The current issue and full text archive of this journal is available on Emerald Insight at:
https://www.emerald.com/insight/2051-6614.htm

Journal of

Work from home feasibility and oot
Effectiveness:

challenges for public sector Feopieand
employees in a developing country

Mohamed Mousa 41
CENTRUM Catolica Graduate Business School,

o . . . . Received 11 December 2023
Pontifical Catholic University of Peru, Lima, Peru Revised 4 May 2024

Ahmad Arslan o 202t
Department of Marketing, Management and IB, Oulu Business School, ccepted 29 July
University of Oulu, Oulu, Finland

Aman Ullah
Department of Management and Marketing, Faculty of Business and Economics,
University of Melbourne, Melbourne, Australia
Shlomo Tarba
Birmungham Business School, University of Birmingham, Birmingham, UK, and
Cary Cooper
Alliance Manchester Business School, The University of Manchester, Manchester, UK

Abstract

Purpose — Drawing on work from home (WFH), job demand-control and street-level bureaucracy literature
streams, this paper specifically focuses on the emerging trend of WFH for public sector employees in a
developing country context of Egypt.

Design/methodology/approach — The empirical sample comprises focus group discussions with a total of
40 public sector employees in Egypt. Thematic analysis was subsequently used on focus group discussion
transcripts to bring out main themes linked to this topic.

Findings — Our findings show that employee (marginal discretion power, pharaonism, corruption), citizen
(unfamiliarity with digital services) and country (lack of proper info-structure, overstaffing in the public sector)-
level challenges hinder and/or slow down the potential for WFH in Egyptian public sector.

Practical implications — A major implication of our paper relates to highlighting the criticality of
e-governance and WFH for public sector employees, as well as highlighting multilevel challenges associated
with those. At the same time, socio-economic and political consequences of offering such options need to be
considered in a country like Egypt where most public organisations are overstaffed, and those employees lack
modern day employability skills. Hence, there needs to be an open debate in countries such as Egypt on the
consequences of e-governance and WFH and whether it may facilitate delivering citizen services digitally. Also,
high power distance culture plays a role in this context, and any change cannot be successful unless that
specific aspect is confronted.
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1. Introduction

Work from home (WFH) represents an arrangement whereby employees stay at home and
use information communication technology (ICT) to fulfil job duties (ILO, 2020, 5).
Accordingly, it slightly differs from teleworking whereby employees fulfil job
responsibilities from any location (home, café, etc.) (Qu and Yan, 2022). It is also perceived
as an occupational feature that an employee can adopt to perform job duties (Dingel and
Neiman, 2020). Authors (e.g. Stanek and Mokhtarian, 1998; Hopkins and Mckay, 2019;
O’Meara and Cooper, 2022) consider WFH as an arrangement to overcome the long commutes
and office-official politics. At the same time, authors such as Fonner and Roloff (2010) refer to
WFH as an antecedent for employee’s poor performance. According to Palumbo (2020), WFH
is formalised, routinised and mostly governed by hierarchical relationships between
managers, seniors and lower-level employees. Apparently, this is not the case in WFH as
employees exercise a high level of freedom, independence and job autonomy (Balica, 2019;
Olsen, 2019; Kassick, 2019).

In the public sector, the availability of WFH has commonly been associated with
manager’s resistance, employment regulations and employee preferences (Williamson ef al,
2018). Institutional culture might also boost employee’s readiness to WFH particularly if the
level of info-structure is sufficient (Bailey and Raelin, 2015; Williamson et al, 2020a, b).
This justifies why the availability to WFH differs across countries and contexts (Seva ef al.,
2021; Ge et al., 2022). Moreover, the growing list of job-related demands (e.g. technological
demands, managing work/life balance, employee’s acceptance of long work hours,
employee’s availability 24/7 and difficulty assessing employees’ performance) remain as
noticeable determinants deciding the implementation and/or expansion of WFH in some
countries and/or contexts (Lundy ef al, 2021; Colley and Williamson, 2020).

Apparently, and towards the end of the rush period of COVID-19, the preference to
continue WFH or return to the traditional office work varies among employees (Lund ef al,
2021; Williamson et al., 2022). In Australia, for example, 10% of employees have expressed
their preferences for traditional office work, while 45% consider that WFH has and will
change the style of doing jobs in the next 3-5 years (PWC, 2021). From their side, Kossek and
Lautsch (2018) consider WFH as a real measure for countries’ advancement of information
technology, availability of high-speed Internet and maintenance of ready-made solutions for
remote communication. WFH may represent an optimal solution for many employee-related
challenges (Rogers, 2021; Hurley and Popcscue, 2021). However, millions of employees who
work in public sectors in fragile and developing nations have not been able to experience
WEFH, even during the turbulences of COVID-19 (Mousa et al, 2024). Egypt is an example of
those fragile and developing nations (Mousa ef al, 2023) that where WFH and employee
autonomy are not seen as being in line with prevalent power distance. According to the OECD
et al. (2010), state fragility refers to a condition in which a state lacks the political will and
capacity to fulfil its supported functions. The world bank (2017) highlights that state fragility
indicates that a given state witnesses at least one of the following two difficulties: poor
governance/weak institutional capacity and/or political instability. State fragility usually
tends to be associated with low-income and middle-income countries (Fund for Peace, 2006—
2020; Mousa et al., 2024). However, most fragile states are concentrated in areas of developing
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nations (Kodila-Tedika and Simplice, 2016; Mills, 2014). Egypt has been ranked as 42 among Journal of

179 countries in 2022s rank of fragile states (Fragile States Index, 2022). Organizational
Extant academic research on WFH has mostly been undertaken in western contexts (e.g. Effectiveness:

Williamson ef al., 2020a, b; 2022). Hence, the nature, characteristics and challenges of WFH People and

and its association with public employees’ behaviours and attitudes (e.g. job satisfaction, job Performance

autonomy, work/life balance, job crafting, mental health, virtual presenteeism, etc.) are under-

researched and not understood well in developing countries’ context (Grant et al, 2019; Ge 43

et al, 2022; Diamantidas and Chatzoglou, 2019). Hence, the present study contributes to the
global dialogue on the new normal work arrangement by focusing on the public sector in the
context of a fragile developing country. The main objective of this paper is to offer an
empirical assessment of the research question: How does work from home manifest itself for
public sector employees as a new normal in developing countries? By doing so, our paper
contributes to the emerging WFH literature by being one of the pioneering studies to offer a
multilevel (micro, meso and macro) assessment of this phenomenon in the under-researched
fragile developing state’s context.

The rest of this paper is organised so that the literature review is presented in the next
section. After that, research design and methodology discussions are presented. Study
findings are presented after that, followed by a discussion on contributions and implications.
The paper concludes with a presentation of study limitations and future research directions.

2. Literature review

2.1 Work from home: emergence and trends

WFH is an organisational policy allowing employees to perform their job duties at home
during all or some parts of the week, and in the meantime, they can stay connected with their
organisation via the effective and timely means of information technology (Allen ef al., 2015).
Research on WFH started in the early 1980s at a time when information and communication
technology advancements offered a possibility for employees to undertake some tasks away
from their traditional offices as well (Olson and Primps, 1984; Olsen, 2019). It has been
observed that the nature, characteristics, determinants and outcomes of WFH came to
scholarly attention during that same year (Haddon and Lewis, 1994; Bailey and Kurland,
2002). However, most previous studies on WFH focused on its effect on work-life balance
(Bloom et al., 2015; Mousa and Avollio, 2023). And due to their excessive job duties, 32% of
employees in the EU have been suffering to fulfil their familial obligations (Eurofound, 2018).
This justifies why De Hauw and Greenhaus (2015) are concerned with WFH as a viable
arrangement for employees to not only cope with their high-demanding work contexts, but
also guarantee an acceptable level of work-life balance.

The Australian public sector has urged its employees to adopt and/or use WFH's
privileges since 1994 (Dixon, 2003). In 2019, a third of the employees in Australian public
sector were working from home (APSC, 2021). That ratio increased further during the
pandemic era (Williamson and Colley, 2022). This justifies the number of studies addressing
the association between WFH and other behavioural and workplace phenomena before
COVID-19. For example, Collins (2005) has focused on the relationship between WFH and
productivity, while Lee and Kim (2018) paid attention to the association between WFH and
employee engagement. Williamson et al. (2018) further touched on managers’ resistance to
grant their lower-level employees the chance to WFH.

WFH includes advantages such as affording employees more time for families, more
freedom to craft their job duties and more autonomy to exercise job independence (Grant et al.,
2019; Nakrosiene et al., 2019). It also includes saving time and expenses, which are normally
directed to transport costs (Grant et al., 2019). The same has been asserted by other scholars
(Ge et al., 2022; Pinsonneault and Boisvert, 2001; Boell et al., 2013) who have added that
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JOEPP working from home includes an increase in job satisfaction and work/life balance.

125 Unfortunately, WFH also has its disadvantages such as stirring employees’ feelings of

’ loneliness and disturbing effective teamwork (Ge et al.,, 2022; Boell et al., 2013). It also fuels

employees’ exposure to IT threats, and subsequently, firms may jeopardise the security of

their data (Pinsonneault and Boisvert, 2001). The effectiveness of WFH mostly marginalises

the role of managerial support and/or coordination (Diamantidas and Chatzoglou, 2019).

44 Furthermore, WFH does not fit workers with small home workstations that need to be shared

with other family members or roommates (Ammons and Markham, 2004). The fact that some

houses are subject to furniture ergonomics and poor lighting might also negatively affect

employees’ productivity and trigger mental health, eye strain and musculoskeletal symptoms

(Seva et al., 2021; Lindberg et al, 2018). Moreover, the lack of mutual physical spaces was

linked with challenges in relational communication during WFH (Jamsen et al, 2022).

The lack of relational communication practices may reduce the efficiency, team spirit and

engagement of employees working from home. Also, it may have potential to trigger
workplace conflict leading to poor employee performance outcomes.

2.2 Street-level bureaucracy, job demand-control and public employees in Egypt

Keeping in view the novelty and multidimensionality of WFH phenomenon in the context of
developing countries such as Egypt, we believe that more than one theoretical lens is needed for
analysing it. Hence, our paper uses both street-level bureaucracy (SLB theory) (Lipsky, 1980)
and job demand-control theory (Karasek and Theorell, 1990) for conceptual argumentation.
A key premise of SLB theory relates to the argument that public employees (including those
working at lower levels) tend to have the discretion to decide when, how and whom to serve
(Lipsky, 1980; Buffat et al, 2016). Moreover, they tend to align their personal interests with their
job routines (Weatherly and Lipsky, 1977; Buffat et al, 2016). What might support those public
sector employees in continuing with their developed routines is the lack of control they are
subject to (Hesketh et al, 2017; Mousa et al., 2023c; Mousa, 2024). Lipsky (1980) stressed that
accountability in most public sector contexts is rather limited. Furthermore, public sector
employees have the authority to determine how they dispense benefits or allocate sanctions
(Lipsky, 1980). In many cases, SLBs’ face significant client demands that exceed the resources
they have (Weatherly and Lipsky, 1977; Buffat et al, 2016). Some scholars focusing on SLBs
have highlighted the lack of trust with citizens they serve (e.g. Tummers and Bekkers, 2014).
When SLBs are unsupportive and perform in the unfavourable atmosphere, they prioritise
customers (ie. citizens they serve) based on their liking, twisting or breaching rules and
regulations for them (Davidovitz and Cohen, 2022). However, many of the routines public sector
employees were used to adopting have recently been subject to assessment, change and
improvement due to the emergence of new public management (NPM) over the past
two decades (Pollitt and Bouckaert, 2017). NPM prioritises client needs and puts clients at the
forefront (Farr-Wharton et al, 2021). Unfortunately, these new practices have yet to be fully
adopted in several countries around the world, particularly in fragile developing nations
(Mousa et al, 2023). In these countries, public sector employees usually do not prioritise
client needs.

In such circumstances (i.e. developing countries’ context), job demand-control theory
(Karasek and Theorell, 1990) is useful to offer additional insights to public sector employees’
behaviour and choices (e.g. Medzo-M'engone, 2021). This theory explains how job
characteristics can shape the performance, stress and satisfaction of job holders (Karasek
and Theorell, 1990). In general, any job has two basic characteristics: (a) job demands: which
include “the physical consumption and psychological tensions involved in accomplishing the
workload”, and which negatively relate to performance and employee well-being when
demand exceed the given resources (Karasek and Theorell, 1990, p. 291); and (b), job control:
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the extent to which the employee has authority in deciding the routines and skills needed to Journal of
fulfil job duties (Qu and Yan, 2022). In case of SLBs’ working in developing countries both job Organizational

demand and job control dynamics are not clear, along with lack of skills and training. Hence, Effectiveness:
once new work arrangements such as WFH emerge, they may appear to be burdensome to People and
SLBs compared to western (developed economies) context, where WFH is seen to offer Performance
flexibility and freedom to employees including public sector employees.

In particular case of Egypt, despite protests and uprising in the last fifteen years, 45

institutional administrative reforms have been almost non-existent (Allinson, 2019), therefore
leading its public sector to look very much like public sector of several decades ago in other
countries. Public sector employees in Egypt further tend to lack relevant technological skills
needed to better provide services to their clients/citizens or WFH (Mousa et al, 2022). Digital
skills and competencies of public sector employees also add to resilience when they need to
WFH (Fischer et al., 2023). The focus on technology, digital competency and innovativeness is
required for the better provision of services to citizens or WFH employees (Fischer ef al,
2023). However, for SLBs’ in Egyptian public sector, several reasons as explained below
hinder these positive outcomes linked with WFH.

2.3 Fragility, overstaffing, digitalisation and public service in Egypt

It is worth highlighting that the public sector in Egypt includes 34 ministries, 234
independent agencies of public services, 23 public entities and hundreds of local units
distributed across the 27 Egyptian governorates and 323 service directorates (Al-Araby,
2014). The number of employees working in the Egyptian public sector reached 6.37 million in
2014 (Al-Araby, 2014). Such overstaffing adamantly slows down any coordination among the
public units in Egypt (Barsoum, 2018). Moreover, according to OECD ef @l (2010) and
Barsoum (2016) Egyptians, regardless of their educational background, prefer public service
jobs due to their short work hours, permanent hiring contract and access to public social and
health insurance. However, overstaffing remains a risky struggle countering any attempt to
develop the public sector (El Baradei, 2004, 2011).

Admittedly, Egypt, like many other countries in the Middle East, has initiated several
attempts to reform its public sector with the aim to foster economic growth and fuel public
satisfaction (OECD et al, 2010). Such attempts have been enhanced and intensified after 2011s
revolution in response to citizen expectations (Al-Araby, 2014). Egypt’s 2014 constitution has
also touched on some public governance reform-related demands such as decentralisation
and E-government (Al-Araby, 2014). However, the main struggle that might hinder any
public governance reform in Egypt is the complex bureaucracy resulting from 1960s socialist
policies that mandated employment in the public sector sponsored by the government
(Barsoum, 2018; Handoussa and El Oraby, 2004).

In 1980, Egypt started its transition towards the electronic delivery of public services
(OECD et al, 2010). However, the e-government of public sector in Egypt is only limited to a
portal; called the Bawaba; which provides services such as birth certificates, marriage
certificates, license renewals, train tickets among others (Barsoum, 2018). Citizens can use El
Bawaba to submit enquiries, complaints and suggestions (Barsoum, 2018). However, only
two percent of Egyptians have benefited from those electronic services (United Nations
Department of Economics and Social Affairs, 2014). This might be because 50% of Egyptians
do not use the Internet (United Nations Department of Economics and Social Affairs, 2014).
Noticeably, most ministries in Egypt created Facebook pages after the 2011 revolution to post
their news (Barsoum, 2018).

Digital transformation reflects the integration of digital technology into business that
leads to change in business operations and the delivery of value to customers (Mici¢, 2017).
It also refers to the widespread usage of digital technology in work practices and data transfer
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JOEPP (Aly, 2022). It necessitates an ongoing advancement in computer technology, software
125 engineering and telecommunication platforms among others (Khalifa et al, 2021). However,
’ Egypt is lagging behind many countries in the Middle East, such as UAE, KSA and Qatar, in
the digitalisation of its public and private sectors despite its 2030s vision to be the main
contributor to ICT industries in its region (Khalifa ef al., 2021). Despite the need to build its
digital infrastructure and meet the demands for technology, the Egyptian public sector is a
46 step behind (Aly, 2022). Findings showed that Digital Readiness plays a critical role in
increasing the willingness of public sector employees to embrace Smart Working
arrangements (Giacomini and Palumbo, 2023). Furthermore, government-sponsored digital
platforms also play a significant role in facilitating the public sector service provision based
on four conditions: accepting and testing digital platforms with public free enterprises,
attaining a critical frame of usership, encouraging the co-production of public sector services
and creating accountability mechanisms for government administrations responsiveness
(Shen et al, 2023). A development and implementation of a sound strategy for digital
transformation focusing on public-private collaboration to reinforce digital infrastructure
and meet the demands for technology along with capacity-development, digital incorporation
and switching to a knowledge-based economy can help foster economic growth and fuel
public satisfaction in fragile developing nation like Egypt.

3. Research design and methodology

3.1 Study sample and data collection steps

The present study aims to investigate how and why WFH does not represent the new
normal for public sector employees in Egypt. Specifically, the authors explored why public
sector employees in Egypt did not effectively engage in WFH even during the height of
COVID-19 pandemic and associated restrictions. Given the novelty of WFH in non-Western
countries, particularly in public sector contexts, the authors of the present study employed
a qualitative research approach (Miles and Huberman, 1994). According to Yin (1994),
the implementation of an exploratory study should end up with one of three outcomes:
generating new information, developing a theory/model, or suggesting propositions/
hypotheses. Therefore, the present paper is part of a broader study on work dynamics
in Egyptian public sector. The broader study includes both conceptual and empirical
papers.

This study focuses on the ministry of local development because of its expansion plans for
governance of all cities in Egypt. This ministry has hundreds of locations across Egypt.
Moreover, it provides an unlimited set of services such as permits for sanitation works,
widening and paving roads, private residential buildings, building on agricultural land and
allocating land to build schools or hospitals. That is why the ministry has become one of the
most active ministries dealing with public services. For the present study, the authors started
with purposive sampling approach in June 2022 by searching on LinkedIn for currently
working in the ministry of local development in Egypt. Unfortunately, they could not find
many accounts on LinkedIn for such employees at all. One of the authors (who is himself
Egyptian origin with significant research experience in that context) approached 40
employees who work in the ministry of local development in Egypt. The process of
approaching and/or recruiting respondents was done through two of the employees who
work in that ministry whom the lead author is personally acquainted to. Consequently,
snowball sampling approach was used. The demographic characteristics of respondents are
included in Table 1.

The lead author conducted 10 focus groups with 40 employees from the ministry of
local development during September 2022 and October 2022 (see Table 2). Each focus
group included four employees who are mostly friends or at least trust each other. Due to
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N Gender Religion Work experience Marital status Organizational
1 Male Muslim >15 Married Effectiveness:
2 Male Muslim >15 Married People and
3 Male Muslim >15 Married Performance
4 Male Muslim >15 Married
5 Male Muslim >15 Married
6 Male Muslim >15 Married 47
7 Male Muslim >15 Married
8 Male Muslim >15 Married
9 Male Muslim >20 Married
10 Male Muslim >20 Married
11 Male Muslim >15 Married
12 Male Muslim >15 Married
13 Male Muslim >15 Married
14 Male Muslim >20 Married
15 Male Muslim >20 Married
16 Male Muslim >15 Married
17 Male Muslim >20 Divorced
18 Male Muslim >15 Married
19 Male Muslim >15 Married
20 Male Christian >15 Married
21 Male Muslim >15 Married
22 Male Muslim >15 Divorced
23 Male Muslim >15 Married
24 Male Muslim >15 Married
25 Male Muslim >15 Married
26 Female Muslim >15 Married
27 Male Muslim >15 Married
28 Male Muslim >15 Married
29 Male Muslim >15 Married
30 Male Muslim >15 Married
31 Male Christian >15 Married
32 Male Muslim >15 Married
33 Male Muslim >15 Divorced
34 Male Muslim >15 Married
35 Male Muslim >15 Married
36 Male Muslim >15 Married
37 Male Muslim >15 Divorced
38 Male Muslim >15 Married
39 Male Christian >15 Married Dem’l(‘)zlr)z:ghlic.
40 Male Muslim >15 Married characteristics of the
Source(s): Authors’ own work respondents

their desire and the sensitivity of this topic, respondents have not permitted disclosing/
revealing any of their personal information. Focus groups can lead to more in-depth
discussion and rich data compared to individual interviews in many cases as discussants
get ideas from each other to carrying on the conversation and link different dynamics
being discussed, especially in case of research on a contemporary or applied topic (e.g.
Krueger, 2014). The duration of each focus group ranged from 40 to 60 min, and all of them
were in Arabic; the native language of respondents and the lead author. To avoid bias,
research team members provided feedback on the themes (questions) discussed in focus
group discussions. They also offered input how could the lead author conducting these
focus group encourage/stimulate the respondents to talk freely. The research team was
fully aware of the current socio-political challenges Egypt is witnessing and that
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Questions

To what extent do you feel satisfied with your current job?
Has there been a difference in your job responsibilities before and after the spread of COVID-19? If so, how?
How does your ministry support you before and after the emergence of Covid-19? Do you feel more care
after the COVID-19? If so, how?
Was there a possibility to WFH during and after the spread of COVID-19? If not, why?
To what extent do you feel convinced with WEFH as an arrangement to fulfil your job responsibilities?
To what extent do you think that WFH is relevant for public sector employees and public sector in Egypt?
What are the main challenges that might hinder public employee’s possibility to WFH in the Egyptian
context?
How can Egypt and its public sector shift to WFH arrangement particularly in its public context?
What are the main advantages you and your ministry can get if you WFH?
0 In your opinion, why do some countries in the Middle east shift towards working from home while Egypt
does not?
11 To what extent do you see that WFH will be the new normal for public sector employees in Egypt in the
near future?
12 Do you have any additional comment/suggestion concerning talent management practices post the spread
Table 2. of COVID-19?

Focus groups’ guide  Source(s): Authors’ own work

w DN =

48

~N OO

= © 0o

respondents might be hesitant to disclose personal or workplace information or even
participate. Hence, these sensitivities were taken into consideration. For ethical
considerations, the respondents were informed that the main aim of the study was to
explore the possibility (and challenges) for public sector employees in Egypt in changing
to WFH modality. Furthermore, the respondents were assured that their answers would be
used only for academic purposes. Moreover, they were granted the right either to have
their focus groups recorded or not, and only four out of the ten focus groups agreed to be
recorded. However, the lead author took detailed notes throughout the conducted focus
groups.

Respondents were informed that they can waive and/or refuse to answer any question
they perceive as sensitive or embarrassing. What facilitated focus groups was the fact that
respondents have long years of experience (15+ years). Unfortunately, it was not possible to
include young employees because the ministry had stopped recruitment 15 years ago as
revealed in the focus groups. As all focus groups were conducted in Arabic, and the lead
author who is native Arabic speaker with significant English publishing experience closely
oversaw the process including translation of focus group discussion transcripts from Arabic
to English. This approach helped to ensure data transcripts accuracy. The following was the
focus group guide.

3.2 Data analysis

All focus group discussions were transcribed, and the translation protocol explained above
helped us verify the data transcripts’ accuracy. As our study is exploratory in nature due to
lack of prior research on this specific topic in the fragile states’ context, a structured
exploratory research design and data analysis approach was used (Patton, 2002). The four-
step process for qualitative data analysis suggested by Miles and Huberman (1994) was used.
Accordingly, we first started by gathering data from every single focus group separately.
During that stage, we paid attention to the relevance of guaranteeing public sector employees
in Egypt the option of adopting WFH, what challenges they might encounter, what reactions
client might initiate as a result of that shift and what arrangements they should find before
implementing the WFH scenario. Second, the authors divided their collected data into
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categories through identifying the keywords voiced by respondents and then comparing Journal of

them with what is included in previous studies. In this stage, the authors paid attention to Organizational
hybrid work, digital delivery of services, work through the Internet, public sector, social Effectiveness:
citizenship, modernisation, job autonomy and job satisfaction. In the third stage, the authors People and
adopted their extracted keywords with those that are included in the previous studies Performance
particularly those conducted in the context of Middle East. Accordingly, and in this stage, the

authors excluded the unimportant words and intensively focused on the level of power public 49

sector employees in Egypt have citizens’ familiarity with digital services, level of training,
Internet accessibility, WIFI speed and the size of public sector in Egypt and the scope of its
services. Fourth, drawing conclusions was done, where the main themes emerging from data
were categorised as employee-related challenges, citizen-related challenges and country-
related challenges. We further undertook verification of the conclusions, where we tried to
ensure that our conclusions can pass the test of “plausibility, their sturdiness, their
‘confirmability’ — that is, their validity” (Miles and Huberman, 1994, p. 11). In summary, we
identified pertinent patterns in the data and subsequently linked them to the above-
mentioned themes to present the findings clearly. It should be noted that we have used the
suggestions of Eisenhardt (1989), and Eisenhardt and Graebener (2007) concerning using
quotations while presenting our findings.

4. Findings

Before going through the findings and discussion of this study, it is important to note that the
authors’ initial plan was investigate how the public sector in a fragile developing nation such
as Egypt can revamp its WFH arrangements for its employees. The aim was to guarantee a
contribution to the global dialogue about how to continue with WFH as the new normal of
work life as a modality adopted by many western countries post COVID-19 era (Williamson
et al, 2020a, b; 2022). Unfortunately, this goal was not achieved as respondents provided
contrary (but very interesting) data (answers) stressing the challenges in shifting to WFH
(WFH) in their public sector jobs. In line with our focus group discussions and their analysis,
three major themes emerged including: employee-related challenges, citizen-related
challenges and country-related challenges. More details about the themes and sub-themes
are elaborated below.

4.1 Employee-level challenges

4.1.1 Public employees’ marginal discretion power. In developing SLB theory, Lipsky (1980)
highlights that public sector employees usually exercise a high level of “discretionary
power” to decide how to work and whom to serve. This is not the case in the Egyptian
public sector, which represents a typical example of hierarchical management, in which
power is granted only to high-level employees and decision-making is centralised (El
Baradei, 2011). However, as revealed during the focus groups, public sector employees in
Egypt exercise discretionary power to reduce official working hours (which are notably
short), solicit gifts or small monetary benefits known as “ekrameya”, and waste official
work time by extending mid-day prayer break to escape workload. Moreover, public
sector employees in Egypt do have the prerogative to opt for WFH as their superiors do
grant them a choice, and they only can accept it if the decision comes from the minister of
local development which must take approval from the prime minister of the country and
its president to instigate this change. In other words, any decision or suggestion for a
change in work arrangements in the Egyptian public context can only be made by a
political head, president, or prime minister, and is not negotiable or an available option
otherwise.
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JOEPP And even if [ would like to WFH, how could I communicate my readiness to the government1? Such
125 major shift in how we perform tasks or fulfil job responsibilities needs a presidential decision.
’ Respondent 1

A public employee like me works from home!? And who should suffer in the public transport, waste
hours in traffic, and fill the streets of the cities. Respondent 40

4.1.2 Pharaonism. According to Williamson ef al. (2018), WFH can be arranged only when
50 managers accept, and employment regulations allow. In this case, it is clear that the concept
regulation comes to describe laws, culture, attitudes, readiness, policies, tactics and desire.
An examination of the Egyptian culture through the lens of Hofstede model and its six
dimensions (power distance, individualism, masculinity, uncertainty avoidance, long-term
orientation and indulgence) reveals that Egypt has a high level of power distance, less
empowered members (public sector employees in this case), and a tolerated unequal
distribution of power in the work context (Almutairi ef al, 2020). Apparently, and as
communicated in the focus group discussion, managers, and chairs of departments in the
public sector in Egypt exploit the traditional work modality to benefit from the blind
obedience of their followers/low-level public employees. What comes to support this
pharaonic nature of the managers is the fact that in Egyptian culture, and again as expressed
in the focus groups, a popular Egyptian idiom/proverb that is passed down from one
generation to the next and used to describe public employee expectations is “tie the donkey
where his owner (manager) wants it”. That idiom reflects the submissive nature of low-level
public sector employees in Egypt who dare not object to the decisions of their superiors but
prefer crony, hypocritic and adulatory responses (e.g. Mousa et al, 2024). This conveys the
pharaonic nature of managers in public sector and the submissive nature of their followers,
which can hinder the shift to WFH modality.

You mean that the employees under my supervision or I work from home? And how can I exercise
full authority over them!? The word manager in Egypt is a revered concept and always accompanied
by structural obedience and leadership control of followers, who should not be left to their own
devices. Accordingly, work from home doesn’t fit our culture. Respondent 9

If I work from home, my supervisor might die. He is used to bossing me around and receiving
hypocritic adulation in return. Senior employees will never accept such new work arrangement.
Respondent 2

4.1.3 Corruption. Surprisingly, most respondents admitted that they can only ask citizens to
leave ekrameya or gratuity (tips for fast or extra service) if they work from the office. What
comes as disturbing is the fact that respondents speak about bribes or gratuity without any
sensitivity or embarrassment. Unfortunately, they consider it as a right given their low
monthly salaries that mostly do not exceed 2500 Egyptian pounds (125 dollar). In other
words, any shift to WFH will most likely be encountered by opposition from the majority of
public sector employees as it implies a decrease in their income or benefits.

Work from home? A public employee whose salary in Egypt never exceeds 2500 Egyptian pounds
(125 dollar) knows very well that the small financial perks he perceives from the citizens who need
urgent or exceptional public services are important. How can I cover my family living expenses if [
work from home!?. Respondent 16

4.2 Gitizen-level challenges

4.2.1 Citizens” unfamiliarity with digital services. Until 2014, only two percent of Egyptians
benefited from the public sector digital services provided through the platform called “El
Bawaba” (United Nations Department of Economics and Social Affairs, 2014). Until 2014,
and even though 2011 Egyptian revolution was initiated through Facebook, 50% of
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Egyptians had not used much Internet by that time (United Nations Department of Journal of

Economics and Social Affairs, 2014). Egyptians mostly use the Internet to access social Organizational
media such as Twitter, Facebook and TikTok applications. This justifies why ministries in Effectiveness:
Egypt developed Facebook pages, and not any other online channel, to post their news People and
(Barsoum, 2018). Accordingly, such a lack of knowledge about Internet/technology uses in Performance
Egypt might slow down the progress towards granting public sector employees the

WFH right. 51

Work from home is more like an ambitious shift that does not fit the real level of awareness of 50
percent of the Egyptian citizens. How do you think about delivering services digitally in a country in
which at least 50 percent of its citizens are uneducated!? Even the Egyptian parliament until this
moment devotes 50 percent of its seats to farmers and labourer who are either uneducated or have
below average education. Respondent 10

Egyptians are fully aware about Facebook and TikTok. I even describe Egypt as the country of 10
million TikTokers. Apart from those two applications, Egyptians will feel at a loss in the realm of the
internet. It is a sort of culture, and they need time to accept any digital delivery of public services.
Respondent 20

Interestingly, in the focus group discussions, participants emphasised that Egyptian citizens
are more trusting of face-to-face interactions when dealing with public employees. This is true
of the collectivist nature of society and high-context Arabic culture in which communication
depends on gestures and body language and seeks harmony and consensus in social
interaction (Al-Olayan and Karande, 2000). However, more empirical studies are needed to
investigate the extent to which Egyptian citizens can be accepting of digitalised public
services.

Ithink one of the main traits of Egyptians is the fact they love to talk and socialise. They appreciate it
when I remember them or their concerns and trust my opinion or guidance. They also want to hear
instructions or policies from me directly rather than read it in a handout or internet link. I personally
find it easier to watch a video than read to get the same information. Accordingly, delivering
Egyptians services virtually and deprive them from developing relations and building trust with
public employees; the whole experience will be lost if it goes online. Respondent 7

4.3 Country-level challenges

4.3.1 Lack of the proper info-structure. Digitalising business operations and granting public
sector employees WFH option necessitates the availability of advanced information
technology, software engineering and telecommunication platforms (Aly, 2022; Khalifa et al,
2021). Despite the goals of Egypt (2030) vision for ICT industries to become the key players in
the region, digital infrastructure has not received sufficient investments and is lagging a step
behind its counterparts in Arab gulf neighbouring countries in the digitalisation of public
services (OECD et al,, 2010). This raises doubts regarding the preparation of public sector
employees to be operated digitally. Unfortunately, even though Egypt has an electronic
platform to deliver digital services called El Bawaba, it is limited to a few services such as
issuing birth and marriage certificates (Barsoum, 2018).

Most of us do not know how to create a personal email. Moreover, the country itself has a real
problem with the quality of internet in all public organisations. Can you imagine that most
government offices until this moment have only one email account for receiving and sending
messages? Respondent 24

We live in a centralised country, so management hierarchy is a concern. I must receive verbal
permission from my superior together with an officially stamped document in order to implement
instructions or decisions. The department does not ask us to use email and/or depend on them.
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JOEPP Moreover, many public organisations have only one computer. Who will use it among hundreds of
125 employees!? Work from home is plausible only in developed countries. Respondent 28
b

4.3.2 Overstaffing and lack of training. Shifting from traditional office work to WFH requires

specialised professional development and training of public employees. This raises

concerns about the practicality of delivering training to 6.37 million employees in the

Egyptian public sector (Al-Araby, 2014). According to Job demand-control theory, the
52 performance of employees (public ones in this case) is mostly governed by their ability to
develop and maintain the routines and skills needed to effectively fulfil the duties of their
jobs (Qu and Yan, 2022). More specifically, public sector employees need specialised
training and support to shift their office work to WFH. WFH has been recommended as a
tool to reduce public sector size. Overstaffing remains a key struggle encountering public
sector reforms in Egypt (El Baradei, 2011). Funding any shift towards WFH needs to be
considered in relation to the associated economic and socio-political consequences of
decreasing the number of public sector employees in Egypt. It is worth highlighting that
overstaffing of Egyptian public sector comes as a result of socialism policies initiated by
the government in Egypt during 1960 and 1970s. Such policies remained visible till very
recently and it was mandatory to employ all graduates in Egypt in its public sector
(Handoussa and E1 Oraby, 2004; E1 Baradei, 2004; Barsoum, 2018). As a result, most public
sector employees lack any training to shift to modern arrangements such as WFH, as
visible from this quote:

And how can my colleagues and I deliver services online, when we have not received any focused
training on how to do so, and the number of public sector employees in Egypt is in the millions. Who
will fund such training? And how long would it take?. Respondent 33

The following Figure 1 summarizes key findings of the study.

Citizen-level

challenges challenges

(marginal
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with digital
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Figure 1. \
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5. Discussion Journal of

5.1 Conclusions Organizational
This paper is one of the first studies to offer a multilevel (micro, meso and macro) assessment of Effectiveness:
WFH possibilities for public sector employees in an under-researched fragile developing country People and
(i.e. Egypt) context. Based on focus group discussions with a total of 40 public sector employees Performance
in Egypt, the paper identified multilevel challenges which hinder move towards flexible work

arrangements such as WFH in Egyptian public sector. The findings revealed that that marginal 53

discretion power, pharaonism and corruption were critical aspects which hinder WFH transition
at employee level. We further found that at unfamiliarity with digital services (and lack of trust
in them) by citizens and lack of proper info-structure and overstaffing in the public sector at
country level hinder and/or slow down the potential for WEFH for in public sector. The study
findings offer both theoretical contributions and practical implications as discussed below.

5.2 Theoretical contributions

The major theoretical contribution lies in exploring and identifying the challenges impeding
the shift towards WFH for public sector employees in a fragile state such as Egypt. Findings
reveal employee (marginal discretion power, pharaonism, corruption), citizen (unfamiliarity
with digital services) and country (lack of proper info-structure, overstaffing in public sector)-
related challenges that slow down and hinder intentions to adopt WFH modality in the
Egyptian public sector even during and after COVID-19 era. The following figure shows the
main challenges of public sector employees in Egypt in shifting to WFH.

WEFH is not considered a new work modality in the public sector as countries such as
Australia have supported its public sector employees to benefit from it since 1994
(Williamson et al, 2020a, b; 2022). Nevertheless, fragile developing nations such as Egypt
have yet to record any progress in that regard. Ge et al (2022) and Seva et al. (2021) explain
that the availability to WFH varies across countries and contexts. Furthermore, the findings
of the present paper expand on the determinants (manager’s resistance, employment
regulation and employee preference) outlined by Williamson et a/. (2018) who indicate that the
scope of challenges facing public sector employees in fragile developing nations, such as
Egypt, exceeds the that of western developed ones.

The second theoretical contribution lies in highlighting the limitations of Lipsky’s (1980)
SLB logic which argues that public sector employees tend to have some authority to
determine their work arrangements, such as WFH to their advantage. In our study, low-level
public sector employees in Egypt were found to have no influence on potential of WFH
implementation for them. Consequently, the discourse about the discretion power exercised
by SLBs is perhaps not fully applicable in a fragile developing nation such as Egypt.

The third theoretical contribution relates to depicting less relevance of job demand-control
theory (Karasek and Theorell, 1990) to explain work-related arrangements, such as WFH in
public sector organisations in developing countries and fragile states. According to this theory,
the performance and satisfaction of employees (public sector ones in this case) is mostly
governed by their ability to develop and maintain the routines and skills needed to effectively
fulfil the duties of their jobs (Qu and Yan, 2022). In the case of public sector employees in Egypt,
they might have the readiness concerning WFH, but the level of information technology,
communication network and telecommunication platforms needed for digital delivery of public
services (Aly, 2022; Khalifa et al, 2021) is insufficient. Consequently, public sector employees in
Egypt would be unable to control/raise their performance and satisfaction. Furthermore, the
theory does not consider the receiver of the service (Egyptian citizen in this case) who may not
feel ready to adopt digital methods of accessing public services. As this theory focuses only on
employees and overlooks the influence of environment and context where these employees
operate, in certain contexts, it applicability is rather limited.
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JOEPP 5.3 Practical implications
125 A major implication of our paper relates to showing the criticality of e-governance and WFH
’ for public sector employees, as well as highlighting multilevel challenges associated with
those in developing countries’ context. At the same time, socio-economic and political
consequences of offering such options need to be considered in a developing country like
Egypt where most public organisations are overstaffed, and those employees lack modern
54 day employability skills. Hence, there needs to be an open debate in countries such as Egypt
on the consequences of e-governance and WFH and whether it may facilitate delivering
citizen services digitally. This societal debate should include representatives from labour
unions in Egypt, ministries, senators, civil society organisations, labour rights activists,
social activists and possibly representatives from some international labour organisations as
well. Also, as highlighted high power distance culture plays a role in this context, and any
change cannot be successful unless that specific aspect is confronted.

At the meso level, it is recommended that public sector organisations develop their info-
structure including their telecommunication platforms, software technology and computer
engineering (Aly, 2022; Khalifa et al., 2021) which would support WFH along with offering
digital services in general. This might include preparing the budget needed for training
employees on working from home and how to provide them with 24/7 technical and
psychological support. At the micro-individual level, employees in the Egyptian public sector
need to be prepared to cope with the digital era and can no longer operate in the same old way.
This means not only accepting the idea of WFH but also accepting a shift to customer friendly
approach and willingness to strengthen their skills needed for these new arrangements.

6. Limitations and future research directions

Our paper does have several limitations like any other research study. Firstly, the paper
focuses on the perceptions and views of public sector employees without considering the
views of their top managers including the minister. Hence, the findings are influenced by this.
Also, restricting the data to the perceptions of employees in the ministry of local development
without considering employees in other public sector organisations Egypt is another
limitation. Still, keeping in view the limitations associated with data collection in a fragile
developing nation, the paper offers a good starting point for further exploration, in such
under-explored contexts.

Despite these limitations, this paper is one of pioneering studies focusing on WFH for
public sector employees in developing and fragile states and open several venues for future
research. Firstly, future scholars should analyse WFH dynamics of public sector employees
in other fragile states as this would strengthen theory building efforts for this emerging work
modality in such contexts. Also, our paper highlighted the limitations of job-control theory in
the context such as Egyptian public sector, future scholars should undertake both qualitative
and quantitative studies in other developing countries’ context to highlight the specificities of
those settings and engage in more context sensitive theorising of job-control. Finally, as
culture referred to as pharaonism in this paper plays a vital role in job and work contexts in
high power distance societies as Egypt. This particular aspect needs further exploration
in other high power distance societies for both public as well as private sector employees in
relation to WFH and other emerging work modalities.
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