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Until 2020, fewer than 2% of western 
employees were telecommuting or 
working from home full-time. Since 
the Covid-19 lockdown, however, 
caused by the health crisis in March 
2020, almost 25% of employees 
now work full-time from home. In 
most western countries, despite the 
easing of the lockdown, the uptake 
on returning to on-site work is slow. 
Teleworking appears to be the new 
normal, with the performance of 
remote workers now a key issue 
in maintaining business activity. 
But what special skills are needed 
to work effectively from home? 
What specifically needs to be done 
to support their interactions with 
other members of the organisation? 

The study presented in this paper is 
unique in Europe. It analyses the career paths, 
performance and soft skills of a group of 317 
French remote workers between 2009 and 
2019, representative of the population of full-
time remote workers before the Coronavirus 
crisis. The group is characterised first and 
foremost by its differences in terms of success, 
both before and after the telecommuting 
period. It includes highly efficient employees, 
for whom being able to work from home was 
a reward, together with low-level employees.

Differences in their capacity to apply five 
skills in particular, explain the disparity in their 
career paths and their success prior to, during, 
and after the teleworking period, skills that 
reflect the specific demands of working from 
home. Given their physical absence and their 
distance from informal discussions, remote 
workers may find themselves in danger of 
being pushed to the company sidelines. The 
five skills identified in this study inform a type 
of coordination that helps them to overcome 
the limitations of the remote working 
situation. It involves adopting a storytelling 
form of coordination that enables on-site 
workers to appreciate what their absent 
teleworking colleagues are doing.

The study presented herein, analyses the 
career paths, performance and soft skills of 
a group of remote workers between 2009 
and 2019. It was conducted in January 2020 to 

support the implementation of teleworking 
in a normal context. However, since then, 
the situation has taken on a whole new 
dimension. The global pandemic and fear 
of contamination has led to an abrupt shift 
in the working conditions of employees 
worldwide. At least 25% of them, and even 
50%, depending on the countries and 
estimates, have now become full-time remote 
workers, in other words, employees who work 
exclusively from home. Uncertainty regarding 
a return to normal conditions as well as the 
personal wishes of many individuals mean that 
a large number of European employees will 
continue to work from home in the coming 
months. The questions that emerge today 
concern the performance of remote workers. 
How, in the unprecedented situation that 
we are now experiencing, can we maintain 
optimal operations in organisations? And, 
more specifically, exactly what skills are 
needed to be an efficient remote worker?

The study examines the ‘full remote’ worker 
population before the Coronavirus crisis. It 
sheds light on the distinctive features of this 
population, as much in terms of their past 
career paths, their functions and skills as in their 
performance both prior to and following the 
teleworking episode. The findings lead us to put 
forward some proposals that both managers 
and the new remote workers may find useful.

Background
The appearance of telecommuting in the 1970s 
was as much the outcome of technological 
advances as a strategic choice. Following 
the oil crisis in 1973, the search for ways to 
reduce journeys, traffic jams, pollution and 
consumption led to the emergence of an 
initial series of reflections on the advantages of 
working from home. Jack Nills, a NASA engineer, 
suggested taking the work to the workers 
rather than bringing the workers to work, and 
convinced businesses to examine the issue. 
They saw two advantages, the first of which 
was to close the gap between the geographic 
areas where qualified populations lived and 
those where the jobs were found. IBM, for 
example, saw it as a means to hire IT specialists, 
mainly located on the west coast, who were 
unwilling to move to the head offices situated 
in the state of New York. Other companies, 
aware that job opportunities for women would 
continue to grow, looked for ways to help these 
employees to balance their different spheres of 
life. This led to a form of segmentation right 
from the outset of the teleworking idea, in 

other words, remote working for an elite, that 
reflected their bargaining power with their 
employer, and remote working for lower-
level employees, based less on individual 
bargaining power and more on the collective 
arrangements available to them. The impact 
of these pioneering choices remained minimal, 
however, as the technological possibilities 
were still limited and costly. IT networks 
were only in the early stages and very slow. 
Computers were not yet personal devices but 
huge, unwieldy machines. The emergence of 
mobile technologies in the 1990s revived the 
debate. Personal computers, mobile phones 
and internet made instant interaction between 
geographically distant colleagues possible. The 
West’s shift towards a knowledge economy and 
the programmed decline in factory jobs led to a 
new political awareness. European and national 
agreements were signed to facilitate the 
adoption of teleworking (thus avoiding changes 
to employment contracts) and to guarantee 
equal rights between remote workers and 
others. In short, access to legal rights, the 
democratisation of personal computers, the 
spread of high-speed internet connections 
and, more recently, the development of video-
conference tools (especially Skype in 2003) 
gradually made the context more doable. The 
number of employees working from home 
in Europe has been steadily growing since the 
beginning of 2000. In 2019, it reached 10.9%1 
. However, this growth needs clarifying as 
teleworking was largely on a partial (a few 
days a week, every week) or occasional (a few 
days from time to time) basis, and the number 
of employees working from home full-time 
remained marginal: in 2019, it was just 1.56%.

 
Organisational Details
Full-time teleworking means a complete switch 
for the employee from working on the company 
premises to working from home. It thus implies 
belonging to an organisation (teleworking is 
not sub-contracting) and requires technical 
resources. More concretely, the remote worker’s 
activity is considerably influenced by four 
characteristics that make the situation very 
different from traditional work. Autonomy 
remote workers have less access to advice or 
support from their colleagues and consequently 
have to make more decisions alone.

 
Schedule Management
Whether an advantage or a handicap, working 
from home means that the relationship with 
time is more flexible. Remote workers can 

Which Skills Do You Need To Be 
A Successful Remote Worker?
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organise their time as they wish and are no 
longer bound by a company’s time-based 
rituals (breaks, lunch, etc.), but it also means 
that they need to balance their working 
hours with time spent with the family, which 
is equally challenging.

 
Task Interdependence
Like all employees, remote workers need 
others before they can act. This implies 
adopting alternative means of communication 
and coordination to traditional forms of 
interpersonal contact. However, at the same 
time, they must also manage uncertainty due 
to a lack of information.

 
Isolation And Absence
Remote workers can lack emotional and 
operational social support. The absence 
of colleagues means they miss out on 
some positive back up as well as on 
complementary skills. In remote working 
situations, requests for help are more formal 
and less spontaneous. For this reason, 
individuals working from home are cut off 
from much of the informal news that informs 
their everyday understanding of company 
life, depriving them of the means to 
understand the decisions and standards that 
underpin the work. At the same time, their 
physical absence results in their colleagues 
constructing an imaginary perception of 
their work since their performance is less 
visible. For all of these reasons, working from 
home implies changing the way individuals 
coordinate. In-company work provides 
opportunities for formal coordination 
(explicit instructions, processes etc.) as well 
as informal interstitial coordination. Chats at 
the coffee machine or during a smoking break 
are examples of this type of coordination. It 
is in the interstices, in other words, the breaks 
between formal situations, that important 
information is passed on in a more flexible 
way. It is also in these moments, when the 
formal is brushed aside, that employees can 
ask questions and “talk straight”. In short, to 
maintain their level of performance, remote 
workers must find alternatives to this kind of 
interstitial coordination.

These are just some of the drawbacks 
traditionally observed in remote working 
situations. Studies frequently identify 
increased conflict the workers’ private 
and professional lives, for instance. On the 
other hand, teleworking also has benefits: 
e.g., better quality of life, more autonomy, 
greater engagement and improved health. 
The main challenge, however, remains the 
performance of remote workers. Previous 
studies have shown that the remote work 
situation has a globally negative impact on 
performance and careers. However, the 
impact is mixed: it affects women more 
than men, and low-level employees more 
than managers. These observations give rise 

to three questions that we examine in the 
following analysis.
 1. Who are full-time remote workers really?
2. What soft skills are needed to be efficient 

in a remote working situation?
3. What kind of coordination replaces the 

interstitial coordination that is lacking 
when working from home?
 

The Study:
Methodology: The data were extracted from 
a database that, since 2007, has followed 
almost 200,000 French workers, representative 
of the working population as a whole. 
From this database, we selected a group of 
individuals that had experienced a full-time 
remote work situation with a permanent 
contract for at least three years. The database 
contains a half-yearly assessment of a number 
of interesting factors:
• Salary
• Performance (as evaluated by the manager 

during the last annual performance meeting)
• Hierarchical position and number of steps up 

the ladder since the beginning of their career
• 17 soft skills or behavioural skills
• The job, the status, the tasks, age and gender.
Based on this set of data, we were able to 
analyse the career path that led to them being 
in the teleworking situation, who performs 
best and, finally, what happens to their career 
following the remote working experience.

 
Inset: The 17 Soft Skills Tested
While job skills are almost endless as they 
represent all the different jobs out there, 
soft skills are limited in number as they are 
transversal and thus common to numerous 
jobs. The 17 skills set out below are evaluated 
by acknowledged psychometric scales. 
They also share the fact that they form a 
coherent list that covers the whole spectrum 
of behaviours meaningfully linked to 
performance in a wide range of jobs.

Fig 1.
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Findings
Who were remote workers before 2020? The 
database contained 317 subjects with the 
target characteristics (permanent contract, 
full-time teleworking for at least three years). 
They mainly held managerial positions (53%), 
were male (57%), working for a company with 
over 1000 employees (56%) in the service 
sector (46%), and with an average age of 34 
years. Their demographic characteristics 
are very similar to those found in a study 
conducted by the Comptoir de la Nouvelle 
Entreprise in 2019 (Fig 2). Our 317 individuals 
are thus representative of the population of 
French remote workers.

As the diagram to the right demonstrates, 
the distribution of remote workers varies 
considerably depending on the job description 
and hierarchical status. We primarily find 
them in support roles and among low-level 
employees. 17% work in low level finance-
accounting positions. Despite digitalisation, 
accounting tasks require a lot of data entry 
work that can easily be done remotely. 22% can 
also be found in facilities management but are 
virtually absent from operations management 
roles; there were none in management and 
just 3% in low-level jobs. In support roles, the 
rarity of remote workers in HR and sales may be 
due to several factors. There are few low-level 
employees in the HR sector, which explains 
why there are so few among remote workers. 
However, many work in sales and marketing 
positions, although employees in this sector are 
mainly sales people, highly connected to the 
point of sale and thus more difficult for remote 
workers to manage.

Managers in support roles make up the 
largest ratio of remote workers with 15% 
in HR and finance-accounting, and 17% in 
sales and marketing (Fig 3). Assuming that 
managers in marketing and sales positions 
are mostly marketers, this means that they 
hold jobs where the impact of digitalisation 
makes working from home possible. Finally, 
it is extremely rare to find senior managers 
and directors working from home. Their 
distribution in terms of roles and status is 
not the only difference that distinguishes 
remote workers from other employees. We 
constructed an aggregated success indicator 
that links salary with job performance and 
the number of steps up the ladder since 
the start of their career. The distribution of 
these individual success scores is significantly 
different among remote workers.

Comparison of these two curves shows 
a fundamental characteristic of remote 
workers before 2020 (Fig 4). Individuals from 
this group with an average success score 
appear under-represented. On the other 
hand, individuals with a high or a low success 
score are overrepresented. In short, the 
absence of middle-of-the-road employees is 
a specific feature of remote workers. This can 
be explained by interindividual differences.

Who worked from home 
before 2020? 
Separating the performance variables allows 
us to identify the existence of two clearly 
distinct subgroups of individuals who 
became teleworkers. The data is collected 
from the period preceding their remote 
working situation. Characteristics of the two 
groups: (Fig 5 - on next page).

The first group is made up of successful 
male executives with higher than average 
success scores. For them, the chance to work 
from home was a reward and a retention 
strategy. Companies undoubtedly allowed 
them to work from home to ensure they 
remained in the company. However, 
they had to be excellent to belong to 
this group. At the opposite end of the 

Fig 2. - Demographic characteristics of remote workers 
according to the two studies

Fig 3. - Distribution of remote workers by role and hierarchical 
status

Fig 4. - Distribution of career success among remote workers 
vs. the overall population
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spectrum, the second group concerns non-
managerial women whose success score is 
below average. They are younger than the 
members of the preceding group. In their 
case, being able to work from home is seen 
as an opportunity. It is neither a sanction 
nor a reward, but rather the possibility to 
take advantage of a corporate policy or 
locally based remote working agreement. 
The employees who benefit from this 
option have a low skills level and are unlikely 
to be acknowledged for their potential. It is 
probably not considered important to keep 
a close eye on them.

 
What Happened To The 
Teleworkers?
The same data allowed us to analyse the 
careers of remote workers who returned 
to work in the company premises. 378 
individuals fit this description. The average 
length of the remote working period was 
3.7 years. Their performance prior to the 
working from home episode (see above) is a 
strong predictor of the following stages and 
the performance level that is subsequently 
reached. When the remote workers have 
enjoyed a successful career path (group 1, 
teleworking reward), their success continues 
throughout the teleworking period and 
again when they return to an on-site activity. 
Their salary, their hierarchical level and their 
performance all increase. In short, working 
from home extends their success curve. 
On the other hand, remote workers with 
more modest jobs re-join their on-site jobs 
with no particular gain. In these cases, their 
previous performance begins to stagnate or 
even decline and their performance appears 
to be slightly less appreciated when they 
return to their on-site job;

 
Success Factor Trends For The 
Two Remote Worker Groups:
Which soft skills make effective remote 
workers? Do the 17 behavioural skills measured 
in the remote workers in our sample determine 
their success in general? Are there any 
differences according to hierarchical status? 
6 of 17 behavioural skills have a significant 
impact on remote workers’ performance: i.e., 
knowing oneself, resolving complex issues, 
identifying resource people, and promoting 
and understanding the company. Most of the 
other skills on the list have only a marginal 
impact on performance. This is especially true 
of management and leadership skills. Finally, 
stress management skills, risk-taking and 
creativity have a significant negative impact 
on the performance of remote workers (Fig 6).

Influences On The Performance 
Of Teleworkers:
This configuration is relevant at all levels 
of the hierarchy, but it intensifies at 
management level. The higher up the career 

ladder, the closer the link between these 6 
skills and success (Fig 7).

Skills portrait of the effective 
remote worker 
High-performing remote workers have 
a good understanding of their resources 

and those of their organisation. They are 
also comfortable with complexity. We 
can assume that that they have numerous 
points of contact with the different 
departments and that their interactions 
with the company do not go exclusively 
through their line manager. These skills 

Fig 5. - Characteristics of the two groups

Fig 6. - Success factor trends for the two remote worker groups

Fig 7. - Influences On The Performance Of Teleworkers
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match the remote working characteristics 
mentioned earlier, in other words, they 
support autonomy, the new relationship 
with time and task interdependence. 
Effective remote workers also know how 
to promote their achievements. They can 
therefore manage being cut off from others 
thanks to behaviour that allows them to 
showcase what they have done. This skill 
means that other workers can visualise their 
output despite not being able to see it with 
their own eyes. It means that they are not 
forgotten and that their actions form part of 
the company’s day-to-day operations. Finally, 
they know how to get acknowledgement for 
their projects and achievements. They work 
on remaining visible and boosting their image 
to compensate for their physical absence. 
On the other hand, they do not invest in 
innovation. Effective remote workers no 
doubt understand that in order to be visible, 
they must be intelligible. They are therefore 
more likely to emphasise respect for 
processes and conformity than innovation. 
In fact, the main pitfall that can threaten 
remote workers is invisibility. Absence feeds 
imagination. How do other members of the 
company envisage what the remote workers 
do when they are not there? Are they 
perceived as absorbed in their work, or as 
immersed in their family, busy with all sorts of 
activities other than work? Remote workers 
thus need to compensate for their absence 
with demonstrations and information that 
allows other staff members to construct a 
favourable image of them. Finally, they must 
tell the story of their work to compensate for 
not being able to demonstrate it on a daily 
basis. Effective remote workers thus replace 
interstitial coordination by storytelling 
coordination, acting as the storytellers of 
their lives as remote workers.

 
Conclusion
Working from home, success, skills and 
coordination methods

Until 2020, only a small minority of workers 
were able to work from home full-time. 
This group was characterised first by its 
uniformity in terms of success. The salaries, 
promotion and performance of teleworkers 
was either above or below average. The 
absence of middle-of-the-road career success 
was a key characteristic of this population, 
reflected in the different career paths prior 
to the teleworking situation. In exchange 
for their loyalty, an elite group with hard-
to-find skillsets had the power to negotiate 
remote working conditions compatible with 
their specific lifestyle choices. This is the 
“teleworking reward” group. The “teleworking 
opportunity” group, on the other hand, 
concerns more readily available, less essential 
employees, who are also less productive. For 
them, being able to work from home was a 
solution to a specific need in time (maternity 

in particular, as this group is largely young 
and female), with a process written into the 
company convention being activated rather 
than the power of individual negotiation. 
The two groups are also characterised by 
their career paths after the period of working 
from home. Individuals in the “teleworking 
reward” group continue to forge ahead with 
a successful career, while the members of the 
“teleworking opportunity” group pursue their 
careers in the same way as before, continuing 
to follow below average career paths. 

Differences in their ability to apply five skills 
explain these variations in success and career 
paths before, during and after the period of 
working from home. The five skills are:
• Knowing oneself
• Resolving complex problems
• Identifying resource people, and
• Promoting and 
• Understanding one’s organisation.
These skills also illustrate the specific 
demands of working from home which, 
above all, involve coping with the 
disappearance of informal communication 
channels. Informal chats in the interstices of 
time, when off-the-cuff’ information can be 
passed on, disappear. Nothing spontaneously 
replaces them. Given their physical 
absence and their distance from informal 
discussions, employees working from home 
may eventually be faced with the threat 
of finding themselves on the periphery of 
the organisation. The five skills identified 
in the present study describe a form of 
coordination that can help to overcome the 
challenges of working from home: this is the 
storytelling or narrative coordination, whose 
main contribution is to allow on-site workers 
to visualise what their absent colleagues are 
doing, replacing the interstitial coordination.

 
Working From Home In The 
Time Of The Covid-19
Since March 2020, and the nationwide 
lockdowns to fight against the Covid-19 
pandemic, 25% of active workers have 
become telecommuters. This is a massive 
change as, in the first instance, it led 
to a major shift in the remote worker 
population. At management level, remote 
working became the norm for executives 
of every kind. The diversification of profiles 
has given a wider range of employees the 
chance to work from home, and not just 
the “reward” or “opportunity” categories 
described above. Teleworking is now 
moving to the mainstream.

At the time of writing, no one knows 
when people will be able to return to normal 
on-site working conditions. No one knows 
how long the teleworking situation will last 
and how this unprecedented situation will 
permanently change people’s behaviour. 
Below are a few suggestions based on the 
study findings:

During the lockdown: promote the 
storytel l ing coordinat ion strategy 
and measure its impact. Storytelling 
coordination underpins the success of 
remote workers. It helps them to ensure 
that their contributions are visible despite 
their physical absence. It is therefore 
useful to foster its emergence in all 
remote workers.

One way to do this is to let everyone 
share what they have done during the 
day in virtual meetings, together with 
their schedule for the coming days. These 
narratives can include personal activities 
as well as professional ones, making them 
more authentic. Not everyone finds 
it easy to promote their actions and 
achievements: managers therefore need 
to ensure that everyone is given the time 
and means to express themselves. As we 
have seen, teleworking leads to greater 
conformity and respect for processes 
rather than innovation.

The Covid-19 crisis, and the obvious 
anxiety it induces, has a similar effect. 
However, the situation should provide 
an opportunity for innovation, as much 
for clients and products as for the work 
organisation. Not only does it provide a 
chance to respond to this challenge, but 
also to create project teams, test ideas 
and tools, and to develop feedback of 
individual experiences. 

Finally, managers and business leaders 
may find it useful to introduce applications 
that can measure the firm’s social climate in 
real time.

 
After The Lockdown: Creating 
Conditions Conducive To 
Teleworkers’ Performance. 
Remote working could find itself a victim 
of the ‘swede effect’: these easily-grown 
vegetables were so closely linked to 
rationing and the German occupation that 
they were completely rejected after the 
liberation. It is possible then that when 
the lockdown is lifted, teleworking will be 
rejected and there will be an enthusiastic 
return to open-spaces. However, it is also 
possible that, on the contrary, it will have 
given more workers an opportunity to 
discover the benefits of a different form 
of organisation that is hard to abandon. 
Identifying workers who can benefit from 
teleworking will no doubt be the key to 
its renewed interest as, in every business 
organisation, the lockdown will have its 
stars, its unsung heroes and maybe its losers. 
As teleworking becomes more widespread, 
ensuring the success of these workers from 
home will be crucial and managers will 
need to make that their skills are closely 
aligned with those needed for effective 
performance. Failing that, such skills will 
need to be developed.
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About the Competences, employability  
and HR decisions Chair at Em Normandie 
Business School
The “Competences, Employabilitý and 
HR Decisions” chair takes a scientific and 
objective approach to contemporary 
changes in the world of work, highlighting 
the new skills and competences needed 
by business organisations to devise 
innovative strategies and boost their 
growth. It explores developments in career 
paths, driven by digital technologies in a 
fastchanging environment, and analyses 
career variations by exploring the cause 
and effect relationship with individual 
behaviours, shedding new light on the 
decisionmaking processes of both 
organisations and individuals with regard 
to careers, hiring and jobs. The levers of 
employability, underpinned by the new 
resources available through the use of 
data, also offer a major line of study. . 
The chair’s aim is to help individuals and 
organisations to exercise their managerial, 
societal and ethical responsibilities in the 
best conditions possible. Founded in 1871 
and one of the first French business grandes 
écoles, EM Normandie is a reference in 
the world of Business Schools, boasting 

the international EQUIS and AACSB 
accreditations. With 4 500 students 
and professionals in its first degree and 
executive education programmes and 
19,000 members of Normandie Business 
School Alumni Association across the globe, 
the school has five campuses located in 
Caen, Le Havre, Paris, Oxford and Dublin. 
Normandie Business School trains the 
managers of tomorrow, future movers and 
shakers prepared to manage change in a 
multicultural environment, and it supports 
employees and business leaders throughout 
their career.
www.em-normandie.com 
Twitter: @ EMNormandie
 

About Performanse 
A subsidiary of the Julhiet/Sterwen Group 
– Performanse specialises in the design 
and marketing of psychometric tests and 
soft skills evaluation, dedicated to the 
recruitment and development of talented 
people with the aim of growing the future 
performance of business organisations by 

improving their individual and collective 
operations - www.performanse.com
 

About Saven
Saven designs and markets cognitive 
and behavioural resource assessment 
tools. Its aim is to supply human resource 
professionals with the most useful, the 
simplest, the most efficient and the most 
ethical solutions on the market - 
www.saven.fr
 

About the AKSIS Group - The AKSIS 
group offers support services for career 
development across France. By taking the 
needs and potential of individuals as well 
as companies into account, its goal is to 
give employees, job seekers and young 
graduates and school leavers access to jobs, 
or helping them define and implement their 
career plan - www.aksis.fr
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