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Abstract:

Importance of the topic: Through limited communication possibilities, social support can be provided
via structural distance only in a limited way. But exactly social support is a buffer to reduce
work-related stress and diseases. The issue of workplace health promotion has so far received little
attention in teleworking. The issue of workplace health promotion has so far received little attention
in teleworking, which is incomprehensible, because healthy employees are the basis of an agile and
competitive company.

Aim of the study: The objective of this study is to identify and synthesize what is known about
telecommuting, social-support and mental well-being of employees, and how these constructs are
linked. Therefore the respective understandings of social-support and of healthy work behind the
background of telework has to be elaborated, to develop the underlying interpretations of
subjectivity, in order to propose a perspective for empirical investigations of health-oriented
(tele-)working conditions.

Methods: The study was carried out as a literature review, consisting information found in general
and relevant science literature as well as scientific publications researched in common
journal-databases. To gain a better understanding of how the constructs are linked, a conceptual
model and testable hypotheses are provided.

Findings: Proactive work-support, good workplace-relationships, but also support from non-work
contexts are closely related to teleworkers’ mental well-being. The question, as to why some
employees in the field of telework are mentally stable and can cope with perceived, unfavorable
working conditions or lower social support and others fail, can be answered by individual's Sense of
Coherence (SoC), a health-related resource and their ability to use available General Resistance
Ressources (GRR).
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1 INTRODUCTION

Mobile communication in the field of teleworking ensures better availability of employees in
their home office — even outside normal working hours. This leads to a significant increase in
customer satisfaction with a positive sales relevance and a higher competitiveness of the
companies. Calls are no longer lost, customers know that they are in good hands and are
confirmed in their decision for the company. Good communication is often crucial for choosing
a cooperation partner. However, these positive aspects also have disadvantages. With regard
to a mobile cooperation, managers and teleworkers have to adapt their communication from
direct personal contact (face-to-face communication) to the conditions of interaction at a
structural distance (telecommuting). Telecommuting requires one or more communication
media, such as e-mail, smart-phones, video conferencing-, chat- and messaging systems or
internal social media platforms, to ensure the contact and the exchange of information between
the actors. It is obvious, that communication processes are becoming more complex due to
the increasing number and forms of communication media. This clearly shows that modern
media is changing the way of how organizational members communicate - with dramatic
consequences for the quality of our contacts and relationships. The exchange via face-to-face
communication can be seen as critical and indispensable in this way. To a certain extent,
employees have to be able to see each other in person, formally and informally, planned and
unplanned, even though they use electronic media to send and receive electronic messages
and/or instructions. It is not just about talking, but also about the perception of body language
and social awareness, a feeling of togetherness at work, a constant, casual feeling of the
person and the activity of others. Social interaction furthermore includes support from
colleagues and executives, which is obviously an elementary condition of human work design.
Thus, for teleworkers, the work situation, the quality of communication and the perceived social
support is changing massively and the question arises whether this form of work affects
teleworkers’ mental well-being. Healthy, motivated and efficient employees are, however, the
decisive factors with regard to the success and competitiveness of a company. In this context,
the topic of mental health is becoming increasingly important in the context of telework.

Thus, it is understandable that telework raises the question, of how the terms telecommuting,
social support and well-being are linked, to eliminate potential mental complaints among
employees who work in home offices. The analysis of different research papers offers the
chance to show blind spots, to contribute to a sharpening of these linkages for identifying and
providing testable hypotheses.

In a first step, the differences between telecommuting and face-to-face-communication are
worked out, to illustrate, that a decentralization of office-work is accompanied by a change in
existing organizational structures and communication patterns. The realization of telework
inevitably leads to a reduction in spontaneous face-to-face communication. In the further
course of this work, the links between telecommuting, social support and well-being will be
discussed. Within the framework of this paper, the term well-being refers mainly to the mental
strains of teleworkers, which they experience due to limited communication possibilities, social
isolation and lack of social support. Furthermore, negative and positive aspects of
telecommuting are discussed in work and non-work contexts. It is shown that previous
research work paradoxically cite advantages and disadvantages of telework.

So far, there are only researches dealing with the question of whether telework affects mental
health or not. The question of why some teleworkers have mental health problems, but others
in a similar, or the same position stay healthy, remains unanswered. The “why” will be
answered in this work by linking Antonovsky's Sense of Coherence (SoC) and mental well-
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being. Antonovsky's theory describes SoC as a particular "emotional quality" (Ducki, 2000)
that is considered as an indicator of mental health. Antonovsky (1979:8) is speaking of the
"way of looking at the world," a general attitude towards the world and life of individuals, which
is characterized by a high degree of reflexivity regarding one's own feelings and needs.

2 METHODOLOGY

This paper aims to provide clarity by identifying, analyzing and discussing the main linkages
between telecommuting, social support and mental well-being of teleworkers found in general
and relevant science literature as well as scientific publications in common databases. Papers
and research materials published in the databases of Taylor & Francis, SAGE Publications,
Wiley, APA, Elsevier, Emerald, Guilford, Informs, Oxford University Press and SAJIP made
part of the basis of the scientific analysis of the problem. In addition, an internet search on
google-scholar was undertaken to identify relevant studies and relevant literature. In this way
also German articles in scientific journals, anthologies as well as books were found. In some
cases, it was necessary to contact authors on researchgate.net to get full access or to request
papers. Of the 154 identified scientific papers, 108 were screened as relevant to the review
and had been included in the work. Various German and English terms from the categories
"(mental) well-being" (e.g. mental health, physical health, depression, burn out, employee
health, etc.), "telecommuting" (e.g. distance communication, electronic mediated commu-
nication, computer mediated communication, remote work, telework, etc.) and "social support"
(e.g. emotional support, informational support, social help, social resources, social assistance,
etc.) were combined and searched for. In addition, a manual search of references found in the
articles was made.

3 COMPARING TELECOMMUTING AND FACE-TO-FACE-
COMMUNICATION

The idea behind this study is the basic thought that a substitution of direct, personal
com-munication by means of a digital or verbal goal- and purpose-oriented exchange
via data processing systems, e-mail or short telephone conversations leads to the
restriction of important qualities of human communication. This interpretation can be
explained based on the 2nd Axiom of Watzlawick et al. (1967). Accordingly, each
message contains information, whose content seems at the first sight rather
uninteresting, because the nonverbal portion of the message provides the actual
indication, of how the sender wishes to be understood by the recipient. In this respect,
communication proceeds, according to Watzlawick et al. (1990), on a factual level and
subliminally on a relationship level. The topic and content is communicated on the
factual level; however, communication on the relationship level is more complex. The
relationship aspect indicates how the transmitted data on the factual level is to be
understood and represents a meta-communication - a higher-level communication.
Furthermore, the thesis of Watzlawick et al. (1990), states, that the relationship level
has a stronger influence on communication than the factual level. Thus, the
relationship level also has a great impact on the factual portion of the message, while
conversely the influence has a lesser extent (Reich, 2000). Speaking of a functional
communication, it must succeed on both levels (Fulk & Cummings, 1984). In the case
of telecommuting, which is mainly carried out via new media, and is not or only rarely
characterized by face-to-face contacts, the relationship aspects are largely hidden. A
contextless and abstract process thinking increasingly dominates communication, in
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this case, which does not additionally happen as a meta-communication, by
exchanging information solely.

This fact is reflected in numerous studies that explored, among other things, the impact
of telecommuting on personal identity, group dynamics, social influence or group
decision making processes, and status (Lowry, et al. 2006; Spears et al., 2001). Picot
et al. (1996) note that electronic media, does not completely replace direct, personal
communication (face-2-face), since complex problems in particular require a kind of
holistic communication. Niggl et al. (2000) also refer to the relationship aspect, which
is elementary in complex communication. It will maintain a common basis of values
and trust between the communication partners. This is achieved at best via face-2-face
contacts, because in this way the information-richness is highest.

It can thus be stated that telecommuting has a negative effect on the relationship
between sender and receiver (Te'eni, 2001; Watzlawick et al.; 1967; Haley, 1963).
From this point of view, the first hypothesis can be deduced.

H1(-): Telecommuting is negatively related to the work-relationship between
teleworkers and company-based workers or superiors.

4 LINKING TELECOMMUTING, SOCIAL SUPPORT & WELL-
BEING

In order to illustrate the background of the links between telecommuting, social support and
mental well-being of teleworkers in more detail, the Job-Demand-Control Model (Karasek,
1979; Karasek & Theorell 1990) should be discussed initially. The JDC model, also known as
Job-Strain-Model in pertinent literature, assumes that a combination of high work demands
and limited decision-making possibilities causes psychological and physical stress, as well as
dissatisfaction in work-contexts. “[...] psychological strain results not from a single aspect of
work environment, but from the joint effects of the demands of a work situation and the range
of decision-making freedom available to the worker facing those demands” (Karasek 1979:
285). In the opposite case, work demands and - at the same time - a large scope for decision-
making support well-being, learning and personal development of employees (De Rijk et al.,
1998, Karasek & Theorell, 1990). According to this model, Job Demands refer to the workload,
time pressure and role conflicts - Job Control or Decision Latitude refer to the scope for
decision making in work contexts. The work control can be subdivided into skill discretion and
decision authority. Johnson (1986) criticized the fact that psychosocial factors — which were to
some degree part of the Job Demands, would receive too little attention in the Karaseks model.
The model was therefore further developed into the Job-Demand-Con-trol-Support Model
(JDC-S) by Johnson and Hall (1988) who integrated a social component. Regarding to the
JDC-S Model, job demands, job control and social integration at the workplace are crucial
aspects in the development of health problems. These basic ideas were also confirmed by
Parkes et al. (1994) and Landsbergis (1988).

According to the JDC-S model, the most harmful working conditions are those, where high
work demands, low control and low support or even isolation (iso-strain) prevail. This approach
assumes that social support reduces the negative impact of high job-stress (Johnson and Hall,
1988). There is a broad consensus, that Karaseks JDC Model can predict a range of effects
such as disease symptoms and behavioral correlates that result from psychosocial working
conditions (Theorell, 2000).

On the one hand, telework, as a decentralized form of work - away from the headquarter - offer
employees the highest level of freedom and autonomy — so telework might reduce job strain
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at the first glance. On the other hand, other characteristics of this work-setting possibly will
increase strain at work. Several researches have documented the threats of demands and
controls in telework settings. For example in the form of work-family-conflicts (Golden et al.,
2006; Felstead & Jewson, 2000), work-overload, extra-time and effects on health (Paolli and
Merllié, 2001; Montreuil & Lippel, 2003), as well as the limited ability to communicate with
colleagues and supervisors (social isolation) (Bailey & Kurland 2002). Especially the last
aspect and its effects on mental well-being deserve more detailed consideration in the context
of telework.

In a socially isolated work situation personal needs cannot satisfactorily met compared to
company-based work. Internal communication serves not only the work-related exchange of
information, but also the maintenance of interpersonal relationships and the exchange of
personal thoughts. Hence, telework can result in a lack of involvement of teleworkers in
organizational culture. (Thomas, 2005:33) describes organizational culture as an “orientation
system, that reflects symbols, language, rituals or habits of the collective on the relationship
level! of communication.” In this framework of action, it is possible for employees to find their
way around in the collective, for which knowledge about the social environment is needed and
the knowledge how to deal with this knowledge. Against this background, social norms or
customs are a clear guidance, which directly influence the thinking, action and the perception
of the workforce (Strobel & Lehning 2003; Brunelle 2013).

Social working relations can be an important resource for workers to maintain or positively
affect well-being, mental health and work-related performance. Holz et al. (2004) define the
term “resources” accordingly as "[...] characteristics of the work situation or person, which
have a positive effect on the individual and which in many cases make it possible to better deal
with strains".? Social resources can also fulfill the desire for cooperation, contact and social
recognition (Holz et al., 2004).

Social support and autonomy in the workplace are also important issues in telework research.
Not only for the reason of their role in coping with strain, but also because they are structurally
important for the success of teleworking. The already mentioned social isolation is almost
inevitably associated with reduced social support (Winkler, 2001). Social support from
superiors and colleagues is probably a decisive moderator in telework for problems arising due
to this special environmental work-setting and for job-demand and -control issues. In the
context of moderator effects in the framework of social support, many researchers cite the
"buffering hypothesis" (Beehr et al., 2003; Sargent & Terry, 2000). In contrast to main-effect
models, the buffering-model assumes an interaction between situations of strain and social
support on subjective stress-induced impairment (distress) (Hausser, et al. 2010).

As a result, the less social support an individual receives, the closer the statistical relationship
between objective strain and subjective impairment becomes. High support, on the other hand,
has a protective effect on the relationship between strains and their negative consequences.
Hence, the main difference to a main-effect model is the assumption that social support is not
generally regarded as a predictor, but as a moderator (moderator variable) of stress effects.
However, this buffering effect occurs only in extreme situations with high stress load. If high
strains do not occur, the positive moderating effects of support are not verifiable (Osca et al.,
2005). There are also research reviews of the main-effect- and buffer-effect model which
support the assumption of a major social support effect (Hausser et al. 2010). Therefore, it can
be stated, that for teleworkers support from supervisors as well as from their colleagues is

1 See paragraph 4.
2 Citation translated from German.
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essential which includes both main- and buffering- effects. Against this background, the
following hypotheses can be formulated:

HO(-): Telecommuting is negatively related to mental well-being.
H2(+): Warm workplace-relationships are positive related to teleworkers’ mental well-being.

H3(+): Work-based social support will increase the mental well-being of teleworkers and is
able to buffer stresses caused by job-demands.

The concept of social support and the positive impact on well-being does not seem to apply
only to areas of work, but in general to people and their personal relationships. Albrecht &
Adelmann (1987:19) define social support as "[...] verbal and nonverbal communication
between recipients and providers which reduces uncertainty about the situation, the self, the
other, or the relationship to a perception of personal control in one's life experience.” Numerous
previous studies show that social support has beneficial effects on health (Zhang et al. 2007;
Cohen, 2004; Tomaka et al., 2006; Ali et al. 2006; Schmaltz et al. 2007). Harandi et al., (2017)
describe social support as a predictor of mental-health. According to Deci & Ryan (1993),
humans have the natural tendency, next to the needs for efficacy and autonomy, to adopt the
regulation mechanisms of the social world unconsciously in order to be associated with other
persons, becoming a member of the social world. Attempting to feel connected with others,
determining autonomously at the same time own actions, the person takes over and integrates
goals and behavioral norms into his/her own self-concept. Prerequisites for this process are
offers and requirements in an accepted environment, which strengthens the corresponding
behavioral tendencies. Changes in membership status can cause emotional reactions. Positive
effects are associated with higher - negative effects are associated with reduced affiliation.
Furthermore, ongoing high involvement in social relations should lead to generally better -
lasting deprivation, on the other hand, to a generally poorer emotional condition. These
assumptions are evidenced by various studies which show that happiness, contentment or
serenity are associated with the existence of close social relation-ships, while a lack or loss of
social relationships can be associated with feelings of anxiety, loneliness, and social isolation
(Yildirim & Kocabiyik, 2010; Leary et al. 2001; Leary & Springer, 2001). The resulting social
stress and pressures have a negative impact on human health (Holt-Lunstad et al. 2015).
Received social support, on the other hand, strengthens self-esteem, encourages active
coping efforts, and can eliminate or mitigate the stressors and strains (Bliese & Britt, 2001).
Social support is thus essential to general mental well-being. Based on these findings, it is
assumed that social support outside of work contexts can also have a positive effect on well-
being of teleworkers. In this regard, further hypotheses can be formulated:

H4(+): Support in non-work contexts will increase mental well-being of teleworkers.

Telecommuting underlies most teleworking. Therefore, it is crucial to understand how
advantages and disadvantages of this form of work affect social support and well-being in
general non-work and work-contexts. The paragraphs 5 & 6 are intended to provide more
detailed information.

5 TELECOMMUTING IN RESEARCHES OF NON-WORK CON-
TEXTS

Outside of work contexts advantages and disadvantages of telecommutiong - have been
identi-fied.
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5.1 Negative Aspects of Telecommuting in Non-Work-Contexts

There are research works, which are showing, that telecommuting diminishes the emotional
quality of face-to-face communication. It is said, that telecommuting has an impersonal quality,
which lead to a dissociation between content and tone of communications between users?,
which can trigger the feeling of social isolation. The HomeNet study by Kraut et al. (1998)
examined the Internet usage of 93 US families from eight neighborhoods. Social involvement
was measured through family communication, social networking size, and social support. The
results show that internet use was associated with the decline in face-to-face communication
within the families. No significant correlations could be found only for the variable social sup-
port. The reason for this was explained by Kraut et al. (1998) on the thesis of social
displacement: “The time that people devote to using the internet might substitute for time that
they had previously spent engaged in social activities®. Nie (2001:420) commented on this as
follows: “[...] simply because of the inelasticity of time, internet use may actually reduce
interpersonal interaction and communication”.

Sardeshmukh et al. (2012) postulated that social support information is highly reduced in terms
of physical and social presence. As a result of physical isolation, this effect leads to an
apparent anonymity and associated increased inner self-attention which has been confirmed
by a series of empirical studies (e.g. Lea & Spears 1991 & 1992; Kiesler & Sproull (1992);
Sproull & Kiesler (1986) and Walther 1992 & 1995). Although Walther (1996) argues, based
on social information processing theory, that computer-mediated communication
(telecommuting) has similar potential as face-to-face communication for building relationships,
there are also results which show dangers in conflict escalation (Friedman & Curall, 2004).
This is explained by Kiesler et al. (1984) on uninhibited behavior through the reduction of social
cues or stimuli in computer-mediated communication. De-individuation effects go hand in hand
with a weakened behavioral control, reduced fear of negative evaluation through others as well
as weakened rational and normative judgment processes. Doring (1999) emphasizes in this
context the personal safety due to the lack of visual contact, physical distance and pseudo-
anonymity.

5.1 Positive Aspects of Telecommuting in Non-Work-Contexts

Hamburger & Ben-Artzi (2000) describe the social exchange via the Internet as beneficial
because of the possibilities to interact with communities of interest or to build support-
networks. There also have been done researches in the range of relationships over a long
distance, which showed that the lack of missing face-to-face interactions does not seem to be
the most urgent problem feeling satisfaction in comparison with those partners who are closely
connected (Stafford & Merolla, 2007; Roberts & Pistole, 2009).

In addition, studies from the therapeutic context regarding the positive effects of social online
support on mental well-being had been identified during this research. Thus, emotional support
is effective, especially in individuals with the same disease symptoms. These studies include
e.g. symptoms of Parkinson's disease (Lieberman et al., 2005). ”In an Internet group, you (the
individuals) are much freer to talk about things that you probably wouldn’tin a F2F.” (Lieberman
et al., 2005:246). Regarding food allergies, Coulson & Knibb (2007) argue, that support-groups
who are communicating online are helping to counteract social isolation and loneliness, as
many patients in those groups find exactly what they otherwise need - like-minded who have
an understanding for them. In this way, social support can help to develop new coping-
strategies. External appearances of the individual or deficits in social and verbal competence

3 See paragraph 4.
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are largely hidden and do not play a major role in this kind of interaction. White & Dorman
(2001) describe it as beneficial, that online support-groups can be consulted at any time -
regardless of own health statuses or geographical distance. Erwin et al. (2004) define social
support, which participants experience in online support-groups, as a major benefit of these
communities. Because especially introverted or socially anxious people can cope with
loneliness with the help of the internet. In addition, studies outside therapeutic contexts show
that social communication via the internet lowers social isolation and loneliness, which
ultimately reduces the threats of anxiety and depression (Amichai-Hamburger, 2005).

6 TELECOMMUTING IN RESEARCHES OF TELEWORK-CON-
TEXTS

Also within the context of telework, advantages and disadvantages of telecommuting have
been identified.

6.1 Negative Aspects of Telecommuting in Work-Contexts

For teleworkers, a purely exchange on a factual level during telecommuting can lead to feelings
of social isolation, if there are no compensating informal contacts with colleagues. Times for
social communication are also required during working hours. Telephone or electronic media
could not adequately replace private or informal side conversations during coffee breaks or
face-to-face meetings (Brandt 1999). Hinds et al. (2005) emphasize the characteristics of
spontaneous communication, which plays an important role in building and maintaining good
relationships between team members. Spontaneous communication also helps to establish a
strong common identity within the team. Niggl et al. (2000) see a connection between the
decline of spontaneous communication and a sense of togetherness. The sense of
togetherness is particularly important in informal contacts. Konradt et al., (2000) suggest that
regular personal face-to-face interactions are essential to meet telecommuters need for social
connections. If social contacts are neglected or not available, this has an impact on the working
environment and the informal crisis management in every day work, which is normally able to
determine many personal problems in operational cooperation. Emotions are central for
functional teamwork. They can benefit stiring interest in informal organizational processes
(Derks & Bakker, 2010; Nizielski, 2015:2). The lack of personal links to other people and the
lack of information in a social setting also affect, as pointed out by Gallenkamp et al. (2010),
building a social relationship and trust. Cooper & Kurland (2002) and Vega & Brennan (2000)
describe the perception of social isolation of employees in telework as one of the main
problems of this form of labor. Montreuil & Lippel (2003) speak behind this background of a
critical disadvantage of telework.

Hinds et al. (2005) compare in-house and distributed teams. They argue that distributed teams
are more likely to face task and relationship conflicts than conventional teams working together
in the same place. Relationship conflicts arise from differences of opinion between group
members about interpersonal issues and are based on dissimilarities in personality or different
attitudes regarding their norms and values (De Dreu et al., 2003).

Fay (2011) found that satisfaction with informal communication affects also the satisfaction
with relationships with colleagues. A good relationship with colleagues is in turn positively
linked to job satisfaction and identification with the organization (Fay et al., 2012). However,
identification with the company is also directly related to the frequency of informal com-
munication (Wiesenfeld et al., 2006). Johnson et al. (2009) indicate that a lack of emotional
connectedness to teams is one of the negative aspects of working from home.
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Aysar et al. (2006) however showed, that job satisfaction is neither associated to the amount
of mails sent or received, nor on how the superior-employees communication is primarily done
- via face-to-face or electronically mediated. Moreover, communication via e-Mail is not used
to compensate the lack of face-to-face contacts. In their research, the amount of sent and
received mails between superiors and employees did not differ, independently of geographical
locations. In this context O’Kane et al. (2007) postulate that email networks do not diminish the
necessity for regular face-to-face conversations. An affective bond and support, as well as
emotional involvement, are essential in the field of collaboration, but harder to achieve, if teams
or employees are distributed and the communication takes place over a structural distance. In
addition, communication at a factual level solely, is an obstacle, in order to express one's own
emotions, which can lead into a higher stress level (Mann, 1998; Mann et al., 2000).

6.2 Positive Aspects of Telecommuting in work-contexts

Studies (Bailey and Kurland, 2002; Verbeke et al., 2008; Belanger et al. 2001) have reported
productivity, organizational commitment, retention and performance in telework. A review and
meta-analysis of 32 correlations from empirical studies confirmed that there is a small but
positive relationship between telework and organizational outcomes. “Telework is perceived to
increase productivity, secure retention, strengthen organizational commitment, and to improve
performance within the organization” (Martin & MacDonnell 2012:602). Gajendran & Harrison
(2007) also confirm in a meta-analysis that teleworking ge-nerally has no detrimental effect on
the quality of relationships in the workplace. O'Kane et al. (2007) argue that the disadvantages
of telecommuting were dramatized in former researches.

Metzger et al. (2016) show that the aspects of attractiveness of work and autonomy has a
significant positive impact on organizational identification for teleworkers. Especially the
determinant autonomy in telework is in most cases given. The research of Andersen et al.
(2014) provides results about teleworkers, who are experiencing more job-related positive
affective well-being and less job-related negative affective well-being on days when they were
teleworking, compared to days they were working in the office. The results of Mann &
Holdsworth (2003) reflect that stress experience of teleworkers is lower than that of office-
based employees: While 67% of teleworkers surveyed provide information regarding to
experiencing stress at work, which applies even more to 83% of employees who work in the
company office. The evaluation of several studies by Allen et al. (2015) equally indicate that
the extent of teleworking is negatively related to work-related exhaustion. Making strong
business stress compatible with private life, e.g. through increased childcare flexibility or
reduced travel times to work, likewise significantly reduces the experience of stress of
employees who regularly work outside the companies office (Gajendran & Harrison, 2007).
Lott (2017) describes that this effect is much more pronounced in women than in men. Since
women take on the main responsibilities of the household, they need more time than men to
have time off work. Insofar they have greater benefits than men through the flexibilization of
working time and telework in general.

In a long-term study, Shepherd-Banigan et al. (2016) studied the impact of telework on
depressive symptoms in women with young children. The results show a reduction in the
symptoms of being able to work from home. In addition, there are initial indications that working
and life satisfaction among teleworkers is highest in comparison to other forms of work
(Brenke, 2016). Likewise Morganson et al. (2010) have derived higher job satisfaction among
home office workers in a study of different workplace models. In a comparative study of the
three types of work home-office, virtual-office and traditional-office in a large IT company, the
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home office proves to be predominantly positive - both in terms of work aspects (e.g. job
performance or job motivation) and work-life balance as the best workplace model.

Paradoxically, there is also research on social support and buffering-effects in the work context
that shows contradictory outcomes. Viswesvaran et al. (1999) found only a weak evidence for
mediational and suppressor effects of social support on the process of work stress. In addition,
there are studies proving that social support is in a negative relation to mental well-being
occurring a so-called "opposite buffering effect” (Higgins & Kruglanski, 2003:400).

7 DISCUSSION AND CONCEPTUAL MODEL

As shown in the paper, there is much empirical evidence that telework or telecommuting
creates a feeling of lack of social support in non-work and work-context. In connection with
neigh- boring constructs such as social isolation (or the lack of social integration), it can have
a disease-promoting effect. Conversely, social resources, in the form of support, which
originate from the individual's social network, can act as a psychosocial immune system
promoting health. In such networks, forms and benefits of social support are developed and
become effective in relationships. Relationships characterized by reciprocity give rise to
feelings of belonging, of personal appreciation, security and orientation. Granted or denied,
social support can, as noted in the previous paragraphs, directly affect the mental state of
individuals — both in a positive or negative sense. In a positive way, it promotes health and
helps to overcome disease.

However, many of the researches presented in this work partly show an ambivalent picture,
because papers reviewed in the non-work-context as well as in the work-context, does not
support the hypotheses, which has been initially developed. The reason for these contradictory
results is probably due to the fact that test persons were not looked at individually in terms of
their health-preserving resources, but rather as a kind of individuals having “uniform coping
strategies". Just because of this change of perspective, the answer to the question comes
closer to why some teleworkers can handle adverse circumstances and others fail and get
sick. This was also the question that Antonovsky (1979) raised in his concept of Salutogenesis.
According to Antonovsky, there is no absolute health and absolute disease. Individuals move
throughout their lifes on a “health ease-disease continuum”, moving back and forth between
the extremes (Hofer 2000:69-70, Antonowsky 1997). In order to achieve the most balanced
state possible, several factors come into play: One factor is stressors, meaning stimuli that
cause stress. For Antonovsky, these include, above all, chronic stressors, physical restrictions,
constant over- and under-demands, but also everyday stressors, such as deadline pressure,
complexity of everyday life, physical and mental stress and serious changes in the social
environment. These stressors create strains, which can be responsible for disease
(Antonovsky 1979:81; Hofer 2000:78). The balancing second factor are the Generalized
Resistance Resources (GRR). These include on the one hand individual resistance resources,
such as physical resources, coping strategies or intelligence. On the other hand, social and
cultural resources, such as cultural stability, social support and financial opportunities
(Antonovsky 1979; Hofer 2000:82). GRRs can support the effective stress management of the
organism, whereby strain can be avoided or better be managed, so that strain is not
experienced as stress, but the stressors are given a sense (Hurrelmann 2000:52-60). These
two factors are crucial for the movement on the health ease-disease continuum.

Stability gains the movement only by a third factor, the Sense of Coherence (SoC). SoC is “[...]
a global orientation that expresses the extent to which one has a pervasive, enduring though
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dynamic feeling of confidence that one’s internal and external environments are predictable
and that there is a high probability that things will work out as well as can reasonably be
expected” (Antonovsky, 1979:123). The SoC consists of three components:

First, the Sense of Comprehensibility. It includes the ability of individuals to understand their
personal environment, to be able to arrange and process incoming stimuli, or to oppose them
with the corresponding expectation beforehand. The opposite can be seen as a world that
seems arbitrary, unscheduled, chaotic and inexplicable. Antonovsky describes the second
component, Sense of Manageability, as the conviction of individuals that tasks, recognized as
significant and meaningful are solvable. It includes the basic trustfulness and the realistic
assessment of accessible resources, in order to cope with the emerging problems and
requirements. Through participation, or the opportunity to shape the workday actively,
employees have a high degree of manageability and cannot easily be pushed into a victim role
(Antonovsky, 1997). According to Antonovsky, it is not just about control and the use of own
resources, but also direct access to resources controlled by legitimate others, such as
confidants (Antonovsky, 1979). For this reason, this attribute is closely related to concrete
coping strategies. The stress avoided or repelled in this way, is the positive result of a
developed ability facing difficult situations in a better way (Meckel-Haupt, 2001; Bauer et al.,
2015). The third component - Sense of Meaningfulness - includes the skills and conviction, or
the confidence to solve tasks. It can be interpreted as motivation and willingness to tackle
difficulties, or to see a meaning in it. An important aspect of Sense of Meaningfulness is its
emotional aspect. Individuals with a strong ability to consider life as meaningful, also see many
situations in their everyday life as important and significant. They therefore have the ability to
interpret critical circumstances not as stress but as a challenge. A Sense of Meaningfulness is
described in the words of Antonovsky as “[...] the extent to which one feels that life makes
sense emotionally, that at least some of the problems and demands posed by living are worth
investing energy in, are worthy of commitment and engagement, are challenges that are
welcome rather than burdens that one would much rather do without” (Antonovsky, 1997:16-
19).

Figure 1: Conceptual model for studying the linkages between telecommuting, social support,
social non-work support, mental well-being and Sense of Coherence (SoC).
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In the foregoing introduced scientific works, telecommuting should therefore not be seen as
problematic as a term. It is assumed that people involved in telecommuting, be it in a work-
context or non-work-context, are doing roughly the same thing — they are not interacting in the
understanding of a meta-communication.* Whether employees in their homeoffices experience
loneliness through communication deficits, whether they classify telecommuting as insufficient
to complete their tasks effectively, or whether they feel socially isolated, should therefore not
be explained on the basis of the work-setting solely. Teleworkers should rather be considered
individually by means of their personal General Resistance Resources and their Sense of
Coherence.

Antonovsky believed that the SoC has the greatest impact on physical health - this was not
confirmed by empirical research (Flensborg-Madsen et al., 2005; Flensborg-Madsen et al.,
2006). However, it could be proven that a low SoC has a significant impact on mental health,
although Antonovsky considered this unlikely. For example, Griffiths (2009) found that people
with a high SoC score could better recover from mental health issues. Albertsen et al. (2001)
reported in a large cross-sectional study of more than 2,000 Danish employees, between the
ages of 18 and 69 with a variety of occupational backgrounds, that individuals with higher SoC
levels experience far less stress symptoms. Van der Colff & Rothman (2009) report that SoC
is not only closely related to mental exhaustion, but also to the work results and engagement
shown by employees at work. Employees with a high SoC are able to perceive their
environment in a positive sense and show a higher work-engagement due to better coping
strategies. The study was supplemented by Muller and Rothman (2009). They carried out a
content analysis, whose quantitative evaluation of over 600 employees showed, that the
perception of support and the feeling of restriction in a familiar work environment, is decisively
dependent on the extent of the employee's SoC. Whereas low SoC scores are an inverse

4 See paragraph 4.
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measure of depressiveness (Geyer, 2000), going along with helplessness (Levert et al. 2000)
and resignation (Nielsen & Hansson, 1998).

In this respect it could be stated, that the lack of warm work-place relationships, work support
and non-work support may be regarded as crucial aspects in the development of health
problems. They can be seen as stressors - however, they do not apply equally to all
teleworkers, even if they work in a same or similar position or even if they have the same or
similar tasks to fulfil.

Therefore hypothesises H5a-c can be stated:

H5a: Sense of coherence (SOC) moderates the lack of warm work-place relationships as a
stressor.

H5b: Sense of coherence (SOC) moderates the lack of work-support as a stressor.
H5c: Sense of coherence (SOC) moderates the lack of non-work social support as a stressor.

The introduced conceptual model in Figure 1 should help managers, members of the
organiza-tional development or researchers to better understand the negative effects
of telecommuting on teleworkers mental well-being. The model incorporates the four
discussed variables influencing employee’s mental well-being due to telecommuting:
[1] Work-support, [2] non-work-support, [3] work-place-relationships and the [4] Sense
of Coherence (SoC). The first three variables can be understood as moderators, which
influence the mental well-being of teleworkers directly. From the author's point of view,
the  which influences the variables 1-3. Because of this, an adaption of the
hypothesises must be made.

7.1 Adaption of Hypothesis H2

Relationships with colleagues or work-place relationships in teams/organizations can be
considered as an important Generalized Resistance Resource (GRR) (Antonovsky, 1979). It
includes the feeling of belonging, of gaining the trust and appreciation of others and of being
able to experience oneself through participation in the organizational life. Referencing this
resource to the subcomponents Sense of Comprehensibility and Sense of Meaningfulness
highlights the importance not only of employee participation and involvement, but also, and
above all, the social component of belonging. Warm work-place relationships make the world
of labor understandable and meaningful through the positive direct exchange with colleagues.
The resource work-place relationships is crucial to build protection against stressors.

In the worst case, teleworkers have a low SoC-score. The absence of warm work-place
relationships would have a direct and negative impact on the mental well-being of employees
in the home office. If teleworkers have a high degree of Sense of Coherence, the author of this
work assumes that this could lead to a form of immunity to the absence of work-place
relationships. Due to this view, the hypothesis H2 has to be adapted and 3 further hypotheses
have to be added:

H2(+): Warm workplace-relationships are positively related to mental well-being, if teleworkers’
SoC-Score is low.

H2(-): A lack of warm workplace-relationships is negatively related to mental well-being, if
teleworkers’ SoC-Score is low.

H2(0)1: A lack of warm workplace-relationships has no influence on mental well-being, if
teleworkers’ SoC-Score is high.
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H2(0).: Warm workplace-relationships have no influence on mental well-being, if teleworkers’
SoC-Score is high.

7.2 Adaption of Hypothesis H3 and H4

The very feeling that people in stressful situations can rely on and benefit from benevolent and
supportive people from their work environment and environment in the non-work context, can
contribute as a General Resistance Resource to experiencing a stressor as manageable.
Social support creates stable and therefore trustworthy conditions. Against the background of
the Sense of Coherence as indirect moderator, the hypothesis H2c+ has to be adapted and 3
more hypothesises have to be added:

H3(+): Work-based social support is positively related to mental well-being, if teleworkers’ SoC-
Score is low.

H3(-): A lack of work-based social support is negatively related to mental well-being, if
teleworkers’ SoC-Score is low.

H3(0)1: A lack of work-based social support has no influence on mental well-being, if
teleworkers’ SoC-Score is high.

H3(0).: Work-based social support has no influence on mental well-being, if teleworkers’ SoC-
Score is high.

Also H4+ has to be adapted and 3 further hypotheses have to be added:

H4(+): Non-work social support is positively related to mental well-being, if teleworkers’ SoC-
Score is low.

H4(-): A lack of non-work social support is negatively related to mental well-being, if
teleworkers’ SoC-Score is low.

H4(0)1: A lack of non-work social support has no influence on mental well-being, if teleworkers’
SoC-Score is high.

H4(0)2: Non-work social support has no influence on mental well-being, if teleworkers’ SoC-
Score is high.

7.3 Adaption of Hypothesis HO

The investigations and researches on the Sense of Coherence shows that not all employees
in the field of teleworking need perfect external conditions, e.g. a work setting based on face-
to-face interaction, social support, or good work-place relationships within their organization.
In the field of telework, employees need a high Sense of Coherence in order to stay healthy,
especially in crises, adverse situations and challenges. According to Antonovsky, health and
disease are two extremes. Our respective state lies in the continuum in between. Employees
in Telework are often exposed to some form of stress that moves their health on the continuum
to disease. In order to move towards health, the employees must be able to recognize existing
resources and use them in a positive way. This is done with the help of their Sense of
Coherence. If a teleworker has a low Sense of Coherence, he/she is only partially able to use
his/her existing resources in a health-oriented manner. Poor work-place relationships and low
levels of social work support at a low SoC-score would make the employee feel sick in the long
run. A high SoC would lead to a positive use of the available resources. The hypothesis H2a-
must therefore be adapted and supplemented.
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HOa(-): Telecommuting is negatively related to mental well-being, if teleworkers have a low
SoC-Score.

HOb(0): Telecommuting has no influence on mental well-being, if teleworkers have a high SoC-
Score.

8 CONCLUSION

The aim of the study was, to identify the links between the constructs telecommuting, social-
support and mental well-being of employees. The results of the literature review have
implications for the selections of steps of the organizational development (OD), HR-
Management and can show superiors’ directions for the choice of virtual work programs in the
frame of telework to ensure more efficient communication processes and finally the competiti-
veness of the organization.

The introduced conceptual model for studying the linkages of the constructs and for supporting
the developed hypothesizes, assumes a moderating effect of the variables social work-
support, social non work-support and (warm) work place relationships between telecommuting
and mental well-being of teleworkers. They can be regarded as crucial aspects in the
development of health problems. The Sense of Coherence (SoC) can be seen an indirect
moderator influencing the direct moderating variables. This work is limited by the assumption,
that telecommuting and mental well-being is partly moderated by the Sense of Coherence, the
core theory of the Salutogenesis concept after Antonovsky (1979), Other neighboring theories,
like “resilience” or “hardiness” are not considered in detail.

Limited communication, which results from bridging a distance between two communicating
parties, can either been solved by emerging from the digital environment, coming more often
into physical contact, in the form of meta-communication, or by simulating it, by adding specific
context information to the daily exchange of digital messages or telephone calls. For example,
semiotic studies could examine the influence of verbal and visual symbols on work
engagement more precisely. But also the sound of communication (tone of voice), should
examined in terms of its possible impact on the perception of personal needs of employees in
field sales, to find out, if there is a probability to achieve a higher motivation by innotation. This
future works could be a giant leap in motivation research in the context of this paper. However,
the risks involved in teleworking already start with the selection of teleworkers. The choice of
suitable employees for home offices is the key to healthy staff, because, as stated above, not
everyone is suitable for this form of work. The central issue is therefore not who is willing to
work as a teleworker, because the work tasks, the flexibility and the reconciliation of work and
family seem attractive at a first glance, but who is appropriate because of his/her Sense of
Coherence and the ability to use General Resistance Resources in a health-oriented way.
There are quite a few selection criteria for teleworkers. The most frequently cited in literature
are self-motivation, self-discipline, flexibility, independence, expertise, and the ability to
autonomously determine and evaluate performance goals (Waldeck, 2003:70). A mental
classification of potential employees or applicants is typically not conducted. From this point of
view, it would be advisable to apply a specific aptitude diagnosis when selecting teleworkers,
to determine their SoC-score.
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