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Abstract: This paper studies the extent to which difficulties in teleworking continue to be encountered
by civil servants of the Spanish General State Administration (AGE) who, after the mandatory
lockdown decreed by the Spanish Government from March to May 2020, continue to carry out their
work under this modality. The results obtained support that the main difficulties are the acquisition
of bad posture and problems in separating work and family life, and the presence of different types
of difficulties differs depending on gender, the structure of the household, or whether the employee
belongs to the levels of positions where higher qualification is required. In addition, ambiguity is
expressed regarding the provision of resources and lack of training provided by the AGE.

Keywords: difficulties for teleworking; Spanish public administration; training for teleworking;
resources for teleworking

1. Introduction

The health crisis caused by COVID-19 has had an impact on all areas of daily life.
Organizations and companies have seen their activities altered. Workplaces, methods, and
resources have been modified. The pandemic has led to a cataclysm in working conditions
unknown in peacetime [1]. 2020 closed with 8.8% of global hours worked lost relative to
the last quarter of 2019 and with 93% of the global workforce residing in countries with
difficulty accessing their jobs [2,3]. Teleworking is emerging as the only alternative to
soften the impediment of not being able to go to the physical workplace.

The use of telework in Europe has increased in the last 10 years. Its level of growth
has been higher than in Spain [4]. The latest data show that, in 2020, 12.3% of the working
population in the EU-27 usually worked from home [5]. Finland (25.1%), Luxembourg
(23.1%), and Ireland (21.5%) are at the top of the telework ranking on the European
continent. Table 1 provides a comparison between the highest percentage of employed
men and women working from home in Europe at the end of 2020.

The implementation and diffusion of this remote work modality at a European level
did not begin until the 1990s. The Bangemann Report (1994) identified telework as one of
the 10 priority actions to stimulate the development of the information society in Europe [6].

The European Framework Agreement on Telework (2002) aimed to establish a le-
gal framework for telework in Europe [7]. It also seeks to provide greater security for
teleworkers in the European Union and establish a general framework for their working
conditions [8]. This agreement considers that teleworking could facilitate the moderniza-
tion of companies and public service organizations, as well as being a means for workers
to reconcile professional and personal life and enjoy greater autonomy in the performance
of their tasks.
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Table 1. Countries with a higher percentage of employed males and females over the total number
of people of the corresponding sex who are between 15 and 64 years old and working from home
in 2020.

Country Percentage of Employed Men
Who Work from Home

Percentage of Employed Women
Working from Home

Finland 24.8% 25.5%
Luxembourg 22.5% 23.9%

Ireland 21.3% 21.7%
Spain 9.9% 12.1%

EU-27 average 11.5% 13.2%
Source: Own elaboration based on Eurostat data.

Spain has not been an exception to the labor disruption caused by the pandemic. The
percentage of people teleworking in Spain, at the end of 2020, was 10.9% of its workforce,
almost one and a half percentage points below the EU-27 [5]. At the beginning of May 2020,
the Spanish working population teleworking peaked at 34% [9]. The Spanish government
gave preference to telework [10] with two royal decrees in March and April 2020, respec-
tively. However, each sector has reacted unevenly, with the size of the companies being
one of the determining factors [11]. Public administration is among the sectors with the
lowest implementation of telework in Spain.

In Spain, the specific regulation of teleworking can be found through the reform of
Article 13 of the Workers’ Statute (2015) which is introduced from the Royal Legislative
Decree 2/2015 [12]. The most recent legislative development is the Royal Decree Law
28/2020, of September 22 [13], on telecommuting, which insists on the voluntary nature of
the measure. Rastrollo [14] considers that the public employee is going to be conditioned
by the obligation to telework by virtue of the “good functioning of the public service”.
Circumstances that condition him against the worker of the private sector.

This research has focused on the Spanish General State Administration (hereinafter,
AGE). This institution employs 231,456 civil servants [15,16]. Anghel et al. [4] estimated
that 3.1% of workers attached to the Public Administration, Defense and Social Security
had some telework experience and they raised to 34.3%, the number of employees of such
services that could telework. Bermúdez and Fuentes [17] add a discouraging shadow: they
believe the current model is unsustainable and hypothesize about the future disappearance
of one million jobs due to the use of robotics and artificial intelligence.

AGE has been defined since the approval of the Spanish Constitution in 1978. Its
task is to execute the administrative policy of the Spanish government. The Basic Statute
of Public Employment (2015) regulates the functions of the people working within this
body [18]. Articles 75 and 76 of said Statute define the grouping of civil servants into
bodies, scales, and specializations. Different levels are assigned to this grouping.

Article 70 of the Reglamento General de Ingreso (hereinafter, RGI) (1995) indicates that
positions in the AGE are classified into 30 levels [19]. These levels are grouped into intervals
of jobs corresponding to each group or scale according to Article 71.1 of the RGI. The third
transitory provision of the Consolidated Text of the Basic Statute of Public Employment
(hereinafter, TREBEP) (2020) indicates the minimum and maximum intervals for each
classification group. Table 2 lists the different existing groups and the corresponding levels:

Table 2. Groups, positions, and levels of the AGE.

Group Subgroup Occupant Profile Type of Position Levels

A A1 Bachelor’s degree, Engineer, Architect
or equivalent

Direction, execution, control,
and study.

Minimum, 20.
Maximum, 30

B A2 Diploma, Technical Engineering,
Technical Architecture or equivalent

Management and collaboration
in administrative functions.

Minimum, 16.
Maximum, 26
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Table 2. Cont.

Group Subgroup Occupant Profile Type of Position Levels

C C1

High school diploma, intermediate
vocational training or vocational
training technician, high school
diploma, FP2 or equivalent.

Administrative body Minimum, 11.
Maximum, 22

D C2 ESO, school graduate, FP1 or
equivalent Assistant Minimum, 9.

Maximum, 18

E No degree required Surveillance and custody Minimum, 7.
Maximum, 14

Source: Prepared by the authors based on Royal Legislative Decree 5/30 October 2015, approving the recast text of the Basic Statute of the
Public Employee Law.

AGE also showed interest in teleworking prior to the outbreak of COVID-19. In 2005,
the Plan Concilia was approved [20]. It was implemented with the aim of applying tele-
working techniques for public employees, and favoring the reconciliation of work, family,
and personal life [8]. This led to the publication of Order APU/1981/2006 [21] promoting
the implementation of telework pilot programs in several ministerial departments. The
declaration for social dialogue in public administrations, signed by the Administration and
the main trade unions (UGT, CCOO, and CSI-CSIF), was decisive in introducing telework
in the public sector [22] since Spanish public employees lacked any mention of telework, in
the consolidated text of the Law of the Basic Statute of the Public Employee (2015).

As a result of the COVID-19 outbreak, a series of measures favoring teleworking
were developed and implemented in the AGE. They were agreed upon and signed by the
heads of the Administration and labor union representatives, UGT, CSIF, and CIG [15,16].
On 22 June 2020, the resolution on the conditions of the new normality came into force.
Additionally, different resolutions have deepened in the previous resolution. The most
noteworthy is the inclusion of the regulation of teleworking in public administrations in
Article 47 bis of the TREBEP. It establishes its voluntary and reversible nature and the
equality of conditions for teleworkers who use it compared to those who work in person.

The difference between the number of people who telework in the AGE in comparison
to the rest of the Spanish working population, together with the lack of flexibility of this
organization [23], provides the opportunity to analyze the perception of the decisions
taken regarding the provision of resources available to workers and to identify the main
difficulties encountered.

The contribution of this work is based on pointing out the main difficulties the col-
lective of people of AGE, who have used telework during the pandemic, had to face. In
addition, it also highlights the impact that the provision of infrastructure, resources, and
training has had on the performance of their job responsibilities.

The structure of the research is broken down as follows: firstly, a review of the
literature on the difficulties of teleworking. This is followed by the method of analysis used,
both in terms of database management and modeling. Thirdly, the main results of the study
are presented. Finally, the main conclusions and future lines of discussion are presented.

2. Literature Review

Despite the lack of consensus in its definition, there are common elements in the
conceptualization of telework [24]: it takes place outside the company and uses information
and communication technologies [25–31]. Their lack of mass extension has been because
technology did not allow it [32]. These technologies also generate a relationship of mutual
dependence with the work itself [33]. Mokhtarian and Salomon [34] emphasize the lack
of discipline generated by the office itself, which in the case of teleworking requires self-
control, self-discipline, and organization of one’s own work [35] add the lack of control of
the workload, a signal that radiates both from the worker and from the management of
their area of responsibility. The cost savings pursued to prevent the consequences of the oil
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crisis [36] did not lead to an immediate paradigm shift. In addition, while the advantages of
teleworking outweigh its limitations, Beño [37] emphasizes that not all sectors, individuals
or professions, can work in this way.

Constraints to teleworking during COVID 19 were concentrated on: having the of-
fice at home, job uncertainty and, finally, not having adequate tools. Gender, household
structure, age, and position in the organization chart were found to explain the differential
impact of working from home on individuals [38]. Mokhtarian et al. [39] analyzed difficul-
ties by occupation and gender, with office workers reporting potential misunderstandings,
lack of relationship with the supervisor, or risk aversion as constraints; managers, on
the other hand, focusing on less professional relationships and domestic distractions in
households with children. Executives and managers are more likely to telework [40], which
is confirmed by the estimates of Holgersen et al. [41] in that 66.8% of managers would be
willing to telework or the predictions of Adams-Prassl et al. [42] that place management in
a position of prevalence to be considered as a function that can be performed from home,
both by type of occupation and by type of industry. From a legal perspective, Belzunegui-
Eraso and Erro-Garcés [43] concluded that the collective and agreement plans included
teleworking only as a solution to home and family needs

The household structure also affects workers with children. Women are constrained
by the lack of supervision and visibility for their work and are willing to accept lower
wages [44]. Troup and Rose [45] emphasize the different impacts of teleworking on work-
family balance and especially in two areas: job satisfaction and satisfaction with the
distribution of childcare tasks.

Increased awareness of work-life balance [46,47] is corrected by the fact that flexible
working hours are associated with employment for women [48,49]. The method of work
can exacerbate inequality in the household [50,51] and the potential emergence of conflicts
between work and family life [52–54], underlining the extreme interaction between the
two spheres and the difficulty of separation between them. Gálvez et al. [55] explain that it
goes further than a restructuring between these domestic spheres; they are related to both
working attitude, personal engagement, and material arrangements. Greater intrusion into
non-work areas of life is facilitated [56]. Women witness a multiplication of their working
hours and a lack of time for themselves [57], which generates stress and the perverse effect
of feeling bad for not getting everything done; moreover, professionally, their opportunities
for promotion are reduced [58]. This leads to restrictions in reconciling work and family life
and social isolation [59]. Social isolation [60–63], which is associated with the impediment of
informal communication and the generation of spontaneous professional relationships [64].

As a consequence of the scarcity of infrastructure and the problems arising from the
infrastructure itself, the potential benefits of teleworking are undermined, which makes it
more work for the teleworker [65,66].

Additionally, ILO [2,3] highlights the worker’s right to receive from his or her em-
ployer the equipment and tools necessary for his or her work and access to technologies and
tools as if he or she were in the workplace. Scott et al. [67] noted that efficient technology
was not enough to achieve a high success rate in the adoption of telework as an option.
The decision to telework partially, full time, to use one’s own home or another location
than the workplace, is complex.

Lack of infrastructure is seen as a disadvantage to work [52–68]. Limón [69] outlines
that Peruvian legislation admits that for the execution of telework any means can be used
that enables work tasks to be carried out elsewhere than at the workplace, without expressly
stating who is responsible for providing adequate resources. Behrens et al. [70] conclude
that teleworking is not a successful solution: it reduces the demand for office space but
requires more space at home.

Infrastructure is affected by equipment costs. It requires an investment effort on
the part of the company [71]. Barandiarán [72] reflects that, in Spain, the only thing
established, and ambiguous, is the obligation on the part of companies to provide the
necessary resources to workers. Any compensation for expenses is postponed to collective
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bargaining and for the post-pandemic stage, and assuming that telework will be that
which exceeds two days of dedication per week or more than 30% of the working day, an
inventory of necessary means and equipment, including consumables and furniture, will
have to be elaborated. The company will have to pay for its own equipment. Equipos y
Talento [73,74] includes a study by an office furniture company, Fellowes, which quantifies
the expenditure made by Spanish teleworkers during the pandemic at 615 euros, mainly
invested in: headsets, printers, desks, and chairs with ergonomic backrests. The same
study mentions that 12% of people requested equipment without receiving any response,
and another 8% received a negative response. The same journal, Equipos y Talento [73,74],
echoes another study that states that 4 out of 10 teleworkers noted increases in electricity
and internet at home.

The physical relocation of the workplace and the use of new tools implies the need
to use and apply new knowledge to work remotely. The difficulty stems from the lack
of training in the use of digital resources [75] and the lack of specific training is seen as
a disadvantage [76,77]. IEBS [78] highlights in its research that three out of four workers
consider that they have not received sufficient training to telework and 40% of workers
believe that they are not sufficiently qualified to telework. Baruch [79] focuses training
needs for remote working on time management and social contact management, rather
than technical skills. Vasic goes beyond [80] because he thinks that if companies invest
in teleworking training programs, teleworkers will be more satisfied and will have a
higher loyalty.

According to a UK study, home as the new workplace promotes diverse health issues:
pain in the back, wrists, knees, and lower back [81]. A weakness of teleworking has been
the damage caused by the wrong posture due to inappropriate desks and chairs or screens
that are too high [82]. Thus, there is a high cost to health, and it is even assumed to be a
primary limitation of teleworking [83]. Besides, mental health can be affected not only by
the previous items but also by the lack of space, long-time working hours, isolation, and
loneliness. All of these may cause potential mental risks [84].

The negative factors of teleworking concentrate the findings stated by de Vries et al. [47]
in their research on public employees in was said that: it leads to greater isolation and less
engagement with the organization when working entirely from home. Kwon and Jeon [85]
warn about the challenge of the additional costs associated with supervising remote work-
ers in public organizations. It is also taken into account the unforeseen inconveniences of
remote working which can diminish teleworker satisfaction.

In addition to Couto’s [86] notes, in her research on public employees, that women are
the ones who spend more time on household tasks and consider that the mental burden has
fallen mostly on them. The article concludes with the fact that people without children find
it easier to organize teleworking and have fewer concentration problems. Consequently, a
higher percentage of childless workers would like to continue teleworking. Couto [86] also
supports that there is a gender difference in the perspective on the effects on one’s own
work, with men considering it positive to a greater extent than women.

Finally, as we stated before, the COVID-19 has influenced world’s daily life and as
a consequence the post-COVID-19 city requires reforms. Since the first quarter of 2020,
the standard way of living has been disrupted. Modern life does not understand without
living in healthy environments. Health policies are needed with action programs that focus
on healthier, greener, and more socio-economically balanced places to live [87,88]. People
should think about positive ways of living together [89]. The pandemic has shown the
flaws of a model of coexistence. The barriers and difficulties have not appeared due to the
COVID-19. They emerged in the last century, such as pollution [90], and now it is time to
minimize and reduce the negative impacts for citizens and going forward to socialize and
building community [91].
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3. Materials and Methods

Regarding the difficulties identified for teleworking in the theoretical framework
and the objective of determining those most frequently reported by public employees
in the AGE, this work was based on a survey carried out from November to December
2020 within the context of the master’s degree in Human Resources at Comillas Pontifical
University. For the distribution of this survey, the help of two entities linked to the public
sector was requested, the Federation of Citizen Services of the FAC-USO trade union and
the Association of Women in the Public Sector, in addition to requesting the collaboration
of various members of the group studied who are personal contacts of the authors of
this work.

The unit of analysis was not each public employee who responded to the survey, but
the record of each difficulty reported by public employees who responded to the survey
and who indicated that they teleworked at least partially within their normal working day.

Of the total number of public employees who answered the survey, 241 surveys
corresponding to those who declared that they teleworked more than two days a week or
more than 30% of the working day are examined in this study, giving a total of 438 records
of the difficulties referred to, which make up the sample analyzed. The details of the
variables obtained, and their possible responses can be consulted in Table A1, which is
presented in the corresponding Appendix A.

The R programming environment [92] was used to manage the database and build
the models. Statistical processing was performed using the basic functions included in this
programming environment and the packages car [93], dplyr [94], ggplot2 [95], readxl [96],
RcmdrMisc [97], and summarytools [98].

Statistically, Levene’s tests were used to test the assumption of homoscedasticity of
variances and t-tests for equality of means and, where appropriate, Welch robust tests for
equality of means [99,100]. The standard social science confidence level of 95% was used
for the appropriate tests.

The main objective of this paper is to study the frequency of the main difficulties
in teleworking that have been identified in the literature for the specific case of public
employees in the General State Administration. This was split into two, the study of
how they may vary depending on whether the job is a high-level position or on issues
related to the personal context of the person. Consequently, based on the theoretical
framework and the empirical evidence found in previous studies, the following hypotheses
are put forward:

Hypothesis 1 (H1). There are significant differences for teleworking in the difficulties referred to
depending on whether the public employee is executive or not.

Hypothesis 2 (H2). There are significant differences for teleworking in the difficulties referred to
depending on whether the public employee has children or not.

Hypothesis 3 (H3). There are significant differences in teleworking difficulties according to the
gender of the public employee.

Hypothesis 4 (H4). There are significant differences for teleworking in the difficulties reported
depending on whether the public employee lives with a partner or not.

4. Results

Firstly, it can be seen in Figure 1 that 58% of the respondents stated that the organi-
zation belonging to the Spanish General State Administration in which they work had
provided them with the necessary tools to telework. When analyzing the scope of the
training required, only 22% of them stated that they had received training for teleworking
from their organization. On the other hand, only 1.7% of respondents considered that they
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did not have adequate resources for teleworking, compared to 49.8% who considered that
they had all the appropriate resources.
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When we look down to the main objective of this study, as can be seen in Figure 2, we
find that only 8.3% of the respondents stated that they had none of the difficulties they
were asked about. Consequently, most respondents do report one or more of the difficulties
in teleworking.
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Figure 2. Relative frequency of the difficulties studied in the group analyzed.

The most frequently reported difficulty was wrong postures (38.6%), followed closely
by problems in disconnecting from work (38.2%) and personal interruptions (25.7%). On
the other hand, the least frequently reported difficulty is lack of motivation (6.6%), followed
by poor internet connection (8.7%).

The results of the different tests carried out can be consulted in Table A2, which is
presented in the corresponding Appendix A.

When studying the first hypothesis corresponding to the frequency of the difficulties
studied depending on whether the public employee belongs to the highest professional
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level or not (Figure 3), comparable to holding an executive position in other organizations, it
can be seen that there are only statistically significant differences in being able to disconnect
from work.
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In addition, when we go down to the personal context of the individual, there is
greater heterogeneity in the frequency of the difficulties reported. Thus, in relation to
our second hypothesis, the results obtained according to whether the person in the group
analyzed has children or not, the difficulty with the greatest difference is the number of
interruptions suffered in the case of having children. Next, the feeling of social isolation
is another difficulty that emerges differently in the group analyzed, being significantly
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greater in the case of not having children. Likewise, when we study the results linked to
our third hypothesis, the differences according to the sex of the person, we can observe that
women present a higher frequency than men in the difficulties linked to the acquisition of
bad posture and physical space problems.

Finally, in relation to the fourth hypothesis, when the group members studied do not
live with a partner, they report a higher frequency of difficulties of social isolation and lack
of motivation to telework than those reported by their public service colleagues who do
live with a partner. With regard to the difficulty of lack of motivation, the authors consider
it interesting to note that, despite being the least frequent difficulty in aggregate terms, it
emerges significantly in the case of the person not living with a partner.

5. Discussion

The authors have been able to confirm that most of the difficulties identified in the
literature are also present in the AGE, although with interesting considerations.

First, the results of this work support the ambiguity pointed out by Barandiarán [72]
in relation to the Spanish context regarding the obligation on the part of companies to
provide necessary resources to workers for teleworking adequately.

Second, the results of IEBS [78] are also confirmed, given that 3 out of 4 AGE workers
who telework report that they have not received enough training. However, despite the
above, it is also interesting to note that only a very small percentage say that they do not
have adequate means to telework. This suggests that AGE teleworkers have had to finance,
in whole or in part, the resources or technological infrastructure required and/or train
themselves in order to be able to telework adequately.

Additionally, in relation to the greatest difficulties encountered in teleworking in the
AGE, in line with what has been anticipated in general terms by Ballard [81,83], the main
difficulty has emerged as the acquisition of wrong postures. Our research also supports
that this difficulty is perceived more frequently in the case of women than men.

Furthermore, this study also confirms for the group analyzed the importance of the
difficulty of disconnecting from work when teleworking. These results are consistent
with those obtained by Dockery and Bawa [56], who anticipated that working under this
modality facilitates greater intrusion into non-work areas of life. However, we note that
in the group analyzed, our research suggests that this problem is significantly greater in
higher-skilled positions.

Moving down to the household structure, the emergence of conflicts between work
and family life is confirmed by, among others, Barros and Silva [52], Nohara et al. [54]
and da Costa [53]. As Gálvez et al. confirm [55], this potential conflict will need more
than a restructuring among the domestic spheres. In this area, among people who live
with children, suffering interruptions from the family environment while teleworking
has emerged as a major difficulty in carrying out work activities. The authors consider it
interesting to note that, in the sample analyzed, suffering interruptions from the family
environment occurs with similar frequency in both women and men.

Finally, our results also support that, when teleworking, the feeling of social isolation is
encouraged and is a relevant difficulty. While these results are in line with those anticipated
by Bartol et al. [59] and Lodovici [84], our work suggests that the structure of the household
is a determining factor and that the above-mentioned difficulty is particularly present in
people who do not live in a couple.

6. Conclusions

The healthcare crisis caused by COVID-19 has led to a paradigm shift in working
models, with teleworking making a strong appearance. In this scenario, this paper has
studied the frequency of occurrence for the main difficulties in teleworking identified in
the literature, within the context of the civil servants of the Spanish General State Adminis-
tration (AGE) who, after the mandatory lockdown decreed by the Spanish Government
from March to May 2020, continue teleworking.
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Although the results obtained should be generalized with caution, given the context
and the size of the sample analyzed, this work confirms that teleworking brings important
difficulties to deal with. The difficulties for teleworking in the AGE that top the poll are
wrong postures, problems in disconnecting, personal interruptions, and communication
and isolation problems.

Regarding the perception of teleworking difficulties, this work has confirmed that
social and personal context matters. However, although this work has delved into some of
them, future research could try to shed some light on studying their interactions.

Finally, the authors consider it relevant to dig deeper into researching the role of civil
servants’ teleworking in the so-called post-COVID-19 city, including health mental risks
and the way of providing better options to balance working and personal life and finding
procedures to make cities healthier.
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Appendix A

Table A1. Description of the variables collected.

No Variable Values

1
Has the organization provided any tools for
teleworking?

1. No

2. Yes

2
Has the organization offered any training for
teleworking?

1. No

2. Yes

3
Do you have adequate resources (internet
connection/computer/chair . . . ) for
teleworking?

1. No

2. Partially

3. Yes

4 Children
1. No

2. Yes

5 Sex
1. Men

2. Women

6 Living_Couple
1. No

2. Yes

7 Executive Level
1. No

2. Yes
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Table A1. Cont.

No Variable Values

8 Wrong postures
1. No

2. Yes

9 Social isolation
1. No

2. Yes

10 Lack of motivation
1. No

2. Yes

11 Communication with colleagues
1. No

2. Yes

12 Cannot disconnect from work
1. No

2. Yes

13 Space problems
1. No

2. Yes

14 Interruptions
1. No

2. Yes

15 Deficient internet connection
1. No

2. Yes
Source: Own elaboration.

Table A2. t-Test for equality of means on difficulties reported by the group analyzed according to whether they have an
executive role or not, have children or not, live with a partner or not, and gender.

p-Value Executive Role Children Sex Living as a Couple

Wrong postures 0.1038 0.1866 2.25 × 10−2 * 0.3531
Social isolation 0.9463 4.26 × 10−2 * 6.69 × 10−2 · 3.82 × 10−3 **

Lack of motivation 0.3622 0.3445 0.4576 9.35 × 10−3 **
Communication with colleagues 0.9463 0.9449 5.12 × 10−2 · 0.1894

Cannot disconnect from work 1.34 × 10−2 * 8.21 × 10−2 · 0.8538 0.8639
Space problems 0.1043 0.8095 2.59 × 10−2 * 0.5624

Interruptions 0.2531 7.05 × 10−5 *** 0.3905 0.2146

Signif. codes: *** 0.001; ** 0.01; * 0.05; · 0.1. Source: Own elaboration.
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