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Abstract: Flexible work arrangements are common worldwide, but knowledge on how to achieve a
sustainable work environment is sparse. The aim of this study was to use a participatory approach
to identify concrete suggestions and key areas for improvement that were considered relevant,
effective, and feasible for promoting good work environment and health at organizational, work
group and individual level (O-G-I), among office employees with flexible work arrangements. Eight
focus group interviews (including 45 employees) were conducted in a large Swedish government
agency in 2017. By using a Tree diagram approach, employees made a total of 279 suggestions
for improvements, which were sorted into O-G-I levels and mapped into 18 key areas. We found
that 13 key areas addressed organizational level (e.g., improving leadership, policy, job demands,
and work efficiency), two key areas addressed group level (create common rules of availability
and activity-based working), and three key areas addressed individual level (e.g., individuals’
responsibility to clearly communicate their availability). The participatory process was effective in
obtaining concrete suggestions and key areas in need of improvement, which may provide an action
plan that can guide organizations in developing interventions to promote good work environment
and health in flexible work.

Keywords: job autonomy; participative; work environment; health promotion; sustainable work

1. Introduction

The increase in digitalization and use of information and communication technology
(ICT) enables organizations to offer employees more flexibility in the way they work. In
Europe in 2019, approximately 40% of employees reported having some flexibility in when
they worked, with the highest prevalence of flexibility reported in Sweden and Finland [1].
Before the pandemic, 65% of the Swedish workforce could decide over when they worked
(46% with certain restrictions and 19% could fully decide) [1], and around 35% worked
remotely to some extent [2]. Flexible work has becoming increasingly common due to the
pandemic, mainly in terms of working from home as a means to reduce the spread of the
virus [3]. Depending on organizational and individual needs, flexible work arrangements
can present in different ways, both in terms of where and when to work (e.g., telework
and flexibility in time) and how to perform the work (e.g., use of technical tools and
activity-based offices) [4].

Both positive and negative effects have been reported for the effect of flexible work
on working conditions and health [4,5]. Some reviews suggest employees with flexible
work have improved job performance and organizational commitment [6], reduced somatic
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symptoms, better physical health [5], and improved mental health and psychological well-
being [4]. These positive changes may result from increased work-time control (WTC)
that facilitates a better combination between work and personal life [4,6,7]. WTC has
previously been associated with beneficial outcomes in terms of reduced stress and strain,
improved health [5], reduced work-life conflicts [6], and improved work-related well-
being [4]. However, other studies indicate that flexible work is associated with reduced
mental health [4]. Flexible work may result in a higher extent of employee accessibility
to work in terms of both time and space [6,7], resulting in expectations of after-hours
availability [6,8]. The lack of boundaries around work may adversely affect psychological
detachment from work and in turn lead to work-family conflicts [7], which has previously
been associated with work overload [6], and poor mental health [9]. Thus, previous findings
also raise warnings and call for interventions to reduce health risks and to strengthen the
benefits of flexible work to improve work environment and employee health.

Developing health promoting and sustainable work has been identified as a challenge
in occupational health science [10]. Studies on the development and/or evaluation of inter-
ventions aimed at improving working conditions and health in flexible work are sparse. In
recent years, interventions have mainly addressed an organizational level by flexible work
programs or work-family policies, but still, organizational- and group interventions are
least researched [11]. Interventions on an organizational level can focus on organizational
structure, management styles and organizational culture and norms [12]. At a group level,
interventions often address relationships and settings related to the work group, work-
place, and work environment. On the individual level, interventions can target individual
strategies to improve engagement at work, well-being, and work-life balance [12].

Several reviews [11,13] call for a broader perspective and implementation of strategies
targeting more than one level at the workplace. This perspective may be more effective
in developing sustainable working conditions since the interaction between the levels
often have stronger effect than interventions at one specific level [12]. This strategy can be
seen as a part of System Theory approaches, which consists of different domains or levels
that in some way affect each other [12]. Through this approach, it is possible to acquire a
more holistic perspective of the key areas and organizational, group and individual levels
(O-G-I) that require targeting for sustainable and health-promoting work environment
interventions in flexible work. The approach of addressing multiple levels will be used in
the present study.

For successful workplace interventions, a participatory approach which includes em-
ployees in the design stage of the intervention has been recommended [14]. One way of
doing this is by using Participative Ergonomics (PE), that is; “The involvement of people in
planning and controlling a significant amount of their own work activities, with sufficient
knowledge and power to influence both processes and outcomes in order to achieve desir-
able goals” [15] (p. 1071). PE has previously focused on improvements in the work process
or in the physical work environment which have resulted in positive effects on sustainable
behavioral changes [14]. In addition, PE has been associated with improved design effec-
tiveness for development work, ownership of change among the employees, and increased
employee safety and job satisfaction [14]. However, according to our knowledge, no previ-
ous study has used PE to identify concrete suggestions for improvement to systematically
identify key areas within different levels (O-G-I) at the organization. Such information
would be useful for developing and implementing future interventions that could lead
to evidence-based recommendations and guidelines for organizations offering flexibility
at work. The aim of this study was to use a participatory approach to identify concrete
suggestions and key areas for improvement that were considered relevant, effective, and
feasible for promoting good work environment and health at organizational, work group
and individual level (O-G-I), among office employees with flexible work arrangements.
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2. Materials and Methods

This study uses a mixed-methods design and is a part of a comprehensive research
project on flexible work at a large governmental agency in Sweden (The Swedish transport
administration). The overall project consists of (i) a work environment and health survey
targeting all employees with flexible work arrangements (conducted in 2016), (ii) focus
group interviews to identify concrete suggestions and key areas for improvement based
on the results of the survey, and (iii) developing and implementing an intervention in a
later phase. This study focusses on step two. Focus group interviews were conducted in
October and November 2017, in which employees identified main themes, sub themes and
concrete suggestions for developing a sustainable work environment and health in flexible
work. Subsequent analyses divided the concrete suggestions by O-G-I level (organizational,
work group and individual) and similar suggestions were mapped into key areas for
improvement within each level. The present study has been approved by the Regional
Ethical Review Board in Uppsala (2016/425/1). All participants provided their written
informed consent.

2.1. Participants

We contacted the Human Resources department at the agency to assist with recruit-
ment of participants to the study. The inclusion criteria were flexible work arrangement
(i.e., flextime or non-regulated working hours) and the exclusion criteria was having a
management position. Employees from eight departments in different cities were invited
to participate. In total, 49 employees expressed interest in participating and were invited
to join the group interview in their department, and 45 participants joined the interviews
(three to eight participants per group). Descriptive statistics are shown in Table 1.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics for interview participants (n = 45) showing employment rate, work arrangement, sex, age,
year of employment and level of education (number, percent and average).

Variable Number Percent Average

Employment rate 100% (40 h/week) 44 98%
<100% 1 2%

Work arrangement Non-regulated working hours 37 82%
Flextime 7 16%
Missing 1 2%

Sex Men 23 51%
Women 22 49%

Age 44 years (26 to 59)

Years of employment 10 years (0,5 to 47)
Level of education High school 11 24%

Vocational school 5 11%
University/college 29 65%

2.2. Procedure and Data Collection

The results of the work environment and health survey (2016) were reported to the
organization, including departmental specific reports. The survey (n = 3259) examined
risk- and promoting- factors in relation to several health-related outcomes in flexible work,
including: stress, health, well-being, work-life balance and recovery (parts of the results
have been published elsewhere [16]. The participants for the focus group interviews
received the departmental specific report in connection with an invitation, and before
the group interview started, the moderator gave a short presentation of the department’s
results, highlighting potential risk-and promoting-factors for a selection of health-related
outcomes (e.g., health, recovery, and work-life balance). The presented results formed
the basis for the discussions and concrete suggestions for developing a more sustainable
work environment and improving health. Participants came from different cities around
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Sweden to one of the agency’s offices for the approximately four-hour group interview. All
interviews were recorded using dictaphones. Two researchers participated in each session,
one as moderator and one as assistant. The researchers prepared with in-depth reading
and methodological practice sessions. Prior the focus group interviews, the moderator
informed the participants about the procedure, emphasizing that all participants should
have their opinion heard, that it was not allowed to criticize ideas, and that the concrete
suggestions made for improvements should be feasible. Subsequently, participants were
asked to sign an informed consent to participate in the study.

A Tree diagram [17] was used to map responses to the question; “What interventions
do you perceive as being most important to promote a good work environment and
health in flexible work?”. A Tree diagram is an established methodological tool, often
used within quality improvement work to break down a question into suggestions for
improvement [17,18]. The construction of a “top-down” diagram was used, including three
levels, (main themes, sub themes and concrete suggestions), see Figure 1.
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Figure 1. Example of a “top down” Tree diagram, inspired by Klefsjö, Eliasson and Kennerfalk’s [17].

The moderator led the discussions, and the assistant took notes, recording themes, sub-
themes, and concrete suggestions on post-it notes. The assistant attached the post-it notes
on a poster during the time they emerged in the discussion. The moderator only intervened
if the discussions became irrelevant for the question, if any participant dominated the
discussion or if the discussion ended in silence.

After constructing the Tree diagram, the group discussed all post-it notes on the poster
and if anything was unclear to the researchers or participants, it was discussed. Lastly,
each participant individually rated how effective and how feasible they perceived each of
the concrete suggestions would be for promoting a good work environment and health in
flexible work arrangements. The scale ranged from 0 (not at all) to 10 (to a high degree).

2.3. Data Analysis

Six researchers performed the analysis (see Figure 2). Four researchers worked to-
gether to reach consensus for all mapping, while two researchers reviewed and provided
feedback after each analysis step. In the first step, each of the four researchers individually
read all the suggestions from the focus group interviews and mapped each suggestion
according to the O-G-I level (organizational, work group and individual) to which the
suggestion applied. If researchers had mapped the suggestions differently, or if O-G-I level
was not evident in the suggestion, the researchers discussed until consensus was reached.
Some suggestions were potentially applicable to more than one level, in which case, all six
researchers discussed until consensus was reached on which level was most applicable.
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Figure 2. Analysis procedure: Step 1—mapping of each suggestion as organizational, group or indi-
vidual level (O-G-I) action; Step 2—Thematic grouping of suggestions into key areas for each level.

In the second step, the four researchers evaluated the suggestions in each O-G-I level
and mapped similar suggestions into key areas (and when necessary, sub-areas) for im-
provement. Each researcher then reviewed the key areas identified by the other researchers,
and the key area names and designations were discussed and revised until consensus was
reached. The ratings for effectiveness and feasibility (separately and combined) given by
each participant were average for each sub-area, key area, and O-G-I level. The range of
the mean value was also calculated for the combined effectiveness and feasibility score.
Bubble diagrams were used to illustrate the key areas emerging for each O-G-I level (see
Figures 3–5 in the result section).

3. Results

Focus groups resulted in 279 concrete suggestions for improvements to promote good
work environment and health in flexible work. Most suggestions were categorized as
organizational level changes (86%, n = 241), followed by the individual level (8%, n = 21)
and the group level (6%, n = 17). In total, researchers identified 18 key areas, 13 at the
organizational level, two at group level and three at the individual level. Employee ratings
of effectiveness and feasibility were, on average, high for most key areas (range 6.8 to 8.5)
and were similar across O-G-I levels: organizational (mean = 7.5, range 6.8 to 8.5), group
(mean = 7.7, range 7.6 to 7.7), and individual level (mean = 7.4, range 7.2 to 8.3). See
Table 2 for a detailed description of ratings for all key areas and sub-areas within all O-G-I
levels. Figures 3–5 summarize key areas by O-G-I level including the relative number of
suggestions, effectiveness and feasibility score for each key area and number of groups
contributing suggestions to the key area.
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Table 2. Description of identified key areas and sub areas promoting a good work environment and health in flexible work
arrangements at organizational, group and individual level (O-G-I).

Key Areas Sub Areas Interventions (n) Groups (n) Effectiveness
Mean

Feasibility
Mean

Combination of
Effectiveness and
Feasibility Mean
(range 0 to 10)

Organizational level 241 (86% of all suggestions) 7.8 7.2 7.5 (3.7–10.0)
Adapt leadership
to flexible work 68 8 7.8 7.3 7.5 (5.8–9.4)

Structured-oriented leadership
behavior 26 8 7.5 7.4 7.5 (5.8–9.2)

Leadership development 15 8 7.6 7.3 7.5 (5.8–9.4)
Relation-oriented leadership
behavior 14 8 8.0 7.6 7.8 (6.3–9.2)

Strategic leadership 6 3 8.0 5.7 6.8 (6.3–7.9)
Change-oriented leadership
behavior 4 3 8.4 7.5 7.9 (7.3–8.4)

Manager as a role model 3 3 8.8 7.3 8.0 (7.8–8.3)
Develop shared
visions, guidelines
and support for
flexible work

34 7 7.9 7.2 7.6 (5.1–9.6)

Clarify guidelines for flexible
work and increase information
about them

24 7 7.8 7.2 7.5 (6.0–8.8)

Increase support for employees
in how to adopt flexible work 6 3 8.3 7.7 8.0 (5.1–9.6)

Work for a shared vision
regarding flexible work 4 3 8.4 6.9 7.6 (6.5–8.4)

Develop technical
systems that
enable efficient
flexible work

31 8 7.6 7.1 7.4 (4.4–8.9)

Improve technology and
simplify technical systems for
more efficient work

16 6 7.6 7.0 7.3 (5.2–8.8)

Increase support for digital
flexible work 10 6 7.7 7.4 7.5 (4.4–8.9)

Customize technical equipment
based on individual needs 5 3 7.7 6.8 7.2 (6.6–7.9)

Increase
knowledge about
flexible work

19 8 7.3 8.1 7.7 (5.2–8.9)

Organize work to
reduce job
demands and
increase recovery

17 6 8.1 6.3 7.2 (3.7–9.5)

Encourage time for recovery
after periods of high workload 8 4 8.4 6.3 7.3 (3.7–9.5)

Review actual working hours
and schedule time for reflection
and meeting preparation

5 4 7.8 6.9 7.3 (4.1–9.4)

Increase teamwork in the
organization 4 2 8.1 5.8 6.9 (6.7–7.2)

Improve the
physical work
environment

17 6 8.3 6.7 7.5 (5.9–8.4)

Improve the office design based
on physical presence, work
tasks and individual needs

14 6 8.2 6.6 7.4 (5.9–8.4)

Improve work equipment and
ventilation 3 2 8.5 7.0 7.8 (7.3–8.1)

Customize the
activity-based
office based on the
need in the
organization

12 5 8.0 6.3 7.2 (5.8–9.5)

Encourage
wellness and
physical activity
during working
hours

12 5 8.3 8.6 8.5 (6.9–10.0)

Organize work to
increase
effectiveness

11 6 7.6 7.3 7.5 (4.5–8.8)

Create common guidelines for
more effective meetings 6 5 7.0 7.3 7.1 (4.5–8.8)
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Table 2. Cont.

Key Areas Sub Areas Interventions (n) Groups (n) Effectiveness
Mean

Feasibility
Mean

Combination of
Effectiveness and
Feasibility Mean
(range 0 to 10)

Education in personal
effectiveness 2 2 8.3 7.9 8.1 (7.3–8.8)

Reduce and customize
templates 3 2 8.5 7.1 7.8 (7.6–8.8)

Clarify role
descriptions and
how central
functions can be a
support

7 4 7.3 6.5 6.9 (6.2–7.8)

Improve of social
community in
flexible work

7 3 7.3 7.1 7.2 (6.3–7.8)

Create better
conditions for
teleworking

4 3 7.6 7.7 7.6 (5.7–9.4)

Strengthen the
culture for
respectful
behavior in
flexible work

2 2 7.5 7.6 7.5 (7.4–7.7)

Group level 17 (6% of all suggestions) 7.8 7.5 7.7 (6.2–8.8)
Create common
rules regarding
availability in
flexible work

12 7 7.7 7.6 7.7 (6.2–8.8)

Create common
office rules for
activity-based
working

5 2 8.1 7.1 7.6 (6.9–8.0)

Individual level 21 (8% of all suggestions) 7.4 7.5 7.4 (5.7–8.5)
Clarify availability
in flexible work 15 7 7.3 7.6 7.4 (5.7–8.4)

Clarify availability 12 6 7.2 7.2 7.2 (5.7–8.3)
Clarify work location during
the day 3 2 7.6 8.9 8.3 (8.0–8.4)

Prioritize breaks to
promote recovery 4 3 7.5 7.5 7.5 (6.4–8.5)
Personal
responsibility for
health and work
environment

2 1 8.0 6.7 7.3 (6.8–7.8)

Summation of all suggestions for improvement 279 8 7.8 7.2 7.5 (3.7–10.0)

3.1. Organizational Level

On organizational level, the key area comprising the highest number of suggestions
and contributions from all focus groups was leadership in flexible work (see Figure 3).
This key area included five sub areas; structured oriented leadership behavior, leadership
development, relation-oriented leadership behavior, strategic leadership, change-oriented
leadership behavior and manager as a role model. Some examples of suggestions directed
at the managerial level were to: increase knowledge about important leadership behaviors
in flexible work; be a good role model by not sending emails outside of regular working
hours; support employees in prioritizing work tasks and setting boundaries between work
and personal life; clarify expectations of availability; and take responsibility for having
guidelines in flexible work for the employees.

Another key area was to develop shared visions, guidelines, and support for flexible
work (34 suggestions), identified by almost all groups (7/8). This key area consisted of
three sub areas: clarify guidelines for flexible work and increase information about them,
increase support for employees in how to adopt flexible work, and work for a shared vision
regarding flexibility. Within this key area, participants requested clearer guidelines about
how to work flexibly, for example regarding worktime, physical presence at the workplace,
and expectations of availability. In addition, it was frequently mentioned that the guidelines
needed to be used throughout the whole organization to create standards of flexible work
and potential working methods. It was also suggested to develop a permissive culture
with an increased understanding and respect for colleagues’ use of flexibility.
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Figure 3. Key areas for improvement at the organizational level. Bubble size is proportional to the number of suggestions
mapped to each area. The x-axis indicates the number of departments who contributed suggestions to each key area (possible
range 0–8); the y-axis indicates the mean of all effectiveness and feasibility scores (scale 0–10) for all suggestions in each key
area. Note, values for two of the key areas (improvement of the physical working environment and organization of work to
reduce job demands and increase recovery) were so similar that the bubbles overlap, and the bubble for improvements of
the physical working environment is not visible in the diagram. The only difference between these two was for effectiveness
and feasibility mean score (7.5—improvement of the physical working environment and 7.2—organization of work to
reduce job demands and increase recovery).

The third key area within the organizational level was development of technical
systems that enable efficient flexible work (29 suggestions), identified by all eight groups.
This key area was divided into three sub areas; improve technology and simplify technical
systems for more efficient work, increase support for digital flexible work, and customize
technical equipment based on individual needs. The most stated suggestions within this
key area concerned increased technical conditions and support to facilitate flexible work, for
example, by providing good technical solutions for teleworking, and to increase knowledge
about how to use and customize the technical solutions to suit individual needs. Other
examples of key areas within the organizational level were increased knowledge about
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flexible work, organization of work to reduce job demands, increase effectiveness and
recovery, and improvements in the physical work environment. The highest mean value
for combined effectiveness and feasibility scores was found for the key area encourage
wellness and physical activity during working hours (mean = 8.5). This key area was
mentioned by five groups and included 12 suggestions. Effectiveness and feasibility mean
scores for the other key areas ranged from 6.9 to 7.7.
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3.2. Group Level

At the work group level, the key area comprising the highest number of suggestions,
and contributions from seven groups was creating common rules regarding availability in
flexible work (12 suggestions), with suggestions from seven of eight groups (see Figure 4).
In this key area, participants requested increased communication and common rules
within the work group regarding working hours, physical presence at the office, and
expectations of availability during free time. The key area with the second largest number
of suggestions (5) from two groups was, developing common office rules for activity-based
working, for example, how to behave to not disturb colleagues’ work. Effectiveness and
feasibility mean scores almost equally for the two key areas (range 7.6 to 7.7.).

3.3. Individual Level

At the individual level, the key area comprising the highest number of suggestions,
and contributions from seven groups was clarification of own availability (15 suggestions)
(see Figure 5). This key area included two sub areas; clarify own availability and clarify own
work location during the day. The employees suggested technical tools such as Outlook and
Skype could be used to communicate availability, work location and when colleagues could
expect responses. The concrete suggestions also aimed to increase control over availability
by turning off the phone during weekends and vacations, and respecting colleagues posted
work hours. The second most frequently mentioned suggestions were grouped to the key
area prioritizing breaks to promote recovery, which was based on four suggestions from
three of the eight groups. In this key area, the participants emphasized the importance
of scheduling lunch and breaks in the calendar as a reminder to have opportunities for
recovery during working hours, especially when working from home. The third key area,
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personal responsibility for health and work environment included two suggestions from a
single group concerning individuals’ own responsibilities to improve health and the work
environment by making suggestions for improvements to the organization. Effectiveness
and feasibility mean scores almost equally for the three key areas (range 7.2 to 8.3).
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4. Discussion

In this study, we used a participative approach to collect employee suggestions to
promote good work environment and health in flexible work, categorized them by O-G-I
level (organizational, work group and individual), and then identified key areas for the
company to target. The eight focus groups resulted in 279 concrete suggestions, most of
which comprised organizational level initiatives (86%), but also included group (6%) and
individual (8%) level changes. The key areas comprising the highest number of suggestions,
and contributions from seven or more of the eight groups were leadership in flexible work,
develop shared visions, guidelines, and support for flexible work and development of
technical systems that enable efficient flexible work.

Leadership in flexible work (organizational level) comprised the highest number of
concrete suggestions, and contributions from all groups. Particularly, employees requested
a structure-oriented leadership behavior that would clarify boundaries of flexible work,
such as when and where to work, expectations of availability and acceptable response
times to colleague questions. Previously, relation-oriented leadership behavior has been
used as a basis for a successful manager, in interaction with structure- and change oriented
behavior [19]. However, flexible work arrangements may cause other problems for employ-
ees than traditional work, which may require different types of leadership behaviors. For
example, organization of work has presented as a leadership problem when the manager
and employees do not meet physically [20]. This may explain why a structural leadership
behavior becomes particularly important in flexible work.
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In telework, communication is a known major problem from a leadership perspec-
tive [20,21]. Clear communication may fulfill employees request to clarify when and
where to work, expectations of availability and acceptable response times to colleague
questions. Thus, it is important to adapt the leadership to a more flexible way of work-
ing [20]. However, more research addressing successful leadership behavior in flexible
work arrangements is needed.

On an organizational level, employees also required conditions to work more effi-
ciently in flexible work, for example by adapting technical systems based on the need
of the employees and by education and common guidelines to improve effectiveness of
meetings, emails and communication. Overall, common guidelines and a shared vision
concerning flexible work in the organization was required by the focus groups. It is com-
mon that formal policies are not communicated or that employees do not receive support
in transferring the policy into practice [22]. A supportive culture within the organization
is especially important to reduce the gap between formal policy and practice [22]. We
also found a need for common guidelines on how to apply flexible work (e.g., regarding
availability), which was evident by the numerous suggestions for improvement at all
O-G-I levels. At an individual level, this was reflected by the key area with most concreate
suggestions concerned individuals’ responsibilities to use technical tools to clearly com-
municate their availability and location. This suggests that organizations should focus
on adapting working conditions to flexible work arrangements to promote health and
well-being. These adjustments apply both to a shared vision in the organization, leadership
behavior, common rules within the work group and develop technical conditions (ICT) to
work flexibly.

In summary, 86% of the concrete suggestions for improvement implicated organiza-
tional level changes (i.e., the organization is responsible for the implementation of the
suggestions, but the interventions can be directed to both groups- and individuals, e.g.,
education about flexible work). Even though our results suggest the bulk of the responsibil-
ity is on the organization to improve working conditions in flexible work, employees also
suggested changes to be made at group and individual levels. This agrees with previous
research identifying risk factors for employees’ work-life balance at an organizational
level (unstructured and informal policies), group level (expectations of availability and to
work more than agreed), and individual level (e.g., overtime work and weak boundary
management) [16]. However, it is possible that fewer suggestions targeted group and
individual levels because people tend to prefer solutions that do not require them to change
their own behaviors [23]. Estimates of mean effectiveness and feasibility were generally
high and only marginal differences were found between the O-G-I levels. This indicates
that changes at all O-G-I levels are perceived as feasible and effective for promoting a good
working environment and health in flexible work arrangements among the employees.
Accordingly, interviews with managers may have led to different results.

4.1. Strengths and Limitations

This study used a participative approach to generate concrete suggestions which were
mapped into key areas requiring action for a sustainable work environment and improved
health in flexible work arrangements. Previous research [14] found positive effects on sus-
tainable behavioral change by using a participative approach, and according to our knowl-
edge, this is the first study using a participatory approach in the concept of flexible work ar-
rangements. Another strength is the use of Tree diagram to systematically identify concrete
suggestions of improvement for a sustainable and health promoting work environment and
estimate their effectiveness and feasibility in the organization. The mapping of suggestions
in O-G-I levels may be crucial for the development of successful interventions [12].

Focus group interviews allowed us to systematically collect opinions from multiple
participants and departments to ensure organization-wide representation. Our results may
have limited generalizability due to different needs in different organizations. However,
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flexible work arrangements are common worldwide and the process of identifying concrete
suggestions for improvement may be applicable in other organizations.

COVID-19 has forced employees to work even more flexibly, especially when it comes
to work from home [3]. Our study was conducted before the pandemic and key areas in the
organization may have changed since then. However, our findings agree well with recent
research during the pandemic. For example, development of organizational policy for work
flexibility was recently proposed as a key factor for adapting work to COVID-19 related
changes [24]. Strengthening organizational culture, increasing the technical feasibility of
telework, and clarifying availability [25] have also been recommended along with adapting
leadership to new ways of working [3]. Thus, it is likely that the identified key areas for
improvement in this study are still important for creating sustainable and health promoting
work during and beyond the pandemic.

The interview groups were divided by departments, which may have facilitated
confidence and an open discussion as the participants already knew each other. On the
other hand, the familiarity could have prevented participants from disagreeing, for example,
if a suggestion concerned an improvement within the group. Thus, group dynamics may
have affected participants’ comfort in expressing opinions. In addition, in group interviews,
informal leaders can dominate the discussion, therefore biasing the data. The moderator
attempted to avoid dominating personalities by involving all participants in the discussions,
and overall, the researchers experienced a dynamic atmosphere in the groups. Many of the
key areas were identified by several groups, which increases the generalizability within
the organization. The study included only 45 of the 4900 employees with flexible work
arrangements within the organization. The inclusion or more employees and/or managers
could have led to different concrete suggestions and subsequently key areas.

More research is required to investigate how organizations with flexible work arrange-
ments can contribute to sustainable and health promoting work. Intervention studies are
needed to identify effective and sustainable interventions with respect to flexible work,
health, and performance.

4.2. Practical Implications

Our results emphasize 18 key areas of improvement at three levels within the orga-
nization (organizational, work group and individual). Our results, if implemented and
evaluated, may lead to evidence-based recommendations and guidelines for organizations
with flexible work, and therefore contribute to further investigations and evaluations of
interventions within similar populations. More specifically, the results of this study can be
useful to develop and implement interventions targeting different levels of the organization.
At the organizational level, the company may focus on supporting managers in developing
new competences relevant to managing flexible workers and developing a shared vision
of flexible work and work guidelines. Organizations may need to help employees find
strategies at the individual and group levels for organizing work to reduce job demands
and improve effectiveness in flexible work, for example through seminars addressed to
improve communication and clarify rules for effective meetings and availability within the
work group. It is also important that work groups take initiatives to discuss definitions
and guidelines for flexible work. Our results also suggest individuals clearly communi-
cate working hours, locations and expected response times; this can be carried out using
technical tools or systems such as, Outlook, Skype, or Teams. The individual may need
to use their work calendar to schedule breaks, time for lunch and workday hours and
learn to follow their schedule to ensure opportunities for recovery. It may be beneficial to
implement several interventions at the same time, but at different levels since interventions
at one level may interact with and facilitate changes on other levels [12]. For example, if an
intervention is addressed to increase employees’ work-life balance by clarifying availability,
a common approach within the whole work group can be important. Otherwise, it may be
difficult for the individual to maintain the new way of working if the colleagues do not
work in the same way or do not respect your new working methods.
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5. Conclusions

The aim of this study was to use a participatory approach to identify concrete sugges-
tions and key areas for improvement that were considered relevant, effective, and feasible
for promoting good work environment and health at organizational, work group and
individual level (O-G-I), among office employees with flexible work arrangements. The
suggestions were categorized into 18 key areas, most of which involved organizational
level change, but also included suggestions for group and individual level initiatives. The
key areas comprising the highest number of suggestions, and contributions from seven or
all eight groups were leadership in flexible work and the need to develop shared visions
and guidelines, and more support for the employees. Creating common rules regarding
availability and activity-based working was a key area at the group level and taking re-
sponsibility to communicate availability and prioritizing breaks to promote recovery was
a key at the individual level. In conclusion, the participatory process was effective in
obtaining concrete suggestions and key areas in need of improvement, which may provide
an action plan that can guide organizations in developing interventions to promote good
work environment and health in flexible work.
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