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ABSTRACT

Purpose: This study aims to identify and examine the relevance of implementing remote work by small and
medium-sized enterprise (SME) business operators during the post-COVID-19 era in developing nations.

Design/methodology/approach: The study utilised a qualitative methodology, conducting interviews with twenty
SME businesses, including business leaders and management level employees. It explores the challenges faced by
these operators in maintaining remote work and its impact on their business operations. Data was analysed and

Findings: The findings indicate that not all SME are capable of sustaining remote working environments. The
nature of the business plays a crucial role in providing flexibility to employees in their operations. There are also
weaknesses in remote work security that need to be addressed, as they can potentially impact business operations

Research limitations/implications: The implications of the pandemic on business operations, regardless of size, are
significant globally. This study sheds light on the challenges faced by SME in implementing remote work and its

Originality/value: The content of this paper is based on information, observations, and discussions with SME
operators on how COVID-19 has compelled their businesses to adapt to the changing environment. Previously,
there was no urgency for businesses to embrace remote work operations, but the pandemic has forced them to

Viability . . ‘

Performance compiled using ATLAS.ti software.
and performance.
feasibility in the post-COVID-19 period.
adopt such measures.

Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic has caused significant disruptions in the
global political, commercial, and economic landscape (Karabag, 2020;
Siebold et al., 2023) Post-pandemic, the virus has affected millions of
people worldwide, resulting in numerous deaths and necessitating the
implementation of restrictions and lockdowns by governments (Kar-
abag, 2020; Fairlie and Fossen, 2021; Ibidunni et al., 2022; World-
ometer, 2022) Industries, particularly the airline and tourism sectors,
have been severely impacted by the crisis (Gossling et al., 2020).
Extensive research has focused on examining the effects of the pandemic
on small and medium-sized enterprises (SME), with many businesses
experiencing significant disruptions and closures (Cepel et al., 2020;
Fitriasari, 2020; Kalemli-Ozcan et al., 2020).

SME owners are known for their innovation and agility in trans-
forming their business operations to adapt to changing circumstances
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(Marques and Ferreira, 2009; Skordoulis et al., 2020; Cadden et al.,
2023; Donbesuur et al., 2023; Evers et al., 2023; Zulu-Chisanga et al.,
2023). They play a crucial role in driving economic growth and devel-
opment, as their specialised business concepts cater to the needs of
consumers (Marques and Ferreira, 2009). SME generate new opportu-
nities that can be scaled up, making a significant contribution to the
overall economy. For instance, in Africa, SME account for more than
50% of the GDP and provide an average of 60% employment opportu-
nities to residents (Muriithi, 2017). Therefore, SME are vital to the
economic development of any nation and have a profound impact on
gross domestic product (GDP) growth (Organisation for Economic
Co-operation and Development, 2015).

Operations and performance of SME have been significantly
impacted by government-imposed restrictions, disrupting their revenue
and bottom line. Many SME were compelled to either innovate or scale
down their operations in response to these challenges (Pu et al., 2021;
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Okuwhere and Tafamel, 2022). As a result, some businesses turned to
technological transformation to adapt their day-to-day operations (Yun
etal., 2020b; Andrikopoulos, 2021) This shift has brought the concept of
remote working environments to the forefront, enabling employees to
work from home and affecting organisational performance. With the
increasing acceptance and success of vaccination efforts, the world is
gradually transitioning back to its pre-pandemic economic environment.
It is crucial to investigate whether business owners will embrace this
new working culture adopting a dynamic approach or revert to their
previous operational methods (Yun et al., 2020a). This study aims to
explore the challenges, impact, viability, and feasibility of continuing
remote work processes for SME business operators.

The Malaysian small and medium enterprises

Malaysian small and medium enterprises (SME) accounted for
approximately $120 billion USD of the country’s gross domestic product
(GDP), representing 38.2% of the overall national GDP (Department of
Statistics Malaysia, 2021). In the early 2000 s, SME in Malaysia played a
significant role in the country’s vibrant economy across various in-
dustries such as manufacturing, textiles, food and beverages, metal
products, and wood products, offering substantial employment oppor-
tunities (Saleh and Ndubisi, 2006). SME hold a crucial position in
developing countries, as highlighted by the Organisation for Economic
Co-operation and Development (OECD), which states that SME
contribute approximately 33% of national income and 44% of employ-
ment in these countries (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development, 2017). The significance of ensuring the sustainability of
SME should not be underestimated, given their substantial contributions
to the social and economic landscape of these developing nations.

Problem statement

Remote work, also known as distance working or working from
home, refers to the practice of employees engaging in work outside of
their designated work area using designated equipment and agreed-
upon terms with their employer (Bailey and Kurland, 1999). Over the
years, the acceptance of remote work has been a matter of debate. Many
employers and business owners have been hesitant to adopt this oper-
ational context, primarily due to concerns about its impact on produc-
tivity (Popovici and Popovici, 2020). With less oversight and limited
face-to-face communication between employees and supervisors, there
are perceived challenges in managing remote work arrangements
(Campbell, 2015).

Research on remote work has highlighted the influence of different
working conditions at home on worker productivity (Neufeld and Fang,
2005). The COVID-19 pandemic forced businesses to find ways to
continue operations while ensuring the safety of their employees,
leading many business owners to explore remote work as a viable so-
lution for maintaining business continuity (Barrett et al., 2021). This has
sparked growing interest in researching the feasibility and impact of
remote work on businesses and employees (Brynjolfsson et al., 2020;
Popovici and Popovici, 2020; Yang et al., 2022). The relevance of this
study lies in investigating the feasibility and impact of remote work
specifically for SME. It presents an opportunity to gain insights into how
SME have adopted, utilised, or disregarded remote work policies in their
organisations. Additionally, the study can explore how SME that have
not previously utilised remote work have implemented work-from-home
operations.

Overall, this research aims to contribute valuable insights and in-
formation on remote work practices within the context of SME, shedding
light on its feasibility and potential impact on business operations.

Theory

Theories associated with remote work can vary depending on the
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specific approach taken. One theory commonly used to study individual
performance in remote work is self-efficacy theory, which explains
employees’ expected behaviour in executing their assigned tasks (Sta-
ples et al., 1999). Self-efficacy theory is particularly relevant in contexts
where employees are given autonomy in how they carry out their work.
In the handbook of research on remote work and workers’ well-being in
the Post-COVID-19 Era, various theories are explored to understand the
factors contributing to the success and development of remote work
(Wheatley et al., 2021). These theories include determination theory,
dialogical self-theory, communication theory, and others, all aimed at
investigating the impact and effectiveness of remote work. Communi-
cation theory, for example, examines the role of technology in facili-
tating communication between individuals, electronic devices, and
organisations. Some studies have adopted a grounded theory approach
to capture employees’ experiences and challenges with remote work
(Wang et al., 2021). Self-efficacy theory relates to remote work by
influencing individuals’ confidence and abilities to adapt to a remote
work environment, affecting aspects such as technology use, time
management, communication, and overall job satisfaction. Employers
and leaders can leverage this theory to support and empower remote
workers.

Studies in China although considers itself as a borderline developing
and developed nation, had examined the effect of SME operator’s self-
efficacy relations to remote work (Wan and Wang, 2018). The study
had found in their survey were that companies were found to be more
creative in their business. Studies in Mexico had also examined the
impact of knowledge and technology on self-efficacy of which directly
impacts the potential adaptation of remote work in their SME operators
(Kelly and Kumar, 2009). Another study in Tanzania had used the role of
mobile phones in remote work on whether it influenced employees
self-efficacy on accepting such technologies (Mushi, 2020). Their study
shows that when such technology was easier to use, their acceptance of
using such method becomes more acceptable.

Research from developing nations has explored the relationship be-
tween self-efficacy and remote work within the context of small and
medium-sized enterprises (SMEs). Findings suggest that higher self-
efficacy among SME operators is associated with increased creativity
in their business operations. The impact of knowledge and technology
on self-efficacy has also been examined, indicating its direct influence on
the potential adoption of remote work among SME operators. Further-
more, studies into the role of technology, like mobile phones, in remote
work, showcasing that the ease of using such technology positively af-
fects employees’ self-efficacy and their willingness to embrace remote
work solutions. These studies collectively highlights the significance of
self-efficacy in shaping SMEs’ capacity to adapt to and succeed in remote
work scenarios, with technology and accessibility mirroring the objec-
tives of this study.

Labor process theory has been utilised to explain remote work by
examining workers’ productivity, work methods, and equipment used in
carrying out their tasks (Donnelly and Johns, 2021). When focusing on
SME, their limited resources are often analysed through the lens of
resource-based theory, which recognises the constraints in terms of
finance, time, and capacity that influence their decision-making (Husin
and Ibrahim, 2014; Srivastava and Srivastava, 2019). In this study, the
limited resources of SME are highlighted, emphasising their efforts to
ensure that employees maintain productivity and produce the same
output even in remote work environments.

Remote work

Remote work, also known as telecommuting, is when employees
perform their job tasks from locations other than a central office, often
from home, using computers and the internet (Errichiello and Pianese,
2016; Popovici and Popovici, 2020; Nyberg et al., 2021; Yang et al.,
2022). This arrangement provides flexibility, enhancing work-life bal-
ance, reducing commuting time, and potentially increasing job
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satisfaction and productivity. Remote work has become more common,
primarily driven by technological advancements and the influence of the
COVID-19 pandemic (Nyberg et al., 2021).

The movement control order (MCO) introduced during the pandemic
covid-19 has brought a significant change to the working environment
globally. The restriction order has made organisations to change from
working from office to work from home, except for the essential sector,
such as healthcare. Since then, the companies have introduced a remote
working policy to accommodate the changes implemented by the gov-
ernment, and at the same time making sure the sustainability of their
business. Since it was done abruptly due to pandemic covid-19, the
employees are currently enjoying the privilege of remote working from
home, that creates a dilemma for the top management in deciding their
endemic working plan, whether to proceed with hybrid working policy
to back to basic of working from the office.

Remote working has both advantage and disadvantage. Although
there is lack of social interaction, inability to separate work from home,
and lack of visibility (Allen et al., 2015; Hafermalz and Riemer, 2021),
remote working helps improve employees’ work efficiency (Ipsen et al.,
2021). It is seen that employees who are satisfied with their job tends to
perform better than the rest. The work-life balance achieved during
remote working has helped in improving the work efficiency of the
employees and it gives better control to the employees in managing their
work, as long as they are able to achieve the expected outcome set by the
employer (Blahopoulou et al., 2022). It also improves the wellbeing of
the employees with greater flexibility in time management as it allows
employees to work from different locations at flexible working time and
duration, depending on the nature of the job (Yu et al., 2019). The
flexibility also provides additional time for employees to spend time
with their families (Beck and Hensher, 2022).

Remote working presents several challenges for small and medium-
sized enterprises (SME). One significant hurdle is the need for robust
technological infrastructure and support to ensure employees can
effectively work from remote locations, which can strain limited IT re-
sources (Howe et al., 2021). Additionally, remote work may blur the
lines between work and personal life, potentially leading to burnout and
decreased job satisfaction as measuring levels of work may be difficult
from home (Kaduk et al., 2019). SME must grapple with security con-
cerns, as data breaches and cyber threats can have severe consequences
(Antunes et al., 2021). Furthermore, overseeing and managing remote
teams may be a new and complex task for SME leaders, demanding
effective strategies for supervision and performance assessment. Lastly,
the lack of face-to-face interaction may impact company culture and
employee morale, necessitating innovative approaches to maintain a
positive work environment as this is thoroughly discussed in this paper.

However, there are also challenges faced when working remotely,
especially for the employees who have small kids. Employees with
family find it difficult to focus while working from home as there is high
interruption from family and children during working hours, making it
difficult to provide undivided attention especially during videoconfer-
encing (Beck and Hensher, 2022; Lee et al., 2022). This occurred when
other people such as the spouse or kids entered the space used for
videoconference and it distracted the employee’s attention away from
videoconference (Lee et al., 2022).

The employees also find it challenging in adapting to the remote
working environment, due to lack of IT knowledge and lack of facilities
to accommodate the videoconferencing. Lack of facilities may refer to
poor internet connection and poor digital devices to cater the apps used
for the videoconferencing (Kohont and Ignjatovic, 2022).

Small-medium enterprise

Small businesses have a significant impact on global economies,
making up a large portion of them. Due to their importance, researchers
and government agencies are increasingly interested in understanding
these firms (Nasr and Rostom, 2013; Madanchian et al., 2015; Muriithi,
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2017; Onjewu et al., 2023) Business practices are faced with constant
changes and pressure in their business landscape. These unpredictable
conditions require Small and Medium Enterprise adapt to changing
market conditions. This leads to the need for Small and Medium En-
terprise to have agility in order to survive, grow and expand in such
unpredictable conditions.

SME Corporation Malaysia (SME Corp. Malaysia) is a Central Coor-
dinating Agency under the Ministry of International Trade and Industry
Malaysia that is responsible to encourage the growth and development
of innovative, competitive and resilient SME in Malaysia. SME Corp
stated the conditions for SME to be considered as SME depends on the
size of the business and their overall revenue (NESDC, 2013). For
instance, SME in the service sector must have a turnover of less than RM
5 million ringgit or have less than 50 employees. SME Corp had also
stated that SME are crucial for the country’s development as it had
contributed to over 60% of employment and 50% of Gross Domestic
Product of the nation (Khan and Khalique, 2014).

The importance of SME business should not be taken lightly. The
ability by the SME to always maintain a competitive advantage with the
limited resources should be further explored. This is where remote work
comes into play with the intention to ensure that SME are able to operate
more effectively in their day-to-day operation.

Research framework

Existing works of literature examined on the lessons that can be
learnt from the implementation, motivations and opportunities of
remote work (Barsness et al., 2005; Nyberg et al., 2021). The framework
on remote work focuses on two specific themes which are the drivers of
adoption and the outcomes of the implementation (Errichiello and
Pianese, 2016). The framework of this study is based on the proposed
framework of remote work of these research streams.

There are limited literatures that had attempted to design frame-
works for remote work as most studies are based on grounded theoret-
ical approaches (Donnelly and Johns, 2021; Wang et al., 2021; Wheatley
et al., 2021). This study finds it suitable to implement the suggested
framework in Figure 1 as it attempts to address on the issues involved in
the implementation of remote work in organisations due to its direct and
simple presentation of the scenario (Errichiello and Pianese, 2016). The
systematic review of remote work suggests that businesses or organi-
sations ultimately aim to have overall control over their employees in
order for them to achieve the intended output for the organisation
(Pianese et al., 2022).

The study explores on the antecedents, implementation process and
its expected outcome in the context of remote working solutions in SME
business owners and operators. The antecedents would be the original
state of the organisation prior to the implementation of remote work,
then the catalyst such as the pandemic or business change towards the
implementation process. Then it examines on the expected outcomes of
these implementations. The following research question was proposed
in the study:

Research Question. : What is the context and relevance of remote
work for SME business owners and operators?

This research question aims to explore the specific context and
relevance of remote work for small and medium-sized enterprises (SME)
business owners and operators. It seeks to understand the factors and
considerations that make remote work applicable and valuable in the
context of SME. By examining the context of remote work for SME, the
study intends to investigate the conditions and circumstances under
which SME are faced when they implement remote work arrangements.
Furthermore, the question seeks to uncover the relevance of remote
work for SME, highlighting its potential benefits and impact on various
aspects of their businesses. This may include exploring how remote work
can enhance productivity, flexibility, cost-effectiveness, and employee
well-being within the SME context.
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Antecedents of
remote work

Remote work
implementation

Outcomes of remote work
implementation

Figure 1. Proposed Research Framework.
Source: (Errichiello and Pianese, 2016).

By addressing the context and relevance of remote work for SME
business owners and operators, the study aims to provide insights and
practical implications for SME considering or currently implementing
remote work arrangements. The findings may inform decision-making
processes, policy development, and resource allocation in relation to
remote work initiatives within SME.

Method

The study designed structured questions based on the objective of the
proposed research framework in Figure 1 (Errichiello and Pianese,
2016). The question was designed to examine on what are the ante-
cedents or prior conditions in the organisation and their perspective on
remote work. Next would be the implementation process of remote work
arrangements and the outcomes of such implementations. The design of
the questions are exploratory in nature to include inquiries based on
what, why and how (Patton, 2002; Crouch and McKenzie, 2006).

The structured questions designed in the Table 1 was based on the
study of remote work arrangements framework that completely evalu-
ates the overall context of implementation and outcomes of remote work
(Errichiello and Pianese, 2016). These questions when directed to the
SME would provide insight based on the designated subject matter.

Sample

Sample used in the study are from SME business owners and oper-
ators operating in the Klang Valley area Malaysia. The city itself is the
central hub of economic growth and development of the nation. The
context, size, type and categories of SME are based on the definition by
the SME Corporation Malaysia (SME Corp. Malaysia) which is the cen-
tral coordinating agency (CCA) under the Ministry of Entrepreneur
Development and Cooperatives (KUSKOP) that coordinates the imple-
mentation of development programmes for small and medium enter-
prises (SME) across all related Ministries and agencies in Malaysia (SME
Corp. Malaysia, 2021). It is one of the key organisation that coordinates
programmes and development of the nation SME.

Table 1
Structured Questions.

No Question

Antecedents of remote work

1  What are the environmental factors of adopting remote work in your
organisation?

2 What are the organisational factors of adopting remote work in your
organisation?

3 Why does your organisation implementing or not implementing remote work?
Remote work implementation

3 What are the implemented control systems or configurations adopted in your
remote work arrangements?

4 How do managers or supervisors maintain control?

5 Do the employees maintain self-control and professionalism on their remote
work arrangements?

6  What are the roles of technologies in this process?
Outcome of remote work implementations

7  Why does your organisation continue with remote work arrangements?

8  What are the individual, group and organisational outcomes of remote work?

9  Would the organisation continue to adopt and expand remote work?

Source: Table is authors own creation based on the study of remote work ar-
rangements framework (Errichiello and Pianese, 2016).

Sample consists of twenty business leaders, management level em-
ployees from SME in Malaysia. The business that they operate is located
in Klang Valley Malaysia and the participants were selected based on a
snowball sampling method (Ahmad and Seet, 2010). The selection of
various levels of positions from business owners, and management level
employees provided more information to the data and multi perspective
viewpoints on the discussed subject. These people are the most suited to
answer the questions brought in by the research as they had experienced
the issue and transitioned from normal operations towards remote
working environment (Harvard Newsletter, 2015). As the study is
exploratory in nature, similar studies that investigated such an event in
SME indicated that qualitative methods was suitable in such fields of
subject (Salam et al., 2021). The following Table 2 profiles the in-
terviewees used in this study.

Research method

The qualitative approach was suitable in inquiring the subject matter
as it provides information with the situation that caused the business
engage into remote work, the implementation process, the impact it has
on their operations and whether it achieves the short term and long term
goals of the organisation. These business owners, managers are man-
agement level employees who are the people that had experienced the
COVID-19 unique environment, situations and limitations. The quali-
tative method of inquiry to these individuals would also provide insight
to key matters such as the challenges, feasibility and expected continuity
of remote work for certain types of SME business operators (Salam et al.,
2021).

The SME businesses were interviewed through online sessions with
the group of researchers and designated participants. The pandemic had
brought forth a shift in research methods of where interviews are easily
conducted through online communications such as Zoom and Google
Meet (Santhosh et al., 2021). Some of the micro business owners had
become adapt to such changes and are able to use simple telecommu-
nications devices such as mobile telephones to participate in the inter-
view. The interviews were conducted at the fall of 2021 and the first
quarter of 2021 as this was the prevalent circumstances that business
owners are starting to shift to the pre-COVID-19 era environments.
These business owners had also adapted to the new norms of operating
their businesses in order to achieve higher levels of income and
operations.

The structured questions were used by the researchers to the par-
ticipants of the study. Prior to the interview process, these businesses
were inquired of their interest in participating in the study. Each of the
participating businesses were given tokens of appreciation (that was not
informed beforehand in order to not influence bias of the respondents)
only after a month the interview was conducted. During the interview,
there are open discussions and researchers were allowed to inquire ad-
hoc questions to the respondents to maintain the levels of participa-
tion from the respondents (Marton, 2004). A two-way communications
method between the participants and the researchers enabled an active
learning process that brought forward various information’s related to
remote work.

Coding
The study employed thematic coding as the chosen approach for
analysing a substantial amount of data. This method involved reading
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Table 2

Profile of participants (qualitative study).
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Ref ID Business Type Position Size No of employees Remote work COVID-19 Remote work Post COVID-19
(2020-2021) (Fall 2021-2022)
Al Wholesale and retail trade Owner Micro Less than 5 Hybrid Hybrid
A2 Food Owner Micro Less than 5 Hybrid Hybrid
A3 Wholesale and retail trade Owner Small 5-30 Hybrid Hybrid
A4 Business services Owner Small 5-30 Full remote Full remote
A5 Basic metal and fabricated metal products Owner Small 5-30 Hybrid Hybrid
A6 Non-metallic mineral products Owner Small 5-30 Hybrid No remote
A7 Food and beverage Owner Medium 30-75 Hybrid No remote
A8 Wholesale and retail trade Owner Medium 30-75 Hybrid No remote
A9 Business services Manager Micro Less than 5 Full remote Full remote
Al0 Information and communication Manager Small 5-30 Full remote Full remote
All Business services Manager Medium 30-75 Full remote Hybrid
Al2 Manufacturing Manager Medium 30-75 Hybrid No remote
Al13 Business services Management Medium 30-75 Full remote Hybrid
Al4 Business services Management Medium 30-75 Full remote Hybrid
Al5 Business services Management Medium 30-75 Full remote Hybrid
Al6e Food and beverage Management Small 5-30 No remote No remote
Al17 Wholesale and retail trade Management Small 5-30 No remote No remote
A18 Wholesale and retail trade Management Small 5-30 No remote No remote
Al9 Business services Management Small 5-30 Full remote Full remote
A20 Business services Management Medium 30-75 Full remote Full remote

Notes: The year 2020-2021 was the peak of the pandemic that had a significant impact to the economy globally. The year fall of 2021-2022 was transitionary period of
where the pandemic was designated as the pandemic and most of the population had already sufficiently vaccinated based on the monitoring of the World Health

Organisation (WHO) standards.
Source: Authors own creation based on data collected.

and coding the data, subsequently identifying and creating relevant
themes within the study (Boyatzis, 1998; Nowell et al., 2017; Kiger and
Varpio, 2020). Thematic coding, recognised as a powerful analytical
method for qualitative data analysis, follows paradigmatic or episte-
mological orientations (Kiger and Varpio, 2020). Its foundation lies in
identifying recurring patterns within the dataset (Braun and Clarke,
2017). The process of thematic coding can occur from top to bottom or
vice versa, meaning that themes can be assigned first, followed by code
identification (Kiger and Varpio, 2020). In this study, structural coding
was employed, where themes and sections of the study were identified
based on the underlying structure (Williams and Moser, 2019). The
study involved semi-structured interviews, with the initial codes derived
from the interview questions and further expanded to capture the main
content of the subject matter.

Productivity

Main
Challenges
Faced by
SMES

Physical Based

Operations

Profitable

Fig. 2. Overview of the findings from the qualitative study: Key themes.

Viability of
Operations

To enhance the data analysis process, the study utilised ATLAS.ti
version 9 software. This software offered flexibility and improved the
effectiveness of the coding process by leveraging its capabilities (Amini
et al., 2018). The approach to data analysis in this study was aligned
with a framework analysis, as it utilised a developed conceptual
framework to structure the contents covered in the semi-structured in-
terviews and to explore the subject matter.

Data analysis and findings

Data was transcribed in verbatim word for word in order to improve
on the information databank of the study. These data were then trans-
ferred to ATLAS.ti for the next process of data analysis. The members of
the research project independently interpreted the data obtained from

Nature of
the Business

Non- Capital
Profitable Based

Non-Viability

of Operations

Digitalised

Source: Authors own creation and expansion based on the initial research on remote work arrangements framework.
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the interviews and categorised it based on higher level themes and sub
themes.

The members of the research team had identified three main themes
that had emerged from the interviews as in Fig. 2. The first theme was
based on the overall challenges that are currently being faced by the
business operators and their ongoing challenges throughout the process
of remote work antecedents and implementations. The other two themes
are based on the viability and non-viability of operations of remote work
during the pandemic and post COVID-19 era of how business operators
had adapted to the crisis and whether they find it feasible to still
continue or not continue with remote working arrangements.

The questions used during the interview mainly asked on the re-
spondent’s perspective on the main concepts and challenges involved in
working from home as shown in the centre of Fig. 2. The sub-themes that
emerged are shown separately by each identified area.

The key themes arising in the overall are tied with the suggested
framework in Fig. 1 as the challenges faced by SME covers the ante-
cedents of remote work, implementation, and outcomes, provides a
comprehensive structure for investigating the challenges. By examining
these antecedents, the study can identify what factors influence the
adoption of remote work within SME. Implementation processes can
reveal the practical hurdles and potential bottlenecks that SME owners
face when trying to establish remote work setups. Additionally, studying
outcomes can shed light on the effectiveness and impact of remote work
in the SME context, helping to identify challenges and areas that need
improvement.

This includes the viability of working from home in Fig. 2 represents
the framework’s focus on antecedents allows the study to explore factors
that make remote work viable for SME. By understanding these ele-
ments, it can identify the conditions under which working from home is
a feasible and beneficial option. This information can be used to help
SME make informed decisions regarding the adoption of remote work.
The non-viability of working from home becomes evident when exam-
ining antecedents and outcomes. This aspect of the study identifies cir-
cumstances or situations where remote work may not be a practical
option for SME. For instance, it could reveal conditions where imple-
menting remote work hinders productivity or presents operational
challenges. This valuable insight is crucial for SME as it helps them grasp
the boundaries and potential risks associated with adopting remote
work.

The proposed research framework in Fig. 1 serves as a valuable tool
for investigating the challenges, viability, and non-viability of working
from home for SME (Errichiello and Pianese, 2016). By delving into the
antecedents, implementation, and outcomes of remote work, the study
can provide SME owners with a well-rounded understanding of when
and how remote work can be effectively employed in their businesses.
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Challenges

Throughout the interview findings in terms of the challenges faced
by the SME had consistently brought forward these main highlighted
themes. These are based on the aspects of productivity, monitoring and
security challenges faced when conducting work from home process.
Fig. 3 shows the coding comments in explaining the challenges faced by
SME of working from home. There are three sub-themes identified under
the challenges which consist of productivity, monitoring and security.

Working from home can present various productivity challenges
related to software and hardware. In a remote work setup, employees
often use their own software applications, which may not be fully
compatible with the organisation’s systems. This can result in difficulties
accessing and sharing files, collaborating with colleagues, or using
specific software required for certain tasks. Working from home might
require employees to rely on their personal devices, which may not meet
the same standards as the company’s hardware. Limited processing
power, insufficient storage capacity, or outdated hardware can impact
productivity, especially when working with resource-intensive applica-
tions or handling large datasets.

[...] as we managed to avoid any implications to workers produc-
tivity when working from home (Ref ID A9).

Note: Please refer to Table 2 for the interview response
reference.

The business owners are mainly concerned on the overall output of
workers when they are working from home. Here the SME managers had
stated that they were able to avoid implications to productivity by
setting up consistent targets that must be achieved from the employee
when they are remote working.

Monitoring an employee had always been a challenge whether it
involves remote work or working from operations. Monitoring work
from home presents unique challenges, particularly in the absence of
direct supervision. Continuous monitoring becomes crucial to ensure
productivity and adherence to work-related commitments.

[...] has thought of using software to monitor workers movement
during remote work, currently they are just required to clock in and we
would track their whereabouts. (Ref ID A10).

[...] company will soon implement ‘digital monitoring’, however not
to an extent that staff will feel like being a ‘digital prisoner’ in their own
home. (Ref ID A19).

In the remote work setting, supervisors may have limited visibility
into employees’ daily activities, making it essential to implement
mechanisms for ongoing monitoring. This can involve regular check-ins,
progress updates, and the use of project management tools to track task
completion. Additionally, the presence of family commitments adds
another layer of complexity, as individuals may face interruptions or
distractions while juggling work and personal responsibilities. Estab-
lishing open communication channels and setting clear expectations can
help address these challenges and maintain accountability. Employers

Challenges
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Fig. 3. Coding of challenges faced by SME.
Source: Data from collected from respondents.
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may need to strike a balance between trust and monitoring to ensure
work is being completed effectively while considering the unique cir-
cumstances and dynamics of remote work environments.

[...] use unlicensed version or trial version of the software. We are
aware of the security threats but sometimes we don’t always use that
software. (Ref ID A20).

[...] alot of email spam that come to the employees e-mail, some of
them (employees) are aware that these emails are fake and brings vi-
ruses. (Ref ID A13).

While it’s understandable that SMEs often seek cost-effective solu-
tions, the use of unlicensed trial software presents certain risks. SMEs
need to be aware that relying on unlicensed trial versions may result in
unexpected disruptions to their workflow when the trial period ends.
Prior studies on unlicensed software indicated that there are risks
involved whether the SME business utilise an unlicensed software,
cracked software, pirated software or an unlicensed operating system
which are mainly on information integrity safety and security (Sessink,
2020; Le and Nguyen, 2023).

The managers are concerned with what employees interact with their
home computers. They stated that they consistently receive a lot of
spams and emails from external parties. Home networks and personal
devices may not have the same level of security measures as corporate
networks and devices. This can expose sensitive company information to
potential cyber threats, including malware, phishing attacks, or data
breaches. Employees need to be diligent in adhering to security pro-
tocols and keeping their software and hardware up to date.

Literature on remote work had stated that achieving work life bal-
ance is important for overall productivity and happiness (Putra et al.,
2020). The study had stated that when the workers were able to achieve
work life balance, they had improved job satisfaction.

Viability of operations

SME that operates their business explained that there are some as-
pects of limitations that appear when operating work from home pro-
cesses. Although employees welcome such initiatives, it is important to
the business to ensure that operations are maintained smoothly in order
to remain sustainable. Fig. 4 shows the coding comments in explaining
the viability of working from home.

There are businesses that require the person to physically come to
their office and require labour work. These type of businesses for
instance retail were unable to employ working from home conditions.
However, these companies were able to enable support employees such
as administration and finance to work from home for a certain period.
There are also instances that working from home had generated new
opportunities.

[...] are now more focused on digital marketing. We promote our
products online through Facebook and Instagram and employees can do
this at home. (Ref ID A7).
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[...] government had provided digital grants and the business had
made good use of this in investing on digital investments. (Ref ID A11).

The flexibility of remote work allows employees to engage in these
digital marketing efforts from the comfort of their homes, effectively
reaching a wider audience and driving customer engagement.

Furthermore, the government’s provision of digital grants has been
instrumental in supporting SME’ digital investments. These grants have
enabled businesses to invest in various digital tools, technologies, and
resources to enhance their online presence, streamline operations, and
improve customer experiences. By making good use of these digital
grants, SME have embraced the digital transformation and positioned
themselves for growth and success in the evolving market landscape
similar to studies in Indonesia (Raya et al., 2021). Businesses in the
healthcare industry had also shown that digital investment brings in
forward more opportunities (Chang et al., 2023).

[...] our consultancy services had experienced a large number of
growth of clients (Ref ID A4).

[...] had experienced a boom in our business since the pandemic.
Remote work had brought forward new opportunities (Ref ID A10).

The SME owners that experienced significant growth is mostly from
consultancy organisations. They were able to hold more sessions and
were able to capture more market share due to the changed working
conditions of remote working. For instance, a company in technological
consultation such as data cloud for able to provide their services
remotely with their customers. This flexibility not only enabled efficient
collaboration but also widened their reach, as geographical barriers
were no longer a limiting factor. As a result, these SME in consultancy
have capitalised on the opportunities presented by remote working to
drive their growth and establish a stronger market presence.

Non-viability of operations

There are indicators of when SME stated that working from home
was not aligned to the business operations. There can be a number of
reasons as the business would require physical presence in their activ-
ities such as services, retail and maintenance. These types of businesses
are focused on labour intensive processes. Fig. 5 shows the coding
comments in explaining the non-viability of working from home.

Business owners and SME operators stated that working from home
requires a significant amount of investment. Most of the SME operators
that was interviewed stated that they had insufficient funds to fully
capitalise on the online digitalisation process in the context of investing
their hardware and software (Vuchkovski et al., 2023). Employees that
were tasked to work from home had given excuses such as having
outdated equipment’s or computers. Some had also stated that their
internet connection was not stable and this directly disrupted the busi-
ness operations during video calls or online group meetings. Findings
reveal that SME had stated the limits of their capabilities on investing on
technology are one of the main reasons that they are unable to
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implement remote work.

[...] are unable to allow the workers to work from home as they do
not have the necessary training. (Ref ID A17).

[...] we are limited to what we can give them (employees). (Ref ID
A3).

[...] are just running a small business, [ don’t have the money to buy
super computers or fancy gadgets. (Ref ID A4).

Their managers stated that when employees are required to remote
work from their office, they must first be sufficiently trained in order to
fully understand their responsibility in working from home or work
remotely.

There are business owners that stated that their company was unable
to operate remotely due to the decline in revenue. The alternative was to
reduce on expenditures as the income was stagnant and consistently
declining. The business owners of the SME stated they had trimmed
down on their operations by reducing the number of workers to cushion
the blow to their business. One of the SME owners stated that they had to
reduce from five (5) workers to two (2) workers during the pandemic.
Small business owners would not have the capability to withstand long
term financial impact to their businesses. Another business owner had
stated that they simply did not operate their business as the business was
unable to operate. This was mainly towards the catering business op-
erators that stated they were unable to work from home in catering
businesses.

[...] had to reduce the workers as the business was losing money.
(Ref ID A16).

This would coincide with the themes that stated that the nature of the
business plays an important role in determining remote work opera-
tions. The food caterer stated there are still aspects of the business that
allowed working from home employees such as from online bookings or
promoting the packages through digital media outlets.

The limitations faced by retail and service industries are that the
business model itself was unable to operate remotely. For instance, a
business that operates on selling on retail items such as furniture stated
that customers prefer to go to retail stores to see for themselves on
product selection and variety. A shoe business owner had also stated that
their customers would always prefer to go to their retail outlets to test on
their shoe sizes and comfortability. Most of these types of businesses
stated that once the pandemic limitations was limited, they had grad-
ually implemented physical working conditions to their employees.
Literature had commented that the people that were unable to work
from home are majority from lower income workers and the majority of
the workload are unable to be done at home (Khazan, 2020). Another
commentary had stated that working from home would not apply to a
number of categories of business services such as restaurants, hotels and
retail outlets (Shackleton, 2020). Skill based workers that require em-
ployees to operate any type machinery would also require their presence
in the office or workplace.

Discussion and conclusion

In the context of monitoring work from home, it is important to
address issues such as the use of unlicensed or trial versions of software
and the presence of email spam that may contain viruses. While em-
ployees may sometimes resort to using unauthorised software due to
various reasons, it is crucial to emphasise the security threats associated
with such practices. Unauthorised software may lack essential security
updates, making systems vulnerable to cyberattacks and compromising
sensitive data. Encouraging employees to use licensed and updated
software helps mitigate security risks and ensures compliance with legal
and ethical standards.

The findings that highlight the varying capabilities of SME to
maintain remote working environments align with the diverse nature of
businesses and their specific operational requirements (Yang et al.,
2022). Not all SME may be suitable for remote work, as it depends on
factors such as the type of business and the need for operational flexi-
bility (Shackleton, 2020). The study suggests that SME have different
capabilities when it comes to maintaining remote working environments
due to their distinct operational requirements. Factors like the nature of
the business and the need for operational flexibility significantly influ-
ence the feasibility of remote work for SME. In SMEs, the relevance of
self-efficacy theory becomes even more crucial as it directly impacts the
small business owners themselves. Their confidence in navigating the
challenges of remote work, which may include limited resources and
smaller teams, is pivotal to the success of the business. Small business
owners with strong self-efficacy are more likely to effectively lead their
teams and make the necessary adaptations to ensure remote work con-
tributes positively to their business’s performance and sustainability.

The originality and value of the paper lie in its reliance on infor-
mation, observation, and discussions with SME operators who have first-
hand experience of the impact of COVID-19. The urgency imposed by
the pandemic compelled SME to adopt remote work measures, which
were previously not prioritised by many of these businesses. Under-
standing their experiences and perspectives adds depth to the under-
standing of remote work implementation in the context of developing
nations and SME.

The findings that highlight the varying capabilities of SMEs to
maintain remote working environments make a significant contribution
to theory discussed in this paper especially the theory of self-efficacy
(Wheatley et al., 2021). Every company or organisations benefit from
further insight obtained from such related study. This insight aligns with
the diverse nature of businesses and their specific operational re-
quirements, emphasizing the importance of recognising that not all
SMEs are equally suitable for remote work. This contributes to the
development of a different levels of understanding of how different
business types and operational needs impact the feasibility of remote
work, enhancing the theoretical foundation for future research in this
area.

The study utilised the relevance of self-efficacy theory, particularly
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in the context of SME (Staples et al., 1999; Faraz et al., 2021). It brought
forward that self-efficacy significantly affects small business owners’
ability to navigate the challenges of remote work, even in cases of
limited resources and smaller teams. They have a need to survive in
conditions that are unpredictable and move forward towards stronger
levels of resilience (Marcazzan et al., 2022). The instance of a pandemic,
such small and medium sized companies were able to adapt and had
used digitalisation as method of further enhancing their business. This
practical insight can be invaluable to SMEs, as it highlights the role of
confidence and adaptability in remote work success. SME owners can
leverage self-efficacy to enhance their leadership and drive positive
contributions to their businesses’ performance and sustainability.

The paper’s value is not limited to theoretical and practical contri-
butions; it also makes a methodological contribution by demonstrating
the importance of firsthand experiences. By relying on information,
observation, and discussions with SME operators who have directly
experienced the impact of COVID-19, the study showcases the relevance
of primary data sources in understanding the challenges and dynamics
of remote work. This methodological approach serves as a model for
future research, emphasising the importance of engaging with the actual
experiences and perspectives of those affected by remote work, partic-
ularly in developing nations and within the SME context.

Overall, this study contributes to the existing knowledge by
providing insights into the challenges, feasibility, and security concerns
associated with remote work implementation for SME in the post-
COVID-19 era in developing nations.

Study limitations

The research limitations and implications acknowledged in the study
recognise the significant impact of the pandemic on business operations
worldwide. The study highlights those businesses of all sizes, including
both large and small enterprises, have had to adapt to the changing
environment caused by the pandemic. By specifically examining the
challenges faced by SME in implementing remote work, the study offers
valuable insights into the specific difficulties and feasibility of remote
work for this particular segment of businesses.
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Abstract

Purpose: This study aims to identify and examine the relevance of implementing remote work by small
and medium-sized enterprise (SME) business operators during the post-COVID-19 era in developing
nations. Design/methodology/approach: The study utilised a qualitative methodology, conducting
interviews with twenty SME businesses, including business leaders and management level employees.
It explores the challenges faced by these operators in maintaining remote work and its impact on their
business operations. Data was analysed and compiled using ATLAS.ti software. Findings: The findings
indicate that not all SME are capable of sustaining remote working environments. The nature of the
business plays a crucial role in providing flexibility to employees in their operations. There are also
weaknesses in remote work security that need to be addressed, as they can potentially impact business
operations and performance. Research limitations/implications: The implications of the pandemic on
business operations, regardless of size, are significant globally. This study sheds light on the challenges
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faced by SME in implementing remote work and its feasibility in the post-COVID-19 period.
Originality/value: The content of this paper is based on information, observations, and discussions with
SME operators on how COVID-19 has compelled their businesses to adapt to the changing
environment. Previously, there was no urgency for businesses to embrace remote work operations, but
the pandemic has forced them to adopt such measures. © 2023 The Authors
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