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ABSTRACT: Flexible work policies (FWPs) -
encompassing remote work, hybrid arrangements,
flextime, compressed workweeks and related
scheduling and location autonomy - have moved
from a marginal accommodation to a central
feature of organizational design over the past two
decades. This article reviews the evolution of
FWPs from early telework experiments through the
pandemic-driven acceleration of 2020 and into the
recalibration period of 2023-2026, during which
hybrid models have stabilized as the dominant
arrangement for remote-capable roles while many
organizations have simultaneously reintroduced in-
office requirements. Drawing on organizational
behavior, human resource management and labor
economics literature, the review synthesizes
evidence on the benefits of flexibility for retention,
well-being, and productivity alongside persistent
challenges, including proximity bias, blurred work—
life boundaries, uneven access across industries and
income groups, and unresolved questions about
causal effects on performance. The article closes
with an agenda for future research emphasizing
longitudinal and quasi-experimental designs, cross-
national comparison, attention to underrepresented
and frontline workers, and participatory approaches
that connect scholarship more directly to policy
design.
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I. INTRODUCTION

Flexible =~ work  policies refer to
organizational practices that give employees
discretion over when, where, or how much they
work, ranging from flextime and compressed
workweeks to fully remote and hybrid
arrangements. Although such arrangements have
existed in limited form since the 1970s, they
remained a niche accommodation - often framed as
a benefit for specific groups such as working
parents - for most of the twentieth and early

twenty-first centuries. The COVID-19 pandemic
transformed this landscape almost overnight,
forcing a mass, unplanned experiment in remote
work that has since evolved into a durable
restructuring of where and how knowledge work is
performed [1].

Six years after the initial pandemic
disruption, flexible work is neither the emergency
measure it was in 2020 nor the unconditional
employee entitlement that some early commentary
anticipated. Instead, the research and workplace
data available by 2026 point to a more contested
and differentiated picture: hybrid arrangements
have become the default for many remote-capable
roles, employee preference for flexibility remains
high and largely unchanged since 2020, and yet a
substantial share of employers have reintroduced
office-attendance requirements, producing what
several analysts describe as a widening divide
between what employees want and what
organizations are willing to offer [2, 3]. This
article reviews that trajectory, synthesizes the
principal trends and challenges documented in
recent management scholarship and workplace
research, and proposes directions for future study.

II. THE EVOLUTION OF FLEXIBLE
WORK POLICIES
A. Early Antecedents and Pre-Pandemic
Practice

Flexible scheduling and telework
programs predate the pandemic by decades,
typically implemented as discretionary benefits tied
to specific business cases - reducing commuting
costs, supporting caregivers, or accommodating
disability. A frequently cited illustration is a study
of a Fortune 500 information-technology division
conducted by Moen and Kelly, which found that
structured  flexibility  initiatives  increased
employees' control over their schedules and
supervisor support, and were associated with better
work—family balance, higher job satisfaction, and
reduced burnout even before large-scale remote
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work became feasible [4]. Prior to 2020, however,
adoption remained uneven: an early randomized
study of a Chinese travel-services firm found that
call-center employees who worked from home
were more productive but also less likely to be
promoted than office-based peers, illustrating the
career trade-offs that shaped cautious pre-pandemic
adoption [5]. Flexible arrangements remained
concentrated among  senior, salaried, and
knowledge-sector employees, and organizational
cultures frequently treated in-office presence as a
proxy for commitment and performance.

B. The Pandemic Inflection Point

The COVID-19 pandemic compelled
organizations across sectors to adopt remote work
at a scale and speed with no precedent, converting
what had been a peripheral policy option into an
operational necessity for millions of knowledge
workers [4]. This shock demonstrated that many
roles previously assumed to require physical
presence could be performed remotely without a
collapse in output, reshaping both managerial
assumptions and employee expectations about
where work must occur.

C. Post-Pandemic Recalibration (2023-
2026)

As emergency conditions receded, the
flexible work landscape entered a period of
recalibration rather than reversal. Comparative job-
posting data show a shift from overwhelmingly in-
office postings in 2023 toward a larger, though still
minority, share of hybrid and remote roles by 2025,
with hybrid work established as the majority
arrangement among flexible postings in most
knowledge-intensive sectors [6, 7]. At the same
time, aggregate figures for early 2026 show
renewed growth in fully on-site postings relative to
2025, indicating that many organizations have
finalized more restrictive return-to-office policies
even as flexibility persists as a durable, if reduced,
feature of the labor market [3]. This non-linear
trajectory - rapid adoption, partial retrenchment,
and settling into a hybrid equilibrium - is the
central empirical fact that any account of FWP
evolution must explain.

Fig. lrepresents the location flexibility in
new U.S. job postings by quarter.

III. CURRENT TRENDS IN FLEXIBLE
WORK POLICIES
A. The Hybrid Equilibrium

Across national labor markets, hybrid
arrangements - rather than fully remote or fully on-
site models - have emerged as the most common
and most preferred configuration for remote-

capable employees. Survey and workforce-tracking
data indicate that roughly half of remote-capable
U.S. employees work in a hybrid arrangement, with
smaller shares fully remote or fully on-site, and that
the large majority of employees who are already
hybrid would choose to remain so if given the
choice [8, 9]. This pattern holds even among
workers who are currently mostly on-site, a
majority of whom report that they would prefer at
least some remote work if given the option,
suggesting that flexibility has become a baseline
workplace expectation rather than a preference
confined to already-remote employees [9].
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Fig. 1. Location flexibility in new U.S. job postings by
quarter, illustrating the shift from broader hybrid
and remote adoption in late 2025 toward increased
fully on-site postings by Q1 2026. Data compiled from
Robert Half job-posting analyses as reported in [3, 6,
9].
B. Divergence by Industry, Seniority, and
Geography
Flexible work opportunities remain
unevenly distributed. Hybrid and remote postings
are concentrated in knowledge-intensive fields such
as technology, legal, and marketing, while
healthcare, administrative, and customer-facing
roles remain overwhelmingly on-site [7].
Flexibility is also more available to senior-level
employees than to early-career or lower-wage
workers, and adoption patterns differ across
regions, with Western Europe leaning more heavily
toward hybrid models and parts of the Asia-Pacific
region showing higher fully remote adoption,
reflecting differences in labor law, infrastructure,
and cultural norms around office presence [10].

C. Beyond Location: Time-Based and
Structural Flexibility

Contemporary flexible work policy
extends beyond the question of location to include
flextime, compressed and four-day workweeks,
reduced-hours  arrangements, and expanded
wellness or sabbatical provisions [4]. The largest
controlled study of a pay-preserving four-day
workweek to date, analyzing 2,896 employees
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across 141 organizations in six countries, found
consistent improvements in  burnout, job
satisfaction, and mental and physical health among
trial participants relative to matched control
organizations, with  larger  individual-level
reductions in hours associated with greater well-
being gains [11]. Complementary reviews of pilot
programs report that such schedules are often
accompanied by maintained or improved output
once meeting structures and workflows are
redesigned, and organizations increasingly report
that flexibility around working hours and days is
valued by employees at levels comparable to, or
exceeding, location flexibility itself [12].

D. Retention, Well-Being, and the
Economic Value of Flexibility

A consistent finding across workplace
research is that flexible arrangements are strongly
linked to retention and reduced attrition risk:
substantial shares of surveyed employees report
that they would begin job searching, demand
higher compensation, or resign outright if flexible
arrangements were withdrawn, and organizations
that reduce in-office requirements to only one or
two days per week report the largest retention gains
[7]. A large randomized controlled trial at a
Chinese technology firm found that hybrid working
from home reduced quit rates by roughly one-third
and improved job satisfaction without any
measurable  decline in  performance-review
outcomes, with the retention benefit particularly
pronounced among women and employees with
long commutes [1]. Economic research has further
attempted to quantify employees' preference for
flexibility directly, with one widely cited analysis
estimating that employees value hybrid work at a
meaningful share of their annual salary [7].
Reported well-being effects are similarly positive
on average - majorities of remote and hybrid
workers report improved work-life balance [6] -
though, as discussed below, these aggregate
benefits coexist with specific and unevenly
distributed costs.

IV. CHALLENGES AND UNINTENDED
CONSEQUENCES
A. Proximity Bias and Career Advancement

A central concern raised across recent
scholarship is proximity bias: the tendency of
managers and leaders to favor, evaluate more
positively, and offer greater advancement
opportunities to employees who are physically
present in the office, independent of actual
performance [13]. Because women, caregivers, and
other groups disproportionately make use of

flexible arrangements, proximity bias risks
converting a nominally gender-neutral policy into a
mechanism that reinforces existing inequities in
promotion and visibility, a concern echoed in
reviews examining the gendered effects of flexible
work policies [14].
B. Blurred Boundaries, Overwork, and
Burnout

Flexibility that removes the spatial and
temporal boundaries of a traditional office day can
also erode the psychological separation between
work and personal life. Multiple studies and
workplace surveys document that remote and
hybrid employees are prone to extending working
hours, responding to messages outside agreed
hours, and feeling pressure to demonstrate visible
productivity in the absence of physical oversight -
dynamics that can produce stress and burnout even
as aggregate satisfaction with flexibility remains
high [10]. Scholarly reviews frame this as a
boundary-management problem: flexibility policies
succeed or fail depending on whether organizations
and individuals actively construct boundaries
around when work starts and stops, rather than
assuming that autonomy alone resolves the issue
[15].

C. Inequities in Access and the Digital

Divide

Flexible work access correlates strongly
with income, educational attainment, and industry,
meaning that the benefits of FWPs accrue
disproportionately to already advantaged segments
of the workforce, while frontline, service, and
lower-wage employees remain largely excluded
[7]. Where flexible arrangements are
technologically mediated, unequal access to
reliable connectivity, private workspace, and digital
tools introduces a further layer of disparity, and
privacy and data-security concerns associated with
remote work technologies complicate
implementation for organizations operating in
regulated industries [14]. Systematic reviews of the
downsides of flexible working similarly caution
that the concept's benefits have often been
generalized from advantaged samples in ways that
understate its hidden costs for other groups [16].

D. Disputed Productivity Evidence and
Managerial Trust

Despite generally positive self-reported
productivity among flexible workers,
organizational leaders remain divided on whether
return-to-office mandates actually improve team
performance, with a majority of surveyed
executives in one recent poll reporting that in-
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office requirements did not measurably improve
productivity [7]. This disagreement sits alongside
higher-quality causal evidence: the randomized
Trip.com trial found no measurable performance
cost from hybrid arrangements as assessed through
formal performance reviews [1], even though much
of the broader literature on flexible-work
productivity  still relies on self-report or
observational comparisons, leaving considerable
room for disagreement between advocates and
skeptics of remote and hybrid models. Analysts
have also noted that hybrid policy design is
frequently left to individual managers' discretion,
producing inconsistent rules across teams within
the same organization and undermining perceptions
of fairness [10].

E. The Twin Transition: Digitalization and
Sustainability Pressures

Recent systematic reviews situate flexible
work arrangements within the broader context of
digital and environmental (“twin”) transitions,
noting that the interaction between technology-
enabled flexibility and sustainability goals
produces its own complications - from the
distributional effects of reduced commuting on
transit systems and urban planning to questions of
whether remote work arrangements genuinely
reduce organizations' environmental footprint once
home-energy use and distributed infrastructure are
accounted for. These reviews argue that treating
flexible work as a purely technological or purely
environmental question understates the behavioral,
institutional, and equity dimensions involved [17].

The conceptual diagram synthesizing the
four challenge domains (proximity bias, boundary
erosion, access inequity, contested productivity)
feeding into organizational outcomes is represented
in Fig. 2 below.

Proximity Bias Access Inequity

Favoring in-office Uneven availability by
employees in evaluation industry, income, and
and advancement seniority

Flexible Work

Policy Outcomes

Boundary Erosion Contested Productivity

Blurred work-life lines;
overwork and burnout

Disputed evidence and
inconsistent manager
discretion

Implementation quality (manager discretion, boundary norms, technology access)
moderates whether these pressures are mitigated or reinforced.

Fig. 2: Conceptual framework synthesizing four
recurring challenge domains in flexible work policy
implementation identified in this review and their
relationship to organizational outcomes.

V. THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES

Much of the recent management literature
on FWPs draws on boundary theory and boundary-
control perspectives, which frame flexibility as an
ongoing negotiation over the permeability between
work and non-work domains rather than a fixed
policy outcome [15]. Reviews adopting this lens
emphasize that the effects of a given flexible work
policy depend heavily on implementation - how
supervisors interpret and enforce the policy,
whether teams co-design their own arrangements,
and whether organizational culture actively
supports boundary-setting - rather than on the
formal policy language alone [15]. This
implementation-centered view helps explain why
ostensibly similar flexible work policies produce
divergent outcomes across organizations, and why
relatively few employees currently benefit from the
more effective, jointly negotiated approaches to
hybrid scheduling [8].

VI. DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE
RESEARCH

Several gaps recur across the literature
reviewed here and warrant priority attention from
future research.

A. Stronger Causal Evidence

Much of the existing evidence on the
productivity, well-being, and retention effects of
flexible work relies on cross-sectional surveys and
self-reported outcomes. The randomized designs
used in the Trip.com hybrid-work trial and in the
multi-country four-day workweek study illustrate
the value of experimental and quasi-experimental
approaches, and future research should build on
these designs -exploiting policy variation such as
staggered return-to-office mandates or natural
experiments arising from differential organizational
rollouts - to establish more credible causal
estimates of flexible work’s effects on performance
and well-being [1, 11].

B. Cross-National and
Comparison

Cross-Sector

Because flexible work adoption and
preference vary substantially by country, labor-
market regulation, and industry structure,
comparative research across diverse institutional
contexts is needed to identify the conditions under
which flexible work arrangements succeed or
generate unintended costs, rather than generalizing
findings from any single national or sectoral
context [17].
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C. Equity-Focused  and  Understudied
Populations

Future work should give greater attention
to groups underrepresented in current flexible work
research, including frontline and service-sector
employees for whom location flexibility is largely
unavailable, lower-income and hourly workers, and
working parents, whose access to family-
supportive scheduling and leave policies interacts
with flexible work arrangements in ways that
current research has only begun to document [14].
Research explicitly examining how proximity bias
operates and can be mitigated in performance
evaluation and promotion systems is similarly
needed [13].

D. Mixed-Method and
Approaches

Participatory

Reviewers of the twin-transition literature
call for mixed-method designs that combine
quantitative outcome measures with qualitative
investigation of the social and organizational
processes underlying flexible work, alongside
participatory approaches that involve workers,
managers, and policymakers directly in the
research process. Such approaches may help close
the persistent gap between academic findings and
the practical design of workplace policy [17].

E. Boundary Management and Technology-
Mediated Work

As flexible work becomes further
intertwined with digital collaboration tools and,
increasingly, Al-mediated work processes, research
is needed on how boundary-management strategies
evolve under these conditions, how organizations
can design policies that protect employee well-
being without reintroducing rigid oversight, and
how digital tools themselves shape - for better or
worse - the proximity bias and fairness concerns
documented above [15, 16].

VII. CONCLUSION

Flexible work policies have evolved from
a marginal accommodation into a defining feature
of contemporary organizational life, but their
trajectory since 2020 has been neither linear nor
uniformly positive. The current hybrid equilibrium
reflects a genuine and durable shift in employee
expectations and labor-market norms, yet it
coexists with unresolved challenges around equity,
boundary management, contested productivity
evidence, and inconsistent implementation.
Advancing the field will require research designs
capable of establishing causal effects, attention to
workers and contexts that existing studies have

largely overlooked and closer engagement between
scholars, organizations and policymakers as
flexible work continues to be renegotiated.
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