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Abstract 

 

The adoption of remote work increased since the COVID-19 pandemic, with many 

organisations not prepared for the shift. The growing interest for organisations to sustain 

remote work policies called for an understanding of the impact on collaboration and 

knowledge sharing. The study aimed to understand the influence remote work has on 

collaboration and knowledge sharing by investigating the relational-social factors that 

provides a social presence for collaborators online. A qualitative study based on 14 

semi-structured interviews was conducted with majority of individuals from the financial 

services industry in Johannesburg, South Africa. The findings of the study revealed that 

the shift to remote work brought benefits as well as challenges for collaborators, people 

that formed relationships and had a history of working together before remote work, 

collaborated better than those without. Individual with no history of working with member 

in the team (new joiners) struggled to build relationships, thus feeling isolated. The 

research contributes to the body of knowledge by developing a conceptual model that 

aim to aid other researcher interested in relational-social factor to improve virtual 

collaboration. The research provides a contribution towards improving social presence 

to achieve successful collaboration and knowledge sharing. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction to research problem 

1.1 Introduction and description of the problem 

In today’s world, collaboration no longer happens within defined organisational 

boundaries. However, it happens between distant individuals, teams, and organisational 

structures, creating dynamic teams with diverse individuals from within and outside the 

organisation (Chen & McDonald, 2015). Factors such as trust, communication, shared 

understanding between team members, group norms, and members’ sense of belonging 

facilitate collaboration and knowledge sharing (O’leary et al., 2020). Any changes that 

affect collaboration patterns also affect knowledge sharing among teams (Chen & 

McDonald, 2015). 

In the early months of 2020, the World Health Organization (WHO) publicly declared the 

COVID-19 outbreak a world-wide pandemic (World Health Organization, 2020). The 

declaration meant that governments across the world had to activate a state of 

emergency plan, which led to businesses arranging for employees to work from home 

to limit social interactions (Bell, 2021).  

Before COVID-19 was declared a pandemic, there were organisations that already had 

implemented remote work policies. It was reported that in countries like America, only 

5% of employees were remote workers, and in the European Union, 3.2% of employees 

were remote workers (Sostero et al., 2020). In a survey by Michael Page for South 

Africa, 26% of the participants reported working remotely (MichaelPage, n.d.). While not 

many organisations implemented remote work policies before the pandemic, most 

businesses were forced to accelerate the move away from the office with insufficient 

experience and understanding of working from home and its challenges. During the 

pandemic, more than a third of European workers and half of workers in America were 

in remote work arrangements (Barrero et al., 2021). 

Like most organisations during the pandemic, Microsoft enacted the remote work policy 

for the organisation to limit social interactions. In a study conducted in the United States 

(US) on Microsoft employees, the findings indicated that the move to remote work had 

a negative effect on team collaboration and communication by creating silos and static 
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teams (Yang et al., 2022). The silos resulted in teams that needed to collaborate having 

fewer connections and, thus, bridges formed across the business. In addition, remote 

teams preferred using asynchronous communication compared to synchronous, which 

impacted knowledge sharing (Yang et al., 2022). 

Another study done by VitalSmarts, a pioneer in business development, revealed that 

working from home negatively impacted one of their key performance indicators: 

communication (Christiansen, 2021). The study found that more and more people 

avoided communicating their concerns with colleagues and managers than they would 

if they were in person. This type of resistance to speaking has created unresolved issues 

that are harmful to the employee and the organisation’s performance (Christiansen, 

2021). Poor communication hinders the effectiveness of collaboration (Abdeen et al., 

2021).  

The pandemic gave impetus to remote work, with some organisations planning to 

continue work from home practices for the foreseeable future. CEOs like Mark 

Zuckerberg (Facebook) and Jack Dorsey (Twitter) announced their long-term plans to 

increase their remote work initiatives (Johnson & Suskewicz, 2020). In South Africa, 

companies are increasingly implementing remote working and flexitime as shown in a 

survey by executive search firm Jack Hammer, where human resource directors from 

28 large firms across various industries and non-government organisations said the 

strategy to retain employees is to look beyond financial incentives, with 54% of these 

firms offering remote work options (Writer, 2020). 

1.2 Research purpose 

The purpose of the study is to gain an understanding of how relational and social factors 

affect the collaboration process and knowledge sharing between individuals and teams 

in a remote work setting. Establishing the complexities around collaboration and the 

exchange of information in a remote work setting can be used to better prepare 

organisations to manage such events and ensuring better collaborative performance 

through periods of difficulty (such as a pandemic). Lee and Hung (2022) stated that 

collaborative efforts positively and significantly affect performance.  
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The objectives of the research were, therefore, to: 

1. Gain an understanding of the quality of collaboration for remote teams 

2. Determine the influence of social and relational factors on collaboration for virtual 

teams 

3. Determine the influence of social dimensions on knowledge sharing 

It was anticipated that the research questions discussed in Chapter 3 would provide a 

comprehensive view of the impact of remote work in the context of the study, that will 

move organisations towards sustainable remote work practices. 

The context of the study focused on employees working from home on a full-time basis 

or who have transitioned from full-time to part-time working from home in South Africa. 

The focus of the Microsoft study was on the US, where the data and the findings are 

specific to the US.  

1.3 The rationale for the research 

Yang et al. (2022) highlighted the challenges of collaboration and knowledge sharing for 

employees working from home. Ferreira et al. (2021) found that collaboration 

improvement is a driving force for remote work, however, communication and knowledge 

sharing is a disadvantage of remote work. Manca (2022) found that most organisations 

are promoting collaboration between individuals and within their teams, however, the 

effort is often unsuccessful due to tensions that arise during interactions. Tensions are 

caused by a lack of strong ties among collaborators and the reduced co-location impact 

on the creation of ties with co-workers (Manca, 2021). This highlights the need to 

understand collaboration challenges faced by organisations in South Africa. 

Given the growing interest and the long-term plans to sustain remote work by some 

organisations, it is evident that organisations are interested in the concept of remote 

work and, as such, are implementing work-from-home policies without sufficient 

organisational experience and understanding of some of its difficulties. The growing 

interest in remote work in South Africa provides a gap and an opportunity to study the 

challenges experienced by workers specific to the country.  
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Most of the literature identified originated from developed countries, mainly in the 

continents of North America and Europe. Differences in work-from-home infrastructure, 

home-office environments, and working culture are most likely to lead to different results 

between developed and developing countries. Moreover, as the majority of studies were 

conducted after the advent of COVID-19, “enforced remote working” due to lockdowns 

likely resulted in different impacts for individuals and teams than “voluntary remote 

working” due to naturally occurring organisational factors (Waizenegger et al., 2020).  

The researcher has not found a study that has explored collaboration and knowledge 

sharing on interpersonal relationships and social networks in the context of South Africa. 

The study would add to the existing body of knowledge on managing effective 

collaboration and knowledge sharing for remote workers. The findings may be of interest 

to organisations that are planning to continue with remote work for the foreseeable 

future. 

1.4 Benefits of the research 

The study contributes to the body of knowledge on remote work, virtual collaboration, 

knowledge management, and human resources by studying how social and relational 

factors contributed to the constructs of the study. In addition, the study can equip 

practitioners and organisations to gain a better understanding of how to improve and 

manage virtual collaborations to ensure better outcomes on team collaboration and 

knowledge sharing by promoting social interactions in virtual teams for both established 

members and new members joining the team. 

1.5 Scope of the research 

The research did not aim to study collaboration outside the context of remote work or 

other factors such as antecedents that may influence collaboration and knowledge 

sharing but focused on the relational-social factors that members possess that can 

benefit the exchange of information among members in a team.  

Different theories, namely weak tie theory, structural hole theory, and social capital 

theory were explored and applied in the study to identify the strength of ties and gaps 
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among virtual team members caused by relational and social factors which may 

influence collaboration and the sharing of knowledge among virtual members. 

1.6 Research report structure 

To provide an understanding of the impact remote work has on collaboration and 

knowledge sharing, the rest of the document is organised as follows: 

Chapter 2: The literature review provides key concepts of the study and the supporting 

theories. In addition, the section includes the questions that will aid in getting the 

answers to the research questions. 

Chapter 3: The research questions detail the three main questions that will assist in 

answering the objectives of the study which are aligned to the research problem. 

Chapter 4: The research methodology explains the proposed method for the study, the 

research instrument to be used, the sample and size, and the quality to be applied to 

maintain the validity and reliability of the study.  

Chapter 5: The results explain the findings of the research in detail. The findings will be 

aligned with the research questions. 

Chapter 6: Discussion of the results organises the results in terms of the research 

questions and the literature review.  

Chapter 7: Conclusions and recommendations will highlight the main findings of the 

study, combining the results with the literature into a conclusion that answers the 

research questions. In addition, study limitations and future research opportunities will 

be stated. 
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Chapter 2: Theory and literature review 

2.1 Introduction  

The purpose of the literature review is to provide a comprehensive context of the current 

knowledge study, what is known about the subject, the strength and weaknesses of the 

study, to identify gaps in the research, synthesise and gain a new perspective, and 

discover how findings might be related and practised. Additionally, it identifies theories 

used in the research study. This literature review aims to determine what has been 

learned in the existing body of knowledge about remote work, collaboration and 

knowledge sharing, and add this study to the ongoing discussion.  

2.2 Definition of research variables 

Remote working is a process that enables workers to perform their work-related 

activities from a distance (Mohamed et al., 2018). Given that employees working 

remotely have the flexibility to work from any location at any time and are distanced from 

their leaders and managers, they are managed and evaluated differently compared to 

office-bound employees (Mohamed et al., 2018). Remote work exists in many forms; 

some refer to it as teleworking, hot-desking, collaborative offices, and mobile remote 

workers. All these forms are implemented and used differently, and slight variations exist 

in their definitions. Four elements are required to implement remote work successfully: 

policies and processes, people, and the technology (Mohamed et al., 2018). In their 

study, Ferreira et al. (2021) found improved collaboration as a driver for remote work 

and knowledge sharing as a negative effect. 

Collaboration is used across various disciplines to describe determinants, the 

processes, and the outcomes for the organisation. Virtual collaboration is when two or 

more people engage in activities with a common purpose of achieving a set of goals 

through technology that enables interaction without the need for in-person interaction 

(Bedwell et al., 2012). Collaboration between group members enables the necessary 

interactive behaviours that facilitate task performance and predicts positive outcomes 

such as team connectedness and relatedness individuals within the group (Tonelli et al., 

2018). 
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People share knowledge through face-to-face interaction about their ideas, work related 

activities, or experience for others to learn and use in the future. Knowledge sharing 

improves tacit knowledge. In today’s knowledge-based economy, organisations strive to 

build their knowledge hub to either create new knowledge or improve at exploiting 

existing information (Christensen, 2007; Matsuo & Easterby-Smith, 2008). Knowledge 

sharing has been associated with improved business performance (Farooq, 2018). 

2.3 Theoretical perspective 

This section discusses the theoretical foundations underpinning the study into the 

influence of remote working on worker collaboration and knowledge sharing. From the 

literature reviewed and when looking at similar studies such as Yang et al. (2022), the 

following three theories were identified as relevant: weak tie theory, structural hole 

theory, and social capital theory. These are therefore discussed in this section, focusing 

on their main arguments as well as their implications on worker collaboration and 

knowledge sharing. 

2.3.1 Weak tie theory 

Granovetter’s (1983) weak tie theory is based on the foundation of the strength of weak 

ties, which discusses how information flows across social networks. He distinguished 

between strong, weak, and absent interpersonal ties, with strong ties being found in 

small groups of people wo are close such friends and kin. Relationships that have a 

strong bond are important as they create a strong sense of community, however, can 

be limiting because they produce very similar groupings, making them less inclined than 

those with weak ties to offer news concepts and perspectives in their communities 

(Wigmore, 2017).  

According to Granovetter (2005), people who are close friends typically spend time in 

the same social circles, so a lot of the information they learn coincides with what others 

in the same circle already know. Conversely, acquaintances have access to information 

that people in the same circle do not because they are acquainted with other individuals. 

Networks with strong ties tend to self-limit with information due to its homogenous 

nature, which is seen as a weakness (Hu et al., 2019). A larger social network with more 
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weak relationships, however, is more likely to counterbalance that tendency and 

encourage critical thinking (Hu et al., 2019). As a result, weak ties are considered more 

effective at delivering novel information to individuals than strong ones (Kahne & 

Bowyer, 2018; Michelfelder & Kratzer, 2013). 

While initially developed to explain communication within social networks, weak tie 

theory has also been applied to collaboration within workspaces. An example of a group 

having strong ties inside an organisation could be a division or a collaboration team. 

According to weak tie theory, encouraging intergroup collaboration and engagement will 

likely increase the generation of new ideas and information flow while encoraging 

creativity (Lin et al., 2021). The generation of ideas increases and evolves as individuals 

exchange the idea leading to continuous evolvement of the idea (Keuchenius et al., 

2021); 

In addition to other possibilities, the encouragement of weak ties formation may lead to 

a variety of benefits such as increased productivity, cost-saving strategies, revenue-

generating opportunities, and product development breakthroughs (Michelfelder & 

Kratzer, 2013). In the context of virtual working, Katzy et al. (2011) noted that network 

dynamics can be found in weak ties whereby virtuality and flexibility of networks can be 

expressed, hence, making strong ties less important. For this study, the implication of 

the weak tie theory can be the extent to which the perceived strength of ties between 

team members in collaboration networks affects their degree of collaboration and 

knowledge sharing and how this is impacted by remote working.  

2.3.2 Structural hole theory 

According to Lin et al., (2021) structural hole theory explains ways of taking advantage 

of social network competition and their intersecting links. COVID-19 accelerated the 

adoption of remote work, forcing organisations to implement technologies that enable 

employees to connect and form networks for collaboration virtually (Dubey & Tripathi, 

2020). Through the lens of structural hole theory, a structural hole exists within a social 

network where there is a lack of connection between individuals or groups of people. 

The holes are because of a weak or lack of connections among individuals in their social 

networks (Lin et al., 2021). This theory explains how to benefit from social networks and 
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their intersecting relationship. Having links to diverse groups of people on a social 

network strengthens one's social capital, which can be valuable in competitive fields. 

Networks with mostly same-minded people are not as beneficial in this regard (Lin et al., 

2022). 

As a result, a network that bridges structural holes will bring network advantages that 

are somewhat additive rather than duplicative. Networks with many structural holes are 

a type of social capital as they provide advantages for knowledge sharing (Ghaffar & 

Hurley, 2020). According to Yang et al. (2022), structural hole theory presents 

opportunities for how both individuals and organisations can benefit from communication 

networks by taking advantage of “structural holes”. The key participant known as a 

structural spanner in a network that fills in structural gaps can obtain data from a variety 

of sources and clusters (Lin et al., 2021). This is because they are less prone to 

becoming completely entangled within the network, cutting them off from people and 

ideas outside of it. That person is more likely to serve as a bridge and link to non-

redundant information from other networks since they operate on the network's edge 

(Lin et al., 2021). As a result, by serving as a "broker" of information between two 

clusters that would not have otherwise come into touch, such a player can mobilise 

social capital by opening up access to fresh perspectives, possibilities, and ideas (Lin et 

al., 2021). 

The structural hole theory has been applied to multiple disciplines such as business 

management to improve collaboration and performance in networks with structural holes 

(Saglietto et al., 2020). In their study, Gao et al. (2013) found that individuals in 

organisations seek collaboration with others based on their network information, that is 

the type of connections they have or the existence of shared connections. A participant 

in a network with many structural holes can benefit an organisation by offering fresh 

perspectives and possibilities and that individual's career development and 

advancement are subsequently aided by this (Lin et al., 2021). 

A study conducted by Burt (2004) discovered that managers who often communicated 

problems with other groups received greater benefits from work such as pay, more 

favourable work evaluations, and were more likely to be promoted. In another study, 

Ghaffar et al. (2018) found that a weak tie framework can be used as a link prediction 
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problem within collaboration networks to increase the effectiveness of groups. By 

investigating if remote work has led to the creation of additional structural holes within 

workplaces, the implications of structural hole theory for this study can be established. 

Considering the theory, it will be imperative for organisations to identify “structural holes” 

within their communication networks that threaten effective collaboration, leading to the 

installation of individuals with the ability to bridge between networks and plug the 

structural holes. 

2.3.3 Social capital theory 

Social capital is generally defined as the benefits that an individual(s) or communities 

get from their social connections (Gelderblom, 2018). Through social features such as 

interpersonal interactions, trust, shared norms, values, collaboration, and reciprocity, 

social capital entails the efficient functioning of the social groupings (Machalek & Martin, 

2015).  

According to Chae et al. (2019), during collaborations, knowledge sharing increases 

individuals’ social capital through utilising their ties. Interpersonal relationships that exist 

among individuals form part of the social capital theory (Chiu et al., 2006). The theory 

asserts that the network of relationships that individuals hold can influence knowledge 

sharing in collaboration networks (Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 2009). Social capital theory is 

about exploiting resources found in social structures and social exchange activities (Han 

et al., 2020). The theory consists of three concepts: structural, cognitive, and relational. 

Collaboration and knowledge sharing will be explained through the lens of structural and 

relational dimensions (Chiu et al., 2006).  

The structural dimensions of social capital explain the ties or connections amongst 

members in a network and the configuration of the network (Chiu et al., 2006). 

Meanwhile, shared meanings, representations, and interpretations that people or groups 

of people have with one another are the emphasis of the cognitive dimension. The 

relational dimension describes the personal connections that individuals have to one 

another. The relational dimension influences the sharing of information among 

individuals. The willingness to share information is greater when individuals trust and 

relate with others (Chiu et al., 2006). 
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Social capital can be used to explain multiple disciplines such as higher management 

performance, the evolution of groups or communities, and the importance of strategic 

partnerships (Moran, 2005). A study by Stam et al. (2014) found that in addition to weak 

ties and structural holes, social capital was associated with increased organisational 

performance. While consolidating literature on the subject of organisational social 

capital, Walumbwa and Christensen (2013) found that organisational outcomes 

influenced by social capital include stimulation of the combination and exchange of 

intellectual capital, improved communication, increased likelihood of organisational 

survival, and inter-firm learning. Moreover, a powerful strategy for promoting the well-

being and growth of both individuals and organisations is the creation and maintenance 

of the social capital (Walumbwa & Christensen, 2013). In this study, an understanding 

of the social capital theory implicates the identification of social capital limitations and 

how such limitations can be curbed to enhance organisational social capital for better 

network collaboration. 

2.4 Remote work 

Remote work entails work performed anywhere outside organisational confined spaces 

and anytime using technology that enables remote work practices (Vander Elst et al., 

2017). In this study, space refers to a work location other than the remote worker’s 

dedicated physical place of employment. Given that the study will be conducted during 

the transition period from the pandemic, the meaning of location is limited to home but 

not the client’s offices. The second attribute of remote work is the time which refers to 

remote workers’ flexible work hours, which is unusual to regular office hours.  

The concept of remote work was first introduced in the early 1960s when telecommuting 

became accessible to employees working from home (Nilles, 1975). The concept was 

used to identify employees working remotely who used the technology tools to 

communicate with their co-workers. Remote work has since been used among 

teleworkers; in the US, the concept was popularly used to reduce traffic on the road and 

reserve some space at their place of work. In the early 2000s, Belovics and Kirk (2006) 

came up with the term “e-workers”, which can be defined as dedicated remote workers 

using mainly electronics for communication with minimal face-to-face exchanges with 
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their colleagues. Since then, the remote work concept has continued to evolve, with 

many organisations adopting the idea. 

In times of crisis, remote work is a crucial source of organisational and economic 

resilience (Hite & McDonald, 2020). Studies have shown that working remotely has 

many advantages that work to the organisation's benefit. Many researchers have 

advocated for remote work policies citing the many benefits such as, but not limited to, 

increased productivity, the use of new technologies, skill development, increased 

autonomy, location flexibility that reduces the costs of relocation, and provides home 

and work balance (Felstead & Henseke, 2017). Additionally, in some studies, remote 

working has also been empirically associated with improved psychological well-being 

and work-life integration (Mostafa, 2021) and productivity improvements (Galanti et al., 

2021; Hafermalz & Riemer, 2021). As noted by Mostafa (2021), working remotely gives 

many employees a better work-home balance as they have greater control over working 

hours, number of breaks, and time with loved ones.  

Although the literature has highlighted the benefits of remote work, challenges 

associated with it have also been stated. Some of these challenges include dealing with 

uncertainty, boundary-setting related to work time, culture and mindset shift from office-

based to remote work, balancing between everyday related work with creativity, how 

lack of face-to-face interaction may result in reduced stimulation in the long-term which 

may hinder work progress, isolation, ineffective communication, and stalling work (Chafi 

et al., 2022; de Vries et al., 2019; Wang et al., 2021). When virtual team members 

experience such challenges it becomes difficult to create and maintain a sense of social 

connection within the team (Hafermalz & Riemer, 2021). To support the challenges 

experienced by remote workers, in his study, Sjølie et al. (2022) found that students 

struggled to collaborate online and preferred face-to-face collaboration as it provided 

more personal interactions and overall rich social presence. Morrison-Smith and Ruiz 

(2020) further added that technology in virtual teams can be used to foster collaboration 

and bring the team together, and where members are experiencing low levels of 

motivation and feeling isolated, technology can be used for support for visual 

observation. 
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One of the most important impacts of remote work is the lack of opportunity to build 

social networks and relationships at work or in business (Yang et al., 2022). During the 

shift to remote work during the  COVID-19 period, virtual teams faced several challenges 

that hindered the success of collaboration; the collaboration networks became more 

isolated and static, teams defaulted to asynchronous communication and there was a 

reduction in synchronous communication (Yang et al., 2022). Even studies conducted 

before the pandemic such as one by van der Lippe and Lippényi (2019) found that while 

remote working may be beneficial for individual employees, team performance becomes 

worse when more co‐workers are working remotely. Individuals who have a strong 

connection easily facilitate the sharing of information, trust, cooperation, and effort to 

ensure the new exchange of knowledge is understood and efficiently used (Yang et al., 

2022). 

2.5 Virtual collaboration 

During the pandemic, many organisations transitioned from being office-based to 

working remotely. The transition prompted organisations to implement virtual 

collaboration using information and communication technology to ensure employees 

can work efficiently (Dubey & Tripathi, 2020). To better understand the collaboration 

between members of a team, this section will discuss the required social attributes that 

yield collaboration benefits.  

Virtual collaboration allows individuals to work together using information and 

communication technology (Morrison-Smith & Ruiz, 2020). Similarly to co-located 

teams, virtual collaborations use real-time and non-real-time communication and tasks 

to accomplish a common goal (Morrison-Smith & Ruiz, 2020). The team can engage in 

collaboration using various mediums of communication, such as, email, audio and video 

real time meeting tools like MS Teams and Zoom, and other platforms that enable 

collaboration (Pauleen & Yoong, 2001; Zhou, 2022). 

Zhou (2022) argued that by making the appropriate changes in their virtual collaboration 

processes, firms may improve corporate culture, create new competencies in their staff, 

and recreate value. Updated work performance monitoring processes are important for 

enhancing virtual collaboration, motivating workers, and improving individual and team 
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performance (Wang et al., 2021; Zhou, 2022). For management monitoring 

performance, Zhou (2022) argued that supervisors should trust their subordinates to 

manage their own time, performance monitoring can be decentralised, and 

communication should be open to ensure task clarity. 

Equally important is the maintenance of team cohesion during instances of remote 

working. To build positive team relationships virtually, empathy toward team members 

helps understand what they are going through, virtual team leaders should encourage 

all members to participate, and there is a need to maintain team trust between members 

(Chafi et al., 2022; Zhou, 2022). O’Leary et al. (2020) identified relational and social 

contributing factors that describe the relationships between collaborators. Social factors 

refer to an individual's behaviours, perceptions, and knowledge. The relational social 

contributing factors are concerned with the quality of the relationships within the 

collaboration team. The success of the collaboration team hinges on various contributing 

factors such as Interpersonal ties and social structures (O’leary et al., 2020). 

2.5.1 Interpersonal ties 

Interpersonal ties refer to factors that enable collaborating members to share 

information. There are four sub-factors that define the interpersonal ties between team 

individuals: Interpersonal relationship, trust, communication within the team, and 

existing work history between collaboration members. The interpersonal relationship 

allows team per members to build knowledge through team interaction (O’leary et al., 

2020).  

2.5.1.1  Interpersonal relationships between team individuals 

Personal relationships between members on a team in a virtual collaboration is 

important to enable effective ways of working. Relational material such as time 

differences, distance between members, and culture in virtual teams can make it difficult 

to forge relationships, which can have an influence on team operations, collaboration, 

and performance (O’leary et al., 2020; Pauleen & Yoong, 2001). Building and 

maintaining relationships can be advantageous in many ways to individuals within a 



 
 

15 
 

collaboration team, it can remedy the barriers preventing collaboration allowing the team 

to work together in harmony to complete tasks (Hafermalz & Riemer, 2021).  

Forming personal relationships in a team is seen as necessary because it enhances 

individual commitment and trust which can minimise collaboration challenges while 

increasing good behaviours necessary for collaboration (Hafermalz & Riemer, 2021). 

Members who have strong interpersonal relationships in a collaboration team perform 

better and are effective in collaborating with others. Interpersonal relations also boost 

team morale, motivation and communication is improved because of better working 

relationships (Pauleen & Yoong, 2001). 

2.5.1.2  Trust  

Trust is the confidence that other members within the collaborative team are competent 

and reliable (O’leary et al., 2020). Trust is the fundamental bond in collaboration and 

what makes virtual teams succeed. When there is high trust among team members, 

collaboration is effective and virtual team performance increases (Gardner et al., 2020). 

Establishing trust amongst online team members can be difficult to achieve, one of the 

reasons being there are fewer nonverbal cues that are available for teams working face-

to-face (Gardner et al., 2020). For virtual team members to collaborate well, they need 

to be acquainted, trust one another, respect each other, and have confidence in each 

other’s competence (Chang et al., 2011). Allowing team members to occasionally meet 

in person or virtually affords them the opportunity to understand each other’s 

perspectives, exchange ideas, and maintenance of proper accountability and 

responsibility channels are all crucial for building trust between teams collaborating 

virtually (Hafermalz & Riemer, 2021). 

Trust involves two dimensions: cognitive trust and emotional trust. Cognitive trust is 

driven by organisational culture and emotional trust is driven by affection, interpersonal 

relationships, sentimental ties, and communication, and builds stronger affective links 

(Lievens & De Corte, 2008). 

In their investigation of virtual teams, Langlinais et al. (2022) found that interpersonal 

communication positively affects employees' trust, mostly through the development of 
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interpersonal relations, a sense of belonging, and a level of involvement. Interpersonal 

communication has a greater impact at the formation of a team and varies depending 

on the experience and seniority of the team members. Early trust development in virtual 

teams is important as members get to understand how they can relate with one another 

and after the beginning phase member focus switches to task-oriented activities and 

assessing each other’s behaviours (Gardner et al., 2020). 

2.5.1.3  Communication  

Communication identifies members' engaging patterns and their ability to be involved in 

their networks (Ghahtarani et al., 2020). It is key among collaborating members as those 

who communicate often are perceived as adding more value to the group (Bock et al., 

2015). Communication among team members can take place using various information 

and communication tools. During the  COVID-19 period, in the absence of face-to-face 

communication, there has been an increase in the use of communication tools such as 

Zoom and MS Teams (Mitchell, 2021). Increasing virtual communication, however, 

comes with a number of new challenges for communication effectiveness that virtual 

teams need to overcome for better team performance (Mitchell, 2021). In their study, 

Whillans et al. (2021) found that the use of asynchronous digital tools such as email and 

text made collaborative interactions more challenging, and members of the team were 

unable to align with one another to come up with an integrated solution. These findings 

are consistent with the research study conducted by Yang et al. (2022), who found that 

employees defaulted to asynchronous communication when remote working. Exploring 

the use of rich medium communication tools that are video enabled such as WebEx, 

allowed the team to collaborate better as it has the same cues as face-to-face 

interactions (Whillans et al., 2021).  

Effective communication among team members is vital to the success of a virtual 

collaboration. When team members can establish and maintain their personal 

relationships, communication becomes more successful (Pauleen & Yoong, 2001). In 

their article, Ferrell and Kline (2018) argued that high levels of trust between team 

members are often the precursor to effective communication, meaning that 

communication between team members gets better as teams build better and better 

trust. 
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2.5.1.4  Prior history of working together 

Prior history of working together contributes to a shared understanding and building 

relationships and a routine during collaboration (O’leary et al., 2020; Windeler et al., 

2015). Where team members have previously collaborated within a physical working 

environment, virtual collaboration becomes relatively easier as members already 

understand each other’s routines, challenges, and motivations (Windeler et al., 2015). 

According to Nurmi (2011), it can be challenging for virtual members to develop a shared 

understanding because of the lack of verbal cues, communication is delayed and the 

quality of the messages is often perceived as poor.  

Where team members have no history of working together, early trust development 

becomes crucial to facilitate collaboration. In the absence of established working 

relationships, members may form their own perceptions about one another, which may 

help them foster a relationship (Cummings & Dennis, 2018). However, according to 

Barlow and Dennis (2016), members who are not familiar with one another may struggle 

to build relationships and routines, which in turn will affect communication between the 

individuals, and potentially cause conflicts in the group. In their article, Maynard et al. 

(2019) argued that virtual team members who have worked together previously are likely 

to collaborate better and integrate diverse information which will lead to better team 

performance. Members of the team are likely to share ideas and use the ideas of their 

fellow virtual members because they have reached high levels of being comfortable with 

one another, which minimises the fear of being subjected to or excluded (Maynard et 

al., 2019). In addition, their study confirmed that the presence of familiarity improved the 

effectiveness and viability of the team (Maynard et al., 2019). 

2.5.2 Social structures 

Social structures consist of social network norms maintained within a group (O’leary et 

al., 2020). Creating social networks within a group creates social comparisons 

(Altschuller & Benbunan-Fich, 2013) which has the potential to create positive actions 

from group members (Bhagwatwar et al., 2018). According to Kilcullen et al. (2021), 

norms are important to ensure group performance and are better established at the 

beginning of virtual team formation. In doing so, influencing behaviour, building trust, 



 
 

18 
 

and team interactions occur early on. Kilcullen et al. (2021) stated that when in-person 

teams suddenly move to virtual teams, it is easy for organisations to slip on standard 

best practices. Furthermore, Kilcullen et al. (2021) stated that norms are not a one-off 

implementation exercise, but need reinforcing and should be continually reviewed 

through practices and guidelines. 

2.5.2.1  Social norms 

Social norms are the informal guidelines that are accepted within a group that influences 

the social behaviour of members (Huang et al., 2019). The social norms within a team 

emerge gradually over time as a result of frequent interactions, participation, and 

exchanges. A study by Huang et al. (2019) discovered that the provision of emotional 

support is influenced by all three dimensions of social capital; however, companionship 

activities are made feasible by both relational and structural capital, and cognitive capital 

is the only one that can give informational support. Therefore, having social structures, 

in line with social capital theory, presents the basis for team members to have a shared 

understanding of issues as they collaborate with each other.  

Virtual teams that have established explicit norms are successful, because norms 

influence behaviour (Makarius & Larson, 2017). In the absence of face-to-face 

interaction, social norms need to be more explicit, and social interactions such as 

etiquette, communication and frequency, cooperation, preference of technologies, and 

other interactional behaviours must be clear to all virtual members (Makarius & Larson, 

2017). According to ten Brummelhuis et al. (2021), it is useful to create norms that 

promote availability among individuals in the team so as to allow communication 

efficiency and effectiveness, however, employees should be allowed to have the time to 

focus on work without interruptions. Maintaining a good balance between the 

technological tools and the norms affords individuals and colleagues to disconnect when 

they need to focus on work, this could help improve their productivity (ten Brummelhuis 

et al., 2021). In their study, Whillans et al. (2021) also confirmed that relaxing norms of 

communication in projects allows members to collaborate more organically, and allows 

them more personal autonomy over their work. 
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2.6 Knowledge sharing 

Knowledge sharing is a central component of knowledge management. It plays a critical 

role in the attainment of organisational goals, It is a crucial activity in the organisational 

learning and in innovation (Ahmad, 2018). Also, knowledge sharing is found to enhance 

business performance, and if it is not managed correctly, it may lead to less 

competitiveness for the organisation (Farooq, 2018). Ahmad (2018) defined knowledge 

sharing as exchanging activity-related information, or knowledge to assist others, 

including collaborating with them to progress their daily tasks, solve problems and 

generate new ideas. For members to effectively engage in sharing ideas and build key 

core competencies, knowledge needs to constantly flow in the organisation and the team 

they belong to (Ferreira et al., 2020). 

Knowledge can be classified into two types: tacit and explicit knowledge (Gamble, 2020), 

where tacit knowledge is difficult to transfer, and it is acquired through experience when 

employees work on issues, and explicit knowledge is a formal technical knowledge that 

is documented, it is easily communicated and can be shared through print, electronically 

or through other means (Ganguly et al., 2019). According to Smith (2001), the majority 

of the knowledge in an organisation is engrained and synthesised in people’s minds and 

cannot be separable. Tacit knowledge is created through socialisation when people 

share their experiences (Borges et al., 2019). 

The relational dimensions of social capital describe relational networks as interpersonal 

trust, reciprocity, and identification with others in a network. Individuals in a network are 

more willing to engage and interact with each other when trust is present between 

individuals (Chiu et al., 2006). Social capital has many benefits for teams to gain 

competitive advantages such as improved performance (Kim et al., 2013), knowledge 

sharing (Bhatti et al., 2021), intellectual capital (Allameh, 2018), and tacit knowledge 

sharing (Cai et al., 2020). 

2.6.1 Trust 

As a relational component of social capital, trust is the belief that others are reliable and 

will accomplish their responsibilities in the relationship (Han et al., 2020). When trust is 
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deeply embedded within the team, individuals are likely to participate in knowledge 

exchange (Han et al., 2020). Stronger trust within the team creates greater opportunities 

for team members to express their personal thoughts and feelings. In particular, trust 

fosters the development of a supportive emotional environment with enduring social and 

emotional resources (Chou & Pearson, 2012; Jahanshahi et al., 2020), thus improving 

the quality of conversation, communication, and the sharing of information (Lin & Joe, 

2012).  

According to Lee and Choi (2003), trust is directly linked to the notion of care, which 

accordingly is a crucial for building relationships that results in knowledge development. 

Team members who view their colleagues as trustworthy are more willing to act based 

on their deeds, and decisions as well as to go against convention or contractual duties 

(Ferres et al., 2004). There are many benefits associated to trust that an organisation 

can benefit from, particularly in terms of employee views, attitudes, behaviours, and 

improved performance (Delgado-Márquez et al., 2015).  

For knowledge sharing to be more effective, reciprocal trust must be noticeable and 

colleagues must see that their efforts to share information are reciprocated and 

rewarded (Hejase, 2014). Some studies have tested the relationship between trust and 

knowledge sharing, and in their study, Hejase et al. (2014) found those team members 

who trust their colleagues have a better inclination toward knowledge sharing with 

others. Therefore, when trust is established, employees will not withhold knowledge 

from their colleagues (Xiao & Cooke, 2019). 

2.6.2 Reciprocity  

Reciprocity can be defined as the sharing of knowledge by members with the 

understanding that exchange is fair, and this can drive members of a team to share 

knowledge (Endres & Chowdhury, 2013). As a show of trust, individuals share 

information with others with the expectation that they will reciprocate. The outcome of 

reciprocity on knowledge sharing is driven by competence, positive team attitudes and 

team diversity (Endres & Chowdhury, 2013). The norm of reciprocity is high among ties 

that are perceived as having high value compared to those with a one-way direction 

communication (Ganguly et al., 2019). Gubbins and Dooley (2021) also add that norms 
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of reciprocity, solidarity, trust, and prohibition against self-serving behaviours tend to be 

greatest among close-knit groups and/or teams. This suggests that sufficient knowledge 

sharing for effective teams requires team members to socialise more and become closer 

together so trust can be built, and communication can flow more effectively. 

According to Gubbins and Dooley (2021), reciprocity plays a significant role in 

influencing knowledge sharing. Therefore, a lack of knowledge reciprocity can result in 

a person's emotional reserves being depleted and is strongly linked to depersonalisation 

and an absence of personal achievement (Rose et al., 2010), which reduces social 

capital. Accordingly, people are motivated to contribute tacit knowledge when they 

believe their efforts will be recognised through reciprocations and guarantee continuous 

participation (Faraj & Wasko, 2005). Furthermore, as a component of social capital, 

reciprocity is rooted within interpersonal relations, it can create the perception that 

members are involved and help colleagues understand the information needed (Linton, 

2000). In their study, Wu and Leung (2005), found that reciprocity results in an increase 

in social capital and can create network connections, which consequently results to 

significant team performance outcomes. 

In their study, Ganguly et al. (2019) found that knowledge reciprocation highly 

contributes to tacit knowledge sharing, which is similar to prior studies. Tacit knowledge 

is not easily documented, it is affective and is rooted in people’s ideas, emotions, and 

values the reciprocity perception will be realised in the knowledge sharing process 

(Gamble, 2020). Furthermore, Liou et al. (2016) and Serenko and Bontis (2016) also 

confirmed that knowledge exchanges between members drives the attitudes toward 

knowledge sharing, which is the core of social exchange theory.  

2.6.3 Identification 

Identification refers to individuals in the group seeing themselves as a unit in the team 

(Chiu et al., 2006). Social identification of individuals within a group influences the 

sharing of knowledge (Farooq, 2018; Gubbins & Dooley, 2021). According to Gubbins 

and Dooley (2021), social identification is the bond that exists between individuals, i.e., 

a sense of personal affiliation, proximity, or likeness to a group of people. By classifying 

employees into social groups and offering a heuristic for identifying and assigning traits 
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to others, organisational architecture encourages social identification. It is also 

understood that social identification promotes greater psychological safety, shared 

goals, mutual comprehension of rules and consequences, and enhanced trust (Gubbins 

& Dooley, 2021).  

In their study, Stevens et al., (2019) argued that social identification is a type of 

commitment that influences participation, while Tohidinia and Mosakhani (2010) noted 

that it is a social influence that can be used to build team effectiveness, coherence, and 

increase loyalty. Similar studies showed that social identification influences user 

behaviour intention, which in turn affects user behaviour related to information sharing 

(Zhou, 2011; Wu & Sukoco, 2010).  

Empirical studies have shown evidence that identification influences knowledge sharing, 

Ho et al. (2012) found that social identification and trust between team members 

significantly influences knowledge sharing within a team. In addition, Kim et al. (2020) 

found that social identification and the quality of knowledge sharing creates a connection 

between members based on the frequency of their interaction, relationship, and group 

task. Other studies also confirmed that the social identification of individuals within a 

group ultimately influences the sharing of knowledge (Farooq, 2018; Gubbins & Dooley, 

2021). 

2.7 Conceptual model based on literature 

The review of theoretical literature as well as relevant empirical studies brought about a 

number of key lessons learnt regarding nuances of virtual team collaboration and 

knowledge sharing in the context of remote working. Given the number of challenges 

facing virtual teams that have discussed, for instance, several pre-conditions for 

establishing trust, togetherness, reciprocity, and social identification are necessary for 

better virtual team collaboration and knowledge sharing. Figure 1 shows the envisioned 

conceptual structure showing the key pre-conditions for better virtual teams’ 

collaboration and knowledge sharing, including factors such as strength of ties and 

structural holes.  
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Figure 1: Conceptual model of social factors that build social organisational social capital 
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2.8 Conclusion 

With many organisations shifting to remote working, the literature states the many 

benefits associated with remote work, not only for the organisation but also for 

individuals (Felstead & Henseke, 2017). However, there is an unintended impact of 

remote work that some organisations did not anticipate; collaboration among employees 

is negatively impacted, resulting in workers becoming more siloed in their networks, lack 

of awareness of co-workers' activity, low morale, and less stimulation (de Vries et al., 

2018; Babapour Chafi et al., 2021).  

The theoretical literature review established three key theories underpinning the study 

namely: weak tie theory, structural hole theory, and social capital theory. The weak tie 

theory is that individuals interact based on the strength of ties between their 

relationships, hence, implicating on the extent to which the perceived strength of ties 

between team members in collaboration networks affect their degree of collaboration 

and knowledge sharing. The structural hole theory posits that the lack of connection 

between individuals or groups of people negatively affects collaboration, thus, requiring 

individuals with the ability to bridge between networks and plug the structural holes to 

be included in teams. The social capital theory identifies networks of ties among 

individuals who live and work in a team, suggesting that virtual teams need to build 

greater social capital for them to collaborate more effectively.  

Further empirical reviews established that key components of social factors that affect 

team collaborative relationships include interpersonal relationships, interpersonal trust, 

communication, member’s history of working together, and social norms. On the other 

hand, knowledge sharing was found to be dependent on interpersonal trust, social 

identification, and reciprocity. An understanding of these relationships was then 

illustrated in the form of a conceptual structure for the study. The next chapter details 

and discusses the key research questions for the study. 
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Chapter 3: Research questions 

The study intends to promote efficient collaboration and the sharing of knowledge 

between individuals and teamwork and, as a result, maximise team outcomes that 

provide a competitive edge for the organisation. The study will explore the following 

questions: 

3.1 Research question 1: How does remote work affect collaborative networks and 

social interaction? 

The challenges highlighted in the literature are associated with the difficulty to build 

effective collaborative networks and knowledge exchange environments. The 

challenges are attributed to a lack of strong ties within collaborative groups and the lack 

of social interaction when working remotely. The research found that collaboration 

networks became more siloed with minimal interaction during remote work (Yang et al., 

2022). Drawing from individuals’ experiences, the question seeks to understand if work 

practices within collaborative networks and social interactions have been impacted by 

the work-from-home policies.  

3.2 Research question 2: How do social factors contribute to the relationships 

within collaboration teams working remotely? 

Through relational social contributing factors, this question aims to understand the 

qualities of the relationships between members who collaborate while working remotely. 

The question will explore the interpersonal ties and social structures within members' 

collaboration networks. 

3.3 Research question 3: How do social networks contribute to knowledge sharing 

in teams working remotely? 

The aim of this question is to understand how relational dimensions of social capital 

contribute to knowledge sharing. The research question will help to understand how 

trust, shared norms, and identification with others influence the exchange of information 

within networks.  
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Chapter 4: Research methodology 

4.1 Introduction 

This chapter explains the methodology used to conduct this research study, it includes 

the theories, the philosophy upon which the study is based and the implications of the 

adopted methods (Saunders & Lewis, 2018). According to Saunders and Lewis (2018), 

methodology is the main factor used to evaluate the quality of the research. The details 

of the methodology options are discussed in a systematic order to answer the research 

questions in the study. Furthermore, this section discusses how credibility of the study 

was maintained to ensure quality that is valid, reliable, and trustworthy. This study 

adopted a qualitative and exploratory approach underpinned by the chosen 

methodology and design. 

4.2 Choice of methodology 

The purpose of the research design was to outline a plan that shows the strategies of 

inquiry that the study used to collect and analyse data in a logical way that answers the 

research question and objectives, including the reasoning for the selected data 

collection methods and analysis strategies (Saunders et al., 2019). The chosen design 

for the study included the philosophy, approach, methodological choices, and the 

strategy followed for the study. A qualitative exploratory study was deemed as the 

appropriate method to explore the challenges of remote work on collaboration and 

knowledge sharing among workers. According to Saunders et al. (2019), exploratory 

research is used to understand what is happening and get new information on the topic 

of study.  

4.2.1 Philosophy 

An interpretivism philosophy was followed as the intention of the study was to capture 

the depth and complexity of the constructs defined for the study through analysing the 

experiences of the participants. The approach is suitable to study social actors in their 

natural setting (Saunders & Lewis, 2018), and provides an understanding of the way 

social factors make sense of their reality (Farmer & Farmer, 2022). 
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The paradigm assumes that social reality is subjective and shaped by human 

experiences and their context (Bhattacherjee, 2012). Based on the above, this approach 

was deemed appropriate for the study as it allowed the researcher to understand the 

participants' experiences from their own perspectives and lived experiences in the 

context of remote work. 

4.2.2 Approach 

The study adopted induction as the approach, which is a technique used to make a 

factual conclusion based on evidence that is observed (Bhattacherjee, 2012). The 

theory in the study was derived from the codes, themes and patterns identified from the 

gathered data. Farmer and Farmer (2022) described inductive approach as suited for 

qualitative studies because it focuses on observing and collecting data without a need 

to define a hypothesis and theory that explains the phenomenon being studied by the 

researcher. Saunders and Lewis (2018) stated that the inductive approach is useful 

when the researcher is trying to understand the meaning that people attach to 

occurrences and that the emphasis is on understanding the research context. Based on 

the above, the inductive approach was deemed suitable as the study sought to 

understand the meaning that participants attach to their lived experience in their remote 

work environment. 

4.2.3 Methodological choices 

According to Saunders and Lewis (2018), a qualitative mono-method is a strategy that 

uses one method of data collection technique and analysis procedures. A qualitative 

mono-method strategy was used for the study, which included the use of data collected 

from the interviews.  

4.2.4 Strategy 

Given the intention of the study to understand the challenges faced by employees in 

remote working environments, a narrative inquiry as a strategy was deemed appropriate 

for the study. According to Saunders et al. (2019), a narrative inquiry is a strategy used 

to get individuals to tell stories from their personal account. The purpose of narrative 

strategy is to develop a deeper understanding of organisational experiences that are 
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closely connected to the experiences of their members. The study afforded interviewees 

the opportunity to tell their experiences on the constructs of remote work, collaboration, 

and knowledge sharing.  

4.2.5 Time horizon 

This was a cross-sectional study; the data was gathered over a short period of time and 

the views of the participants were based on a period in time. According to Saunders and 

Lewis (2018), a cross-sectional study is more suitable if the researcher wants to observe 

changes and development over a short period (Saunders & Lewis, 2018). Given the 

resources and time constraints, this approached was deemed appropriate. The 

investigation provided insights from the data collected over a brief period which is 

sufficient to address the research question.  

4.3 Research design 

4.3.1 Population 

According to Saunders and Lewis (2018), a population is defined as “the complete set 

of group members”. The population identified for the study included individuals who are 

fully remote or are hybrid workers from various organisation. The individuals held 

positions ranging between senior manager, manager, team lead, staff, HR manager, 

and HR generalist. The population was made of remote workers based in Johannesburg, 

from across industries, namely information and communication technology, insurance, 

banking, telecoms, rail transport management, and wellness. The individuals were 

required to have experience in virtual collaboration and knowledge sharing. Full-time 

office-based employees were not considered for this study. 

The intentional heterogeneity of the population from the different industries was to 

ensure that individuals can provide perspectives that cannot be attributed to a 

homogeneous group. 
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4.3.2 Unit of analysis 

Statistically, a unit of analysis refers to “the “who” or “what” for which information is 

analysed and conclusions made” (Sedgwick, 2014). Gronn (2002) defined the unit of 

analysis as the focus or primary subjects of the research. The unit of analysis for this 

research was individuals and their experiences of collaboration and knowledge sharing 

in a remote work environment or has moved to a hybrid model. To represent 

heterogeneity in the unit of analysis, individuals who were interviewed represented 

different job levels, from senior manager to low-level staff. The sample was deliberately 

chosen to ensure that all employees can give meaningful contributions and are 

represented.  

4.3.3 Sampling method, criteria, and size 

The purpose of sampling is to define the inclusion and exclusion criteria and the size of 

the sample (Robinson, 2014). Sampling is an important process that allows the 

researcher to obtain a sample representing the targeted population within the 

limitations of the study (Crandall et al., 2016). Also, identification of sample size is vital 

for generalisability and repeatability (Delice, 2010). According to Saunders and Lewis 

(2018), a researcher can employ two types of sampling techniques in a study. This study 

adopted a non-probability sampling, which is used when the researcher does not have 

a complete list of the population. A purposive sampling method was adopted, also known 

as purposeful sampling, which is a deliberate process in selecting the participants in the 

targeted population that fit the research's objectives and the inclusion criteria (Farmer 

and Farmer, 2022). The samples size was deliberately determined by the participants’ 

experience and knowledge in the domain of the study and their roles in the organisations 

for diverse views and representation. 

In a qualitative non-probability study, the issue of sampling size is ambiguous and may 

be difficult to establish. It is best to align the sample size to the research questions and 

objectives (Saunders et al., 2019). While it may be challenging to reach saturation in a 

semi-structured interview, Saunder and Lewis (2018) suggested that in a homogenous 

population, the sample size can range between four to twelve, and for a heterogenous 

population can be between twelve and thirty. In line with the guideline from literature, 
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the sample size for the study consisted of 20 participants, two semi-structured interviews 

were used for pilot testing and 14 semi-structured interviews were part of the main 

interviews. Four participants could not be interviewed due to availability, which meant 

that the final sample size was 14. The researcher used her networks to gain access to 

the sample selected for the research. 

4.3.4 Data collection tool 

A measuring instrument is a tool used for data collection, usually referred to as a 

questionnaire (Saunders et al., 2019). The study used a semi-structured interview guide 

with open-ended questions. According to Saunders and Lewis (2018), this type of 

instrument is usually associated with exploratory studies when the researcher is 

interested in understanding the context. The tool was deliberatley chosen to allow the 

researcher to probe for answers where participants are required to explain their previous 

answers. The interview questions were structured according to the research problem 

and questions, and the interviewees had the option of a face-to-face or virtual interviews. 

A total of 16 semi-structured interviews, including pilots, were conducted via MS Teams 

with interviewees from different industry sectors. The semi-structured interviews varied 

in time to complete depending on the participant being interviewed. The longest 

recorded interview duration is 1 hour 7 minutes and 37 seconds, with the shortest 

recorded interview being 30 minutes and 34 seconds. On average, the interviews lasted 

45 minutes and 7 seconds.  The initial invite to the indentified participants was made 

through a phone call, which was a deliberate choice as emails are often ignored, and 

the researcher wanted to establish a perdonal connection on a phone call. The purpose 

of the phone call amd the topic of the research was explained to the potential participant. 

Once the participant agreed to part take in the study, a formal invite to part take in the 

interview was sent via an email explaining the purpose of the research. Included in the 

email was the consent form for the participant to sign and send back (Appendix 2). 

The interview questions were mapped against the main research questions in Chapter 

3 to ensure alignment with the literature reviewed and that the research remained within 

context of the study. This allowed for an improved understanding of the indentified social 

factors as well as ensuring good quality data was collected. The mapping of the 
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questions to the research questions in Chapter 3 are presented in Table 1. The design 

of the developed questions was to allow for new insights but also to validate and possibly 

further develop the conceptual model. These questions were used as a guideline, and 

in some instances the questions were not asked in the order listed, probing questions 

were asked to get further clarity where it was needed. Saunders et al. ( 2019) confirmed 

that in a semi-structured interview, the researcher may ask futher questions to the 

participant to get more details or explore the objective in detail (Appendix 3). 

 

Table 1: Mapping of research questions and interview questions 

Research questions Interview questions 

How does remote work affect 
collaborative networks and 
social interaction? 

 

1. Describe how you were collaborating with 
your fellow team members before you 
began working remotely. 

2. Can you describe how you are collaborating 
and interacting with your team members 
when working remotely? 

3. With your experience, what are the 
difficulties with establishing social 
interactions within your team? 

4. Describe how do you access collaboration 
information sitting outside your team?  

How do social factors contribute 
to the relationships within 
collaboration teams working 
remotely? 

 

5. How do interpersonal relationships between 
team members influence collaboration 
when working remotely?  

6. In your experience, how does trust between 
team members influence collaboration 
within the team? 

7. How do you think communication between 
team members is important in ensuring 
collaboration within the team? 

8. How does prior history of working together 
influence collaboration relationships with 
members in your team? 
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9. How do social norms within teams influence 
collaboration when working remotely? 

10. How do social norms in a remote team 
influence communication for your 
members?  

How do social networks 
contribute to knowledge sharing 
in teams working remotely? 

11. How does interpersonal trust contribute to 
knowledge sharing in teams working 
remotely?  

12. How do norms of reciprocity contribute to 
knowledge sharing in teams working 
remotely?  

13. How does a sense of social belonging within 
the team help in ensuring knowledge 
sharing among team members?  

 

4.3.5 Data collection process  

Saunders et al. ( 2019), suggested that one of the reasons a semi-structured interviews 

is suitable for exploratory studies is because it provides the researcher with the insights 

of what is happening and the context. The interviews were semi-structured, virtually 

conducted via MS Teams, and were open ended. This type of interview was deliberately 

chosen to ensure an open dialogue and allowed flexibility to participants to share their 

views openly and their understanding of the subject matter. Saunders et al. ( 2019) 

discussed the importance for interview questions to be focused around key themes from 

the literature. The interview questions were centred on the research questions 

discussed in Chapter 3 and were listed in the interview guide (Appendix 3). 

Agee (2009) pointed out the influence that an interviewer’s skills have on the outcome 

of an interview, therefore, the interviewer sufficiently prepared to ensure that they had 

the skills necessary to conduct an interview.  

Prior to conducting the main semi-structured interviews, two pilot interviews were 

conducted to test the interview guidelines and the interview skill of the researcher. This 

provided the researcher an opportunity to get view of the participant's understanding of 

the research questions and highlight any potential issues for correction before the main 
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interviews were conducted. The pilot interviews were conducted in exactly the same way 

as the main interviews, and both interviews were recorded and notes were made. The 

researcher noted two challenges from the pre-interviews, firstly, that academic 

terminology was not easily understood by the participants. For example, the researcher 

had to explain/define what social norms means. Secondly, some questions had to be 

paraphrased for easier readability. As such, a few of the interview questions were 

paraphrased, and during the main interviews, an explanation was provided for each 

question asked to ensure the meaning does not get lost on the participant. Saunders et 

al. (2019) recommended a pilot test as it makes it easier for the researcher to correct 

the mistakes early in the process rather than later. Furthermore, a pilot interview is to 

ensure the appropriateness of the questions aligns with the objective, allowing the 

researcher to record the time of the interview, and assess the validity and reliability of 

the data to be collected. 

Before the commencement of the interview, the interviewee was notified that the 

interview would be recorded and transcribed, and consent for recording was requested. 

In addition, the participant was asked to confirm if they are a remote or hybrid worker. 

When the interview started, formal introductions were made, the researcher explained 

the topic of the study, and participants were encourage to discuss their experiences 

openly and provide as many examples where possible. Furthermore, the researcher 

explained that the interviews will take approximately an hour. During the interview, notes 

were made so that when a participant gave an answer to a question that is already on 

the guide, the researcher does not repeat the question but rather asks for additional 

information if there was anything to add. The interviews were recorded using MS Teams, 

and transcribed using an AI tool called Otter.oi. The interview notes were recorded on 

the interview guide as a line item under each question asked. All of the interview 

recordings and transcriptions were kept in a cloud-based system that requires 

authorisation to access. Both Google Drive and Microsoft Cloud storage, which require 

authentication, were used for storage. 

4.3.6 Analysis approach 

Data was collected from the participants, analysed, and presented in line with the 

research objectives and questions of the study. An iterative approach was adopted, and 
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the transcription and analysis of the first four interviews commenced before completing 

the entire interview process. The analysis of the data was focused on the identification 

of common themes as well as exploring new insights that came from the collected data, 

however, most of the analysis happened at the end of the complete interviews. As 

indicated, a semi-structured interview was the instrument of choice for data collection, 

and a thematic analysis approach was adopted for analysing the data. Thematic analysis 

is generally used in the qualitative analysis; as this method allows the researcher to 

identify common themes in relation to the research question (Saunders et al., 2019). 

Braun and Clarke (2006) proposed a six-step process that is deliberate and more 

rigorous that researchers can use to identify the themes. Each step of the thematic 

process was followed to analyse the data and create themes as detailed in Table 2.  

The transcripts from each interview were reviewed during the analysis period in some 

instances, and the recording was replayed to confirm certain quotes from participants. 

Each transcript analysis, at a minimum, took approximately 3 hours to analyse, and 

following the six step process for thematic analysis described by Braun and Clarke 

(2006), the analysis took a little over two weeks to complete. 
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Table 2: Six step process for thematic analysis 

Step Description of the process taken 

1. Familiarising with the 

data 

Transcribed data using Otter.ai. The transcripts were 

read to familiarise the researcher with data and 

noting initial ideas. All transcripts were loaded on 

Atlas.ti for analysis. 

2. Generating initial code Labels were assigned to units of data to bring 

meaning and structure to facilitate the interpretation 

of the unstructured data. The labelling of the data into 

codes was in line with the questions listed in the 

interview guide which was mapped to the main 

research questions.  

3. Searching for themes This process involved grouping similar related codes 

into higher categories. Codes that had similar 

meaning were merged into one code to eliminate 

duplicates. 

4. Reviewing themes The themes developed were reviewed and checked 

against the main research questions in Chapter 3 for 

consistency. 

5. Defining and naming 

themes 

This process involved refining each theme, and 

ensuring the definition was clear and unique in 

meaning. This was also useful for a reader who is not 

familiar with the data to understand the meaning of 

the theme. 

6. Produce the report The presentation of the results, including extraction 

of quotes, linked back to the research questions and 

literature was put together to produce a report. 

 

Source: (Adapted from Braun & Clarke, 2006) 
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4.4 Quality controls 

The quality of the research is evaluated by assessing its validity, reliability, bias, and 

trustworthiness (Saunders et al., 2019). Validity is concerned with the credibility of the 

study; it looks at the strategies employed for data collection and that the findings are 

about what they are. Reliability ensures that the findings are consistent when using the 

chosen data collection methods and analysis (Saunders et al., 2019). To ensure validity 

and reliability, the study employed a measurement instrument in line with the research 

question and objectives.  

For factual accuracy, all interviews were recorded and transcribed. Information shared 

by the participants was treated as confidential to encourage more openness. A consent 

letter was shared with the participants that ensured confidentiality and anonymity of the 

individuals and organisations they work for. According to Nowell et al. (2017), a study's 

trustworthiness is confirmed when the researcher demonstrates a rigorous process in 

the data analysis through consistency, recording, systemising, and being transparent 

with analysis methods. The aim of demonstrating trustworthiness in a qualitative inquiry 

is to prove that the findings are significant enough to warrant attention (Lincoln & Guba, 

1985). It is based on the richness, appropriateness, and saturation of the data. Thus, 

data collection, data analysis, and the reporting of the findings are critical phases to 

ensuring the trustworthiness of the research (Elo et al., 2014). Figure 2 shows code 

saturation to demonstrate the quality controls applied to achieve saturation. 

4.4.1 Data saturation  

To ensure the quality controls (reliability, validity, and trustworthiness) were applied to 

the data, the researcher made sure that the codes were consistently applied and were 

exclusive, which is when no more new insights could be deduced from the data 

(Saunders et al., 2019). Before creating the categories, a review of the research and 

interview questions was completed to establish the relationship between codes, 

therefore, ensuring an up to date definition of the categories for consistency in 

application (Saunders et al., 2019). Trustworthiness of the study was consistently 

maintained through the analysis of the process; themes were created in alignment with 
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literature so that theory saturation is attained. Figure 2 shows how the coding saturation 

unfolded.  

Figure 2: Coding saturation 

 

 

4.5 Limitations 

A generalisation of the findings is a limitation, as the sample size was not large enough 

and focused within a specific context, therefore, the findings cannot be applied to 

represent a population. The study presents insights from the perspectives of senior 

managers and low-level employees, but views from levels above senior manager are 

not represented, and they may hold different views which could add value to the 

discipline if further explored. 

4.5.1 Researcher bias 

Qualitative research is subjective and is easily influenced by the researcher’s 

perspectives. It is crucial for the researcher to be aware of any potential biases because 

their context may affect how they interpret the results (Saunders et al., 2019). It should 

be noted that the researcher is a remote worker in the ICT field, and that most of the 

interviews conducted included people from ICT sector; as such, potential bias may exist. 
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Furthermore, the researcher was not trained to conduct interviews, and this could 

potentially have an impact on data collection. This lack of experience may have an effect 

on the way the results are interpreted based on the understanding of the researcher, 

leaving the potential for other interpretations and findings. 

4.5.2 Subject bias 

The study was focused on individuals that are remote workers or are on a hybrid model. 

The data collected from the participants may be biased and there may be a degree of 

misrepresentation in their life experiences. 

4.5.3 Geographic bias 

The geographic focus of the study was limited to individuals based in Johannesburg, 

Further limitations exists as the study was conducted in a short period, thus, 

necessitating studies on a longitudinal time horizon.  

4.6 Conclusion 

This chapter provided the details of the methodology employed to achieve the study's 

objectives. The strategy is a narrative inquiry, the population and sample were defined, 

including the tools used in the study. The study discusses in detail the instrument used 

to collect data, the mapping of the interview questions to the main research questions 

to ensure alignment with literature. In addition, the data collection process was 

discussed, as well as the preparations of the main interviews, how the interviews were 

conducted, and the tools used to record and transcribe the recordings. Furthermore, the 

study explains mechanisms employed to maintain the research's validity, reliability, and 

trustworthiness.  

The next chapter presents the findings of the study by describing the sample used to 

collect the data and present the analysis of the findings from the data collection. 
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Chapter 5: Research results 

5.1 Introduction 

This chapter presents findings from the qualitative study into the impact of remote work 

on collaboration and knowledge sharing among workers in South Africa. Data was 

collected through in-depth interviews with 14 individuals working across various industry 

sectors and employed in firms within the Johannesburg area. The technique of analysis 

used a thematic content analysis, in which emergent codes from interview transcripts 

were categorised into themes based on significant expressional parallels and contrasts. 

A summary table of topics is followed by a thorough breakdown of the findings by theme 

and code in this chapter. The coding procedure that was used as a part of the data 

analysis is described in the next section. 

5.2 Sample description 

Data was collected from 14 participants, with 12 participants coming from the financial 

services industry, specifically the insurance and banking sectors. The other two 

participants were from telecommunications and rail transport management industries, 

specifically. The participants included senior managers, managers, team leads, staff, 

HR generalists, and all the participants are remote workers, either in full or part-time 

capacity. The variation in industry and industry sector was to get rich insights that could 

be attributable to a heterogenous group. The sector types (private vs public) had no 

influence on the study, and is included in Table 3 for information purposes only. The 

identity of the participants and the organisations they work for were anonymised to 

maintain confidentiality of the participants. Where quotations included actual names of 

people or company names, details were modified to maintain confidentiality.  
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Category Sub-Category Participant 
Remote 
worker Job Level Gender Industry 

Industry 
sector 

Private 
Large 
Enterprise 

Participant 1 Y Manager Female 
Financial 
Services Insurance 

Participant 2 Y Manager Male 
Financial 
Services Insurance 

Participant 4 Y 
Senior 
Manager Male 

Financial 
Services Insurance 

Participant 5 Y Manager Male 
Financial 
Services Banking 

Participant 6 Y 
Senior 
Manager Female 

Financial 
Services Banking 

Participant 7 Y Staff Male 
Financial 
Services Insurance 

Participant 8 Y Team lead Male 
Financial 
Services Insurance 

Participant 9 Y Staff Female 
Financial 
Services Insurance 

Participant 10 Y Staff Male 
Financial 
Services Insurance 

Participant 11 Y Team lead Female 
Financial 
Services Insurance 

Participant 12 Y HR Manager Female 
Financial 
Services Insurance 

Participant 13 Y Manager Male 
Financial 
Services Insurance 

Public 
Sector 

State Owned 
Enterprise 

Participant 3 Y 
Senior 
Manager Female 

Telecommunicati
on 

Telecom 
Services 

Participant 14 Y HR Generalist Female 
Rail Transport 
Management Railway 

Table 3: Interviewees profile from the sample 
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5.3 Analysis of results 

At the start of the interviews, all participants were asked to confirm if they are working 

as a full or part time remote worker, and the response received aligned to the concept 

of the study. All interviews were transcribed, using a high-end AI tool (Otter.ai). Next, 

the researcher edited the transcripts to correct the grammar where spelling was 

incorrect, or words were repeated. To begin analysis, Atlas.ti was used as the tool to 

create codes, the initial coding process involved taking a close look at the research and 

interview questions. Four main themes aligning to the research questions were created. 

A total of 92 single codes were created, and after thematic analysis, 15 codes, four code 

groups, and 298 quotations were created (Appendix 5). 

According to Malterud et al., 2016, qualitative studies place value of the richness of the 

data, therefore the analysis of the research findings lays more attention on the quality of 

the data than on mensurable attributes. Given the data was synthesised at theme level, 

emphasis on the frequencies of codes was not considered as part of the analysis. 

However, it is important to note the codes that frequent mostly across the participants. 

Table 4 below provides code frequencies by rank. 

Table 4: Code frequencies 

Rank Code Frequency 

1 Challenges with remote work 88 

2 History of working together 33 

3 Norms of reciprocity 32 

4 Communication 24 

4 Interpersonal relationships 24 

6 Efficiency-based traits 16 

6 Trust in collaboration 16 

8 Collaboration_Tools 15 

8 Social_belonging 15 

10 Norms on communication tools 14 
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11 Trust in Knowledge sharing 13 

12 SourceofInfo_Self 11 

12 Norms on collaboration 11 

12 Relationship based behaviors 11 

12 Organised Collaboration 11 

16 SourceofInfo_Others 6 

17 SourceofInfo_document 2 

 

In addition, the analysis of the codes mapped to the themes, which in turn were mapped 

to the research questions, was completed, with research question 1 weighing more, 

mainly due to the challenges participants experienced during remote work. Following 

that was research question 2 with a higher percentage, then research question 3. Table 

5 shows the mapping of the code categories to themes and the research questions. 

Table 5: Mapping of themes and codes to research questions 

Research 
Question 

No of 
codes 
created 

Sub-
category Category Theme 

RQ 
code 
% 

How does 
remote work 
affect 
collaborative 
networks and 
social 
interaction?  

8 
  

Office-based 
collaboration 

 
Quality of 
collaborative 
networks 

76% 

 

26 Challenges 
with remote 
work 

Quality of virtual 
collaboration 

 

11 
Organised 
collaboration 

 

6 
Collaboration 
tools 

 

6 
Source of 
info others 

Accessibility of 
information  

 

11 
Source of 
info Self 

 

2 
Source of 
Info 
documents 

 

How do social 
factors 

2 
  

Interpersonal 
relationship 

15%  
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contribute to 
the 
relationships 
within 
collaboration 
teams working 
remotely?  

1 
  

Trust in 
collaboration 

Social 
factors on 
collaboration 

 

1   Communication  

2 
  

History of 
working 
together 

 

1 
  

norms on 
collaboration 

Social 
structures 

 

7 
  

Norms on 
communication 
tools 

 

How do social 
factors 
contribute to 
the 
relationships 
within 
collaboration 
teams working 
remotely?  

1 

  

Trust in 
knowledge 
sharing Relational 

factors on 
knowledge 
sharing 

9% 

 

4 
  

Norms of 
reciprocity 

 

3 

  Social belonging 

 

Total no of 
codes 92         

 

 

Source: Primary research data 

 

5.4 Results for research question 1 

Research question 1: How does remote work affect collaborative networks and 

social interactions? 

The first objective of the study was to assess the extent to which remote work has 

influenced team collaborative networks and interaction among employees working 

remotely in the Johannesburg area. In achieving this objective, the study sought to 

collect data on how participants collaborated before COVID-19, how participants 

collaborate now while working remotely, and any challenges that remote workers are 

currently experiencing in remote working. The respective findings on these variables are 

presented in this section. 
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Responses to research question 1 generated one theme, which is the quality of 

collaborative networks. Figure 3 show an overview of the summary of the theme and 

categories which represents views from the data.  

Figure 3: Overview of research question 1 results 

 

The created codes related to research question 1 are presented in Table 6. In total, 70 

codes were created, with the challenges sub-category having the most codes created 

as participants experienced various challenges with virtual collaboration. Research 

question 1 constituted 76% of the codes created.  

Table 6: Research question 1 theme mapping 

Research Question 

No of 
codes 
created Sub-category Category Theme 

RQ 
code 
% 

How does remote 
work affect 
collaborative 
networks and social 
interaction?  

8 
  

Office-based 
collaboration 

 
Quality of 
collaborative 
networks 

76% 

 

26 
Challenges 
with remote 
work Quality of 

virtual 
collaboration 

 

11 
Organised 
collaboration 

 

6 
Collaboration 
tools 

 

6 
Source of info 
others 

 

Quality collaborative 

networks 

Quality of virtual 

collaboration 

Access to 

information 

Office-based 

collaboration 
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11 
Source of info 
Self 

Accessibility 
of 
information  

 

2 
Source of Info 
documents 

 

 

5.4.1 Quality of collaborative networks 

In response to research question 1, the theme examines three categories on the impact 

that remote work had on collaborative networks. The first objective of the study is to 

assess the extent to which remote work has influenced team collaborative networks and 

interaction among employees working remotely. In achieving this objective, the study 

sought to collect data on how participants collaborated before COVID-19, how 

participants collaborate now while working remotely, and any challenges that remote 

workers are currently experiencing in collaborating with others. In this theme, three 

categories are identified and discussed, namely; face-to-face collaboration, the quality 

of virtual collaboration, and accessibility of information. The respective findings on these 

variables are presented in this section. 

5.4.1.1  Face-to-face collaboration 

Virtually all of the study’s participants were fully-office based before the pandemic but 

have since shifted to either full remote work or some form of hybrid, with the greatest 

time spent working remotely. Participants were asked to describe how they collaborated 

during their period of working from the office. The purpose of this question was to 

establish, from the workers’ viewpoints, the difference between in-person and remote 

collaboration.  

From the data collected, it was clear that all participants found office-based collaboration 

much easier than remote collaboration. Keywords used to describe in-person 

collaboration included “easy”, “human connection”, “informal”, “no fuss”, and others. 

What became clear was that during office-based collaboration, participants found it easy 

to collaborate with one another informally because the relationships they had allowed it. 

Developing from this category is some of the views participants had to share regarding 

the relationships they had in office: 
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“When you walk into that space where people are, everyone just stops what 

they're doing and they give you attention, you greet each other, you have a quick 

few minutes talk, and everybody is happy. And I think that, for me, that was 

building a good relationship and trust, and it was very easy for me to ask or 

collaborate with anyone.” Participant 4 

Another participant also shared the same sentiment as participant 4 on building 

relationships: 

“I am from the online space, there has been a couple of issues where you’ll find 

people complaining about the system, so it was easier for you to go to the next 

person, if the impact was caused by someone from another team. You can go to 

the person who implemented the change and let them know your changes are 

breaking the system. I think it was the human interaction that was making it to 

create relationships better.” Participant 2 

In addition to the ease of building relationships, other participants found being in the 

office enabled easy collaboration. The next Participant links the ease of collaboration as 

a result of sitting in one physical meeting room: 

“So, because we were at office physically, we had lot of meetings face-to-face, 

meetings were very normal for us. That’s the first thing we would do, it was very 

easy to connect with people. You get in a room and together you brainstorm, and 

you can bring charts if you need to, it was easier that way. So, the second part 

of meetings as a team, is that our meetings always involve media agencies that 

are not necessarily in the bank. So again, meetings would be a big deal for us, 

we used to call them workshops, where we can sit in a room and literally start 

talking about a campaign and how we can leverage each other’s skills.” 

Participant 6 

In contrast to the previous Participant, others associated the ease of collaboration to 

getting help fairly easy without the need to organise a formal meeting to brainstorm. 

There was a sentiment that in-person collaboration rarely required the need for 

scheduling to be conducted, since one could easily go to the other person’s office and 
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ask for advice, ask for information, or just chat informally. The following quotes attest to 

this:  

“For me, the collaboration was one of those dependent collaborations because 

everybody was already in the office. There was no need to set up meetings, etc. 

You could just get up, go to the person's desk, ask what you need to ask, and 

come back to your desk and continue with what you need to do. So that is the 

kind of collaboration we initially had before COVID.” Participant 9 

“We were all in the same environment, and the sense that it was, it's an open 

plan setting. So, on a simple basis, if you want to be able to ask something, or if 

you're working on a project, and there's something that you want to ask, just walk 

to your colleague, and be able to quickly chat about it or like finish off on 

something. I think so it was like that. And then also, in terms of the meetings, we 

were all in one room, in person, if there was something that we are working on 

all these, like, you know, meetings that happened be it forums, be it maybe a 

weekly meeting.” Participant 14 

Another dimension of in-person collaboration that emerged from the study was the 

extent to which collaboration was viewed as “informal”. This does not mean a completely 

informal setup where scheduling was not available but refers more to the sense that 

informal connections were easier as people could just bump into each other at the 

canteen or while having coffee, or have chats in the hallway or in meeting rooms before 

and after meetings. It appears that participants highly valued these interactions, pointing 

out that they were a good opportunity for team members to get to know each other better 

and begin to enrich their working relationships. This is supported by the following quote: 

“So, the way we communicated with the team was in person face-to-face, and 

that was either through a channel of formal meetings or informal chats just as we 

pass each other in the hallway, or at making coffee.” Participant 13 

During the interviews, emphasis was placed on getting quick responses on queries, and 

participants felt that they were able to get quick responses, sitting close to each other in 

proximity was beneficial, and people paid more attention in collaboration sessions. 
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Responses presented in this category show that people found being in the office efficient 

for collaboration. In terms of proximity, most participants appreciated being close to one 

another, people described it as being easy to walk to someone’s desk and get 

information.  

“It was way simpler before, I think being in the same space with you team 

members makes it very easy to have conversations. You know, if you have an 

idea about something, or you have a struggle in any way, other people are right 

there to assist you. So even outside those impromptu conversations, it was also 

a simple thing to then set up that meeting quickly with specific team members 

within your team, and also outside to have a brainstorm around certain things to 

be done, which really helped progress whatever it is that we are working on.” 

Participant 13 

To further support the view of participant 13 on progress, participant 2 reflected on the 

resolution time and efficiency of in-person collaboration: 

“… if you needed to setup a session with other teams, it could be formal or 

informal, it was helping to get issues resolved quicker and efficient.” Participant 

2 

Another participant reflected that being in such close proximity to their colleagues also 

meant that the use of technology to collaborate was not deemed necessary. Participant 

3 had this to say: 

“All of us were in the same office and we shared one block and it was fairly open 

plan office with management sitting on one floor. It was just always easy for me 

to just push my chair to my colleague’s desk and ask them something. It is very 

rare that if I wanted something from a colleague internally, I would send them an 

email, I would not send them an email.” Participant 3 

Reflecting on other benefits of in-person collaboration, another participant reflected on 

the attentiveness of his colleagues when they attend in-person meetings. The 

implication was such that meetings were viewed largely as more productive due to 

benefiting from the in-person experience. The following quote attests: 



 
 

49 
 

“If you pull people into a meeting room, they generally will not come with the 

laptops, and then you can have their full attention in terms of what you need to 

get through. It's also the face-to-face, which was a good aspect of it because 

then you could get a sense of what a person is feeling, or if they don't understand 

or they need to elaborate more.” Participant 7 

From the discussion in this subsection, it is clear that participants viewed in-person 

collaboration in a positive light because of reasons such as the ease with which people 

could be reached, the informal nature of some encounters, and the “productive” nature 

of in-person meetings. It was evident that in-office collaboration helped to build and 

strengthen some of the work relationships which participants valued so much and having 

that eased the conversation when collaborating or asking for help.  

5.4.1.2  Quality of virtual collaboration  

In this section, there are three sub-categories that emerged when analysing 

collaboration during remote work. In the three sub-categories, participants reflected on 

what worked well during virtual collaborations, the tools used to collaborate, and lastly 

the challenges encountered as a result of remote work. 

5.4.1.2.1 Organised collaboration 

In the era of remote work, participants had the opportunity to bring some of the examples 

where working virtually is different to working in office. The fact that participants had 

mainly positive things to say about office collaboration does not mean it is the complete 

opposite for remote collaboration. What emerged from the study was that instead of just 

being a straightforward challenge for collaborating, remote work was found to add layers 

of complexity to team dynamics, requiring all members to adjust how they interact. This 

subsection discusses participants’ perspectives on how they are currently collaborating 

while working remotely.  

A major discussion point arose around scheduling of meetings. According to the majority 

of participants, collaborating remotely has resulted in the need for more planning and 

structure in place, scheduling meetings since the “pop in” option essentially does not 

exist. Without knowing what the person you need is working on at a given time, it is 
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essentially impossible, or at least highly impolite, to immediately drag them into an 

unscheduled meeting. As a result, workers have had to adjust to respect each other’s 

schedules while collaborating remotely and be more organised. This argument is 

attested by the following quote: 

“I think, firstly, the biggest thing that we had to do was try to adjust to not being 

in the office where we could just get up and go to someone's desk. We had to 

get to a point where you needed to request time in people's calendars. So that 

you can find some form of availability for you to either have a discussion or ask 

the questions that you need to ask. So far, it's been working well, there's just one 

or two where people just feel the need to just throw you into a meeting without 

even asking what your diary looks like. When someone is not even aware that 

you are already in another meeting, because people tend to put their status in 

red.” Participant 9 

In addition to requesting people’s availability for meetings, participant 3 added another 

layer of planning, meaning working remotely forces one to be mindful and more 

organised. This is what they said: 

“If I think of something now, I need to plan it, I now need to schedule a team's 

meeting. And sometimes I want to deal with something like now, in the next hour, 

but then when I check the schedules of the people, on Teams, they're not free 

for the next day or two, then I need to postpone that thing to like, Friday.” 

Participant 3 

Still on scheduling, it was further clarified that the need for better scheduling and respect 

of each other’s time is because while in the home setup, workers often have to deal with 

a unique set of distractions that are not found at the office. These include children and 

other family members in the house, the need to run small errands, and others. As a 

result, while collaborating remotely, participants noted that it is now important to first 

check with the person you seek before simply roping them into a meeting. The below 

quote supports this: 
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“Working remotely has forced us to honour each other's time a little bit more 

because you have to book time in someone's diary if you want to spend time with 

them or get whatever out of them. It's opened our eyes to what other people are 

doing in the world, for example, I mean, when you're at home, you're with your 

family, right? So, you have to pay attention to that and pay attention to their needs 

as well.” Participant 12 

5.4.1.2.2 Collaboration tools 

The number of virtual collaboration tools utilised has reportedly increased since people 

started collaborating largely online. Some of the tools mentioned include Jira, MS 

SharePoint, MS Teams, Confluence, OneDrive, WhatsApp, and many others. Using MS 

Teams, which was mentioned as the main tool employed by all participants, team 

members are able to notice each other’s availability or unavailability, allowing for easier 

collaboration. Furthermore, these virtual collaboration tools allow collaborators to divide 

labour, schedule meetings, hold meetings, share documents, and many other key 

functions as shown by the quotes below: 

“We work I think, mostly on Teams, Microsoft Teams connection and making sure 

that we are on Teams itself, you know, it has that an option for teams, were you 

able to open different pages relating to whatever project that you're working on. 

So, we were able to store documents and share whatever, for the sake of 

collaboration as well. You're able to share whatever documents or post any 

updates with the particular team members; SharePoint, OneDrive, are facilities 

to be able to access whatever you may need.” Participant 14 

“Now I'd say it's more like on the platforms such as Teams. We still do the daily 

stand-up, which we call Scrum, as part of being agile. So, we rely mostly on those 

ways of agile methods of working but mostly Teams and then so though that is 

like the more formal one where we get updates and then the informal ones like 

depending on we need to clarify stuff because in the office you can walk up to a 

person and talk to that person but now remotely obviously we just call each other 

to get info or to share whatever we need to share.” Participant 10 
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With regards to the quality of the collaborative networks, the researcher noted that much 

has happened within teams to settle into the routine of remote work. Working remotely 

has taught many to respect each other’s time and collaborate based on availability. It 

has also exposed them to the many technological tools to facilitate work. As a benefit, 

people’s competency with the tools of choice may have improved as none raised a 

challenge with the use of tools. 

5.4.1.2.3 Challenges in collaboration within remote teams 

While the results made it clear that many workers have been settling into the routine of 

remote working, participants provided several collaborative challenges that they have 

been facing since the advent of remote working. These include the unavailability of team 

members in times of need, the elimination of ad hoc interactions, some team members 

feeling alone and unsupported, and people becoming strangers without in-person 

interaction. However, it should be noted that regarding the challenges, and all other 

aspects of remote collaboration to be discussed in later sections, participants found 

remote collaboration to be easier with people that they knew well prior to working 

together remotely.  

One of the discussion points that emerged concerned the unavailability of people in 

remote teams. Participants lamented that in many instances, they found it hard to 

collaborate because some people were largely unavailable, or people just miss each 

other as they interact with others during the day, or it was perceived that other people 

could be lying about being busy, since no one is watching them. As a result, key team 

issues took unreasonably long to be resolved, and some team members became 

frustrated due to the difficulty in accessing the help they need. The following quotes 

refer: 

“I just find that calling people, nine out of 10 times you probably find that they 

don't answer the phone, they never hear the phone the first time, then they call 

you back, but you're in another meeting again. So, you keep missing each other. 

Because you don't know what's on the other side, what they are busy with, what 

they're up to.” Participant 13 
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In addition to unavailability, other participants expressed frustration with regards to 

delays in communication, which was caused by various issues such as delayed 

resolution, no follow-ups on email, or communication not being clear enough. The is 

what participant 2 said: 

“I've seen incidences where people report an issue via email, and no one 

attempts to resolve the issue until maybe it's a serious burning issue escalating. 

And you'll find the issue has been there for three days, four days, five days, and 

no one was looking into it. But because now it's been escalated from top to 

bottom, now people are starting to run around. The other challenge is, you don't 

know whether that person is on leave, or is on sick leave, or is on whatever.” 

Participant 2 

“Having sent the email to a team doesn’t mean someone follow-up, and that is 

another aspect that is lacking to say I didn’t get any response yet send another 

email.” Participant 2  

Participant 9 adds another element to people’s unavailability. They mentioned that 

people are sometimes not as busy as they portray, because some of these tools give 

the ability to update one’s status, and people sometimes misuse the status to avoid 

certain conversations. 

“I think the only issue that I find difficult is that people tend to hide behind a 

specific status on Teams because they either don't want to be part of whatever 

question that you may have, or they just don't want to be part of it. People have 

taken working from home as a mum holiday. People are very relaxed, they're not 

pushing their timelines, they're not pushing their work. They give the same 

update in scrum every day for long periods of time.” Participant 9 

Furthermore, some participants argued that another challenge was people getting 

distracted by a number of things while working from home. Children and other family 

members, house chores, and related things were blamed for distracting remote workers. 

The implication of these distractions is that team members become unavailable at times 
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while needed, they do not perform optimally, and team projects take longer to achieve. 

The following quotes attest: 

“Because right now, people are more involved in their private lives, their children, 

the pickups, the school, the extramural activities, and running of errands, for 

example. So, as opposed to being in the same space in person in the office, now 

everybody's in their own separate space, their lives run a little bit more 

differently.” Participant 1 

“Now, there's an added balance that is required from working from home, 

because you're not removed from the home. So, there are certain things in the 

home that still affect your work life. On top of the eight hours that you have, there 

is now home stuff that also affects you more than what it was when you were in 

the office.” Participant 11 

Another key factor that came through in the challenges is that some team members are 

feeling alone, isolated and unsupported as remote collaboration means questions are 

not always answered on time. Worsened by being new in a team, lack of sustained 

support from other team members leads to frustration and feelings that one is working 

alone without support. This is supported by the following quote: 

“What I've heard from other people within the space is that they don't find it as 

smooth as before COVID, they actually find it very frustrating, where now they 

feel like they are on their own, there is no one there to kind of help when they 

have issues because within the team, they haven't set up a proper point of 

contact within themselves.” Participant 9 

Another key challenge raised by the majority of participants relates to the extent to which 

remote collaboration has forced most interactions to become more formal. Working 

remotely has largely removed the ad hoc nature of in-person interactions, since people 

can no longer bump into each other but have to align each other’s calendars to meet. 

Worse still, it was reported that there has been an increase in the numbers of people 

working in silos, in that most individuals are focused on their own work, with little 

consideration for collaborating. These arguments are supported by the following quotes: 



 
 

55 
 

“At first, it presented quite a few challenges. Because at work, everybody's there 

you can get to see everybody and, check them immediately as you see them. 

But now, the way in which we do that, it's very formal, because when you just 

phone someone up, I don't know what they are busy with. So, it does force me 

to actually think about not just my time, but the other person's time as well, like if 

they’re available.” Participant 13 

“Quite the struggle, actually, I think because we are so removed and almost in a 

sense working in silos, right? There are now a lot of gaps because we don't get 

the time to talk. Everyone is just trying to get through the day to do what they 

need to be done. There's no more impromptu, you actually have to make the 

added effort to have a conversation with someone.” Participant 11 

Participant 5 viewed silos as a problem created by team structures where people are 

designated to one team thus unable to interact with other team members focused on a 

different project. Here is what they said: 

“… this thing of I belong to this team, that person belongs to that team, we have 

created silos in such a way that people just focus on their own areas. So, it 

becomes very difficult to ask the next person, maybe in your own team, they will 

tell you straight away, I don’t know, we need to talk to the person next door.” 

Participant 5 

Lastly, participants reported that they felt like they were becoming strangers with 

colleagues, since the advent of remote working. With the reduction of ad hoc 

interactions, people are generally absorbed by their work and can spend very long 

periods of time without interacting socially with colleagues. Limited social interactions 

were blamed for the gradual breakdown of interpersonal relationships, negatively 

affecting both collaboration and knowledge sharing. The following quotes support this: 

“If you are not intentional and understand that there's five people in the room 

virtually, you can easily forget somebody, like you can forget somebody and so 

from an inclusivity perspective, it can be problematic because now in a meeting 

if you've got eight people, certainly there are ones that love to talk and you have 
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forgotten other people, and so you've not included them and they feel left out. So 

as a leader, I've had to be aware of that, because it was a big challenge.” 

Participant 6 

In addition to the limited interactions other people found that the interactions they had 

with the team were mostly limited to work, and were task-focused:  

“Um, so the thing is, if you work remotely, you kinda hardly ever interact as the 

entire team. Unless, like, you organise a meeting for the entire team. Otherwise, 

it's almost specific people speaking to each other. And then you find that other 

team members hardly ever speak to each other.” Participant 5 

“I do find that with the hybrid, we only meet when it's about the allocated work 

like if there's a meeting, or whatever it is for work-related things.” Participant 14 

As previously discussed, however, the prior working history was a central mitigating 

theme for all challenges and issues relating to working remotely. According to the 

participants, having that relationship of having worked with a person in the office setup 

before meant, to a larger extent, they already had sufficient interpersonal relationships 

and trust. As a result, not only did they become comfortable collaborating remotely, but 

also, they maintained pre-established social interactions. The construct of prior history 

will be further unpacked at each level of discussion in the following sections. In the 

meantime, the following quotes relate to how the majority of participants indicated that 

collaborating remotely was easier where people had a prior in-person working 

relationship: 

“For me, the working relationship wasn't that great. Like. And that also filtered to 

how we work because we're working on the same thing and depend on each 

other. And yeah, not having that social relationship, I think we interact differently 

if we know each other, like if we've met face to face before.” Participant 10 

Other participants reported that it was a challenge to work with new joiners, meaning 

those they have no history of working with. 
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“I've been moved into a new role right now, and I have never met one of my 

subordinates because she's never been to the office. This already creates a 

barrier because I don't know how to address sensitive issues because I don't 

know her that well. That already on its own is an issue because we haven't 

established that working relationship, but I don't know how to come to her with 

particular things and having to book time in her diary or the time only to have a 

get to know you discussion when she's got all of this work piling up is not 

necessarily feasible.” Participant 12 

“I think the challenge is when there is like someone new, who needs to be 

integrated, you know, it's sort of like, it's a bit difficult to get to know that person. 

Because, when you work with people you also want that level of friendliness, or 

just knowing someone but now because it's MS Teams, there is sort of a barrier.” 

Participant 8 

From the findings on the challenges of working remotely, the researcher made two main 

observations on the central arguments. Firstly, people were found to be more 

comfortable collaborating remotely with those they have had prior in-person contact 

with, making collaboration especially difficult for new entrants into the team. Secondly, 

while most participants viewed remote collaboration as more challenging than in-person, 

most were doing a lot to improve their remote collaborations already for better team 

performance. 

5.4.1.3  Accessibility of information  

In evaluating the extent of collaborative networking within and outside of teams, the 

study sought to assess the nuances of information access by team members. Accessing 

collaborative information sitting outside of one’s team speaks to the availability of 

bridges/ links that help fill the structural holes between teams (Lin et al., 2021; Yang et 

al., 2022). As posited by Gao et al. (2013) individuals in their organisations should seek 

to collaborate with others based on their network information, that is the type of 

connections they have or the existence of shared connections. A participant in a network 

with many structural holes can benefit an organisation by offering new perspectives and 

possibilities. 
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In terms of filling structural holes within their teams, the group of people that were found 

to be the most relevant bridges/links are business analysts. Business analysts are most 

relevant as bridges because they are conversant in both technical language and 

business management language. As a result, for those working in the IT field (which is 

the group that mostly participated in the study), findings showed that their first point of 

connection is largely a business analyst in their team. The following quotes relate to how 

people access information through business analysts: 

“If you were to ask me, who would be your go-to person in another team, the first 

person would be the business analyst. And then if you're struggling, then you 

escalate with the dev man. But working remotely, you identify that you're not 

going to get a person at the time that you need them. So, it's a case of, can I get 

hold of the BA, is the BA helpful? Because in some instances, that individual is 

maybe overworked, or you guys don’t click.” Participant 7 

“If it's something that is related to what the team is doing, I will go to the business 

analyst most of the time. If not, then I will ask my fellow development managers, 

I will just throw a message into the managers’ Microsoft Teams chat and say 

guys, I'm looking for XYZ. Does anybody perhaps have any? Any idea on where 

I can start looking for this information?” Participant 1 

However, due to the complexities of information sharing, for example in instances where 

no business analyst is available, or the information required is not really accessible 

through business analysts, participants discussed the need to build a rapport with 

relevant persons, meaning they source the information themselves acting as a bridge. 

Building strong collaborative relationships with relevant persons was found to be another 

keyway in which team members bridge structural holes within and outside their team, 

which is in line with what scholars such as Ghaffar et al. (2018) say. The following quotes 

support this: 

“The best way would be to try and call the person to establish a rapport so that 

they understand why you are calling them before you set up a meeting. Because 

I find if you just set up a meeting with somebody that is not inside your network, 

they don't understand what the need is for the meeting. Chances are if he doesn't 
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know you, or has never heard of you, or they don't necessarily know you that 

much, it's a 50-50 chance, you may get some time with him or you might not.” 

Participant 13 

 

In this case, participant 3 indicated that a manager is a key person to give guidance and 

introduce a person so that a connection is established: 

“The primary person that I relied on was my manager to guide, where do I go to 

for this, or for that, but also my colleagues, and then once they introduced me to 

one person, let's say at finance, then I would try and build rapport with that 

person. Sometimes, I would ask people to try and get to their human side, 

although I'd never met them before...try and call them and make jokes around 

the weekend.” Participant 3 

Some participants relied on key documents to provide the information of who to contact 

in specific areas. This then give them guidance who to contact: 

“.. if you like working in that big project, there are people allocated, there is what 

you call the stakeholder list on the project plan, and someone who is written there 

as responsible for this.” Participant 14  

In addition to having to build working relationships for bridging structural holes, some 

participants indicated that they felt they had to step in as bridges due to the difficulty in 

accessing information. This further relates to the challenges in contacting people as they 

work in their silos, leading to a lack of response where one requires outside assistance. 

As a result, people have had to step up and become bridges for information gaps.  

“In my current role, I am the guy that tries to put the information together but in 

previous times, I relied on other people to do that. Like I'd just send a request to 

a person and say, listen, this is missing, and we need it and then they'll go find 

it. But right now, I find myself having to play that role as people are not so 

responsive remotely.” Participant 5 



 
 

60 
 

“For us, we don't have such things as bridges. You are your bridge, and you are 

your team spirit. If we do it individually, we do what we must to collaborate with 

others and reach out and do all of our work. Most of our work requires other 

teams. So even so that, imagine how many bridges we would have, if I'm to call 

them bridges, connectors or whatever, you just do what you must to get the job 

done.” Participant 6 

The researcher noted that teams appear to be having challenges plugging structural 

holes in a remote-working world. However, despite this, the existence of links such as 

business analysts in teams simplifies remote collaboration, giving people information 

they need. Furthermore, many others have had to work their networks to become 

information bridges for their teams through searching directly for information and 

building working relationships with relevant persons. 

5.4.2 Summary of research question 1 

This theme discussed the effect of remote working on collaborative networks, by  

understanding how participants worked pre and during remote work. Results showed 

that people are generally wary of remote working, viewing it as an extra challenge for 

collaboration. This was, however, largely limited to those that are joining new teams/ 

have new members joining their teams, as individuals indicated they find collaboration 

easier with those they have a prior in-person working relationship with. Prior history was, 

therefore, seen as an enabler of collaboration in remote teams. Lastly, collaboration was 

also enabled through the plugging of structural holes in teams with the use of business 

analysts and relationship building. The next theme discusses the influence of social 

factors on collaboration 

5.5 Results for research question 2 

Research question 2: How do social factors contribute to the relationships within 

collaboration teams working remotely? 

The second objective of the study sought to understand how the social factors influence 

collaborative relationships when working remotely. In achieving this objective, the data 

collected centred around interpersonal ties which are the social factors that enable 
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members to collaborate easily. The respective findings on these variables are presented 

in this section. 

Responses to research question 2 generated two themes, which are social factors and 

social structures and their influence on collaboration. Figure 4 below show an overview 

of the summary of the categories and themes which represents views from the data.  

 

Figure 4: Overview of research question 2 results 

 

The themes were created from 15% of the codes created during the thematic analysis, 

which totalled 14 codes in this category. Table 7 provides the categories created under 

these themes.  
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Trust 
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Table 7: Research question 2 theme mapping 

Research 
Question 

No of 
codes 
created 

Sub-
category Category Theme 

RQ 
code 
% 

How do social 
factors contribute 
to the relationships 
within collaboration 
teams working 
remotely?  

2 
  

Interpersonal 
relationship 

Social factors 
on 
collaboration 

15% 

1 
  

Trust in 
collaboration 

1   Communication 

2 
  

History of 
working 
together 

1 
 

Norms on 
collaboration 

Collaboration 
norms 

7 
  

Norms on 
communication 
(tools) 

 

5.5.1 Social factors on collaboration 

This theme emerged from the study and entailed the influence of social factors on 

remote collaborative relationships. As theorised in the study’s conceptual framework, 

expected social factors that affect collaborative relationships in remote teams include 

interpersonal relationships, trust levels, communication, prior history of work, and team 

social norms. This section presents results following these codes based on data 

collected from interviews with 14 remote workers in the Johannesburg area.  

5.5.1.1 Interpersonal relationships 

As interpersonal ties were viewed as important in building trust and enabling 

collaboration, the study sought to establish remote workers’ perspectives on how 

interpersonal relationships affect their everyday collaboration. Findings revealed that 

interpersonal relationships were viewed as highly important in unlocking collaboration, 

given how collaborating with “strangers” is a challenge for the majority. This was 

especially clear when the discussion of prior working history came up. According to the 

participants, interpersonal ties already exist between those team members who have 
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worked together in an office setup before but are very challenging to establish with new 

members joining teams today. As a result, teams getting new members in the era of 

remote work are struggling to establish interpersonal relationships. This also extends to 

trust issues, communication issues, and problems with shared social norms. 

Regarding the importance of interpersonal ties, all participants felt that having 

relationships with team members beyond the working environment is healthy for 

collaboration. Instead of transactional work relationships, viewing each other as 

individuals was seen as a better way to request for information from colleagues, 

especially in the current environment of virtual collaboration. The following quotes attest 

to this: 

“I think, by far, being a remote worker has made me much more involved and 

interested in relationships and relationship building purely for survival's sake 

because otherwise then I don't know what's going on. Then I'd be locked out and 

feel like okay, I'm sitting here at my house and the walls are closing in and I don't 

really know what's 100% happening in the company or, the little tricks of how to 

work the system.” Participant 3 

“Having an interpersonal relationship with your colleagues, or your team 

members, or the people that you are collaborating with is very important. You 

need to reach out to people also on a personal level, not just on a professional 

level. As soon as you take an interest in people's personal lives, personal 

struggles, personal challenges, then they sort of give you the same energy back 

when it comes to the professional needs of collaboration.” Participant 1 

Participants shared many opinions on the importance of interpersonal ties, but majority 

of this fell into the argument that relationships outside the working environment help 

loosen up people for better collaboration. For instance, some argued that in an agile 

environment, the lack of interpersonal relationships could lead to total collapse of the 

team. Others, in alignment with the study’s hypothesis on the relationship between 

interpersonal ties and trust and communication, noted that having ties within teams 

helps build up trust which, in turn, also makes team members better communicate and 

collaborate. As previously stated, however, the lack of prior working history was seen 
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as an antithesis to interpersonal relationships within remote teams. New joiners are 

being left out of collaborative circles, have to go a long way to access information, and 

are generally taking much longer to be integrated in remote teams. This is leading to 

collaborative challenges as shown by the quotes below: 

“I felt for the new joiners, I still feel for them. I can't think of anybody that was new 

in my team specifically, however, for those new entrants, from what I've heard 

outside of teams, it was hard and continues to be hard to integrate. In fact, there 

are people that joined our product team during COVID. And today, you don't even 

know them when you go to the floor. So, for them, it was very difficult from what 

I've gathered.” Participant 6 

“What I've picked up so far, is that people that knew each other before we moved 

into this remote working, some of them they still cling to each other, they've built 

relationships then and so, even now, during this hybrid, they still connected and 

to a point that when you have a new person joining the team, that person it 

becomes so hard for them to integrate easily. Because these people, sometimes 

they are so used to working in a particular way.” Participant 4 

This subsection presented results on the construct of interpersonal relationships and its 

importance in collaboration within remote teams. From the findings, the researcher 

noted that team members are generally well-informed on the need for and importance 

of having interpersonal ties, and team challenges of having no or limited ties. However, 

despite this, team members are having challenges integrating new entrants, leading to 

problems with interpersonal ties, translating to inefficiencies within remote teams. 

5.5.1.2 Trust in collaboration 

The construct of trust was viewed by participants largely in the same light as they viewed 

interpersonal ties, citing that lack of trust between team members makes collaboration 

difficult. Similarly, participants indicated that they found it difficult to trust individuals that 

they have only ever collaborated with remotely, without any in-person relationship. 

Regarding the importance of trust, it was seen as necessary in remote teams mainly 

because of the physical distance between team members, requiring them to trust each 
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other to deliver. With trust, individuals are able to trust that the next person will do what 

is expected of them to contribute to a team, and team leaders have to trust that members 

are putting the amount of effort necessary to deliver quality results. The following quotes 

echo the importance of trust in remote teams: 

“Trust has become a big thing in terms of collaboration because right now, I can't 

see the person and what they are actually doing, and whether it is what they are 

expected to do if we are working on a document or something like that. So, trust 

really plays a big part.” Participant 14 

“You have to trust someone to do what they need to do in order for you to 

continue with your job. Second-guessing is going to firstly hamper you; it's going 

to hold back on what you're doing. And you got to trust that your team members 

are doing the right thing. Trust building doesn't happen immediately. It comes 

with time. And once you build trust, you'll be able to trust them even if a person 

does make a mistake. You can trust them because of their work ethic. And once 

you trust someone, I think that goes a long way.” Participant 7 

In working environments that lack trust, collaboration was seen as highly challenging as 

team leaders end up refusing to delegate to those whom they do not trust. Besides 

worsening team dynamics, this also leads to inefficiencies in the teams’ delivery of their 

objectives. The following quotes relate to scenarios of no trust in the workplace: 

“To be honest, there are certain people in the team I trust and certain people I 

don't. So, the people that I trust, because I've built that relationship, I've seen the 

work ethic, I then can say, guys, I need this done. Also, even if they have a 

problem, even if they come back and say sorry, I haven't sorted this out, I know 

it for good reason because I know how they work. And then with the person that 

I do not have a trusting relationship, unfortunately, I do not have that with some 

people within the team. I would be more on their case because I want to make 

sure if they are prioritising my item.” Participant 7 

“I find that the team members that I don't trust, I don't even try and collaborate 

with, I'd rather try something on my own. And from start to finish, even if I fail at 
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it than work with somebody I don't really trust. And I find that the trust takes time 

to build because there's very little interaction, so you actually really don't know 

the people.” Participant 3 

Lastly, as previously stated, participants also discussed trust in the sense of prior 

working history. Short working relationships that have so far been entirely virtual were 

viewed negatively when it came to trust building, as participants indicated that they 

hardly have any interactions outside of work. Consequently, persons joining new teams 

often run into cliques that already have their own understanding and a way of doing 

things, leading to the new entrants feeling left out. This is attested by the quotes below: 

“Right now, I have trust issues with my current team because I don't know them, 

especially the one lady that I haven't met. When I joined the team, the first thing 

I did was I asked her for a recruitment dashboard. Her recruitment dashboard 

didn't have at least four of the positions that she was escalated on. And that 

already broke my trust in her and this has absolutely impacted our collaboration.” 

Participant 12 

“I’ve noticed that people sort of create a small community of people they know, 

who they can call. It’s because of the communication and the trust that they've 

built among themselves, not that they excluding anyone new. But it's because of 

their trust, you know, and collaboration that has been happening.” Participant 8 

In summary, findings in this subsection indicate that trust, similar to interpersonal ties, 

is an important ingredient into a successful collaborative relationship. From the 

examples provided, it was noted that teams that lack trust face huge challenges in 

collaborating. Trust was found to be especially lacking in teams where some people are 

new entrants and a prior in-person working history does not exist. 

5.5.1.3  Communication  

Following interpersonal ties and trust, the study sought to establish the extent to which 

communication is important for collaboration in remote teams. Results on 

communication were in line with those on interpersonal ties and trust, with participants 

arguing that communication is especially important in the current remote working 
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environment. Team members have to be especially forthcoming when collaborating 

remotely because they may step away from their emails for some time, go on vacation, 

or be distracted with other things that make it necessary to inform other team members. 

Similarly, feedback is essential for remote collaboration because it ensures that others 

get the information they need, or at the very least, appreciate the challenges that another 

team member is facing. The following two quotes attest to the importance of 

communication in collaboration: 

“It is very important that the communication levels are actually kept. Working from 

home, when you're trying to get a person, and this person may have stepped out 

of the workspace and maybe they have gone to the shops, if there isn't any 

communication, you just keep on calling repeatedly on Teams or WhatsApp and 

you can't get hold of this person. And if they don't tell you they are going out, it 

becomes hard if you sent something and expect an instant answer.” Participant 

4 

“Feedback is very important. And even if there is a delay, even if there is an issue, 

I just think communication is super important. I can't walk to your desk. Like I said 

earlier, certain things that I can't do anymore, because I'm not around you. So, if 

you can’t answer an email, you use WhatsApp or a text to say, I'm this far with 

this, or this is what's happening to keep each other in the loop. I think it's super 

important.” Participant 14 

Communication breakdown in remote teams was blamed on a variety of factors such as 

bad communicators, language and cultural barriers, and the lack of prior in-person 

working history. Relating to bad communicators, participants noted that some people 

hardly provide any information on their whereabouts and challenges, leading to 

bottlenecks in team performance. From leaving their home to run errands without 

communicating, to poor performance, bad communicators were found to be a major 

problem for successful remote collaboration, as stated by participant 9 below: 

“There are also one or two instances where we've picked up within the team 

where you've got people that really do not communicate properly. They are 

slacking in their work because they have taken this whole work from home thing 
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as a holiday, for lack of a better phrase. And they've become dependent to a 

point where when assigning work, they don't do it to the best of their ability. And 

then when the system analyst comes in and has to go through the work, they 

realise at that point that this person didn't even try.” Participant 9 

Additionally, given that some participants collaborate remotely with people from all over 

the world including India, other parts of Africa, and the United Kingdom, language and 

cultural barriers were also blamed for communication breakdown. Differences in culture 

have made it challenging for some teams to communicate informally outside of work, 

since seemingly small practices such as certain jokes can be interpreted in a drastically 

different way by colleagues from a different culture. As a result, it was found that 

multicultural remote teams often end up with strictly working relationships, with hardly 

any outside interaction. 

“This is a big one for me because I have struggled with individuals. Not picking 

on any sort of culture or race or anything but just the experience that I've had. 

There are few people from XXX1 that I struggle with, mostly because their English 

speaking wasn't that great. It's not their first language, fairly understandable. And 

I would ask a question, and I get an answer, but it made no sense. And then, 

we'd spend 20 minutes trying to unpack their answer, where it could have been 

a five-or even a two-minute response. And then all that time is wasted because 

we didn't understand the wording, you're unable to articulate yourself in a specific 

way.” Participant 7 

The last barrier to communication was the lack of prior history of in-person collaboration. 

Without that physical working relationship, participants reported that they found it 

challenging to relate to others as there are often subtle personality traits that can only 

be picked up while communicating in person. For instance, non-verbal communication 

often has challenges conveying tones such as sarcasm and jest, and where people 

already know each other’s personalities, it is easier to interpret these.  

 
 



 
 

69 
 

“So, we have meetings, messaging, and calling platforms. But I think what tends 

to happen is, like, because we're not in one room, people have that fear of 

intruding. Because they don't know what's in your space, unless there's that bond 

already formed, like, where I can call you at any time. And when you are not in a 

frame or space to speak, you will let me know.” Participant 5 

“If it's a new joiner, as an example, then they don't know the way we work and 

the company's ethos. But if it's somebody that's been here for a while, and you 

have really worked with them, you assume that they know what they need to do”. 

Participant 13 

Overall, this subsection showed that communication is essential for remote collaboration 

as much as interpersonal ties and trust are also important. Effective communication is 

however affected by barriers such as bad communicators, cultural and language 

barriers, and the lack of prior in-person working history. 

5.5.1.4  Prior history of working together 

The influence of prior history on collaboration has been well documented in this chapter. 

As per discussions on all other constructs, the importance of interpersonal factors and 

social norms on collaboration, as well as the importance of interpersonal and social 

factors on knowledge sharing were found to be largely dependent on people’s 

established in-person working history. With individuals being wary of new entrants in the 

team especially during remote working, new entrants appear to be facing a lot of 

challenges in integrating, establishing interpersonal relationships remotely, and 

conforming to established social norms. For the purposes of discussing findings, 

therefore, prior history was viewed as an over-arching theme more than a standalone 

factor influencing collaboration. The following quotes show some instances of 

participants emphasising the importance of having a prior working relationship: 

“I think with my direct team, I mean, we've all worked together physically, 

therefore, moving to remote has not been a challenge in terms of just that 

interaction. However, in terms of collaborating with other colleagues that I have 

not necessarily worked with personally, I wouldn't say it's that much of a 
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challenge, but it's different. For example, I'm seeing people that I don't know, but 

always see an email from them. The first time I’m on a Teams meeting with them, 

I have to find out if they are lady or a gentleman then.” Participant 1 

“I've got two people that report directly to me. The one is an older lady, who 

applied for the position herself and didn't get it. But because she and I have met 

before, and we've had one on one interactions, she understands where I'm 

coming from, and I'm starting to get where she's coming from, we've been able 

to connect on a deeper level, versus the second person who's actually closer to 

my age group. I've never met her before, we've only really dealt with each other 

via email, and Teams and electronically, and I find that a lot of what I say to her 

gets lost in translation.” Participant 5 

The above shows how prior history affects collaboration. The researcher noted, 

however, that in the majority of cases, participants were not focusing much on how 

teams can better integrate new entrants, but rather on the inconveniences of having new 

people with whom there is no prior working relationship. The implication of this is such 

that teams are more focused on their problems rather than finding ways of building 

relationships with new entrants while working remotely. With labour turnover being a 

natural part of life, teams have to sooner or later find ways to collaborate better with new 

members. Participant 14, for instance, mentioned that team leaders should make it their 

goal to ensure that members collaborate better, including new entrants. Meanwhile, 

participant 11 argued that it is a prerogative of the entire existing team to want to 

integrate new entrants and share knowledge with them. The following quotes attest: 

“I think my experience has been when the leader is able to demonstrate a level 

of wanting people to come together when in a bigger team and creating that 

shared vision and talks of this is where we are going, this brings people in. That 

helps to in terms of knowledge sharing.” Participant 14 

“It has to be the people who are already established within the team who aid that 

person in them feeling like they belong, because if we are almost segregating 

them, and not allowing them to, in a sense, shine, or show them value, then they 

will never feel like they belong.” Participant 11 
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Furthermore, some participants held a view that there is an expectation that new joiners 

are supposed to know how things work and that there is reluctance from the team to 

assist.  

“I don’t know if people in the office are not trained, or they’ve never been on the 

receiving end of being new during COVID, or being a fully remote employee, like 

they don’t know what it feels like. So, they are oblivious, like they continue as 

though, like they assume, you should know everything.” Participant 3 

“.. so, you could see that these people are struggling in terms of gelling or 

understanding of the system or the support from the existing people, because 

they assume that you should know these things, even if you’re new.” Participant 

4 

Findings presented in this subsection underline the importance of prior history in linking 

all other constructs with remote collaboration and knowledge sharing. Teams, however, 

have a lot to do to begin working on solutions for integrating new entrants, since there 

will surely be new people continuously joining remote teams in the future. 

5.5.2 Social structures 

The study also sought to establish the influence of shared social norms on collaborative 

relationships within remote teams. It was theorised that teams with established social 

norms enable better collaboration, a lack of understanding of such norms can be 

problematic for teams. The following discusses the two sub-categories focused on 

collaboration norms. 

5.5.2.1  Norms on collaboration 

A central discussion point that emerged refers to the need for one to respect established 

team norms, to ensure that one can belong to that team. Noted established norms had 

to do with issues such as meeting times, communication channels, informal networks, 

and other things. The majority of participants indicated their frustrations at other 

individuals that fail to follow established norms, as shown by the following selected 

quotes:  
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“I've had one or two instances where I am pulled into a meeting at 6pm. The 

meeting wasn't discussed with me prior. But it's a meeting that I did want. So, 

because of the fact that I have been wanting this meeting, but it wasn't discussed 

with me, it's a bit annoying. Because these meetings tend to come at a time when 

I'm busy with something else on a personal note.” Participant 9 

“I'd say, for us, I know one of the big things they always used to say is, guys, we 

can't be having a meeting during lunchtime. People would always complain about 

this, saying, can we just not do this, because we need our time as well?” 

Participant 11 

Similar to all other constructs, shared social norms were highly linked to the prior history 

of in-person collaboration. Participants argued that new entrants were always unfamiliar 

with established social norms within teams, and are, therefore, the are the ones that 

mostly break these norms. This is worsened by remote working since the absence of in-

person communication means new entrants will take longer to learn the team’s methos. 

The following quotes attest: 

“It's a bit of a challenge for new people that are joining when the team, as they 

join, the team already has some sort of cadence. And because they are remote, 

they are not fully aware. So, as an example, like if you don't invite a person to a 

meeting that they don't know about, they wouldn't even know that they're not 

invited to a meeting”. Participant 5 

“I'd say social norms are a major factor. If you’re joining a new team, you 

shouldn't go into it assuming that our social norms also apply to other people, so 

it's almost a check to say, guys, is this okay? For instance, no meetings before 

nine. Now you've set up this meeting early. So, you've already got a group of 

people coming into this meeting who are not happy because that is not their 

norm”. Participant 11 

In summary, findings on established social norms showed that many teams have 

existing ways in which they do things that they would rather stay undisturbed. New 
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entrants to such teams are often faced with pressure to integrate as quickly as possible 

before they are blamed for changing norms and frustrating existing members.  

5.5.2.2  Norms on communication tools 

This subcategory sought to understand the agreed forms of communication tools or 

forums that are set in place that the team needs to adhere to in order to give proper 

feedback for collaboration. As asserted by Markarius and Larson (2017), social norms 

need to be explicit to influence behaviour and build trust. The researcher noted that most 

common forms of tools that participants relied on for communicating progress are teams 

call, daily stand-ups, weekly meetings, emails. below quotes attest this. 

“So, the only ritual we follow religiously, is the daily stand-up. Where people give 

their updates on a particular item there are busy with.” Participant 4 

“We meet in person at least once a week, because it’s better for our projects.” 

Participant 3 

The researcher noted that other teams rely more on informal types of feedback  

“I think the way that we sort of conduct ourselves in the team, I encourage emails, 

I love emails.” Participant 1 

In addition, there was a sense from some participants that social norms are treated 

casually and not explicitly set for some team.  

“...we’ve actually never talked about social norms formally...” Participant 5 

“Some people have sort of like intellectual capacity to pick up on the norms 

immediately, and some don’t.” Participant 6 

In this sub section the researcher noted that some teams are structured and have their 

rituals for communication which works for collaboration, however, for other teams’ 

explicit rules have not been set to guide acceptable ways of communication. This may 

cause communication issues for these teams further down the line. 
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5.5.3 Summary for research question 2 

This theme discussed the influence social factors had on collaboration, specially 

focusing on the quality of the relationships, trust between members, communication, 

and history of working together. The results showed that there is awareness on the 

importance of building relationships to facilitate collaborations, while teams that worked 

together prior to remote work maintained the relationships, but it presented a challenge 

for new joiners. Similarly, in the absence of face-to-face collaboration, trust and 

communication were found to play a big role collaboration. Across the social factors, the 

researcher found that members with established relationship (prior history of working 

together) worked better together indicating strong ties, however, it remains a challenge 

for new joiners.  

With regards to collaboration norms, some teams have their own ways of working and 

have processes set in place, while others are more casual. 

5.6 Results for research question 3 

Research question 3: How do social networks contribute to knowledge sharing in 

teams working remotely? 

The third objective of this study sought to understand how the relational dimensions of 

social capital influenced knowledge sharing when working remotely. In achieving this 

objective, the data collected centred around social factors that enable members to 

exchange information. The respective findings on these variables are presented in this 

section. 

Responses to research question 3 generated one theme that is relational factors on 

knowledge sharing. Figure 5 shows an overview of the summary of the categories and 

themes which represents views from the data.  
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Figure 5: Overview of research question 3 results 

 

The created codes related to research question 3 are presented in Table 8. The themes 

were created from 9% of the codes created during the thematic analysis, which totalled 

8 codes in this category. Table 8 provides the categories created under these themes.  

Table 8: Research question 3 theme mapping 

Research question 

No of 
codes 
created Sub-category Category Theme 

RQ 
code 
% 

How do social factors 
contribute to the 
relationships within 
collaboration teams 
working remotely?  

1 

  

Trust in 
knowledge 
sharing 

Relational 
factors on 
knowledge 
sharing 

9% 
4 

  
Norms of 
reciprocity 

3 
  

Social 
belonging 

 

5.6.1 Relational factors on knowledge sharing 

The third theme that emerged from the study relates to the influence of interpersonal 

and relational factors on knowledge sharing. From the literature study, it was found that 

Relational factors 

on knowledge 

sharing 

Social belonging 

Trust  

Norms of 

reciprocity 
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interpersonal trust (O’leary et al., 2020), norms of reciprocity (Endres & Chowdhury, 

2013), and social belonging (Farooq, 2018; Gubbins & Dooley, 2021) affect knowledge 

sharing within remote teams. The study sought to establish the extent to which these 

relational factors are applicable to knowledge sharing using a series of questions posed 

to the interview participants. Results on this theme are presented in the subsections 

below. 

5.6.2 Trust on knowledge sharing 

The first relational factor that was targeted for exploration is interpersonal trust. Based 

on literature, it was theorised that more trust leads to greater knowledge sharing, similar 

to the influence of trust on collaboration. Participants were therefore asked to discuss 

the extent to which trust levels in their teams affect how they share knowledge. From 

the results, it was established that trust levels had a significant influence on team 

members’ knowledge sharing. The existence of trust reportedly enables better 

communication and allows for delegation of responsibilities and informal interactions 

between team members. Instead of transactional relationships where individuals work 

in silos and only share the bare minimum, trust levels open up communication lines and 

ensure team members share more than just work-related knowledge. The following 

quotes support this: 

“I think if you've got interpersonal trust, it makes knowledge sharing a lot 

smoother. Because I could have trust, for example, in one person in the team. 

And with the new platform that we're working on, which is AWS, I'm able to give 

him a call or drop him an email, and he will share the information without even 

being biased, he will give me everything I need to know. But if it's someone that 

there is no interpersonal trust, that person is just going to give you the bare 

minimum of what you need. And they're going to leave you like that.” Participant 

9 

“I had an experience where if the examiner is presenting a new tool, he was like, 

if you don't understand, I'm more than willing to make time you can come to me 

to take you through. So, I find that people are helpful in terms of clearing up 

certain concepts and ensuring that we're all on the same page. For knowledge 
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sharing, people are willing to make extra time to help you understand and I think 

there's just that dedication towards being on the same page.” Participant 14 

In the absence of trust, however, participants argued that knowledge sharing will be 

reduced. For instance, due to the absence of trust, some team members may be 

unwilling to ask questions to one person that actually has the knowledge, due to a lack 

of trust. Consequently, the team’s output is affected as individuals become unable to 

participate optimally. In the same line of thinking, an individual who does not have a 

good interpersonal relationship with another may refuse to share key knowledge for the 

team to succeed, just because of the absence of trust between the two. The following 

quotations attest to the challenges of limited trust within teams collaborating remotely: 

“My interns don't want to go to this lady for training, although she's the one who’s 

got so much knowledge on HR. Everyone avoids her, as far as, please teach me 

how to do a reference is concerned, please teach me how to upload this on the 

system. No one trusts her to teach them the right thing because her work is never 

up to date.” Participant 12 

“If you do not have a good personal relationship with that team member, you’re 

going to struggle to get information out of them, they're not going to be willing to 

want to assist you, because it's just going to come across as it's a waste of their 

time. So having that personal relationship makes life a lot easier and makes 

getting information from a person a lot easier.” Participant 7 

Similar to other themes on collaboration and knowledge sharing, participants also noted 

that trust levels are usually better where individuals have a prior history of in-person 

collaboration. From the results obtained, it was noted that team members largely viewed 

those they have worked with in the office before with more trust, while taking 

comparatively much longer to build interpersonal trust with new team members. In 

support of this, some participants argued that trust is difficult to establish in an entirely 

virtual collaborative setup where lack of face-to-face communication is at risk of being 

misinterpreted. While joined remotely by team members from different countries and 

cultural backgrounds, it is reportedly easier for misunderstandings to occur, worsened 

by the lack of physical interaction. The following quotes attest: 
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“Yeah, people that I know, let's say I knew them from before. So, I used to work 

in telecom from 2013 to 2015. Some of the people that I knew, then it was way 

easier for them to share knowledge than people I have newly met.” Participant 

3 

“Trust plays a very big part, you don't know this person, it takes longer to build 

those interpersonal relationships as well, because you don't get to interact with 

them on a daily basis, you know, which also breeds into the work aspect. Now, 

when this person is trying to reach out to you and needing assistance, it's very 

easy to say, I've got something else to do.” Participant 11 

Again, the theme of prior history of working together comes through in this sub-section 

as well, and indicates that people who’ve worked together are sharing information fully 

because they trust one another. It remains a challenge for new joiners to be trusted as 

the relationship has not yet developed, thus people either withhold information or only 

share details related to the query. 

5.6.3 Norms of reciprocity 

As an anti-silo working system, norms of reciprocity were also theorised to be important 

in explaining knowledge sharing within remote teams. Here, findings generally mirrored 

what was found on trust, including the arguments that people reciprocate knowledge 

sharing more with those they have a prior history of working together with. Meanwhile, 

two main reasons for the low levels of reciprocity in remote teams were identified and 

discussed: the non-sharing of knowledge due to competition within teams, and the 

problem of working in silos. Using a worldview of “knowledge is power”, some team 

members reportedly hold on to important knowledge so as to appear more 

knowledgeable than their peers, thus, affecting team output. This is attested by two 

quotes below: 

“Because XYZ believes in that thing of saying because knowledge is power, I'm 

not going to share all the information, I will withhold it, I will hoard it, I will be the 

clever one, or whatever the case may be and they withhold that information, and 

as a result, you build a culture where everybody withholds. So now you're 
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breaking a team instead of building a team because everybody now is 

withholding information that is needed by everybody else, and knowledge sharing 

is absolutely not gonna happen.” Participant 6 

“We're supposed to be reciprocal with the information, but I just felt that like, the 

past few years, that there's a certain level of competitiveness. Sometimes people 

don't do it because they want to share as they want to be the top performing 

channel or whatever. They don't really always want to share that they know the 

tricks of the trade.” Participant 3 

Similarly to this, working in silos without complementing each other was also blamed for 

the limited reciprocity within remote teams. The “isolated” nature of each remote worker 

clicking away at a physically far distance from the others can create an environment 

where one just wants to be done with their portion of their work and knock off for the 

day. In the end, fewer people will volunteer to check on their teammates’ progress, help 

diagnose challenges, and offer solutions. Other team members may also retaliate if they 

think they were neglected when they needed help, worsening the working relationships. 

The following quotes support this argument: 

“I find that if you have someone who isn't necessarily a team player and doesn't 

see the importance of transferring the skill and operating in their own little silo, in 

order to cover up the mess that they are doing, is an issue as well. So that's what 

I'm finding with the problem makers are the ones that don't want to talk and 

collaborate with others, and others will go to them and take them for information, 

and they won't share.” Participant 12 

“There are certain people that don’t share information, and they are only out there 

to make themselves look good. So, they don't kind of like share that information. 

As a result, you block those people out, so whenever they come for any help, 

you don't want to help that individual. Because, you know, they are just out for 

themselves, they don't work as a team.” Participant 13 

The discussions above generally supported the study’s established hypothesis that 

reciprocity is important for knowledge sharing within remote teams. A lack of reciprocity, 
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due to reasons such as silo mentality and competition between team members results 

in the lack of knowledge sharing and failure of virtual teams to build strong relationships 

beyond work. 

5.6.4 Social belonging 

As Farooq (2018) noted, a sense of belonging is a good motivator for people to put effort 

into their work and produce results. This study further hypothesised that in addition to 

interpersonal trust and norms of reciprocity, social belonging within remote teams is 

necessary for knowledge sharing. Findings from the interviews largely supported this 

view, with participants arguing that a sense of belonging within a team unlocks desires 

for one to contribute to their team and share knowledge with others. With a sense of 

belonging, it was argued that a worker feels their achievements are tied to the team’s 

achievements, prompting them to work less as an individual but part of a team. As 

argued by participant 12 in one of the quotes below, one gets to “own the house” that 

they know is theirs, taking care of it and protecting it from harm.  

“If this is your house, there's no way you're going to throw a piece of paper on 

the floor, you're not going to let her go to ruin. We're told that this is our South 

Africa, this is our land, don't pollute, don't do that. You own it, it is yours, so you 

don't want to ruin it, right? So that is what we need to make people feel that this 

is your team, this is your business if we fail. So, it is important to make people 

feel like a community because if I don't have ownership of something, I don't care 

whether it fails or not really.” Participant 12 

“I think social belonging is important. It's one of the key things for a team to thrive 

together and achieve its goals and objectives, the social belonging feeling like 

we are one that is important, it's an important thing that every team member 

needs to know about, to try to be part of the team. And then that will drive each 

team member to contribute towards one thing and being engaged.” Participant 

10 

While the issue of social belonging was noted to be important for knowledge sharing, 

many participants lamented that working remotely has eroded social belonging. This is 
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because people are individually detached from each other, don’t get to interact socially 

with colleagues nearly as much as before and, therefore, tend to share knowledge less. 

The following quote attests to this: 

“I think once upon a time, that social belonging with a team before COVID, was 

a big thing. Now, I don't think people are actually still after that because people 

are more worried about their own lives than worry about trying to fit into the team. 

I think people are more obligated for lack of a better word, to focus on what they 

need to focus on. And not what, from a team perspective, people are trying to 

achieve. So, if I'm able to do the work that's assigned to me and finish, I'm happy 

I'm done, I can close my laptop and knock off, not realising that as much as I'm 

doing my own work, the whole team's effort needs to come together as one.” 

Participant 9 

The history of working together was also brought up on the construct of social belonging, 

with the argument that people are tied closer to those they have worked previously in 

an office setup. The implication of this is that, in a remote setup, people gravitate towards 

those they previously knew, leaving new team members unincluded. In this case, it is 

important for team leaders and existing members to support new entrants in belonging 

in the team, since for teams with strong ties, new members are usually beneficial for 

knowledge sharing. The following quotes speak to the challenge of social belonging in 

remote teams: 

“I feel like that's an area that we lack in, especially now with this virtual aspect. I 

feel like when we were in the office, there was definitely more of that welcoming 

atmosphere because you could sit and have this conversation, go and grab a 

coffee or go for lunch. So, it was easier to integrate a person into the team. But 

now virtually, it's almost completely gone. It's shut out. People who know each 

other within the team interact with each other, and the newbies are in essence 

left out.” Participant 11 

“I think it is a struggle for new people to actually get involved because it's like, 

us, at our company, we do things very different compared to the other companies 
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so it's like a new start-up, they feel the need to first earn their stripes before they 

actually are let in.” Participant 13 

In addition to non-existing work relationships, some participants expressed that the only 

time they felt like they belong is when the team shared a common cause. Participant 3 

had this to share as a new joiner in her organisation: 

“The only time when we’ve rallied together, and I felt belonging, is only now when 

I’m going through adverse challenges. The team witness me go through a very 

adverse challenge on teams meeting, and they are like no, no, that’s not right, 

you must do something. This is the first time where I felt like we are a unit, it’s on 

this huge challenge with my manager that I’m having.” Participant 3 

Participant 3 also felt strongly that teams with established relationships should make an 

effort try to be inclusive to new joiners: 

“It has to be the people who are already established within the team who aid that 

person in them feeling like they belong, because if we are almost segregating 

them, and not allowing them to, in a sense, shine, or show them value, then they 

will never feel like they belong.” Participant 3 

This subsection discussed the importance of a sense of belonging in knowledge sharing 

within virtual teams. Results suggested that while teams understand the importance of 

social belonging, there have been challenges in integrating new members that are 

joining in this virtual working environment. Without team leaders intervening to improve 

ties in the team, or existing members opening up to new members, teams with strong 

ties will fail to benefit from diverse ideas coming from the outside. The failure of teams 

to efficiently integrate new members should hence be viewed with the negative lense it 

deserves, calling for the need for team members to invest effort in accomodating new 

entrants as this is of overall benefit to the team. 

5.7 Summary of research question 3 

In this theme, the researcher noted the importance of social-relational factors in enabling 

collaboration and knowledge sharing. The centre is around relationships, some are 
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formed prior to working remotely and some had to be fostered during remore work. 

Having history of working together is the strongest factor that comes out that enables 

easy exhange of information.  

5.8 Conclusion 

This chapter presented findings on the impact of remote working on collaboration and 

knowledge sharing using data from 14 interviews conducted with workers in various 

sectors in Johannesburg. Four main themes emerged from the analysis of data.  

The first theme inspected the quality of collaborative networks which discussed three 

categories, namely office-based collaboration, quality of virtual collaboration and the 

accessibility of information when working remotely. Office-based collaboration sought to 

understand how people collaborated in the office before becoming remote, and the 

quality of virtual collaboration looked at how people collaborated virtually with the intent 

of understanding the differences between the two. The last category was to understand 

the accessibility of information internally and externally to the team.  

The second theme sought to understand the influence of social factors on collaboration, 

and these factors were: interpersonal ties, trust, communication, social norms, and prior 

history. The third theme investigated the influence of social norms on virtual 

collaboration. The fourth theme relates to the influence of relational factors on 

knowledge sharing, and included interpersonal trust, norms of reciprocity, and social 

belonging. In all the themes, an over-arching theme was that prior in-person working 

history affected the extent to which all interpersonal factors and social norms affect 

collaboration, as well as the extent to which interpersonal and relational factors affect 

knowledge sharing. 

The next chapter presents a discussion of the study’s findings in line with literature, and 

implications for workplace remote collaboration. 
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Chapter 6: Discussion of results 

6.1 Introduction  

In this chapter, the research findings are discussed in detail, within the context of the 

study and in line with literature discussed in chapter 2, as well as the findings’ 

implications on the future of remote working. The insights gathered from the findings of 

the study are dealt with in this chapter by comparing and contrasting to the concepts 

discussed in the literature in order to answer the research questions in chapter 3. The 

chapter contains a theme-by-theme overview of results, which are the quality of 

collaborative networks, social factors on collaboration, social structures, and relational 

factors on knowledge sharing.  

The important findings are discussed in detail as per each research question. However, 

it is worth noting that 76% of quotes related to the quality of collaborative networks, in 

particular the challenges noted on remote work places’ emphasis on the key elements 

to facilitate a smooth collaboration between employees. Equally, the emphasis placed 

on history of working together is noted as the glue that enables the smooth collaboration, 

and thus, the lack thereof results in hindered collaboration. 

6.2 Discussion of results for research question 1 

Research question 1 was intended to gain context on the extent to which collaborative 

networks have been impacted by remote work by establishing the behaviours people 

carried pre-remote work and efficiencies associated to in-office work contrasted against 

remote working now. Extant literature on the diverse views on remote work exist, and 

some researchers viewed remote work as essential strategic decision in times of crisis 

(Hite & McDonald, 2020), which is what happened with the COVID-19 pandemic – 

organisations moved to remote work, while, at the same time, other researchers noted 

the benefits and challenges on remote work (Felstead & Henseke, 2017; (Galanti et al., 

2021; Hafermalz & Riemer, 2021). Thus, it is important to understand the extent to which 

the move to remote work has influenced work relationships. 
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6.2.1 Quality of collaborative networks 

This theme included discussions into four major issues which were: office-based 

collaboration, quality of virtual collaborations, challenges in collaboration within remote 

teams, and the accessibility of collaborative information in remote teams. In South Africa 

and elsewhere around the world, while there were limited and rising instances of remote 

working, the proportion of employees working remotely increased substantially due to 

the pandemic (Bell, 2021; Sostero et al., 2020). The sudden shift, however, meant many 

employers and employees were unprepared, and collaboration was one of the most 

negatively impacted aspect of working (O’leary et al., 2020). This study, therefore, 

theorised that collaboration was easier for teams in office set-ups as opposed to remote 

working set-ups, leading to the collection of empirical data on the subject.  

6.2.1.1  Face-to-face collaboration 

Upon reflection of office-based collaboration, most participants viewed working closely 

with colleagues in-person as beneficial for many reasons and noted that social 

interactions and collaboration with colleagues was easier. Several participants drew a 

key contrast between remote and in-person working by highlighting how one could easily 

go into the other person’s office and ask for advice, ask for information, or just chat 

informally. Additionally, it was found that casual social connections were simpler 

because the office allowed for flexibility and informal talks, which allowed people to chat 

and exchange information wherever they met. In this kind of a setup, the researcher 

noted that workers could establish interpersonal connections easier as there were more 

chances to chat with colleagues, instead of a remote setup where most encounters are 

structured. The findings are similar to Sjølie et al. (2022), where individuals found face-

to-face collaboration easier than online collaboration, because face-to-face collaboration 

offered richer social context and opportunities. The insights from literature when 

compared against the findings of the study suggested that employees work well together 

when they are connected more closely, and being in office was able to provide that 

because employees could talk to one another casually and not be restricted to work 

related matters only, which meant that one could get a quicker response from a 

colleague.  
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6.2.1.2  Quality of virtual collaboration 

6.2.1.2.1 Challenges with remote work 

The findings revealed that working remotely was associated with several challenges for 

team collaboration, as found in the study. Many participants reported challenges relating 

to the unavailability of team members in times of need, the elimination of ad hoc 

interactions, some team members feeling alone and unsupported, and people becoming 

strangers without in-person interaction. These findings appear to conflict with empirical 

studies that associated working remotely with improved psychological well-being and 

work-life integration (Mostafa, 2021) as well as improvements in productivity (Galanti et 

al., 2021; Hafermalz & Riemer, 2021). On closer examination, however, these studies 

were mainly focused on the experiences of individual employees instead of teams. While 

many employees would be successful in a silo system while working remotely, the 

inherent knowledge sharing nature of teams meant that collaborating remotely resulted 

in challenges for team collaboration.  

This study’s findings on the challenges of remote collaboration corroborate previous 

studies that highlighted several challenges such as boundary-setting related to work 

time, culture and mindset shift from office-based to remote work, balancing between 

everyday related work with creativity, and how the lack of face-to-face interaction may 

result in reduced stimulation in the long-term which may hinder work progress, isolation, 

and ineffective communication (Chafi et al., 2022; de Vries et al., 2019; Wang et al., 

2021). Maintaining social connections was especially stated as highly challenging as 

people were working in separate areas and did not get to interact “informally” as much. 

Given that research question 1 made up 76% of the codes created and was related to 

challenges experienced, it is evident that individuals were not ready for remote work, 

and that there was lack of sufficient preparation to ease the transition from in-person 

collaboration to virtual collaboration. The researcher also noted a potential concern in 

that although it has been over two years since the start of COVID-19 and the adoption 

of remote work, the participants’ current experiences show that there have been no 

solutions offered and no ease of collaboration has been established yet. The challenges 

experienced were concerning and immediate remedial action is required for the success 

of many organisations with remote work policies. 
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6.2.1.2.2 Accessibility of information 

The findings on accessibility of information in remote teams was that participants found 

it to be challenging. To access information, especially information outside of one’s team, 

participants indicated that they have had to learn to build social relationships with other 

teams, as well as relying on team members they already know well. Accessing 

collaborative information sitting outside one’s team speaks to the availability of bridges/ 

links that help close structural holes between teams (Lin et al., 2022; Yang et al., 2022). 

Therefore, for individuals to access information, they have to either rely on existing 

bridges of information or learn to become information bridges themselves in the absence 

of existing information conduits. In line with Ghaffar et al. (2018), this study found that 

building strong collaborative relationships with relevant persons was a key approach in 

which team members bridge structural holes within and outside their team. The absence 

of useful information bridges like business analysts in some organisations, however, 

meant that many teams are failing to fully benefit from the propositions that teams tend 

to benefit from having bridges of structural holes within them (Lin et al., 2021).  

What transpired from the findings and literature was the importance of having a bridge 

to ensure that teams can exchange information and collaborate, and that was seen with 

teams that have people acting as bridges where information flows seamlessly between 

the teams. It was further noted that teams without a bridge have an opportunity to build 

relationships directly with other stakeholders, thus benefitting them by getting rich 

information directly, this places them at a better advantage than those who rely on one 

person to get the information. Figure 6 shows a bridge filling the structural hole and tie 

strength between teams. 
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Figure 6: Structural hole network diagram 

 

Source: Author’s own 

6.3 Discussion of results for research question 2  

Research question 2 intended to gain context on the influence of social factors on 

collaboration when working remotely, specifically looking at the interpersonal ties and 

social structures. The intent was to understand the qualities of the relationships between 

collaboration members. In their study, Sjølie et al. (2022) confirmed that the transition 

from face-to-face to virtual collaboration affected student’s social interactions, thus it 

was a challenge to collaborate. In a similar study of social factors, O’leary et al. (2020) 

confirmed that the existence of social factors in a virtual collaboration increases the 

social ties between collaborators. 
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6.3.1 Social factors on collaboration 

The second theme explored five main sub-themes falling under social factors, thus 

exploring how interpersonal ties enable trust and collaboration, how trust leads to 

collaboration, the importance of communication in remote collaboration, how prior 

history of working together eases remote collaboration, and the influence of shared 

social norms within remote teams on communication and collaboration.  

6.3.1.1 Interpersonal relationships 

The findings of this study corroborated with literature on the topic of interpersonal 

relationships. Most participants reported a high level of erosion of interpersonal ties 

between team members as communication became more structured, purposeful, and 

work-focused. The erosion of interpersonal ties meant that working relationships 

became more transactional than collaborative, as confirmed by this study’s findings, and 

this was in line with Ferreira et al. (2021). Similarly, Manca (2022) found that while most 

organisations were promoting collaboration between individuals and within their teams, 

the effort is often unsuccessful due to tensions that arise during interactions. The 

tensions are a result of lack of strong ties among collaborators and the reduced co-

location impact on the creation of social ties with co-workers. The findings suggested 

that the underlying cause of the tensions and challenges in collaborating was due to a 

lack of strong ties between team members, because the interpersonal relationships 

have eroded during the period of remote work. While this finding in principle was in line 

with Granovetter’s (1983) observations of social ties, it also highlighted how teams were 

falling well short of success in remote collaboration. When comparing the findings 

against the weak tie theory, participants suggested that workers are happier to only 

belong within teams where ties are strong, which was not inherently bad, but closes out 

such teams from new experiences and novel ideas (Keuchenius et al., 2021; Lin et al., 

2021). Team members working with individuals that they have weaker ties with (such as 

those they do not have a prior in-person working relationship with have plenty to gain by 

accepting these new individuals and collaborating with them better. 
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6.3.1.2 Trust in collaboration  

The findings on trust influencing collaboration were seen in the same light as 

interpersonal relationships. Individuals trusted those they have worked with before more 

as they know their style of work and that they can deliver. It has proven true that 

establishing trust with new joiners was a challenge (Gardner et al., 2020), as they were 

either excluded and, if included, there was some micromanagement. Challenges with 

interpersonal ties was found to translate into trust challenges, with team members 

having little trust of each other, partly because they hardly interacted socially outside of 

work. The findings in relation to literature established that early trust development was 

not necessary for existing team members, as trust was established prior to remote work. 

However, the study found that it is necessary to establish early trust for new joiners 

which may prove difficult for them to attain, as existing team member often exclude them 

from collaboration. Furthermore, to break the lack of inclusivity, the findings suggested 

occasional in-person meetings were crucial to establish social connection between 

members, where not possible, then emphasis on communication is a must. 

6.3.1.3  Communication 

The findings on communication were also highly in-line with literature, suggesting a lot 

of communication breakdown in remote teams, which was blamed on bad 

communicators, language and cultural barriers, and the lack of prior in-person working 

history. As noted by Yang et al. (2022), the shift to predominantly asynchronous 

communication by teams working remotely resulted in widespread breakdown as 

individuals find it difficult to reach each other. The ineffectiveness of communication in 

remote teams, together with challenges of maintaining social ties and trust, was found 

to be greatly neutralised by having a prior history of working together. Participants were 

evidently more trusting, patient, and considerate of those with whom they have worked 

together in-person before, leading to severe collaborative challenges where teams had 

new members. This finding supports previous empirical findings on the subject such as 

O’leary et al. (2020), Windeler et al. (2015), and Cummings and Dennis (2018). As noted 

by Barlow and Dennis (2016), team members who are not familiar with one another may 

struggle to build relationships and routines, which in turn will affect communication 

between the individuals, and potentially cause conflicts in the group. On the other hand, 
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where team members have previously collaborated within a physical working 

environment, virtual collaboration became relatively easier as members were already 

accustomed to each other’s routines, challenges, and motivations (Windeler et al., 

2015).  

6.3.1.4  History of working together 

The value of prior working history is apparent based on literature and this study’s 

findings, but the researcher challenges teams to find methods of effectively collaborating 

remotely even with individuals they never worked in-person with before. This is far from 

impossible, given that where team members have no history of working together, early 

trust building can be crucial for facilitating collaboration. In line with Cummings and 

Dennis (2018), in the absence of established working relationships, team members can 

form their own social ties through offline interactions, which may help them build overall 

trust and collaborate better. Simply blaming collaboration challenges on the lack of 

strong ties neglects the role of existing team members as well as team leaders in 

building cohesive teams, thus, there is a need for teams to invest in integrating new 

entrants better than presently. 

6.3.2 Social structures 

6.3.2.1  Norms on collaboration 

The findings in this section indicated that social norms were not explicitly set and not 

widely known by everyone in the teams. Some participants reflected on meetings that 

were set either during lunch time or outside of working hours, which was seen as a lack 

of understanding of established social norms. The findings of Makarius and Larson 

(2017) indicated that norms need to be explicit so that interactional behaviour is clear. 

In addition, the creation of norms promotes individuals’ availability (ten Brummelhuis et 

al., 2021). What was clear in this study was that lack of norms creates a 

misunderstanding on collaboration behaviours. Similarly, the lack of norms may be 

indicative of some of the challenges indicated earlier, such as availability of members, 

no or late replies to emails or a lack of follow-ups. Therefore, the study found that when 

teams transitioned to remote work norms were not explicitly set to guide teams how to 
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collaborate, and for the teams that established norms failed to discuss the norms with 

new joiners in their teams. This study concluded that for the success of virtual 

collaboration, team’s social norms must be explicitly set in the early stages of 

collaboration to prevent any behaviours that may impact collaboration progress. As seen 

in Chapter 5, if social norms are not made clear and explicit, individuals experience 

various challenges with collaboration. Furthermore, the assertion made by Whillans et 

al (2021) that relaxing norms allows team member to collaborate more organically, 

should be looked at in context, where collaboration is constrained due to challenges 

found in the study, it is advisable to enforce social norms and they can be reviewed until 

such that all individuals in the team have built strong ties to collaborate organically. 

6.3.2.2  Norms on communication tools 

This subsection sought to understand the processes and technology tools that teams 

agreed on for effective communication. The preference of technologies and interactional 

behaviours must be clear to all members (Makarius & Larson, 2017). The researcher 

noted that with regards to tools and processes, clear norms were established, for 

example some teams encouraged emails as a form of communication tools, while other 

teams relied on daily stand-ups or weekly meetings. Where norms were clear, it was 

suggested that collaboration was working effectively. The key learnings on this 

subsection were that norms are more important in a virtual environment to guide 

collaboration behaviour. It is also noted that the norms work for some team and others 

not, but the challenge is when the norm is not widely known, for example one team only 

preferred the use of email, so for a team that prefers daily stand-up or MS team chat for 

communication, they may get to see a query sent via email later, thus causing a delay. 

Therefore, norms should not only be implemented at team level but should be widely 

implemented at department or organisation level. 

6.4  Discussion of results for research question 3 

Research question 3 sought to understand the influence that relational dimensions of 

social capital have on knowledge sharing when working remotely. In his study, Ahmad 

(2018) discussed the importance of knowledge sharing in an organisation to improve 
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performance, and therefore, in the absence thereof, learnings may not take place and 

innovation may be impacted.  

6.4.1 Relational factors in knowledge-sharing 

The third theme of the study related to an exploration of how interpersonal and social 

factors affect knowledge sharing among remote teams. Sub themes contained include 

how interpersonal trust contributes to knowledge sharing in remote teams, the 

importance of norms of reciprocity in knowledge sharing within remote teams, and the 

influence of team social belonging on knowledge sharing within remote teams.  

6.4.1.1  Trust in knowledge sharing 

Relating to the notion of trust specifically, it was posited that when trust is deeply 

embedded within the team, individuals are likely to participate in the knowledge 

exchange (Han et al., 2020). Stronger trust within the team creates greater opportunities 

for team members to express their personal thoughts and feelings. Particularly, trust 

fosters the development of a positive emotional space with enduring social and affective 

resources (Chou & Pearson, 2012; Jahanshahi et al., 2020), which improves the quality 

of conversation, communication, and knowledge-sharing (Lin & Joe, 2012).  

The study found that the existence of trust enables better communication and exchange 

of information. Instead of transactional relationships where individuals work in silos and 

only share the bare minimum, participants indicated that trust levels open up 

communication lines and ensure team members share more than just work-related 

knowledge. This is in corroboration with Han et al. (2020), who found that team members 

are more willing to exchange knowledge with those they trust more. In the absence of 

trust, participants argued that inefficiencies became rampant, and some people, such 

as interns, were not even willing to ask for assistance from those they do not have a 

good relationship with. The researcher noted this point as interesting because there is 

resistance from new joiners to request information, indicating trust was broken before it 

could be formed. Thus, future exchange of information will remain a constraint. Social 

relationships are very important in remote teams for trust building, because having that 
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trusts translates to overall team performance improvements (Hejase, 2014; Xiao & 

Cooke, 2019). 

6.4.1.2  Norms of reciprocity 

The findings on reciprocity also supported previous studies, with participants 

emphasising that they normally share information with those they feel will reciprocate. 

This links back to the notion of trust again, as reciprocation means individuals are 

comfortable engaging in mutually beneficial information sharing exercises. In addition, 

the study found that two main reasons hinder healthy levels of reciprocity in remote 

teams: the non-sharing of knowledge due to competition within teams, and the problem 

of working in silos. The subject of, reciprocity, is however still fairly under researched at 

this time, specifically in the context of remote teams. As a result, while studies exist that 

point to the importance of reciprocity, little is known about the consequences of a lack 

of reciprocity in teams that collaborate remotely. Existing understanding, however, is 

clear in that reciprocity is important for positive team attitudes, effective communication, 

and improved team performance (Endres & Chowdhury, 2013; Ganguly et al., 2019). 

This hence infers that lack of reciprocity negatively impacts team cohesion and 

performance, effects of which can only be more impactful for remote teams. Team 

members in remote teams, therefore, have the responsibility to build reciprocal 

relationships that promote richer knowledge sharing. 

6.4.1.3  Social belonging 

Participants were also clear on the value of social belonging in fostering knowledge 

sharing within remote teams. The majority argued that a sense of belonging within a 

team unlocks desires for one to contribute to their team and share knowledge with 

others. With a sense of belonging, it was further indicated that a worker feels their 

achievements are tied to the team’s achievements, prompting them to work less as an 

individual but part of a team. While the issue of social belonging was noted to be 

important for knowledge sharing, however, many participants lamented that working 

remotely had eroded social cohesion within teams. This is because people are 

individually detached from each other, don’t get to interact socially with colleagues 

nearly as much as before and, therefore, tend to share knowledge less. These findings 
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show a worrisome position, given how empirical studies have affirmed that identification 

influences knowledge sharing (Ho et al., 2012). Kim et al. (2020), for instance, found 

that social identification and the quality of knowledge sharing create a connection 

between members based on the frequency of their interaction, relationship, and group 

task, leading to better team performance. Similar to reciprocity, there is currently a 

dearth of empirical studies investigating the value of social identification for knowledge 

sharing, specifically within remote teams. This study made conclusions on the value of 

social identification based on pre-pandemic established knowledge. 

The influence of prior working history was found to be a factor interplaying with the value 

of trust, reciprocity, and social identification for knowledge sharing. Similar to the 

influence of prior history on collaboration, the study found that workers were more 

comfortable sharing knowledge with those they had previously worked with in-person. 

The implication of this is that, in a remote setup, people gravitate towards those that 

they already previously knew, leaving new team members unincluded. Consequently, it 

is important for team leaders and existing members to support new entrants in belonging 

in the team, since for teams with strong ties, new members are usually beneficial for 

knowledge sharing. Without team leaders intervening to improve ties in the team, or 

existing members opening to new members, teams with strong ties will therefore fail to 

benefit from diverse ideas coming from the outside (Hu et al., 2019), leading to a lack of 

development. There is, therefore, still a need for teams to move away from their comfort 

zones of collaborating only with those they have strong ties with, to new team entrants 

for richer knowledge sharing.  

6.5 Conclusion 

This chapter focused on a summary of findings from both literature and this study. The 

findings for research question 1 clearly showed that employees were not ready to shift 

to remote work and the transition to virtual environment has since been difficult and 

presented challenges. As far as coordination and information flow between networks 

was concerned, more structured teams had a structural hole bridge to close the gap, 

while teams without such individuals were forced to act as bridges. The discussion of 

research question 2 highlighted the need to build and maintain strong connections within 

the teams, the lack thereof impacts building relationships and trust, and the 
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communication is poor. Overall, those with a prior history of working together, 

collaborated better but left new entrants excluded. The findings of research question 3 

discussed the findings on relational factors on knowledge-sharing, which again showed 

the importance of trust, reciprocity, and social belonging in enabling sharing of 

information.  

The next chapter puts forward suggested recommendations based on the findings, 

discusses the implications for future research, and concludes the entire study.  
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Chapter 7: Conclusion and recommendations 

7.1 Introduction 

This chapter concludes the findings of the research. Integrating the findings from chapter 

6, this chapter provides recommendations, suggestions for future research, and the 

overall conclusion of the study. A proposed framework based on the findings is also 

included in this chapter. 

7.2 Principal findings 

The purpose of the study was to explore how relational and social factors affect the 

collaboration process and knowledge sharing between individuals and teams in a 

remote work setting. The findings from the study were reflective of the reality for many 

workers and organisations that had to speedily move to remote work as a result of the 

pandemic. This move was sudden and less preparations were done on individuals and 

teams to carry out the same work activities as used to when in-office.  

The shift to remote work brought both benefits and challenges. Individuals that had 

existing social relationships have maintained the relationship and continue to collaborate 

with those in their close networks, however, building new relationships is a challenge in 

a remote work setting, meaning teams are not leveraging from their weak ties for richer 

insights and collaboration. Again, relational-social factors have benefited those who 

worked together before the move to remote work more than those who joined 

organisations during the pandemic. This adds another challenge to leaders and 

organisations because new joiners may feel left out and, as a result, organisations lose 

out on the value they bring, or worse, they leave the organisation. An awareness of 

building relationships exists, however, it seemed more prevalent to those who are 

conscious of it and made a deliberate effort to be inclusive of new joiners. 
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Figure 7: Proposed conceptual model on social factors that build organisational social capital 
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7.3 Recommendations 

A major finding of the study was how having a prior in-person working history between 

team members seemed to nearly eliminate all the major challenges associated with 

remote collaboration. This was evident in the discussion of challenges, the importance 

of social factors on collaboration, as well as the importance of interpersonal and social 

factors on knowledge sharing. Since remote working is most likely here to stay, and 

teams are not always going to be made up of individuals that have worked together 

physically, the researcher recommends interventions by leaders and team members for 

improving remote collaboration and knowledge sharing as follows: 

Firstly, it is suggested that team leaders should take responsibility for inducting new 

members in remote teams. Where team cohesion is failing because individuals hardly 

know each other outside of work, do not trust each other, do not share information, or 

generally don’t have fruitful relationships, team leaders should take it as their 

responsibility to rectify this. Any and all tools at the disposal of a team leader should be 

availed towards improving collaboration and knowledge sharing, for example, having 

more in-person social events for teams, encouraging informal conversations, and 

creating a welcoming environment for new entrants. 

Secondly, in the same line of thinking, existing team members should also feel 

responsible for welcoming new entrants and making sure they are well inducted and 

integrated with the rest of the team. Concerning findings came out of the study in relation 

to inducting new entrants, with some participants reporting that they had not socially 

interacted with their fellow team members for months after joining the team. This is not 

the way to build ties and trust for better team collaboration and knowledge sharing, as it 

promotes overly transactional team relationships. Teams should especially be aware of 

the value that new entrants bring, since they have weak ties with the team, and tend to 

benefit the team by broadening available information. Existing team members are 

encouraged to take it upon themselves to induct new members up to well beyond work 

responsibilities, but also interacting with them socially through “getting to know you” and 

teambuilding activities. As new entrants realise that they are welcomed, they will be 

more likely to settle in, integrate better, which is ultimately good for collaboration and 

knowledge sharing. 
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Thirdly, the researcher recognised that integration of new members is not entirely a 

responsibility of team leaders and existing members, but also partly a responsibility of 

new entrants themselves. Given the great importance that team members placed on 

prior working history, new entrants have a lot to prove to existing members before trust 

can be built, and for collaboration and knowledge sharing to become fruitful. One 

technique new entrants can use to integrate faster would be to be inquisitive and 

interested in following established social norms within the existing team. By following 

team social norms, new entrants prove themselves as part of the team and respecting 

of existing structures. The end result is likely that existing members will trust new 

entrants more, hence, becoming more likely to collaborate effectively and share 

knowledge with them. 

Lastly, still dealing with the challenges of collaboration and knowledge sharing in the 

absence of prior in-person working history, it is recommended that companies adopt a 

hybrid working model where possible, especially for new entrants. Without the 

constraints of distance, new entrants can benefit from interacting both formally and 

informally with their colleagues in an office environment. As was echoed by literature, 

and affirmed by findings of this study, having that personal working relationship opens 

up many team members to trusting new entrants, thus improving collaboration and 

knowledge sharing.  

7.4 Manager implication 

The implications for managers from this study is that they need to be more deliberate in 

ensuring remote collaboration is easy for employees to achieve common goals, this 

means that managers must be intentional in creating a social presence for online teams. 

This can be achieved by allowing teams to have some informal session online, and to 

make sure the team can occasionally collaborate in office where possible.  

The findings also suggest that managers give special attention to new joiners in the 

team and be deliberate in facilitating relationships between existing and new members. 

The findings on existing social norms calls for managers to review their policies to 
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include mandatory training on acceptable behaviours of collaboration to improve the 

success of remote collaboration. 

7.5 Study limitations  

7.5.1 Scope  

The scope limitation was mainly in the sense of type of target population and the area 

of the study. The target of working professionals was mostly from the financial services 

industry and meant that findings may not necessarily be generalisable to (1) the entire 

financial services industry and, (2) professionals working in other industries. IT 

professionals especially use specialised agile platforms for collaboration whose 

features, advantages, and limitations may be far different from what professionals in 

other sectors experience.  

7.5.2 Subject bias 

The study was focused on individuals that are fully remote workers or are on a hybrid 

model. All participants were fully office-based before the pandemic forced remote work. 

The data collected from the participants may be biased, therefore, in that there may be 

a degree of misrepresentation in their life experiences. 

7.5.3 Researcher bias 

The researcher as a tool in the gathering of data was not professionally trained to 

conduct interviews. The lack of experience could potentially influence the result of the 

research. Furthermore, the researcher is a professional in the ICT sector, which may 

add potential bias to the research findings.  

7.5.4 Geographic bias 

All participants were based in the Johannesburg area, and findings may have been 

skewed by specific experiences that professionals in Johannesburg face that other 

professionals in other cities or other countries do not face. More research in other 

geographic locations will therefore help create a clearer picture of the collaboration 

challenges facing remote teams.  
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7.5.5 Suggestions for future research 

The study being qualitative in nature, the findings cannot be generalised to a population 

due to the sample size. Also, the study represents the views of senior managers to low-

level staff, so if the study was to be further pursued to include views from executives, 

their views on the study may be different. Furthermore, it is suggested that future 

researchers expand the topic of collaboration by researching the experiences of 

professionals in other sectors. The sample representation of the other two industries is 

very small, thus, research using a larger sample from the telecommunication industry or 

rail transport management may add value to the body of research.  

7.6 Conclusion 

The study sought to explore the extent to which remote work impacted collaboration and 

knowledge sharing in the context of interpersonal and social factors. Findings of the 

study established a plethora of challenges teams have faced in effectively collaborating 

while working remotely which hindered collaboration. Further evidence show that 

relational-social factors are crucial for the success of virtual teams, and several 

challenges could be resolved by just focusing on creating a social presence online. Prior 

working history was found to be the over-arching theme affecting how effective social 

factors are on remote collaboration and knowledge sharing. Furthermore, this study 

does not only expand on the implications of remote work but provides valuable lessons 

that managers and organisations can learn from when implementing remote work 

policies.  
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Appendix 1: Consistency matrix 

TITLE: The impact of remote work on collaboration and knowledge sharing 

QUESTIONS LITERATURE 

REVIEW 

DATA COLLECTION 

TOOL 

ANALYSIS 

Research Question 1:  

How does remote work affect collaborative networks 

and social interaction? 

 

Yang et al. 2022 Semi-structured  

 

interview guide question 

RQ1 1.1 - RQ1 1.3 

Thematic 

analysis 

Research Question 2:  

How do social factors contribute to the relationships 

within collaboration teams working remotely? 

 

O’Leary et al. 

(2020) 

Semi-structured  

 

Sub Question RQ2a: 

interview guide question  

RQ2a 2.1- RQ2a 2.4 

 

Sub Question RQ2a: 

interview guide question  

RQ2b 2.1 

Thematic 

analysis 

Research Question 3:  

How do social networks contribute to knowledge 

sharing in teams working remotely? 

Yang et al. 2022 Semi-structured  

 

interview guide question  

Thematic 

analysis 
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 RQ3 3.1- RQ3 3.3 
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Appendix 2: Invitation to participate in research study 

 

Dear Sir/Madam 

 

Thank you for taking my call earlier. As discussed, I am a final-year MBA student at the 

Gordon Institute of Business Science, and I am in the process of completing the 

compulsory research report as part of the degree. My research project is titled “The 

Impact of Remote Work on Collaboration and Knowledge Sharing”. The concept of 

remote work in this context refers to people who either work from home full-time or who 

have made shifts to working partly from home and the office. 

The aim of the study is to establish the influence of social and relational factors on 

collaboration and knowledge sharing. 

I believe that you have the necessary experience needed to provide key insights into 

this area of study. The interview will be a semi-structured, in-depth interview, and it will 

last approximately 1 hour. Please find attached a copy of the consent form that you will 

read prior to the interview commencing and you will be required to sign and return to 

me. The interview will be confidential, and you will remain anonymous. 

Please can you confirm your agreement to participate, as per our telephone 

conversation and indicate your availability for the interview. 

I anticipate hearing from you. 

 

Many Thanks, 

Nonkululeko Maphakela 

 

 



 
 

121 
 

Appendix 3: Interview guide 

Industry sector: Start time: 

Role: End time: 

Date:  

 

 

Research Question 1 

RQ1 1.1: Describe how you were collaborating with your fellow team members before 

you began working remotely 

RQ1 1.2 Can you describe how you are collaborating and interacting with your team 

members when working remotely? 

RQ1 1.3: With your experience what are the difficulties with establishing social 

interactions within your team? 

RQ1 1.3: Describe how do you access collaboration information sitting outside your 

team?  

 

Research Question 2 

RQ2a: How does interpersonal ties contribute to collaboration? 

RQ2a 2.1: How does interpersonal relationship between team members influence 

collaboration when working remotely?  

RQ2a 2.2: In your experience, how does trust between team members influence 

collaboration within the team? 

RQ2a 2.3: How do you think communication between team members is important in 

ensuring collaboration within the team? 

RQ2a 2.4: How does prior history of working together influence collaboration 

relationships with members in your team.  
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RQ2b: How does social structures contribute to collaboration? 

RQ2b 2.1: How does social norms within teams influence collaboration when working 

remotely? 

RQ2b 2.2: How does social norms in a remote team influence communication for your 

members?  

 

Research Question 3 

RQ3 3.1: How does interpersonal trust contribute to knowledge sharing in teams working 

remotely?  

RQ3 3.2: How does norms of reciprocity contribute to knowledge sharing in teams 

working remotely?  

RQ3 3.3: How does a sense of social belonging within the team help in ensuring 

knowledge sharing among team members?  
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Appendix 4: Ethical clearance 
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Appendix 5: Thematic analysis 

 

Research 

Question 

No of 

codes 

create

d 

Sub-

category Category Theme 

How does 

remote work 

affect 

collaborative 

networks and 

social 

interaction?  

8 
  

Office-based 

collaboration 

 

Quality of 

collaborativ

e networks 

 

26 

Challenges 

with remote 

work Quality of virtual 

collaboration 

 

11 
Organised 

collaboration 
 

6 
Collaboration 

tools 
 

6 
Source of 

info others 

Accessibility of 

information  

 

11 
Source of 

info Self 
 

2 

Source of 

Info 

documents 

 

How do social 

factors 

contribute to the 

relationships 

within 

collaboration 

2 
  

Interpersonal 

relationship Social 

factors on 

collaboratio

n 

 

1   Trust in collaboration  

1   Communication  

2 
  

History of working 

together 
 

1   norms on collaboration  
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teams working 

remotely?  
7 

  

Norms on 

communication tools 

Social 

structures 
 

How do social 

factors 

contribute to the 

relationships 

within 

collaboration 

teams working 

remotely?  

1 
  

Trust in knowledge 

sharing 

Relational 

factors on 

knowledge 

sharing 

 

4   Norms of reciprocity  

3 

  Social belonging 

 

Total no of 

codes 92       
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