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Abstract

Purpose — Teleworkers need to use information and communication technology (ICT) to communicate
and collaborate with their team members, however, when new and complicated information systems
should be used, this can lead to stress. Receiving adequate information and emotional support from team
members could reduce the stress caused by technological complexity and subsequent work and
occupational strains.

Design/methodology/approach — Participants (N = 400) teleworked at least half of their working hours and
were employed in organizations with a minimum of 250 employees. Data from the online survey were analyzed
using structural equation modeling.

Findings — Results demonstrate that aspects of informational and emotional communication contribute
to perceived social support from team members, with emotional communication explaining more
variance. Stress from technological complexity is mitigated by both supportive team communication and
the extent of telework. Perceived stress from technological complexity, however, still increases work and
occupational strains.

Practical implications — The findings emphasize the importance of supportive internal communication to
foster a collaborative telework environment. Practitioners in internal communication need to encourage
teleworkers to help each other with adequate information and provide also emotional support to overcome the
negative effects of complex ICT.

Originality/value — The study shows that supportive communication among team members is important for
teleworkers to reduce work and occupational strains, especially when facing difficulties with complex ICT.
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Introduction

Due to vast and rapid technological developments, employees are enabled to work,
communicate and cooperate from geographically dispersed sites outside of official office
spaces. This form of work is called telework but is also known as telecommuting, mobile work
or remote work. Even before the COVID-19 pandemic, many employees used the possibility of
telework on a regular basis, and the number of teleworkers has been on the rise for several
years (Bitkom Research, 2017; Global Workplace Analytics and Flexjobs, 2017). Yet, during
the years of the pandemic in early 2020s, the number of teleworking employees increased
tremendously, as governments throughout the world prompted organizations to allow
telework wherever and whenever possible. This posed many challenges for employees and
working teams as many did not have the necessary technical equipment at their disposal and
lacked training regarding the use of collaborative information and communication
technology (ICT) tools. Even though full teleworking has declined after the pandemic
ebbed away, projections expect that the rate of part-time telework will considerably increase
from 42% in 2021 to 81% in 2024 (Incisiv, AT&T Business and Dubber, 2022).

Teleworking employees frequently report several disadvantages including reduced
feelings of belonging to the organization, isolation, lack of separation between work and
private life, higher needs for self-discipline, lack of professional support, lack of career
advancements and over-availability (Harpaz, 2002). The demands of teleworking oftentimes
reduce employees’ work-life balance and work satisfaction with perceived stress from
telework mediating the relationship (Sandoval-Reyes et al, 2021). Furthermore, the more
employees depend on technology for their work the more stress from ICT use they perceive
(Shu et al., 2011). Especially, teleworking employees who work in teams have to rely heavily
on ICT for communication and collaboration (Mitchell and Zigurs, 2009), which makes the
mastery of the provided working tools essential.

If communication and collaboration tools are not working properly while teleworking,
receiving support is more challenging than when working on-site, because ICT tools are also
needed to get collegial support in a teleworking setting. When teleworkers lack ICT skills and
problems occur, getting help from remote colleagues can be difficult. Being on one’s own with
technical problems causes a special form of stress which further adds to already existing
work and occupational strains. To help employees cope with uncertain situations, providing
technical and emotional support was identified as useful (Diaz-Soloaga and Diaz-Soloaga,
2023). Accordingly, when coworkers and team members support each other by sharing
adequate information and communicating compassionately, stress caused by technology
might be reduced. Hence, the present study aims to contribute to research on ICT-induced
stress by (a) distinguishing between informational support and emotional support from team
members, (b) focusing on stress resulting from teleworkers’ perceptions that the technology
used is complex and (c) widening research from on-site work to the context of telework. Thus,
the general research question is:

RQ. To what extent does supportive team communication mitigate the stress caused by
technological complexity and perceptions of work and occupational strains?

Literature review

Job demands-resources model

The Job Demands-Resources Model (Bakker and Demerouti, 2007) distinguishes between two
job characteristics influencing employee well-being (i.e. job demands and job resources). Job
demands are aspects of work that demand constant physical and/or psychological effort and,
as a result, can lead to work and occupational strains. Job resources are aspects of work that
help achieve work goals, reduce job demands and/or promote employee development and,



consequently, can increase employees’ motivation. Job demands and resources are assumed
to interact, where job resources are most often considered to buffer the effects of job demands
on job strains (i.e. acting as a moderator); however, there is also a negative relation suggested
between job demands and resources, which indicates that the two job characteristics might
affect each other directly (e.g. when high job demands such as time pressure interfere with
available job resources such as collegial support).

The stated research question focuses on the direct impact of job demands on work and
occupational strains. Supportive communication among work team members serves as a job
resource, while stress perceived from complex technology is understood as a job demand,
causing work and occupational strains. According to the proposed negative relation between
job demands and resources, supportive team communication may mitigate the perceived
stress from technological complexity, and subsequently technological complexity could still
increase work and occupational strains. Based on these assumptions and after defining
supportive team communication, we draw on empirical evidence on the mitigating effects of
supportive communication on perceived technological stress and findings demonstrating the
positive effect of technological complexity on work and occupational strains to derive three
hypotheses to be tested. Although the theoretical model states that job demands and job
resources directly affect each other, we propose a unidirectional model. Supportive
communication (i.e. job resource) can reduce job demands (i.e. technological complexity) as
colleagues might help each other to overcome technological obstacles; conversely, however,
technological complexity cannot affect social support.

Supportive communication among coworkers

The teleworking context creates several challenges because of employees’ geographical
dispersion, electronic dependence and frequent structural changes; these can be met with a
psychologically safe communication climate (Gibson and Gibbs, 2006). According to
Eisenberg and Krishnan (2018) problems regarding communication and knowledge sharing
in teams of teleworkers can be solved through transparency, good top-down communication
and encouraging mutual teaching and learning in organizations. Knowledge sharing among
teleworking team members increases mutual trust and collaboration (Alsharo ef al, 2017).
Research furthermore shows that teleworkers receiving support from their coworkers and
superiors reported higher levels of job satisfaction and lower levels of psychological strain
(Bentley et al., 2016). In the case of newly implemented ICT, seeking support from colleagues
reduced anger and anxiety (Beaudry and Pinsonneault, 2010).

In the context of on-site work, it was found that colleagues and supervisors providing
social support can buffer work and occupational strains (Viswesvaran et al,, 1999). Social
support is defined as verbal and non-verbal communication between two people—an
“offerer” and a “recipient”—about situations, persons and relationships which improves the
recipient’s perception of life control (Albrecht and Adelman, 1987, as cited in Sias, 2009).
Primary types of social support are either informational or emotional (House et al, 1985).
Informational support refers to concrete forms of help such as providing knowledge, advice
and competencies. Emotional support, on the other hand, consists of more abstract forms of
help such as listening to coworkers’ concerns, venting, consoling and providing
encouragement. A meta-analysis by Mathieu et al (2019) on social support in the
workplace demonstrates that both informational support and emotional support reduce
role conflict, role ambiguity, role overload, work-family conflict, emotional exhaustion and
turnover intentions while increasing job satisfaction and organizational commitment.
Associations were stronger for the support received from superiors than from coworkers.
Social support from colleagues also has several positive effects on employees’ attitudes and
their work outcomes. Receiving social support from colleagues increases job satisfaction and
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commitment and reduces perceived workplace stress (Fonner, 2016) and burnout symptoms
(Fonner, 2016; Miller et al., 1990).

Informational support from coworkers, in particular, has several positive influences on
employees’ attitudes and work outcomes. A meta-analysis by Chiaburu and Harrison (2008)
demonstrated that informational support from coworkers increases job satisfaction,
nvolvement and commitment and reduces role ambiguity, role conflict and work overload.
Further, receiving adequate helping information from coworkers reduces both emotional
exhaustion and depersonalization (i.e. symptoms of burnout) and increases job satisfaction
(Charoensukmongkol et al., 2016). In times of crisis, informational coworker support reduces
perceived uncertainties and mediates the negative relation between quality of communication
and perceived uncertainty (Charoensukmongkol and Phungsoonthorn, 2022).

Correspondingly, emotional support from coworkers has several positive effects on work-
related consequences. Perceiving emotional support enhances helping behavior of colleagues
which in turn is followed by increased trust among team members (Halbesleben and Wheeler,
2015). Emotional support increases employees’ coordination, cooperation and information
sharing as well as trust and team commitment (Sheng et al., 2010). Furthermore, talking with
coworkers about positive aspects of work buffers work strains such as depression and
frustration (Beehr et al., 2000).

The influence of communicative support on perceived stress

Telework can be demanding and stressful because of the dependence on ICT, especially for
employees who are not used to working with ICT. Ragu-Nathan et al. (2008) differentiate
between three organizational factors that mitigate stress resulting from ICT usage, namely,
technical support provision, involvement facilitation and literacy facilitation. Technical
support provision concerns help received from organizational facilities, such as help desks,
which solve end users’ ICT-related problems. Involvement facilitation concerns
organizations’ information policy on new ICT, including provided justifications, expected
effects and fostering employees’ usage. Literacy facilitation comprises different
organizational processes which motivate employees to share gained knowledge on ICT.
Thus, it encourages colleagues to support each other to learn about and use new ICT. These
three factors mainly refer to informational but also emotional support which is communicated
either horizontally between colleagues at the same hierarchical level (i.e. literacy facilitation,
technical support) or vertically from management to employees (i.e. involvement facilitation).

Research has shown that horizontal as well as vertical communicative support reduces
stress resulting from ICT usage (Jena, 2015; Tarafdar et al., 2011, 2015). One aspect of stress
which is especially prevalent with new forms of technology concerns users’ stress from
perceiving their ICT skills as inadequate and from having to learn additional aspects of tools
already in use. This form of stress is termed “techno-complexity” (Tarafdar et al, 2007).
An experimental study by Weinert ef al (2020) demonstrated that social support in the form
of provided technical information reduced physiological stress reactions caused by a
computer freeze. A study following a mixed-method approach using qualitative and
quantitative data revealed a decrease in perceived techno-complexity when mutual support
within workgroups and a central contact person for first-level ICT support were available
(Valta et al, 2021). Further, literacy facilitation was found to reduce the perceived techno-
complexity of teachers (Califf and Brooks, 2020).

Since informational as well as emotional support are inherently communicational
concepts, they can exert influence on the communication climate in organizations or teams.
Communication climate refers to organizational members’ shared homogeneous perceptions
of the organizational environment in terms of communication, such as management listening,
employee communication or the trustworthiness of information provided (Smidts et al, 2001).



Among other aspects, the communication climate is shaped by information adequacy, level of
contact with colleagues, openness and candor and supportiveness of colleagues (Bartels et al,
2010; Dennis, 1974). Information adequacy refers to the extent to which employees are
provided with meaningful information by managers (i.e. vertical informational support).
Level of contact to colleagues describes task-related communication between employees
(i.e. horizontal informational support). The aspect of openness and candor includes the
attitudes of employees to talk to other employees and also to listen to them (i.e. horizontal
emotional support). Supportiveness from colleagues relates to employees’ empathic
understanding of each other (i.e. horizontal emotional support).

Incorporating different forms of communicative social support enhances the
understanding of which aspects of communication (ie. informational, emotional,
horizontal, vertical) are more prominent in supportive team communication and thus are
more likely to mitigate stress caused by complex ICT. As communication between colleagues
and receiving information from the organization seems to be crucial to reduce stress caused
by technological complexity, the following is hypothesized:

HI1. The more teleworkers assess the communication among their team members as
supportive, the less stress they experience from technological complexity.

The frequency of telework affects the relationships between employees and their propensity
to share information. While extensive telework reduced the relationship quality with on-site
colleagues no effect was found for teleworking less than 50% of working hours (Gajendran
and Harrison, 2007); however, a high teleworking frequency increased support among
teleworking colleagues (Collins ef al., 2016). Further, when teleworking frequently the
quantity of information exchange was reduced, but its quality was not affected (Fonner and
Roloff, 2010).

It can be expected that employees who frequently work with ICT will experience less
stress due to technological complexity. On-site workers—who are more similar to part-time
teleworkers than full-time teleworkers in their work arrangements—prefer face-to-face
interactions, phone calls and e-mail correspondence to share knowledge within the team over
more complex tools (Snyder and Lee-Partridge, 2013). When part-time teleworkers work from
home, they choose tasks which are independent of other team members and therefore require
less communication than when they work at the office (Morrison-Smith and Ruiz, 2020). Since
the use of complex ICT tools for collaboration is not part of their daily work, they have to
specifically familiarize themselves with these tools, which could cause stress due to
technological complexity. Teleworkers with a high extent of telework, however, are familiar
with these tools as they use them regularly to communicate with their team members, which
means they should experience less complexity and consequently less stress. Thus:

H2. The greater the extent of telework, the less stress employees experience from
technological complexity.

The relationship between perceived stress and work and occupational strains

Stress stemming from ICT usage has mostly negative consequences. Riedl’s (2013) review on
biological stress reactions reports increased levels of skin conductance, blood pressure and
heart rates as well as higher amounts of the stress hormones adrenaline and cortisol when
using technology. Literature reviews also highlight the negative effects of work-related ICT
use on employees’ productivity (Borle ef al, 2021; La Torre et al, 2019; Nisafani et al., 2020)
and job satisfaction (La Torre et al., 2019; Nisafani et al, 2020). Additional literature reviews
found employees’ ICT use as being positively associated with consequences of work and
occupational strains such as depression (Dragano and Lunau, 2020) and burnout
(Berg-Beckhoff et al, 2017; Borle et al, 2021; Dragano and Lunau, 2020). Salanova ef al.
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Figure 1.
Hypothesized model

(2014) incorporated different studies from Spain and found that one-third of employees using
ICT already experienced burnout.

Moreover, stress caused by technology is also positively associated with work exhaustion
in different countries and occupational sectors. Studies conducted in China found a positive
relationship between stress from technology and work exhaustion for employees in the IT
sector and female employees in differing sectors (Ma ef al, 2021). Also, Italian samples
consisting of either IT professionals or government employees showed a positive relation
between technostress and work exhaustion (Turel and Gaudioso, 2018). Similar results were
found for salespersons (Fieseler et al,, 2014) and employees who work with mobile devices
(Kim et al., 2015). All of the above-mentioned studies on work exhaustion combined questions
on techno-complexity with questions regarding other areas of technological stress
(e.g. techno-invasion) to a general scale measuring technostress.

Focusing on techno-complexity rather than generally addressing technostress expands
knowledge about this specific form of ICT stress and its impact on work and occupational
strains. Further, examining the effects of techno-complexity related to telework and not just
ICT use also contributes to the existing body of research. Hence, it is hypothesized that
techno-complexity increases employees’ occupational and work strains.

H3. The more stress employees experience from technological complexity, the more they
experience work and occupational strains.

The hypothesized model is depicted in Figure 1.

Empirical research

Procedure and sample. The hypothesized model was tested by means of an online survey
among people working in organizations in Austria and Germany with a minimum of 250
employees. To participate in the study, people had to telework for at least half of their
working hours. Upon approval by the institutional review board, data were collected by the

Information
adequacy
Level of contact
with colleagues
Openness and
candor

Work and
occupational
strains

Stress from
technological
complexity

Supportive
team
communication

H2-
< g extent of
upportiveness telework
from
colleagues

Note(s): -Indicates a negative relation, + indicates a positive relation; supportive team
communication is a second-order factor comprising the first order-factors information
adequacy, level of contact with colleagues, openness and candor, and supportiveness from
colleagues

Source(s): Author’s own work



global market research service provider Dynata using a pool of registered panel members.
In total, 400 participants provided their informed consent to participate and completed the
survey between August 23 and September 20 of 2021. Of these 185 (46.3%) were females and
215 (53.8%) were males with ages ranging from 21 to 69 years (M = 46.62, SD = 10.82,
Mdn = 48.00). Most participants held a university degree (43.0%), 26.8% had graduated from
high school, 26.3% had completed a 3-year secondary school or an apprenticeship, and 4.0%
held a primary school education. A total of 39.5% of participants held a management position
and 60.5% had no management responsibilities. Half of the participants teleworked between
50 and 70%, whereas the other half reported their share of remote work to be between 80 and
100%. Most of the participants (40.8%) were given the opportunity to telework with the onset
of the COVID-19 pandemic, 27.3% had already worked remotely for some time before the
COVID-19 pandemic, 30.5% had been teleworking for several years and 1.4% did not indicate
since when they were allowed to telework. The extent to which various media/communication
channels were used breaks down as follows: email (M = 4.46, SD = 0.83, Mdn = 5.00), video
conferencing (M = 4.08, SD = 1.04, Mdn = 4.00), telephone (M = 3.83, SD = 1.09,
Mdn = 4.00), collaborative tools (M = 3.63, SD = 1.29, Mdn = 4.00), instant messaging
(M = 351, SD = 1.28, Mdn = 4.00) and onsite-meetings (M = 3.05, SD = 1.14, Mdn = 3.00).
Participants worked in a variety of industries, with most working in the public sector (15.5%),
manufacturing (14.5%), finance (13.0%), media and communications (8.0%) and transport
and logistics (7.5%).

Measurements

Established scales from previous research were compiled into a questionnaire to measure the
constructs. Measurements that were only available in English were translated by means of
iterative forward and backward translation with the help of a native English speaker also
proficient in German. For consistency, all items were answered from 1 = “does not apply at
all” to 5 = “applies fully”. Scales from Bartels et al (2010), which are adapted from an
instrument developed by Dennis (1974) measured the supportiveness of communication
among working teams. From the instrument by Bartels et al (2010), which assesses vertical
and horizontal communication with seven subscales, the present study only used the four
that distinguish different forms of supportive team communication. First, the vertical
informational dimension of team support was gauged by the subscale “information
adequacy”. Second, the horizontal informational aspect of team support was assessed with
the subscale “level of contact with colleagues.” Third, the horizontal emotional aspect of
supportive communication within teams was quantified with the two subscales “openness
and candor” and “supportiveness from colleagues”. The measures on supportive team
communication were introduced by stating “In the following, we would like to ask you about
communication within your team. Your team includes your colleagues as well as your team
management and direct supervisors.” To efficiently identify how complex participants
perceived the used technologies, Nimrod’s (2018) shorter and more recent version of the scale
on “stress from technological complexity” was included in the survey, rather than the long
version by Ragu-Nathan ef al (2008). Questions on “work and occupational strains” were
taken from Weyer et al (1997). Table 1 shows the items’ wording and provides detailed
statistical information on scales and indicators. The average extent of telework was
measured dichotomously, reflecting two to three days and four to five days of telework for full
time employment in the studied region (i.e. 50-70% telework; 80-100% telework). These
cutoffs were chosen because it can be assumed that up to 70% telework still involves a
reasonable amount of on-site work with considerable workplace interactions, while telework
of more than 80% of working hours greatly reduces these face-to-face interactions.
In addition, the extent to which various media/communication channels (ie. video
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Table 1.
Statistical
information on the
measurement model

Construct/Indicators SL o CR AVE
Supportive team communication 090 0.70
Information adequacy 0.70 0.85

Level of contact with colleagues 0.61 0.85

Openness and candor 0.98 091
Supportiveness from colleagues 0.98 0.90

Stress from technological complexity 090 091 078
I often find the technology too complex to use 0.88

I do not know enough about this technology to use it effectively 0.89

The constant developments and upgrades in the technology are a burden for ~ 0.88
me

Work and occupational strains 09 09 071
In the evening after work [ am exhausted deleted
Problems often arise at my work that are very difficult to overcome deleted
Sometimes I think that I am taking on too much with my work 0.83
I'sometimes have the feeling that I simply cannot cope with my work anymore  0.86

I feel under constant pressure at work 0.89

1 often feel a bit rushed at work 0.88

1 get quite carried away by my professional life 0.82

I am usually very tense at work 0.81

I work under a lot of time pressure 0.83
Sometimes I don’t feel up to the demands that the job places on me 0.80

I would need more breathers at work 0.86

Subscales of supportive team communication

Information adequacy 088 072
I receive enough information to be able do my job 0.83
I receive information I need in a timely fashion 0.88
The information I receive is generally useful 0.83
Level of contact with colleagues 085 0.66
I talk to colleagues about daily routines 0.73
I talk to colleagues about developments in our field 0.85
I talk to colleagues about ins and outs within our organization 0.85
Openness and candor 091 077
In general, colleagues in my department are honest to each other 0.87
In general, colleagues in my department are open to each other 0.89
My direct colleagues are open to opinions of others 0.87
Supportiveness from colleagues 092 079
My direct colleagues show understanding 0.85
If T talk to my direct colleagues, I feel taken seriously 0.89
In general, my contact with colleagues is positive 092

Note(s): SL = standardized loadings, @ = Cronbach’s alpha, CR = composite reliability, AVE = average
variance extracted; all standardized loadings are significant on a level of p < 0.001
Source(s): Author’s own work

conferencing, collaborative tools, instant messaging, email, telephone, onsite-meetings) were
used was captured using a 5-point response format (i.e. 1 = “notat all” to 5 = “to a very high
extent”). The dataset, survey and codebook can be found at https://data.mendeley.com/
datasets/54s8jzbsw8/1.

Results

As recommended by Anderson and Gerbing (1988) and Kline (2011), a two-step structural
approach was followed to test the hypothesized model. First, the measurement model was
established using confirmatory factor analysis (CFA), and second, the hypothesized model


https://data.mendeley.com/datasets/54s8jzbsw8/1
https://data.mendeley.com/datasets/54s8jzbsw8/1

was tested by applying structural equation modeling (SEM). Both analyses used Maximum
Likelihood estimation in SPSS AMOS 26.0.0. In both steps, standardized root mean squared
residual (SRMR), root mean squared error of approximation (RVMSEA), Comparative Fit
Index (CFI) and Tucker—Lewis Index (7LI) were used to assess the model fits as
recommended by Hu and Bentler (1999). Critical values which indicate a good fitting model
are SRMR < 0.08, RMSEA < 0.06, CFI > 0.95 and TLI > 0.95 (Hu and Bentler, 1999).

Measurement model

Seventeen multivariate outliers were excluded based on Mahalanobis distances being
significant at a level of p < 0.001 (cf. Byrne, 2001). All other requirements (ie. linearity,
normality of items: skewness <3.00 and kurtosis <10.00, no collinearity; cf. Kline, 2011) were met
without any modifications.

The measurement model contained “supportive team communication” as a second-order factor
with the subscales “information adequacy”, “level of contact with colleagues”, “openness and
candor” and “supportiveness from colleagues.” Further, the two factors “stress from technological
complexity” and “work and occupational strains” were included in the measurement model. Due to
insufficient loadings, two items of the scale measuring “work and occupational strains” were
removed and two covariances between items measuring “work and occupational strains” were
allowed to correlate as they measure related concepts. The final measurement model showed a
good model fit (y* = 500416, df = 243, p < 0.001, SRMR = 0.056, RMSEA = 0.054[90% CI-0.047,
0.061], CFI = 0966, TLI = 0.962). All standardized factor loadings of the modified measurement
model were above 0.70. The subscales demonstrated good reliability and convergent validity, with
all Cronbach’s Alphas being above 0.84, composite reliabilities ranging between 0.90 and 0.96
(threshold >0.70; Hair ef al, 2019), and the minimum average variance extracted being 0.66
(threshold >0.50; Hair ef al, 2019; see Table 1). As the square roots of the average variance
extracted are higher than the correlations between the scales and also the heterotrait-monotrait
ratio of correlations is below 0.85 discriminant validity can be assumed. The plugin Amos26-
HTMT (Gaskin ef al, 2019) was used to calculate the heterotrait-monotrait ratio of correlations.
Table 2 provides all information on discriminant validity estimates.

Structural model and hypotheses testing

The structural model showed a good model fit (y* = 522.016, df = 267, p < 0.001,
SRMR = 0.057, RMSEA = 0.050[90% CI: 0.044, 0.056], CFI = 0.968, TLI = 0.964). Figure 2
depicts the results of the structural model.

As hypothesized in H1, a negative relation between supportive team communication and
perceived stress from technological complexity was revealed (f = —0.23, p < 0.001), i.e. the
more supportive the communication is perceived the less stress from technological
complexity is experienced. The found significant negative effect of the extent of telework

Stress from Work and
Supportive team technological occupational
communication complexity strains
Supportive team communication 0.83 0.18 0.29
Stress from technological complexity —0.28%#* 0.88 0.74
Work and occupational strains —0.16™* 073 0.84

Note(s): Values below the diagonal are the correlations between the constructs, values in the diagonal
represent the square root of A VE (average variance expected), and values above the diagonal are the HTMT
values (heterotrait-monotrait ratio of correlations), ***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01

Source(s): Author’s own work
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Figure 2.
Structural model

Information
adequacy
Level of contact
with colleagues
0.98
Openness and
candor

Supportiveness
from
colleagues

Work and
occupational
strains

Stress from
technological
complexity

Supportive
team
communication

extent of
telework

Note(s): y> = 522.016, df =267, p <0.001, SRMR = 0.057, RMSEA = 0.050 [90% CI: 0.044,
0.056], CFI = 0.968, TLI = 0.964; extent of telework: 1 = between 50 and 70%, 2 = between
80 and 100%, p < 0.001 for all path coefficients

Source(s): Author’s own work

on perceived stress from technological complexity (B = —0.18, p < 0.001) is proposed in H2,
1.e. employees who telework more than 80% of their work hours experience less stress from
complex technology than employees who telework fewer hours. The effect of supportive team
communication and the extent of telework results in an R%-value of 0.09 for stress from
technological complexity. Further, stress from technological complexity was positively
related to work and occupational strains (p = 0.72, p < 0.001), which supports H3, i.e. the more
complex the employees’ perception of ICT, the higher their work and occupational strains. R
for work and occupational strains was 0.52.

To examine indirect effects, 10,000 samples were bootstrapped. The analysis indicates a
significant indirect effect from supportive team communication to work and occupational
stains (B = —0.39, p < 0.001, 95% CI. —0.61, —0.20), indicating that social support from team
members reduces work and occupational strains. The indirect effect from “extent of telework”
to work and occupational strains was also significant (B = —0.27, p = 0.001, 95% CI. 043,
—0.12), which means that a higher amount of telework is associated with fewer work and
occupational strains.

Discussion

Lockdowns in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic meant that many employees had to
telework unexpectedly and were often unprepared for the use of the ICT tools needed to
communicate and collaborate. Due to a lack of skills and the requirement to learn additional
features, ICT is perceived as complex and frequently triggers additional stress. The present
study examined whether social support through communication with team members and
managers reduces teleworkers’ stress from technological complexity. Additionally, it was
analyzed which further effects team support and stress from technological complexity have
on teleworkers’ work and occupational strains. Results indicate that social support from team
members, as well as the extent of telework, reduce stress from technological complexity;
however, stress from technological complexity still increased teleworkers’ work and



occupational strains. Indirect effects reveal a buffering effect from supportive team
communication and the extent of telework on work and occupational strains.

Results show the positive effect of internal communication between coworkers—specified
as informational and emotional support (House et al, 1985—on teleworkers’ stress from
perceived technological complexity. First, receiving support through information from
colleagues reduces technologically induced stress, namely techno-complexity (Valta ef al,
2021; Weinert et al, 2020). Second, emotional support from coworkers also reduces
teleworkers’ perceived techno-complexity (Califf and Brooks, 2020; Valta et al, 2021). Third,
emotional support from team members is more effective in mitigating techno-complexity
than informational support. As the present study considers different forms of supportive
team communication, it expands knowledge about the effects of internal communication
processes. While a large body of previous research has focused on informational support,
emotional support has been demonstrated to play a more prominent in reducing techno-
complexity. Further, it was found that supportive team communication mitigates stress
caused by technological complexity, emphasizing the important role of internal
organizational communication.

Although techno-complexity is reduced by supportive communication, it still enhances
teleworkers’ work and occupational stress. This result is in line with research on ICT use
showing that technologically induced stress has negative effects on on-site employees (Berg-
Beckhoff et al.,, 2017; Borle et al., 2021; Dragano and Lunau, 2020; Kim et al., 2015; La Torre
et al., 2019; Ma et al., 2021; Nisafani ef al., 2020; Riedl, 2013; Turel and Gaudioso, 2018). While
these studies generally addressed technostress, the present study examined the sub-area of
techno-complexity and thus contributes to research on technostress. Further, previous
research examined the effects of techno-complexity mainly for on-site ICT use, with the
present study, these insights were expanded to the context of telework.

The observed indirect effect of supportive communication on work and occupational
strains via techno-complexity continues to demonstrate the central role of communication
with team members. With techno-complexity mediating the relationship, the findings
furthermore indicate that the more support teleworkers received from their team members,
the lower their reported work and occupational strains. This is in line with previous research
that demonstrated that teleworkers who obtained informational or emotional social support
from coworkers also reported reduced negative consequences from work (Beaudry and
Pinsonneault, 2010; Bentley et al, 2016).

Conclusion
The present study contributes to the existing body of research in three ways. First, it
demonstrates that emotional support from coworkers is more prominent in reducing techno-
complexity than informational support, advancing internal communication research. Second,
stress due to technological complexity is specifically considered, expanding the knowledge
on technostress. Third, it shows that techno-complexity also increases work and occupational
strains of teleworkers, not just on-site employees, also adding to research on technostress.
As for the practical implications of this study, internal communication practitioners are
advised to find (new) ways to create a supportive work environment in which teleworkers are
communicatively connected. While teleworking, chance meetings do not take place and
teleworkers must actively establish contact with their colleagues. These chance encounters,
however, are often the cornerstone of social support from colleagues, as this is how they get to
know each other and talk about private, but often also work-related issues, which can lead to
mutual support. Hence, organizations should encourage teleworkers to casually meet online
without a specific agenda to simulate these chance meetings so that employees are
subsequently prepared to provide information and emotional support to their colleagues.
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Early and regular face-to-face meetings, however, are still recommended to increase team
cohesion, trust among team members, communication and social as well as emotional
relationships (Powell ef al, 2004), which could subsequently lead to supportive behaviors
within a team. Further, in organizations with a high degree of telework, online onboarding
processes need to be developed and established to ensure social support for new team
members as well. Which processes eventually contribute to fostering informational and
emotional social support in teams of teleworkers and how they are best implemented should
be scrutinized in further studies.

The study also has some limitations. To measure communicative support by team members
and managers, subscales from Bartels ef @l (2010) on vertical and horizontal communication
were adapted for the research context. Thus, comparability with previous studies that used
different measures is somewhat limited. Settoon and Mossholder (2002), for example, developed
scales on interpersonal citizenship behavior that were revised to measure employees’ perception
of informational and emotional social support (Charoensukmongkol and Phungsoonthorn, 2022;
Tews et al, 2013; Usman et al, 2021; Xu et al, 2018). Yet, the subscales from Bartels ef al (2010)
reflect aspects of internal communication more closely, which demonstrates the importance of
internal communication, particularly of team communication among teleworkers.

The scales used, however, focus on informational and emotional support among team
members and informational support of managers and neglect the vertical emotional
dimension. Future research should therefore also examine how managers’ emotional support
affects teleworkers’ perceived techno-complexity and work and occupational strains. Further,
to measure techno-complexity Nimrod’s (2018) scale on “stress from technological
complexity” was used. Fischer et al (2021) recently developed the Digital Stressor Scale
with a “complexity” subscale which captures techno-complexity more comprehensively.

Although the present study is based on the Job Demands-Resources Model (Bakker and
Demerouti, 2007), it neglects both the possible moderating effect of job resources and the
impact of job resources on employees’ motivation. Thus, future research on team
communication and perceived stress from technological complexity should consider the
full model, which includes both techno-complexity (ie. job demands) and team
communication (i.e. job resources) as moderators, as well as increases in teleworkers’
motivation through supportive team communication.

The more frequently persons use ICT to work from home (i.e. the higher the extent of
telework), the more experience they will gain and the more they will consider their skills and
abilities to be sufficient. This is related to the concept of self-efficacy, which is defined as a
person’s belief in their ability to achieve certain goals (Bandura, 1977). In the study at hand,
however, only the extent of telework, and not teleworkers’ self-efficacy regarding ICT, was
measured and used as a moderator. Future research should address this shortcoming and
also include self-efficacy as a possible moderating variable.
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