev-
eral waves of the COVID-19 pandemic disrupting organizational functioning repeat-
edly, we believe that a hybrid work-from-home model will be an ideal choice for 
organizations in the future. Our study provides key insights to managers and lead-
ers towards developing an optimal work-from-home model that will enable resilient 
business functioning in the post-pandemic new India.

Appendix: Interview schedule

1. What changes have happened in your work as a consequence of the lockdown?
2. As compared to your usual levels of stress, how stressed are you these days?
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3. What is your level of productivity these days?
4. How connected do you feel with your colleagues?
5. Did you embark upon any new tasks during the lockdown?
6. Company’s information: Sector.
7. Personal information: Gender, job function, and total years of work experience.
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