' edition, October 26-27 2023, Bucharest

STRATEGICA International Conference, 11

REMOTE, ON-SITE, OR HYBRID WORK. A COMPARATIVE STUDY ON
WORK ALIENATION, WORKPLACE LONELINESS, AND WORK
ENGAGEMENT

Dan Florin STANESCU
National University of Political Science and Public Administration
304, Expozitiei Blvd., 012104 Bucharest, RO
dan.stanescu@comunicare.ro

Marius Constantin ROMASCANU
National University of Political Science and Public Administration
304, Expozitiei Blvd,, 012104 Bucharest, RO
marius.romascanu@comunicare.ro

doi: 10.25019/STR/2023.040

Abstract

The current study examines the possible differences regarding workplace alienation,
workplace loneliness, and work engagement depending on three work settings: work
from home, in a hybrid format, and on-site exclusively. Social relationships are very
important in people's lives, and we have to be aware that we spend most of our time in
the workplace. Therefore, if we fail to bear such relationships, we will be apt to feel
loneliness and alienation, which might negatively affect a series of organizational
outcomes such as work engagement, role conflict, role ambiguity, and job performance.
The study is based on a cross-sectional design, with data being collected from a
convenience sample of 78 participants (8 males, 70 females), aged between 21 and 53
years old (M=30.88, SD=9.00) through the following structured questionnaires:
Loneliness at Work, Work Alienation Scale, and The Utrecht Work Engagement Scale. Of
those 78 participants, 23 work from home, 25 in a hybrid format, and 30 on-site
exclusively. An analysis of variance (ANOVA) yielded significant variation among
conditions for all the selected variables - work alienation (F(2, 75) = 111.04, p < .01),
workplace loneliness (F(2, 75) = 4.219, p <.05), and work engagement (F(2, 75) = 6.740,
p < .01). A post hoc Tukey test showed significant differences in work alienation levels
between those working from home and those working in hybrid (p<.01) or on-site
(p<.01). Similar results were obtained also for the work engagement. Thus, those working
from home showed lower levels of work engagement compared with those working in a
hybrid format (p<.01) or on-site only (p<.05). Moreover, workplace loneliness showed
significant differences only between those working from home and those working on-site
only (p<.05). Practical implications of the recent study are discussed as well as some
directions for future research in the area. Future studies can include new variables such
as perceived social support, organizational commitment, or organizational citizenship
behavior.

Keywords
hybrid work; on-site work; remote work; work alienation; work engagement; workplace
loneliness.
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Introduction

Over the past decade, particularly in the last two to three years, we have witnessed a
series of profound social changes that have significantly impacted the workplace and
job-related activities, as noted by Guo in 2020. Some of these transformations have
substantially altered social relationships and interpersonal dynamics. For instance, the
emergence of the COVID-19 pandemic has sparked a growing demand for a remote or a
hybrid workplace model. As mentioned by Igbal et al. (2021), while certain countries
have eased their lockdown measures, businesses are cautiously establishing more
robust work arrangements; “many are already operating the hybrid system while
others are running fully remote” (p.45).

According to Cook et al. (2020), hybridity combines the physical work arrangement
and the remote work systems (Cook et al., 2020). Cook and colleagues (2020, p. 1156)
argued that “people connect and interact through a hybrid network of physical and
technology-mediated encounters to co-construct knowledge and effectively engage in
positioning practices necessary for their work.” Furthermore, Igbal et al. (2021)
mentioned that “the hybrid system is an initiative introduced to cater to the specific
needs of a system or organization’s active parties. If existing in a situation of unique
requirements, a hybrid arrangement should serve as a solution to the challenges of
location, distance, cost, availability, and management” (p.29).

As outlined by Abiddin and colleagues in 2022, individuals participating in remote
work experience increased flexibility in managing their daily work schedules, allowing
them to balance their professional and personal lives better. Moreover, previous
studies on the work-from-home effects focused on work performance and productivity
(Barrero et al., 2021). To begin with, the survey conducted by Bloom et al. (2015)
demonstrated that remote work led to an average 13% increase in productivity among
Chinese call center employees, as observed in randomized control trials. Furthermore,
implementing a "work-from-anywhere" strategy resulted in a 4% improvement in
productivity, as evidenced in a natural experiment involving employees at the U.S.
Patent Office, as reported by Choudhury and colleagues in 2021.

However, the rise of work-from-home, hybrid, and on-site work arrangements with
fewer colleagues has contributed to the prevalence of workplace loneliness.
Furthermore, the advent of virtual teams and technology tools such as Teams, Webex,
Zoom, and others has placed employees in a situation where they no longer need to
physically leave their locations, making it challenging to maintain interactions among
members of the organization.

Literature review
Workplace loneliness

Defined as a prevalent adverse emotion in the workplace (Guo, 2020), workplace
loneliness typically manifests as a sorrowful sentiment stemming from the dearth of
interpersonal communication among employees in their work environment, as
discussed by Wright in 2005. Subsequently, Wright and colleagues (2006) expanded
this definition to encompass individuals' feelings of non-membership and emotional
deprivation within the organization. Emotional deprivation arises from the unmet
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attachment needs of employees due to insufficient quality and quantity of
interpersonal relationships. Loss of the sense of membership relates to the
disengagement from organizational connections and a feeling of estrangement from
other members of the respective organization, as detailed by Wright et al. in their 2006
study.

Prior research has indicated that workplace loneliness is detrimental at both the
individual and organizational levels, as Ozcelik and Barsade (2018) and Peng et al.
(2017) noted. Ernst and Cacioppo (1998) pointed out that loneliness is associated with
a range of effects, including depression, hostility, withdrawal, and even alienation. In
the realm of organizational studies, similar effects, such as anxiety, anger, depression,
and heightened sensitivity, have been observed at the individual level. Additionally,
various organizational-level effects encompass job satisfaction, turnover intentions,
attachment, and commitment (Peplau & Perlman, 1982; Wright, 2005).

Work alienation

In this context, interest in the phenomenon of work alienation has been resurgent, as
indicated by previous studies (Kanungo, 1982; Wegner, 1975). Work alienation occurs
when employees perceive their work environment as incompatible with their needs,
values, and overall well-being. Additionally, Kanungo (1979) and Schacht (1970) have
emphasized that the essence of work alienation lies in individuals' sense of
disconnection from some aspects of their organizational surroundings.

Various variables can predict employees' experience of work alienation, with some
related to environmental or organizational factors, as noted by Ozer and colleagues
(2017). In a meta-analysis conducted by Chiaburu and his team in 2014, observed
predictors of work alienation included job design, personality traits, supportive
leadership, and the nature of the job itself. Furthermore, Mottaz (1981) found that a
lack of meaningful work potently predicted alienation. Other researchers (Santas et al,,
2016; Tummers & Den Dulk, 2013) have identified various effects of work alienation,
encompassing various employee attitudes and behaviors. These effects include job
satisfaction, organizational commitment, absenteeism, turnover intention, burnout,
task, contextual performance, and counterproductive work behavior. Additionally,
Brender-Ilan (2012) discovered that alienation is inversely related to controlling
activities, self-regulation regarding job functions, work engagement, and effective
organizational commitment.

More recent empirical studies conducted in the past decade have established that this
state of work alienation is associated with poor job performance (Kartal, 2018),
diminished commitment (Tummers & den Dulk, 2013), reduced career satisfaction
(Chiaburu et al., 2013), substance abuse, particularly alcohol (Isralowitz et al., 2012),
and heightened turnover intentions (Du Plooy & Roodt, 2010). Therefore, as
emphasized by Vanderstukken and Caniéls (2021), it is imperative to take every
measure to prevent work alienation and “should therefore be avoided at any cost”
(p.640).
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Work engagement

Work engagement is commonly characterized as a self-sustaining, all-encompassing,
constructive, and gratifying emotional and cognitive state related to work, as outlined
by Schaufeli and colleagues (2002). This description aligns with numerous research
studies that define work engagement as a motivational and psychological state
featuring three key dimensions: vigor, dedication, and absorption, as presented by
Bakker and Demerouti (2008) and Salanova and Schaufeli (2008).

The first dimension, referred to as "vigor," represents the vitality and mental resilience
of employees, as well as their eagerness to invest effort in their work and maintain
resilience when confronted with challenging tasks or tight deadlines (Gonzalez-Roma
et al., 2006). The second dimension, "dedication," measures an employee's profound
involvement in their work and psychological connection to it. This dimension
encompasses strong feelings of significance, enthusiasm, inspiration, pride, and a sense
of challenge. The third facet of engagement, termed "absorption,” characterizes an
employee's deep immersion, intense concentration, and profound engagement in their
work to the extent that they lose track of time and encounter difficulties in disengaging
from their tasks (Gonzalez-Roma et al., 2006).

The fundamental aspects of work engagement, specifically vigor and dedication
(Gonzalez-Roma et al.,, 2006), are often considered antithetical to exhaustion and
cynicism, which are the well-established dimensions of burnout. Furthermore, a body
of research (Salanova, Agut, & Peiro, 2005) has demonstrated that work engagement
positively correlates with task and contextual performance (Bakker, Demerouti, &
Verbeke, 2004). Additional studies (Bakker & Demerouti, 2008; Hakanen, Bakker, &
Schaufeli, 2006; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004) have indicated that a high level of work
engagement is also associated with a reduced likelihood of employee turnover and
intentions to quit.

Starting from the previous findings in similar studies related to different work settings,
we have developed the following research questions:
v/ RQ1: Are there any differences between those working from home, those in
hybrid work, and those working on-site regarding work alienation
v RQ2: Are there any differences between those working from home, those in
hybrid work, and those working on-site regarding workplace loneliness
v/ RQ3: Are there any differences between those working from home, those in
hybrid work, and those working on-site regarding work engagement

Methodology

In this study, we aim to examine the possible differences regarding workplace
alienation, workplace loneliness, and work engagement depending on three work
settings: work from home, in a hybrid format, and on-site exclusively.

Sample and procedure

The sample consisted of 78 participants (8 men and 70 women). The age range of the
participants was between 21 and 53 years old (M=30.88, SD=9.00). Of those 78
participants, 23 work from home, 25 in a hybrid format, and 30 on-site exclusively. For
data collection, a purposive convenience sampling technique was used. A self-reported
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data collection technique was employed. The questionnaire was implemented in the
Google Forms platform together with the informed consent. The study meets all the
criteria established within the ethical guidelines of the faculty.

Measures

All participants were ensured about the confidentiality of the data and that it would be
only used for research purposes. They were invited to fill in a set of questionnaires
compiling the following measures: Work Alienation Scale (Nair & Vohra, 2009),
Loneliness at Work Scale (Wright, Burt, & Strongman, 2006), and The Utrecht Work
Engagement Scale (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004).

The Work Alienation Scale (Nair & Vohra, 2009) consists of 8 items. The answers are
distributed on a seven-option Likert scale from 1 (total disagreement) to 7 (total
agreement). The internal consistency coefficient (Cronbach’s Alpha) was 0=.936.

Loneliness at Work Scale (Wright, Burt, & Strongman, 2006) is a questionnaire that
comprises 16 items structured on two dimensions: emotional deprivation and social
companionship. Each item consisted of a 5-point Likert Scale with different statements
that inquired the extent to which the respondent agreed or disagreed. A response of 1
indicated strongly disagree, and 5 indicated strongly agree. The internal consistency
coefficient of the composite score was a=.933.

The Utrecht Work Engagement Scale (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004) is a 17-item scale
distributed on three dimensions: vigor, dedication, and absorption. All items were
scored on a seven-point rating scale ranging from 0 (‘never’) to 6 (‘always’). The
reliability was very good for the composite score (a = .957) and individual
subdimensions (Vigor a = .868, Dedication a =.943, Absorption a =.889).

Results and discussion

Data analyses were performed in SPSS 26.0 (IBM Corporation, 2019). Because the
present study is based on self-report questionnaires, Harman’s single-factor test was
performed to verify common method bias (Tehseen, Ramayah, & Sajilan, 2017).
Following the guidance of Podsakoff and colleagues (2003), an exploratory factor
analysis was conducted on all items associated with the selected variables. The
outcome revealed that the initial factor explained only 27.24% of the variance,
indicating that common method bias is not a widespread concern in this study.

The ANOVA and Tukey HSD multiple comparisons were performed to respond to the
previously stated research questions. The results are presented in Tables 1 to 4. As can
be observed, all ANOVA results show significant variation among conditions (type of
work) for the selected variables - work alienation (F(2, 75) = 111.04, p < .01),
workplace loneliness (F(2, 75) = 4.219, p < .05), and work engagement (F(2, 75) =
6.740,p <.01).
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Table 1. Analysis of variance (Source: Authors’ own research results)

Sum of
Squares df | Mean Square F Sig.
Work Between 2636.645 2 1318.322 11.04 | .000
alienation Groups 0
Within Groups 8956.240 75 119.417
Total 11592.885 77
Loneliness Between 1375.137 2 687.569 4.219 | .018
at work Groups
Within Groups 12222.657 75 162.969
Total 13597.795 77
Work Between 3809.866 2 1904.933 6.740 | .002
engagement | Groups
Within Groups 21197.019 75 282.627
Total 25006.885 77

In the following a series of multiple comparisons were computed using Tukey HSD test
(Tables 2, 3, and 4) to identify possible differences between different work settings
regarding work alienation, workplace loneliness, and work engagement, thus
answering the previously stated research questions (RQ1: Are there any differences
between those working from home, those in hybrid work, and those working on-site
regarding work alienation; RQ2: Are there any differences between those working from
home, those in hybrid work, and those working on-site regarding workplace loneliness;
RQ3: Are there any differences between those working from home, those in hybrid
work, and those working on-site regarding work engagement).

Table 2. Tukey HSD Multiple Comparisons - Work alienation
(Source: Authors’ own research results)

959% Confidence
M ()] Mean Interval
Dependen | work_ | work_ | Difference Lower Upper

t Variable | type | type (I-]) Std. Error | Sig. | Bound Bound

Work 1.00 | 2.00 | 13.32000° 3.15732 | .000 | 5.7705 20.8695

alienation 3.00 | 12.20000" 3.02863 |.000 | 4.9582 19.4418

2.00 1.00 |-13.32000" | 3.15732 |.000 |-20.8695| -5.7705

3.00 | -1.12000 295926 | .924 | -8.1959 5.9559

3.00 1.00 | -12.20000" | 3.02863 .000 | -19.4418 | -4.9582

2.00 1.12000 295926 | .924 | -5.9559 8.1959

*. The mean difference is significant at the 0.05 level.

Table 2 reveals significant differences in the levels of work alienation between those
working from home and those in hybrid work (p<.01) as well as between those
working from home and those working on-site (p<.01). Furthermore, no significant
difference was observed between those in hybrid work and those working on-site

(p>.05).
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Table 3. Tukey HSD Multiple Comparisons - Loneliness at Work (Source: Authors’
own research results)

95% Confidence
M ) Mean Interval
Dependent | work_ | work_ | Difference Std. Lower Upper
Variable type | type (I-)) Error Sig. Bound | Bound
Loneliness 1.00 | 2.00 5.17217 3.68841 | .345 | -3.6472 | 13.9916
at work 3.00 | 10.25217" | 3.53806 | .014 1.7923 | 18.7121

2.00 | 1.00 | -5.17217 | 3.68841 | .345 | -13.9916 | 3.6472
3.00 5.08000 3.45703 | .311 | -3.1861 | 13.3461
3.00 | 1.00 |-10.25217" | 3.53806 | .014 | -18.7121 | -1.7923
2.00 | -5.08000 | 3.45703 | .311 | -13.3461 | 3.1861
*.The mean difference is significant at the 0.05 level.

The results obtained for the loneliness at work levels are slightly different (Table 3).
Thus, no significant difference was observed between those working from home and
those in hybrid work (p>.05) or between those in hybrid work and those working on-
site (p>.05). The only significant difference was identified between those working from
home an those working on-site (p<.05).

Table 4. Tukey HSD Multiple Comparisons - Work engagement (Source: Authors’
own research results)

95% Confidence

m 1)) Mean Interval
Dependent | work | work_| Difference Lower Upper
Variable | _type | type (I-)) Std. Error | Sig. Bound | Bound
Work 1.00 | 2.00 | -17.23478" 4.85728 .002 |-28.8491 | -5.6205
engagement 3.00 | -12.66812" 4.65929 .022 |-23.8090 | -1.5272

2.00 | 1.00 17.23478" 4.85728 .002 | 5.6205 | 28.8491

3.00 4.56667 4.55258 577 | -6.3191 | 15.4524

3.00 | 1.00 12.66812" 4.65929 022 | 1.5272 | 23.8090

2.00 -4.56667 4.55258 577 |-15.4524 | 6.3191

*. The mean difference is significant at the 0.05 level.

The last series of multiple comparisons was performed to identify the differences
between work settings for the work engagement levels. The results presented in Table
3 show significant differences in the levels of work engagement between those
working from home and those in hybrid work (p<.01) as well as between those
working from home and those working on-site (p<.05). No significant difference was
observed between those in hybrid work and those working on-site (p>.05).

Conclusions

This study aimed to investigate potential variations in workplace alienation, workplace
loneliness, and work engagement across three distinct work settings: remote work, a
hybrid arrangement, and on-site employment. Given the significance of social
connections in individuals' lives and the substantial time spent in the workplace, it is
crucial to acknowledge that a deficit in these relationships may lead to loneliness and
alienation. These emotions can, in turn, have adverse implications for various
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organizational outcomes, including work engagement, role conflict, role ambiguity, and
job performance.

The analysis of variance (ANOVA) revealed significant variation among conditions for
all selected variables - work alienation (F(2, 75) = 111.04, p < .01), workplace
loneliness (F(2, 75) = 4.219, p <.05), and work engagement (F(2, 75) = 6.740, p < .01).
Subsequent post hoc Tukey tests demonstrated substantial differences in work
alienation levels between individuals working from home and those working in a
hybrid format (p < .01) or solely on-site (p < .01). Similar findings were observed for
work engagement, indicating that individuals working from home exhibited lower
levels of work engagement in comparison to those in a hybrid format (p < .01) or
exclusively on-site (p < .05). Furthermore, workplace loneliness exhibited significant
differences only between those working from home and those working exclusively on-
site (p <.05).

Previous studies mirror those results (Lagios et al, 2023), which revealed that
employees experienced higher levels of work alienation during the COVID-19
pandemic compared to the period before it, likely due to the significant alterations in
work conditions, namely working from home (Rudolph et al., 2021). These findings
align with Guo et al.'s (2021) assertion that the changes in work dynamics brought
about by the COVID-19 pandemic and the work-from-home work settings would
heighten employees' sense of work alienation.

Certainly, the pandemic and the following years brought a shift in many work-related
aspects. With the predominance of physical distancing and the growing reliance on
digital platforms as the primary mode of communication, employees found themselves
with fewer opportunities for social interactions. Consequently, this reduction in social
engagement heightened their sense of professional isolation and feelings of loneliness.
This sense of isolation and loneliness, in turn, was discovered to be associated with an
increased feeling of work alienation. This observation aligns with prior research
indicating that work alienation tends to emerge due to social isolation and weakened
interpersonal relationships (Conway et al, 2020; Nair & Vohra, 2010). Lastly, our
results are also consistent with Wax and colleagues' (2022) findings, who found that
the interaction between workplace loneliness and remote work affects both affective
organizational commitment and perceptions of coworker support.

While this study has notable strengths, it is important to recognize and address certain
limitations. First and foremost, our reliance exclusively on self-reported measures
introduces the possibility of common method variance and social desirability bias
influencing the results. This was addressed by performing Harman'’s single-factor test
analysis. Furthermore, our sample may have issues of generalizability due to the low
number of participants in each type of work setting.

Subsequent studies could enhance our findings by embracing a more comprehensive
approach. Given the observed blurring of boundaries between work and home life, as
indicated by research (Rudolph et al, 2021), an intriguing avenue for exploration
would involve delving into the cross-domain determinants of both work alienation and
workplace loneliness. For example, contrary to Abiddin et al. (2022) findings, other
scholars highlighted that many employees have reported increased challenges in
balancing work and family responsibilities (Rudolph et al., 2021), which can ultimately
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contribute to the development of work alienation (Fedi et al, 2016). Additionally,
future studies could also delve into the potential "side effects" of work alienation, such
as their influence on employees' drinking behaviors (Chiaburu et al., 2014).
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