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Leadership and trust in virtual teams

Stefan Kloepfer1 and Claus-Christian Carbon1

Abstract

Background: Advances in technology and the COVID-19 pandemic have led to increased use of remote work ar-
rangements. Yet, research studies have examined the role of trust between leaders and employees in remote working
conditions, despite the general relevance of trust to collaboration.

Objective: Here, we aim to investigate the specifics of remote working arrangements with a focus on the concept of
leadership and trust in remote settings as opposed to classical teams.

Methods: For this purpose, expert interviews were conducted with representatives from the automobile, pharmaceutical,
and financial services industries which have been contacted for that purpose.

Results: The expert interviews have clearly shown that differences exist between presence and remote conditions, while
there is a realm of determinants which can influence remote team performance. Leadership plays an important role in the
functioning of remote teams, including creating conditions that can help build trust.

Conclusions: Due to the increased importance of remote working, leadership must take necessary steps to provide
optimal conditions so that organizations and employees can benefit from remote working. That requires a careful approach
which does consider the specific determinants and the environments that characterize the organization.
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Introduction

Organizational trust is fundamental to successful corporate
culture leadership.1,2 The emergence of New Work,3,4

comprising new works of working together like virtual
working, has prompted recent research with a particular
focus on trust, whether this is between managers and their
respective employees5 or amongst employees.6 In this
context, it is relevant to point out that leadership has a strong
role in these changed circumstances of collaboration, par-
ticularly in the context of remote working conditions, which
are also referred to as telework.7,8

As remote work arrangements become more popular,
organizations need to provide workers with the necessary
tools to allow for sufficient access to knowledge in a virtual
setting to ensure optimal team collaboration and perfor-
mance. It is possible to establish a working mode of col-
laboration that leverages the advantages of both digital
communication and in-person interactions. This requires
implementing a distributed work model, providing effective
managerial support, and establishing adequate policies
while considering the specifics and social dynamics of a

diverse range of collaboration and communication tools.9–11

Research shows that in particular areas, remote work can
enhance performance, such as in the case of product de-
velopment, where telework improves the quality and speed
of work. However, this requires a minimum level of face-to-
face contact. While flexible work arrangements also contribute
to remote work performance, leadership also contributes
positively to remote work success as well.8

The present study, therefore, aims to explore the role of
leadership and trust in virtual teams. We will provide an
overview of the role of trust in organizations and how trust can
be cultivated and developed in virtual or remote team col-
laboration settings, which increasingly characterize the current
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working conditions in the age of New Work. This paper will
adopt a qualitative methodology to augment a thorough lit-
erature assessment of organizational trust in virtual teamwork
teams. The qualitative approach will incorporate insights from
expert interviews with virtual team managers.

The business setting of these managers is representative
of research and development (R&D) workplaces in the
automotive, financial services, and pharmaceutical indus-
tries, where trust in the organization is critical to successful
knowledge sharing, contributing to innovation and value
creation.12,13

Literature review

Remote work—Between evolution and disruption

Numerous scholars and practitioners have described telework
as a useful alternative to traditional office work for employees
and organizations, highlighting its benefits, drawbacks, and
implications for work–family management. The academic
discussion on this topic has been ongoing for several decades
so far.14,15 Telework, which is also referred to as remote work
or as working virtually, was praised for its capacity to reduce
corporate costs and improve people’s work–life balance,
which helps to explain why it is becoming increasingly more
common. It is characterized as a way of working outside of a
typical office setting, for example, by working from home of
from another location while typically using digital means of
communication technology in order to collaborate and in-
teract with coworkers, supervisors, and customers.16–18 Re-
mote work may include various employment types, none of
which are restricted to only working from home. This in-
cludes the so-called satellite offices, suburban telework fa-
cilities, and mobile work, enabling people to combine travel
with employment.19 Remote work is therefore an alternative
to the typical organizational space, which can be understood
as a central work location.20

The benefits of remote work and its implications for
society and organizations have been identified relatively
early in academic research and have been addressed long
before the possibilities of using technology have become
highly visible. This form of work marks explicitly a return to
the decentralized approach that was characteristic in the pre-
industrial era, which ended with the benefits of efficiency in
the form of a greater centralization of labor in the context of
rising industrialization. The majority of jobs can now be
performed remotely, as much of the work does not require
specialized tools or needs to be completed in a highly
structured and systematic manner. Digitalization has en-
abled this shift toward a more decentralized way of
working.19,21 This, in turn, can provide a potential way
of reducing the ecological footprint, albeit for an assessment
of the general impact, a complex analysis in terms of nu-
merous consumption choices and telework dimensions,
including lifestyle practices of workers, is required.22

More flexible work settings are replacing highly orga-
nized and centralized work cultures. Working hours and
organizational structures are becoming less stringent as a
result. This trend makes traditional “9-to-5” employment
less significant as this more flexible telework approach
becomes a key characteristic of work organization.21,23

However, the trend of working remotely has developed
differently in the recent past when considered from a global
perspective and has also been different depending on the
business environment. For example, telework has spread
more widely, especially in innovation- and technology-
driven business environments compared to other business
environments. Also, the movement toward telecommuting
has been more significant in the United States than in
Europe, which is explained in the literature as being caused
by cultural differences.24,25 Teleworking is generally more
common in managerial, executive, and IT roles, but fewer
workers in other divisions report on this option, with R&D
being an exception. Businesses typically allow telework for
knowledge workers, as this contributes to better retention as
employees’ personal circumstances are better taken care of,
including family–work management.16,25

While a trend towards remote working has been clearly
visible for many years, as shown above, its role has become
much more relevant and common as a result of the COVID-
19 pandemic. This is because more than half of the
workforce was engaged in telework, with hybrid work ar-
rangements expected to be more common in the future than
in the pre-pandemic area.26 Implications on the global di-
vision of labor have even been drawn in the literature. Still, it
was also pointed out that remote working is more relevant
for jobs that have been typically located in urban areas
with skill requirements. Logistical issues are mentioned as
barriers to its future use and implementation.27 Job char-
acteristics, social context issues, or themes on worker well-
being, health, and collaboration are further impacted by
remote working conditions, with academic research has not
yet fully addressed these issues so far.16,28 The implications
of remote work are, therefore, not yet fully understood as
there is not enough consensus on its specific conceptuali-
zation.23 For implementation in practice, organizations must
identify both the potential advantages and drawbacks, ad-
dressing organizational, cultural, and technological chal-
lenges. To utilize remote work effectively and profitably,
organizations must establish the necessary conditions and
settings for seamless integration into the overall business
process.29

Organizational trust—A conceptual overview in the
context of leadership

Trust is a heavily explored topic in the context of leadership,
as the establishment of trust is key task for the successful
collaboration of self-interested and independent agents. This
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concerns issues on strategic behavior or rational reasoning
as well as issues in the context of emotional impacts.30 There
are different viewpoints of organizational trust as well,
notably, leaders’ trust in their staff and, conversely, the trust
that staff place in their leaders.5 According to the relevant
scientific literature, trust is a complex and multifaceted
construct with several organizational and personal ante-
cedents.31 Among these antecedents are organizational
culture and leadership behavior. Building organizational
trust as a prerequisite to organizational commitment is one
of the core challenges and scopes for leaders in a modern
corporate environment.1,32

It is furthermore critical to note that a focus on prevention
tends to undermine trust. This can include activities that aim
to prevent negative outcomes or that are characterized by
strict vigilance and defensiveness, for example, to achieve
minimal goals.33 This has consequences for goals relating to
management and leadership as well as Joseph and Winston
(2005) highlight the predictive role of servant leadership, an
approach shaped by a humble leader mindset and the self-
perception of a leader as a facilitator of appropriate con-
ditions regarding the fostering of organizational trust.
Different leadership styles can have a variety of effects on
organizational trust.34 Similar findings can be made about
transformational leadership, which Bass (1985) first intro-
duced in 1985 as a communication- and people-centered
leadership style which is strongly connected to organiza-
tional trust. Here, trust in the leader and a leader-member
exchange is highly relevant for organizational
outcomes.35,36 Similarly, a serving style in leadership was
also found a contributor to higher levels of trust as well as
employees show higher trust towards the leaders as well as
towards the organization.34

By shifting the focus from the antecedents to the effects
of organizational trust—or the impact of its absence—
research has also shown how trust can influence informa-
tion sharing within organizations. This is highly relevant in
the context of remote working, given the critical role that
information or knowledge sharing has in this setting.37 In
addition, knowledge sharing can be considered as crucial to
innovation success and performance.38 Here, it can be noted
that fully remote working conditions can undermine the
collaboration quality of workers as interactions face the risk
of becoming more static or siloed.39 Trust has a major role
here as it was found that the worker’s impression of or-
ganizational trust is a key factor in determining whether they
are willing to share their (often implicit) expertise and know-
how with their peers and with supervisors as well as with
other members of their teams.40 Regarding its practical
relevance, it can furthermore be noted that the role of trust
and its impact on knowledge sharing is especially important
for teams engaged in innovation or research and develop-
ment, where sharing knowledge and knowledge-based work
packages is a key component. Here, knowledge has only
limited value when it is not accompanied by trust, which

then works as a prerequisite for knowledge sharing. Con-
sequently, trust is a key issue for value creation and inno-
vation success.12

Establishing trust in virtual teams—A research
framework

The role of trust in virtual teams can be considered a
relatively new area of research that is lacking in-depth
research when particularly considered in the context of
leadership. This may be due to some neglect of topics on
remote work and its specific challenges and core aspects
before the advent of COVID-19 in academic research. A
considerable amount of research has emphasized a
somewhat skeptical view on the viability of such work
structures based primarily on negative assumptions.25

Similarly, measuring employee performance for remote
workers in the research and development field was de-
scribed to be a challenge for leaders,41 which has further
imposed impediments to proper conceptualization and
quantification.

The rapid and large-scale adoption of virtual work set-
tings due to COVID-19 has challenged many leaders as they
had little or minimal preparation for such a sudden shift.
Leaders were required to manage virtual teams despite
lacking the necessary skills, training, and experience. Al-
though the challenges vary across sectors, the general view
is that the management of virtual teams varies significantly
from that of traditional teams that work in physical presence.
As a result, leaders have experienced a higher level of
difficulty in their roles, while subordinates have, in part,
suffered from increased stress levels. In this environment,
trust between leaders and subordinates was impaired in the
virtual setting as leaders have largely shown trust issues
related to the employees’ perceived competence, knowl-
edge, skills, or productivity.42,43 This practical view shows
that remote work is often seen as a factor which may limit
mutual trust in organizations.

However, this negative attitude on remote working and
the view that there is less trust in virtual team settings must
be balanced with research that has pointed out some of the
determinants to success. For example, it was already stated
in the academic literature that the interpersonal trust of an
employee in the supervisor is positively related to higher
self-perceptions of performance, lower job stress, and higher
job satisfaction. Also, frequent employee–supervisor com-
munication has been shown to be a factor in building trust as
well, albeit only for remote workers. In addition, leaders are
advised to show responsibility and competence.44 There-
fore, the results for this remote working environment show
the negative role of prevention on trust levels, which was
discussed already in the context of organizational trust
above.33 It furthermore highlights the role of interpersonal
issues and leadership style as well.
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A recent study points out that trust can be built in remote
working conditions with flexibility and technology being
contributing factors. Therefore, physical presence is not
necessary for trust building in virtual teams.45 However,
some characteristics of working virtually in remote teams
are detrimental to trust-building, for example, the general
lack of non-verbal forms of communication during social
interactions.46 Gender was also found to be a determining
factor regarding the trust that leaders have in teammembers’
data protection abilities, as female leaders have been found
to significantly have more trust than male leaders.47 Other
studies investigate the role of mediating factors in the re-
lationship between trust and telework performance with a
PLS-SEM approach. It is found that trust positively affects
telework performance, while social isolation and fatigue
have mediating functions and a negative impact on per-
formance.48 This has implications for leadership, as it can be
argued that leadership activities can help to prevent fatigue
and social isolation. On the other hand, they can also help to
mitigate these, for example, through a superior communi-
cation style that increases the impact of trust on
performance.

For the conceptualization of trust in virtual team settings,
it is important to also distinguish between affect-based and
cognitive-based forms of trust, with affect-based trust being
particularly problematic for remote teams. In contrast,
cognitive trust appears to be largely independent of the type
of collaboration.44,49 This distinction contributes to the
challenge of building trust in fully remote or hybrid teams,
which is considered particularly relevant for collaborative
tasks such as in R&D departments.40 Research has high-
lighted further distinguishing characteristics of building in
virtual teams such as regarding the affective impressions of
team members. For example, local team members of semi-
virtual teams express substantially more favorable im-
pressions of their local than their remote team members,
whereas conventional and virtual team members appear
similar.50 The practical implications of this partial lack of
employee trust are also highlighted by Staples and Webster,
who show how distrust in virtual or hybrid teams can im-
pede knowledge transfer and, as a result, organizational
effectiveness.51 Leadership can tackle these issues through
communication in order to eliminate or mitigate these
negative repercussions.52

Therefore, research on establishing trust through lead-
ership within virtual teams requires a more in-depth ap-
proach and the consideration of empirical data to draw
meaningful conclusions. A number of determining or cir-
cumstantial factors were pointed out that can guide research
undertakings, such as the role of different leadership styles, a
distinguished treatment of affective and cognitive trust, or
the role of specific factors in virtual communication and
collaboration. Also, the unique conditions that the business
environment imposes on team tasks need to be considered as
well. It must furthermore be noted that mandated virtual

teamwork, for example, during the COVID-19 pandemic, is
potentially different from virtual teamwork that has de-
veloped naturally.43,53,54 Such distinction is essential to the
discussion of organizational trust in the context of remote
teams because it can be argued that naturally developed
remote teams are more likely to be ready for such working
models.55 In contrast, trust disruption can be considered a
risk for mandated home office arrangements56 with negative
consequences to social bonding due to enforced isolation.57

Methodology

Research strategy and scope

We applied a qualitative research approach by conducting
expert interviews for the present study. In selecting these
experts, sufficient care was taken to ensure that the inter-
viewees come from different areas with a strong focus on
areas in the automotive industries that work in research and
development. The experts belong to different hierarchical
levels and have been in management positions for less than
1 year or more than 10 years. Interviews were conducted
with seven participants from the automotive industries, two
interviews with participants from the pharmaceutical in-
dustries, and a further three interviews with participants
from the financial sector. The selection of experts from very
different industries was made in order to obtain a holistic
view of the topic that would allow a comparison between
these different interviews. The interviews lasted 60 minutes
on average, with questions focusing on the relationship
between trust and control in personal leadership styles. The
transcribed interviews can be retrieved fromOSF (https://osf.io/
bq4zn/?view_only=715172dc9ed84f8b98308969606b38fb)
platform.58

Generally, such a type of research involves a set of
techniques to address a research objective without engaging
in quantitative measurements. Therefore, qualitative
research is based primarily on the interpretation of the data
in order to derive insights. This type of research shows a
stronger dependency on the research, as the researcher must
extract meaning from the qualitative data.59 For performing
qualitative research, various research strategies can be used,
such as case studies, narrative inquiries, observations, or
interviews.60,61

Within the field of human resources research, a variety of
different research strategies are commonly applied, in-
cluding qualitative designs such as experiments, field or case
studies, or different types of interviews.62 For the research
conducted in this paper on leadership and trust in virtual
teams, interviews were selected as being the most practical
and useful approach for a single-method inquiry. Such a
research strategy can be mentioned as common within the
field and is used by other researchers as well, including
research on trust disruption from COVID-19-induced re-
mote work arrangements, which was addressed by
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performing semi-structured interviews with employees and
managers.56 A similar semi-structured approach is used in
this study with the help of a standardized interview
guideline, which was created based on a preliminary
analysis of the research subject and used for conducting
multiple interviews. This approach’s benefit is providing a
guideline and a minimum level of structure during the in-
terview process. In addition, the interview process is defined
by allowing for the gathering of spontaneous ideas and
insights from the interview participant or expert. The ad-
vantage of this method is that the researcher can adhere to a
questionnaire with specific questions, although the order of
the questions does not necessarily have to be followed. With
regard to the current study’s survey, it is crucial to under-
stand that adopting qualitative techniques has both benefits
and drawbacks. An interview study is constrained by time
since it requires planning interview sessions, transcription of
audio recordings, and data analysis, which is particularly
fascinating for gaining knowledge. Additionally, it is nec-
essary to categorize both coding and category development
as laborious processes which place a premium on the re-
searcher’s knowledge and abilities. The observations made
are frequently conveyed in a very subjective manner,
making it challenging to objectify and operationalize them.
This makes it more difficult to generalize the findings as they
can be considered as having a higher level of subjectivity.63

Development of a standardized interview guideline

The empirical study involves using data for personal ex-
perience or other subjective items while aiming to find
causation in the data. Specifically, data gathering was
performed via expert interviews, with the findings used to
investigate and critically examine relations. This approach is
typically characterized by a limitation of the sample size,
meaning that only a few individuals can be treated as study
participants. The views and personal experiences of these
people have been gathered and thoroughly discussed
throughout the interview. Hereby, a high level of openness
was intended by and encouraged for collecting qualitative
data. The experts have been randomly selected and con-
tacted regarding their interest in participating in the study.

Furthermore, intersubjective comprehensibility should be
considered in qualitative research. This means that the in-
terview process and the questions and answers provided are
all replicated in the report in an objectively understandable
way. It is essential to take bias errors into account as well. For
instance, one participant explicitly worried about social
norms and desirability. People generally respond in a way that
seems to be socially acceptable, which may prevent some
individuals from telling the truth. On the other hand, bias
effects can be minimized when the respondent and the in-
terviewer have a good, established rapport.59,61

A standardized interview guideline was developed with
questions formulated based on the key areas of interest while

considering the theoretical foundations. This undertaking
aimed to provide for a specific, relevant system. This form
also allows inferring categorization categories inductively
when evaluating the information obtained following the
interview. Combining it with a semi-structured approach is
thought to be useful since specific modified questioning
tactics that vary from the structure provided by the guide can
still be used without the procedure being labeled inaccurate.
These anomalies are seen as a viable choice instead. A
narrative interview, for instance, might be quite helpful
when it is necessary to go back and document prior events.
Studying such events in this way makes it possible to
identify oblique and barely perceptible patterns.63

Sekaran and Bougie developed a set of broad suggestions
and criteria for management and leadership-related
research.64 These ideas also governed the current study
and interview process. Specifically, due to the explorative
nature of the topic, the interview guide was designed to
include key areas of interest. Specifically regarding leadership
from a general and a more specific perspective, as well as the
role of leadership and trust from a physical presence and a
remote working perspective. By using this structure, it is
possible to evaluate the perception and the role of leadership
uniquely while also making meaningful comparisons on the
role of trust between presence and virtual work.

Data analysis

This study aims to build theory through abduction, where
theory building and knowledge are constructed by attempting
to identify the best possible explanation for certain phenomena.
Given the lack of in-depth knowledge on the particular role of
leadership and trust in virtual themes, this approach is bene-
ficial to obtain valuable results and insights from the interview
data. To this end, the Gioia method of analyzing qualitative
data was adopted, which builds on the concept of grounded
theory. Key to this approach is a general openness towards
potentially new academic explanations while still considering
existing knowledge in the data analysis.65–67

Two sequential rounds of coding were performed by
adopting this grounded theory method. First, by reading
through the original material, the first-order concepts have
been defined. These form a first compendium of relevant
terms, which are subsequently organized on the basis of
similarities and differences of the codes. By evaluating the
codes in this way, second-order themes are derived, which
are then compared to existing theory in case such a con-
nection is possible.65,66

Main findings

Relevant categories

In order to assess the relevance of trust and leadership in
remote working, a total of three major categories were
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deducted: 1) leadership in remote work, 2) challenges of
remote work, and 3) a comparison of office and remote
settings. The third category was further distinguished a) into
fears and uncertainties on the part of employees in the case
of on-site activities and b) possibilities of building trust in
remote settings. The first two categories contribute to the
academic research of the topic by identifying both general
developments regarding the movement towards remote
leadership and specific challenges for leaders in this envi-
ronment, while the third theme looks specifically at the
differences between working remotely and working in
presence. Within the main categories, sub-themes were
identified, which were also presented below.

Remote work

Leadership in virtual teams. Two fundamental aspects can be
addressed in the context of the specific changes associated
with leadership in the remote context. The lack of personal
contact in interpersonal communication, on the one hand,
and drastically changing communication conditions, on the
other hand, are in general perceived as problem areas here.

Concerning personal interaction, for example, #I5
(2022)1 refers to the challenges: “People are triggered by
processing certain inputs. If I now turn off the camera, you
would probably have a completely different impression of
the conversation. So, these are the input variables. Once
facial expressions, gestures, then acoustics. And logically
what I then speak and then also no idea what certain human
proximity is. It just happens when I’m face-to-face with a
person in real life. Is it five meters away, ten, or is it
one meter away?” (#I5, 2022, p. 2). This is similarly stated
by #I6 (2022) with reference to the advantages of hybrid
forms of work, where there is at least a basic minimum of
personal interaction. The lack of personal interaction is also
described in terms of the extent of social or informal in-
teraction: “So something like that, which, when people say
on the spot, you just exchange over coffee or where people
are informed. And then, when they are separated, these
contacts are missing. There is a great need for general topics.
Yes, what’s new?” (#I7, 2022, p. 5). The role of informal
communication was mentioned as a key issue for successful
leadership: “For me, good leadership also means creating a
good climate and helping to resolve conflicts.” (#I9, 2024,
p. 1).

This is attributed to the difficulty mentioned above with
regard to personal interaction. #I1 (2022) explains in a
similar way that this results in a lack of social and human
proximity, which is also perceived as critical by the em-
ployees: “I mean, the challenge in remote work is the loss of
personal contacts. This means that you have to be practical,
i.e., you can no longer have a random conversation at the
coffee machine, for example, where interpersonal topics
happen, usually a personal connection, but it also means
recognizing that something is smoldering” (#I1, 2022, p. 2).

Although video chat systems such as Skype and Zoom, in
particular, are perceived as helpful here (#I7, 2022), human
contact is nevertheless perceived as only peripherally suf-
ficient. As a possible approach to solving or improving this
situation, I2 (2022) mentions that the conscious search for
informal contacts can also be used: “What is already
changing, you have to be more active in making sure that
you don’t lose contacts. And there really more often once,
because you just, you drop completely that you meet anyone
in the hallway constantly” (#I2, 2022, pp. 1-2). It was also
reported that virtual work causes a gap or delay in the
collaboration, particularly when there are issues to be solved
which are time-critical: “It’s only problematic because
queries about working from home are not always possible
right away” (#I9, 2024, pp. 2-3).

Leadership challenges. Overall, three blocks of topics were
identified concerning leadership-related tasks or challenges
in the context of remote work: Adequate goal communi-
cation in digital collaboration mode (#I4, 2022; #I5, 2022),
the need for empathic leadership (#I1, 2022; #I7, 2022), and
keeping in touch authentically despite the lack of physical
proximity or corresponding interaction conditions (#I2,
2022; #I3, 2022; #I4, 2022; #I5, 2022; #I6, 2022; #I7, 2022,
#I10, 2024).

Regarding the adequate communication of goals, #I5
(2022) explains that this also represents a corresponding
challenge at the managers’ level. In the context of remote
work structures, it must also be possible to communicate
implicit and soft goals, which is seen as more difficult in this
collaboration mode. “Leadership, you have to have some
goal or strategy in the business of what you’re doing. Now, if
I were a leader in a mid-sized company, I would probably
have to have that kind of goal setting relatively quickly
because there are few leaders there and a clear goal picture of
a product. But sales figures? That’s also the topic we’ve been
discussing in the last two days at this management workshop
or the managers’ meeting” (#I5, 2022, p. 3). In this regard,
#I4 (2022) also refers to the issue of transparency—
concerning digital management structures, it must be pos-
sible to ensure full transparency at all times when agreeing
on goals in order to maintain mutual trust between em-
ployees and managers.

Concerning the need for more empathetic approaches to
leadership, I1 (2022) and I7 (2022) describe that managers
must succeed in creating suitable conditions consciously
and actively: “That is more difficult, i.e., you must con-
sciously plan to meet with employees, and you must also be
much more sensitive in order to notice which moods,
fluctuations or topics are currently developing. It’s easier
that way in person at the desk” (#I1, 2022, p. 2). Higher
demands are mentioned regarding the perception and in-
terpretation of non-verbal elements of communication in
virtual settings as well: “Through personal encounters or eye
contact, moods and dynamics of the employee or the team
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can be judged which in a remote setting can only be made
with significantly higher attention or more time” (#I8, 2024,
p. 1). This can impose a higher time investment for leaders:
“Taking more time with everyone to understand what
worries them, what is unclear” (#I12, 2024, p. 2). However,
time investment was also mentioned as lower due to remote
working, while demands on collaborating are increasing:
“For my department, however, it [virtual work] was sur-
prisingly associated with advantages relatively quickly,
because I had to spend much less time-solving ad hoc in-
quiries in the office. However, it does place demands on the
organization of meetings and coordination processes” (#I9,
2024, p. 2).

This is also described concerning maintaining formal and
informal contact. For example, #I3 (2022) explains that this
is consistently difficult in larger teams—for instance, in a
department led by I3 with more than 200 employees. The
balance between optimal involvement of all participants and
transparent communication is described as difficult here. As
a specific feature of this constellation, #I6 (2022) refers to
the hybrid form of collaboration. While it was still possible
to use suitable digital formats for purely remote work, as was
the case in the context of the COVID crisis, for example, this
proved to be particularly difficult for hybrid mixed forms of
communication: “Above all, this phase that has now come to
us, this hybrid form. When we were all at home, we met
briefly more often every day via teams and exchanged ideas.
Now that has diminished a bit, because we are mostly here.
But if individual colleagues are not here, then they feel, yes,
excluded. Or I just feel that I don’t get enough information”
(#I6, 2022, p. 2).

Comparison of office and remote work

With regard to the differentiation between remote and office
work, two distinct categories could be identified, which
were recorded accordingly by the interview partners. These
refer to the fears and uncertainties as well as to the possi-
bilities of building trust.

Fears and uncertainties on the part of employees in the case of
on-site activities. In this context, #I7 (2022) mentions that for
many employees, the feeling of being judged during on-site
work can lead to uncertainty. He gives the following ex-
ample: “Of course, I mean, that is then, can also be an issue,
that this unconsciously influences performance. As you say,
if I now have, I don’t know, the whole body tattooed because
I just think it’s beautiful, but my manager doesn’t think it’s
so great, and that’s why you then somehow have a bit of a
difficult relationship with each other, which has nothing to
do with work performance in that sense” (#I7, 2022, p. 11).
A feeling of control is perceived as threatening by the
employees—as summarized by #I1 (2022), for example. A
return to the office would be perceived by many employees
as a substantial encroachment on their freedom and as a lack

of trust. However, fears also arise regarding personal or job
performance perception by the supervisor as employees
perceive themselves as less visible (#I8, 2024, p. 2). It must,
therefore, be stated that there are specific or unique fears of
presence work and virtual work. Furthermore, it must be
pointed out that some fears are characteristic of the par-
ticular personality of the employee, for example, regarding
the degree of introversion or extroversion (#I8, 2024, p. 2).

In addition, #I2 (2022), #I4 (2022), and #I5 (2022)
explain that classic uncertainties are also relevant in the on-
site mode. In particular, the issue of mutual trust is addressed
here: “And even if I trust you now and I entrust something to
you, to what extent does that then carry? Does that then carry
across the board? Or can I entrust something to you in trust?
So, what I just keep to myself. It doesn’t matter. So, if I
entrust you with something, then I already have a relatively
high level of trust” (#I5, 2022, p. 6). Some fears are also part
of the specific business model of the firm, like in the field of
institutional investing: “Some employees may still be
influenced by the attendance culture and it cannot be
completely denied that a high level of personal presence is
always positive for development and career” (#I10, 2024,
p. 2). Working remotely may therefore increase the fear of
missing out on potential opportunities for career
development.

Possibilities of building trust in remote settings. Referring to the
issue of trust, which has been addressed several times,
different measures can be identified in both remote and on-
site settings. For remote activity, showing presence (#I2,
2022; #I6, 2022; #I7, 2022) is described as an important tool
for building trust. Managers must also take care in remote
settings to give employees the feeling of being always in-
volved and approachable. Along with this, the visibility of
managers is defined as an important approach (#I1, 2022):
“The employee must be able to read what you, what goals
there are and what makes a manager tick. So that’s how I
would see it. So that means you have to be predictable to a
certain extent and stand by what you say. That’s the
foundation” (#I1, 2022, p. 3).

Face-to-face conversations and the opportunity for direct
and straightforward communication are also described as
valuable tools for building trust in the remote context. Here,
for example, #I1 (2022), #I2 (2022), and #I4 (2022) explain
that it is necessary to succeed in making the communication
structure as open and transparent as possible. In this context,
similar modes as in the on-site mode are chosen throughout,
or comparable challenges are perceived: “If I sense some-
thing like that, and that is what I said at the beginning, which
is, of course, on-site, where you have many more signal
levels, in personal interaction with each other, if I notice
something like that, then I have to address it. So, if there’s
something between you, then there’s a one-on-one con-
versation. So under no circumstances do you have to
somehow air it out in front of employees or other employees,
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but if you do, then you have to try to find out the reasons and,
if possible, eliminate them” (#I1, 2022, p. 4). The funda-
mental basis of any remote collaboration is defined by #I4
(2022) as the degree of freedom: “I just give them the trust
that they are doing the right thing. […] I have to be fair, but
that goes both ways, the expectations, that’s what I mean
too, lead your boss. So, that we know each other so well”
(#I4, 2022, p. 6).

Gaining trust was mentioned in the interviews as more
challenging in remote settings. Still, it can be supported by
showing caring behavior (see #I12, 2024, p. 2), albeit the
success of this undertaking can depend on the personality
type of the employee (see #I8, 2024, p. 2). This can be
achieved by investing time in “digital coffee talk and per-
sonal communication” (#I11, 2024, p. 2). Nevertheless, in
professional settings, gaining trust is strongly connected to
job performance: “Trust is gained through performance, not
presence. It doesn’t matter whether someone is sitting at a
desk in the office or is connected virtually” (#I10, 2024,
p. 2). Regaining trust was also mentioned in the context of
conflicts in the workplace. This requires openness by leaders
and the ability to not overly engage in criticism about
failures: “I think it helps to leave employees’mistakes in the
past and look to the future. This is how trust can be rebuilt”
(#I9, 2024, p. 3).

Discussion and conclusion

The present empirical study showed that the challenges of
leadership in a remote environment are different in some
aspects from those in the classic office setting that is
characterized by physical presence. In this respect, leaders
must navigate and adapt to the demands of New Work,3,4

which requires fostering a sufficient level of trust as a
precursor to cooperation.

Leadership in the context of virtual teams was found to be
characterized by a lack of personal contact while technology
is used for interpersonal communication. This can create
problems of social isolation or a lack of depth in commu-
nication, for example, as a result of lost information from
nonverbal clues. These issues are mentioned already in the
academic literature46,48 and were confirmed by the results
obtained via the interviews. However, it was also reported
that these issues need not necessarily cause problems as
leadership can implement digital means of communication
to address even information and non-work-related com-
munication adequately. The results, therefore, show that a
nuanced view should be taken here.

Furthermore, various challenges were addressed, such as
adequate goal communication in the context of digital
collaboration mode, the need for empathic leadership, and
the requirement to keep in touch authentically within virtual
teams. In this context, it seems to be essential that managers
consciously find opportunities and approaches for informal
communication. The omission of such informal interaction

is consistently described as a central challenge, which can
also be problematic in terms of mutual trust. By consciously
creating suitable structures, it is possible to create favorable
working conditions. A fundamental appreciation of digital
collaboration and one’s own employees is evident as it was
found that such forms of digital collaboration can succeed in
a remote environment as well. The role of leadership as a
determinant of remote working success, which is mentioned
in the literature, was therefore confirmed with the data as
authentic, servant, and transformational styles show
promising results.32,34,35

In addition, fears and uncertainties have been addressed,
as well as the possibilities for building confidence and trust
in the setting of remote teams. It is evident that on-site and
remote work can be attributed to unique uncertainties or
fears on the part of employees. However, it became apparent
that unique determinants exist that contribute to the rise of
fear or its absence. For example, the personal characteristics
of employees can determine if fear and uncertainty pose
issues. Also, highly demanding and professional settings
show relatively low levels of fear created solely by virtual
work as demands on employees are similarly high to present
work. This can be interpreted with reference to the role of
affective and cognitive forms of trust which are different
regarding their impact on collaboration success.44,49 Here, it
can be argued that organizations with high levels of cog-
nitive trust are better equipped to profit from remote work
than organizations that are more impacted by affect-based
trust. As a result possibilities for providing attractive remote
work arrangements can exist, which can be designed in a
way to reduce uncertainties and fears to employees. In-
dustries, sectors, or the business environment within an
organization can, therefore, be a relevant factor in the proper
management of virtual team structures.

The results generally show a strong connection between
the success of remote work arrangements and trust. It is clear
that leadership takes an important role in providing optimal
conditions and solutions to trust-building, which are adapted
to the needs of the organization and/or the needs of the
particular type of employee. Here, the consideration of
personality differences has been found as relevant. There-
fore, leaders need to obtain the relevant skills and com-
petencies to create trust in the leader-subordinate
relationship or team collaboration by addressing the lack of
physical presence and face-to-face communication with
adequate alternatives. This also requires a careful approach
to conflicts in remote working relations where strong crit-
icism can fundamentally damage trust in the relationships42

and where cautious behavior is needed to prevent or mitigate
remote worker isolation and fatigue.48

In summary, remote work has established itself as an
essential way of collaboration within organizations. That, in
turn, has led to on-site presence being relatively less im-
portant. As a result, the challenges of such a mode of work
must be mastered while opportunities can be seized.
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However, capitalizing on the benefits of remote or virtual
work arrangements requires leadership geared towards es-
tablishing the conditions for trust as one of the key pre-
conditions for successfully collaborating in virtual
environments. We hope our findings will help leaders
navigate this area to their benefit while inspiring academic
research to investigate open issues more closely. These
might refer to a proper understanding of the role of per-
sonality in remote working conditions or to a nuanced
treatment of firms that show differences in their
professionalism.
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Note
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partners are stated with abbreviations. For example, #I5 refers to
interview 5 (interview participant 5). This is performed simi-
larly with all references to the interviews.
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