The dark side of virtual work: evidence from Covid 19 pandemic,  the case of the Z generation?
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After the COVID pandemic, many employees were asked to work from home, whether they were ready for remote work or not. This situation has affected all workers differently but it seems to have been affecting young workers from the Z generation a lot. The current study aims to build upon the growing inclusion and diversity literature by gathering evidence of generation Z understanding and experience of unethical behaviors when they moved to teleworking during and after the pandemic. 



The COVID pandemic drove significant changes in the economy, affecting financial markets, businesses and human management. It has also affected work and industrial relations (Foley & Williamson, 2021) It caused many workers to shift from brick and mortar buildings to virtual/remote environments (Yarberry & Sims, 2021) It has globally increased firms’ and employees’ willingness to telework (OECD, 2020[footnoteRef:1]). Teleworking or remote working can be seen as a working culture giving flexibility to the workers to do their task from their chosen place at their chosen time (Marhadi & Hendarman, 2020). [1:  https://oecdecoscope.blog/2021/07/28/telework-after-covid-19-survey-evidence-from-managers-and-workers-on-implications-for-productivity-and-well-being/ ] 


Employees were asked to work from home (for those who could) and while looking at the post-COVID world, companies and employees were both facing the decision of whether to maintain telework and to which extent (Wöhrmann & Ebner, 2021).

Workers had to move to a remote environment in which they were forced not only to work virtually, but also to work alone (Yarberry & Sims, 2021). Such changes in work arrangements seem to have an impact on working time and interactions with coworkers but also beyond working life while affecting employees’ mental health (Wöhrmann & Ebner, 2021).

This situation has affected all workers differently but it seems to have been affecting young workers from the Z generation a lot. Generation Z are people who are born between 1997 and and 2010 , they are considered as “digital natives” as they always lived within internet era (Marhadi & Hendarman, 2020).

A Mckinsey study[footnoteRef:2] of the COVID first wave period (12-month period spanning late 2019 to late 2020) showed that the Generation Z respondents were more likely to report having been diagnosed with a behavioral-health condition and report thinking about, planning, or attempting suicide more than any other generation. This so connected generation seem to suffer a lot from isolation.  [2:  https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/healthcare-systems-and-services/our-insights/addressing-the-unprecedented-behavioral-health-challenges-facing-generation-z] 


Moreover, diversity, equity and inclusion is a critical element for Generation Z  as the most diverse of the generations interested in minority groups representation  in all levels of  the organization (Cañas, 2021).

[bookmark: _Hlk133345892]The current study aims to build upon the growing inclusion and diversity literature by gathering evidence of generation Z understanding and experience of unethical behaviors when they moved to teleworking during (and even after) the pandemic. 

Method and data analysis

We decided to use an inductive approach to make sure that the research was unaffectedly let by the interviews and not predicted by the literature. Our aim is also to identify valid measure to use for a quantitative study in the future (Harrison et al., 2022) 
40 young adults aged between 23 and 26 years participated in this study (20 men, 20 women) all based in France. They were part time and full-time employees (part-time Master students with full-time jobs). We conducted semi-structured interviews during April and May 2022 (we are still collecting data). We used a thematic analysis in order to analyze the data. This method is more flexible and not linked to one theoretical framework (Braun & Clarke, 2013). 

First results and findings

As previously explained our research is still in progress. Our first results show that the telework has changed employees ‘behaviors habits and work conditions, this has also impacted their perceived ethical behavior in the virtual environment. Our preliminary findings identify two main unethical behavior: bullying and harassment (sexual and moral). An interesting fact is that some of the respondents reported behaviors that were already existing before moving to teleworking and some were completely new. The stressful situation linked with the COVID pandemic and the global uncertainty was clearly a negative factor that has clearly promoted the online unethical behaviors. Our study also identified some common bullying tactics used by perpetrators for either social, financial or personal gains.

Conclusion 
This study investigated generation Z understanding and experience of unethical behaviors in telework during and after the pandemic. The main idea was to compare if this specific connected generation, has experienced more or less unethical issues (such bullying, sexual and moral harassment) as they were shifting from their physical office to virtual environments.
 Our first findings show that existing unethical behavior turned to virtual and globally, the results show that the rise of unethical behavior were linked with the context (company/management) and the perception of the worker regarding ethics. We believe that here are still several research questions around ethics in the work– home research field that are yet to be answered.
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