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Abstract. In distributed organizations, perceived status differences between workers are 
ubiquitous and harmful. Yet research suggests that once they are formed, status beliefs in 
organizations become entrenched in hierarchies and are hard to dismantle. In an inductive 
qualitative study, we observed how established status differences between remote and 
in-person workers in distributed organizations dissolved during the initial stages of the 
COVID-19 pandemic when everyone began working remotely. We use these data to theo
rize a novel status-equalizing process through which remote workers came to see them
selves on an “equal playing field” with their in-person peers. We theorize how this status 
equalizing occurred through workers’ changing their “in-person default” use of 
technology—that is, their new behavior challenged embedded cultural practices that had 
treated the in-person workplace experience as the standard, normal, and valued perspec
tive, implicitly guiding how employees used technology. Workers adopted new and more 
inclusive technology practices—including the use of asynchronous communication, greater 
codification of work, and virtual socializing—which resulted in remote workers perceiving 
new and more equal communication standards, access to information, and opportunity for 
social connection. As a result, these workers reported feeling less negatively stereotyped 
and treated more fairly in their virtual interactions with colleagues, fostering feelings of 
inclusion and deepening relationships across the previously established status divide. At a 
time when many organizations are grappling with the challenges of distributed, remote, 
and hybrid work, our research illuminates how inclusive technology practices can help 
nullify entrenched status imbalances.
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Remote workers have long struggled to obtain the same 
status as their in-person peers. Although many organi
zations are increasingly adopting remote1 and hybrid- 
remote workforces, perceptions of intergroup status dif
ferences (the relative amount of subjective prestige, 
respect, and admiration that people confer on another 
individual based on their social group membership 
(Blau 1964, Ridgeway and Correll 2006, Magee and 
Galinsky 2008)) often plague distributed organizations, 
where employees are geographically dispersed. For 
instance, employees who telecommute or work at off
shore or peripheral offices are often regarded as having 
lower status than those in central offices (Orlikowski 
and Yates 1994, Cramton 2001, Orlikowski 2002, Metiu 
2006, Hinds and Cramton 2014, Kim 2018). A great deal 
of research also documents how remote workers more 
generally are perceived to be lower in status than those 
who work in the office (Nilles 1994; Weisband et al. 
1995; Wiesenfeld et al. 1999, 2001; Bartel et al. 2012; 
Munsch et al. 2014; Kossek et al. 2015). This status differ
ence can impair distributed workers’ relationships, 

create conflict, and contribute to remote workers strug
gling to feel a sense of belonging and organizational 
identification (Wiesenfeld et al. 2001, Hinds and Mor
tensen 2005, Metiu 2006, Polzer et al. 2006, Thatcher and 
Zhu 2006, Bartel et al. 2012, Belle et al. 2015). As a result, 
it is important for scholars and organizations to under
stand how this common and harmful intergroup status 
difference can be mitigated, such that distributed work
ers perceive one another as equals.

Established research suggests that distributed work
forces can sometimes modify these perceived status dif
ferences, but this research has focused on aligning 
distributed workers’ physical and temporal distance 
via in-person interactions (Maznevski and Chudoba 
2000, Hinds and Kiesler 2002, Nardi and Whitaker 
2002, Orlikowski 2002, Mattarelli and Gupta 2009, Mor
tensen and Neeley 2012, Wilson et al. 2012, Hinds and 
Cramton 2014, Rhymer 2023). Yet implementing regu
lar in-person interactions for distributed workers might 
not always be possible or feasible for organizations, 
especially as a substantial number of employees globally 
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plan to work remotely for the long term (Barrero et al. 
2023). Distributed workforces will continue to rely on 
virtual communication and collaboration tools, which 
are known to shape status distinctions among workers 
(Weisband et al. 1995, Owens et al. 2000, Armstrong and 
Cole 2002, O’Leary et al. 2002, Hinds and Bailey 2003, 
Hinds and Mortensen 2005, Metiu 2006, Peña et al. 
2007). Thus, organizational scholarship on remote work 
has not yet explained how to close status differences in 
fully distributed workgroups.

Established theory and research on status in organiza
tions more broadly show that once a status hierarchy is 
in place, it’s quite difficult to change. Established status 
beliefs in organizations are sticky, durable, entrenched, 
and resistant to change (Ridgeway 1991, 2014; Tilly 
1998; Anderson et al. 2001; Podolny 2005; Stewart 2005; 
Metiu 2006; Neeley 2013; Bendersky and Pai 2018). 
Once formed, status differences in organizations typi
cally stabilize (Ridgeway 1991, Podolny 2005, Johnson 
et al. 2006, Magee and Galinsky 2008, Bendersky and 
Hays 2012), and individuals tend not to update their sta
tus beliefs (Macrae and Bodenhausen 2000, Magee and 
Galinsky 2008)—even after being provided with new 
information (Hamilton et al. 1990, Podolny 2005, Mila
nov and Shepherd 2013). Individuals in higher-status 
positions often defend and legitimize their advantages, 
hoarding opportunities and resources (Tilly 1998, Metiu 
2006), whereas those in lower-status positions often 
rationalize the inequality (Jost and Banaji 1994, Jost et al. 
2004). Importantly, although status characteristics the
ory explains how status beliefs form around noticeable 
group differences (e.g., in-person versus remote (Berger 
et al. 1977, Webster and Foschi 1988)), it does not explain 
how entrenched intergroup status gaps—with unequal 
expectations and opportunities—might be reduced.

More recently, research on status dynamics has exam
ined how status differences in organizations can change 
(see Bendersky and Pai 2018). Much of this work has 
focused on the role of “jolts” in this process—events 
that alter group tasks and goals, in turn requiring new 
ways of accomplishing work (Tost 2011). For example, 
jolts can prompt individuals to perceive opportunities 
for changes in shared status beliefs, leading them to 
engage in status-striving behaviors (Wee et al. 2023). 
Jolts can also alter task-relevant expertise that could 
shape the status of different workgroups within organi
zations (Barley 1986, Chizhik et al. 2003). However, 
research also shows that jolts can provoke threat percep
tions and resistance, which may undermine attempts to 
alter the social order (Neeley 2013, Neeley and Dumas 
2016, Wee et al. 2023, Lee 2024). For example, employees 
may refuse to accept changes in status if they deem 
them unearned or illegitimate (Neeley and Dumas 2016, 
Doyle and Lount 2023) and defend their status positions 
when feeling threatened (Case and Maner 2014). Fur
thermore, although jolts may create opportunities for 

status changes in organizations, research shows that 
extant status hierarchies may be replaced by new— 
albeit still unequal—social orders (Bianchi et al. 2012, 
Neeley 2013), or perpetuate unfair status differences in 
new ways (Alonso and O’Neill 2022, Cardador et al. 
2022). As a result, scholars have a limited understanding 
of how established intergroup status differences within 
an organization can be successfully mitigated.

We began our study to better understand these pro
cesses during the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic when 
most organizations moved, at least temporarily, to 
remote-only virtual communication. We used this as an 
opportunity to study what happened to remote workers’ 
established status beliefs based on the initial remote/in- 
person distinction. We focused on the experiences of 
workers who were fully remote before the COVID-19 
pandemic and who could offer insight into their experi
ences when their on-site peers switched to remote work. 
We use these data to theorize a novel status-equalizing pro
cess, whereby remote workers came to perceive a new, 
equal status with their in-person peers, and as a result, 
experienced a greater sense of belonging in their organi
zations. Unlike earlier technological disruptions, which 
introduced new tools (e.g., email, videoconferencing), we 
discovered that organizations and workers were, for the 
most part, using the same technologies for distributed 
work as before the COVID-19 pandemic—yet they had 
fundamentally changed how they were enacting these 
technologies in ways that were more inclusive. Their new 
practices included more reliance on asynchronous com
munication, greater codification of work, and virtual 
socializing. We found that using technology in these 
alternative ways challenged the established status beliefs 
based on remote work: remote workers felt less nega
tively stereotyped and more fairly evaluated, and new 
relationships formed and deepened across the previously 
established status divide. To explain these shifts, we 
draw on the concept of “default culture” (Cheryan and 
Markus 2020), arguing that workers’ new technology 
practices counteracted an implicit cultural bias that had 
treated the in-person experience as the prototypical, nor
mal, and valued perspective implicitly guiding how to 
use technology to coordinate distributed work. As a 
result, we document how the intergroup status gap 
between in-person and distributed workgroup members 
was successfully mitigated, despite maintaining physical 
and often temporal distance that required virtual com
munication tools.

Our findings yield fresh theoretical insights for 
research on distributed work and organizational status 
and offer practical guidance for using technology to 
diminish harmful status beliefs. Additionally, our 
research question—how entrenched status hierarchies 
in organizations can be mitigated—is especially timely 
and important given the prevalence of hybrid work
forces (Barrero et al. 2023, Bloom et al. 2023).
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Perceived Status Differences in Distributed Work
Research has shown that individuals who do not work 
from a central, colocated work site are often perceived 
as lower status in their organizations (Nilles 1994; Wie
senfeld et al. 1999, 2001; Metiu 2006; Bartel et al. 2012; 
Munsch et al. 2014; Kossek et al. 2015). Scholars have 
noted that this is because remote workers’ colleagues 
are physically and often temporally distant (Wilson et al. 
2012, Golden and Ford 2025) and therefore do not 
observe them working (“out of sight, out of mind” 
(McCloskey and Igbaria 2003, p. 19; see also Hinds and 
Bailey 2003)). As a result, colleagues often make nega
tive assumptions and attributions about remote work
ers, including how they spend their time, eroding trust 
and casting doubts about remote workers’ commitment 
and performance ability (Gainey et al. 1999; Cramton 
2001, 2002; Cooper and Kurland 2002; Elsbach et al. 
2010). Furthermore, remote workers often perceive 
themselves as lower in status than their in-person peers 
because they feel unjustly stereotyped, left out of impor
tant decisions and informal communications, unfairly 
treated, and devalued (Nilles 1994, Wiesenfeld et al. 
1999, Bartel et al. 2012, Munsch et al. 2014, Kossek et al. 
2015). For example, Bartel et al. (2012) conducted multi
ple surveys at large technology firms and presented evi
dence that remote workers, because of their physical 
isolation, felt less respected, valued, and included by 
their coworkers.

Consistent with this, research illustrates several inter
actional problems that arise when workgroups are dis
tributed versus collocated, which can manifest in 
inequalities. First, technologies cannot convey the 
richness of real-life interaction, which can make 
rapport-building and cooperation difficult (Kiesler and 
Cummings 2002, Hinds and Bailey 2003). In addition, 
collocated group members often ignore remote group 
members, resulting in distinct subgroups with little 
interaction between them (Bos et al. 2004). Further, these 
subgroups often develop their own norms for commu
nication, with collocated group members communicat
ing more informally and spontaneously, giving them 
greater access to information and limiting shared 
knowledge (Cramton 2001). By contrast, remote group 
members often rely more on formal and scheduled 
electronic communications, which have information 
disadvantages as in-office workers do not tend to sys
tematically use electronic communication, often relying 
on face-to-face, spontaneous communication that is not 
logged electronically (Hinds and Mortensen 2005, Metiu 
2006, O’Leary and Mortensen 2010). Such communica
tion differences also create problems for workgroup 
cohesion, trust, and collaboration (Mortensen and 
Neeley 2012, Cheshin et al. 2013). A lack of clear norms 
and social cues in distributed workgroups can create 
ambiguity, unaccountability, and anonymity that can 
facilitate interpersonal mistreatment in distributed 

workgroups (Keating et al. 2024). This is consistent with 
research conducted with internal digital communica
tions (email, calendars, messaging, and calls) at Micro
soft during the COVID-19 pandemic (Yang et al. 2022), 
which showed that with the rapid shift to fully remote 
work in 2020, the collaboration network became more 
siloed between workgroups and individuals relied 
more on asynchronous communications. Further, a 
meta-analysis of telecommuting studies showed that 
workers who are remote (versus collocated) experi
ence more social isolation, less visibility in the organi
zation, and fewer networking opportunities, resulting 
in inequalities in career development (Gajendran and 
Harrison 2007; see also Vander Elst et al. 2017).

Some earlier research shows that it might be possible 
to mitigate perceived status differences among distrib
uted workers, providing important insights into how 
status divides are inherently tied to the physical and 
temporal distance between distributed workers (Wilson 
et al. 2012). For example, in their study of a top techno
logical manufacturing equipment producer, Maznevski 
and Chudoba (2000) found that team interactions were 
more effective when distributed workers used face-to- 
face interactions that were intermixed with periods of 
technology-supported communication. In-person inter
actions align both physical and temporal distance, at 
least temporarily, and therefore help reduce perceived 
status differences by improving trust, fostering cohe
sion and familiarity, limiting miscommunication, and 
increasing information exchange (Daft and Lengel 
1986, Maznevski and Chudoba 2000, Hinds and Kiesler 
2002, Nardi and Whitaker 2002, Orlikowski 2002, Hinds 
and Mortensen 2005, Mattarelli and Gupta 2009, Mor
tensen and Neeley 2012, Hinds and Cramton 2014, 
Rhymer 2023). Kneeland and Kleinbaum (2025) exam
ined how a large corporate law firm’s corporate offsite 
(a large in-person corporate meeting) shaped the social 
networks among workers. This research found that the 
offsite meeting increased trust, closeness, and aware
ness about who-knows-what among employees, as 
well as increased networking attempts among all 
employees—even those who did not attend the event 
itself. However, they still found an inequality between 
the in-person event attendees and nonattendees, such 
that those who attended the offsite also gained greater 
network ties. Greater in-person interaction between 
distributed workgroup members can also reduce reli
ance on negative stereotypes and biases (Barley 1986, 
Hollingshead and Brandon 2003, Salas et al. 2013) and 
increase social connection (Hinds and Kiesler 2002, 
Rhymer 2023). Therefore, although this research docu
ments that it might be possible to reduce perceived 
status differences among distributed workers, we are 
limited in our understanding of how to do so among 
workers who remain physically and/or temporally dis
tant and therefore must rely on virtual communication 
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tools—that is, the very definition of distributed workers 
(Olson and Primps 1984). Our theorizing specifically 
applies to contexts where consistent in-person interac
tion is not viable, such as fully distributed teams, global 
organizations, or remote-first organizations.

It’s important to note that much of the research on 
remote work and status dynamics was conducted 
before the COVID-19 pandemic. Although remote work 
was already increasing before the pandemic (Keating 
et al. 2024), since the pandemic, rates of remote and 
hybrid work have increased significantly. Researchers 
have shown that the COVID-19 pandemic accelerated 
remote work adoption at a pace equivalent to nearly 
40 years of prepandemic growth (Barrero et al. 2021). In 
2019, only 7% of paid workdays in the United States 
were remote (Barrero et al. 2021). By 2025, that number 
plateaued at around 26%. As of early 2025, the most 
common work arrangement in the United States 
remains full-time on-site (61%), followed by hybrid 
work (26%) and fully remote work (13%). This repre
sents a significant shift from prepandemic norms. The 
growing prevalence of hybrid work highlights the need 
to revisit earlier literature and underscores the impor
tance of studying mixed-mode workplaces where 
remote and in-office employees interact, as well as the 
role status dynamics play in how workplace technolo
gies are used.

Status in Organizations
To engage these questions, we situated our study in sta
tus characteristics theory (Berger et al. 1977, Webster 
and Foschi 1988, Wagner and Berger 1993). Status char
acteristics theory explains that status differences often 
emerge because noticeable differences across indivi
duals’ social cues, called status characteristics, can 
become associated with expectations of employees’ 
competence, worth, and contributions. Scholars distin
guish between two types of status characteristics: (1) dif
fuse, which are stereotypical properties of social groups 
in society more broadly that inform others’ expectations 
of performance (such as gender, race, and age (Berger 
et al. 1998)), and (2) specific, which are characteristics of 
individuals that are relevant and salient (more nar
rowly) to certain tasks, such as cognitive ability. These 
characteristics, imbued with beliefs about who is 
expected to be more or less competent, create a structure 
in the social order that organizes the informal social 
hierarchy (Berger et al. 1972). For example, characteris
tics associated with higher status in societal beliefs (Cor
rell and Ridgeway 2003)—such as being male—affect 
organizational members’ expectations and attributions 
of competence that favor men (versus women).

Regardless of the form, status characteristics portray 
a rank order of who is granted status, which becomes 
shared, collectively legitimated, and stabilized (Ridge
way and Berger 1986, Walker and Zelditch 1993, Berger 

et al. 1998, Pratto 1999, Correll and Ridgeway 2003, Kil
duff and Galinsky 2013). Those afforded higher status 
are granted more opportunities and resources (Merton 
1968, Sutton and Hargadon 1996, Magee and Galinsky 
2008), reinforcing, reifying, and legitimating the social 
order as meritocratic (Ridgeway 1993, Walker and Zel
ditch 1993, Correll and Ridgeway 2003). People in 
groups lower in status are also motivated to believe that 
their place is justified and legitimate (Jost et al. 2004). 
Beliefs about the social order become shared, and they 
guide interactions among employees (Ridgeway and 
Erickson 2000). These beliefs are often defended even 
when new information arises—because our existing 
beliefs affect how new information is processed in path- 
dependent ways (Hamilton et al. 1990, Podolny 2005, 
Milanov and Shepherd 2013), and those ascribed high 
status often hoard privileges and exclude low-status 
group members (Weber 1978, Tilly 1998, Vallas 2001, 
Metiu 2006).

Whereas past scholarship has focused mostly on how 
status hierarchies emerge and become entrenched 
(Magee and Galinsky 2008, Wee et al. 2023), recent 
research has explored status dynamics—the ways status 
beliefs shift over time (Bendersky and Pai 2018). This 
work shows that individuals can elevate their standing 
by displaying dominance or prestige (Halevy et al. 2012, 
Cheng et al. 2013, Case and Maner 2014) and through 
agentic actions such as prosocial helping or voice (Flynn 
2003, Flynn et al. 2006, Blader et al. 2016, McClean et al. 
2018), engaging in cultural status-maintenance practices 
(Alonso and O’Neill 2022), and making valued task con
tributions (Ridgeway et al. 1994, Bendersky and Shah 
2012). Research on status dynamics also shows that 
changes to individuals’ status can occur via “jolts,” 
which can alter individuals’ relevant and observable 
task-based skills, changing others’ expectations and the 
perceived value of their contributions (Anderson and 
Kilduff 2009). However, jolts can also trigger an indivi
dual’s sense of threat or opportunity for a relative 
change to their status, or a sense of status mutability 
(Hays and Bendersky 2015). In turn, feelings of threat 
and opportunity can motivate individuals to learn or 
demonstrate new visible skills, engage in more prosocial 
behaviors (Wee et al. 2023), or behave in status- 
defending ways that resist changes to the status hierar
chy (Case and Maner 2014, Kakkar et al. 2019), shaping 
individual status conferral processes.

Most research on status dynamics (reviewed above) 
emanates from microlevel scholars who study indivi
duals’ status changes and trajectories in organizations 
(see Pettit and Marr 2020). There is less understanding 
about whether and how unequal social groups in organi
zations, such as remote versus on-site workers, can 
successfully mitigate existing status differences. Among 
this small body of research, one paper reported on 
how a new organizational policy flipped the status 
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associated with employees’ language, changing which 
language-defined social groups were granted high sta
tus (Neeley 2013, Neeley and Dumas 2016). However, 
this observed change to social groups’ status was not 
evidence of equalization because it created a new 
inequality. Nor was this status change consensually 
accepted—many workers actively resisted the change 
and deemed it illegitimate (Neeley 2013). The study by 
Bianchi et al. (2012) also examined status dynamics of 
social groups in organizations, finding that the status 
characteristics of social groups in wider society (i.e., the 
higher status generally being granted to those relatively 
younger in age and having more education) did not 
translate into a status hierarchy within an emergent 
organization. This was because workers came into the 
organization with shared beliefs that these status char
acteristics were not legitimate indicators of work perfor
mance expectations. Although this paper is important 
because it points to how shared beliefs about a status 
characteristic’s legitimacy can shape emergent social 
group status hierarchies to be more equal in organiza
tions, it examined a nascent organization—where status 
beliefs had not yet become entrenched. Finally, Carda
dor et al. (2022) studied status dynamics in a mature 
and male-dominated occupation (surgery) and found 
that women who achieved high status nonetheless 
incurred an unfair and costly burden of extra work 
(known as status-leveling behaviors). Together, these 
studies point to mixed findings: although status 
between social groups can become more equal under 
certain conditions (e.g., when there are shared legiti
macy beliefs in a nascent organization), efforts to shift 
entrenched hierarchies in organizations can generate 
new forms of inequality. Therefore, extant scholarship 
does not explain whether and how an entrenched inter
group status gap can be closed to result in a shared per
ception of equity.

Interpretive Lens: Default Culture
To analyze and theorize a process of status equalization, 
we draw from research on “default culture” in organi
zations (Cheryan and Markus 2020, Cardador et al. 
2022) to explain how the taken-for-granted organiza
tional culture underlies the established status beliefs 
and the maintenance of the status hierarchy. We argue 
that technology is often used in distributed organiza
tions in ways that reinforce an in-person default, which 
we define as a cultural bias that implicitly treats the 
in-person workplace experience as the prototype of 
what is the standard, normal, and valued perspective. 
The literature on cultural defaults in organizations is 
nascent, and it has focused to date on masculine defaults 
in particular. We extend this literature by explaining 
how our findings on the status differences between 
in-person and remote workers illustrate a novel form of 
defaults in organizations. Importantly, defaults are 

distinguished from other forms of bias through how 
they create a cultural foundation that implies prefer
ences for one group over another and that shapes orga
nizational policies, practices, interactions, norms, and 
artifacts. Defaults typically benefit majority groups, and 
people in the minority (or with minority interests) are 
often “defaulted” into options that are not ideal (Sun
stein 2013, Beshears et al. 2016, Schmader 2023).

Defaults refer to the often-unseen cultural practices 
that give one group an advantage over another, creating 
and reinforcing disparities, rather than outward hostil
ity toward a specific group. For instance, ingrained cul
tural preferences for certain modes of communication 
could inherently favor an advantaged group (Cheryan 
and Markus 2020). Defaults are distinct from inequitable 
treatment. One might assume that equity is achieved by 
treating all individuals the same—extending the same 
resources and practices to all workers, regardless of 
group, for example. However, this “equality” often 
entails treating low-status groups according to the dom
inant group’s default practices, overlooking whether 
those defaults are biased. In this sense, equalizing treat
ment can reinforce the norms and practices that created 
the disparity in the first place.

We argue that the solution currently offered in the 
distributed work literature to reduce status differences 
between remote and in-person workers is parallel to 
this: by positioning in-person interaction as the means 
through which status differences and their challenges 
can be solved, it further instantiates the prescriptive 
value of the in-person default. By contrast, we induc
tively build theory that explains how organizations can 
dismantle the in-person default culture guiding the use 
of technology—and the related psychological and social 
implications—to equalize status and generate feelings 
of inclusion among distributed workers.

Methods
Research Context: Remote Work Changes in 
California During the COVID-19 Pandemic
Our study focuses on remote workers during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. We call those who were already 
working remotely before the pandemic “experienced 
remote workers.” As lockdowns ensued and most phys
ical workplaces closed, millions of people who previ
ously worked mainly from their organizations’ physical 
offices made unprecedented moves to working 
remotely from home (Brynjolfsson et al. 2020, Kniffin 
et al. 2021, Neeley 2021). We refer to these individuals as 
“newly remote workers.” One survey of human 
resources professionals estimated that half of organiza
tions had transitioned over 80% of their workforce to 
remote work during the early stages of the COVID-19 
pandemic (Gartner 2020). In March 2020, some U.S. states, 
including California, where many of our informants’ 
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companies were headquartered, issued stay-at-home 
orders, prompting companies to implement work-from- 
home mandates (Procter 2023). This shift to remote 
work for the entire workforce of various companies 
represented an “extreme case” (Eisenhardt 1989, Eisen
hardt and Graebner 2007), meaning it was a situation 
markedly different from typical organizational changes. 
Rarely do such large groups of workers experience such 
a fundamental shift in how work is performed (i.e., from 
working in-office to remotely). Extreme cases are theo
retically useful because they can highlight dynamics, 
mechanisms, and relationships more clearly than in 
more routine settings. Because extreme cases amplify 
the visibility of novel processes or patterns, they allow 
researchers to observe and understand key dynamics at 
play more easily. We saw this “extreme case” of remote 
work changes at the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic as 
a unique opportunity to examine the social dynamics of 
distributed work and technology. We were able to 
explore the lived experience of experienced remote 
workers as they navigated their organizations’ transi
tions to remote work (Charmaz 2006).

Data Collection
In March 2020, six California Bay Area counties issued 
the nation’s first shelter-in-place orders, which man
dated that residents stay home except for essential activ
ities (San Francisco Chronicle Staff 2020). This order 
affected many organizations, including retail stores, 
restaurants, gyms, and salons. However, software tech
nology companies, whose operations were largely con
ducive to remote work, continued to allow most 
employees to work from home (Procter 2023). In May 
2020, we began recruiting participants for interviews on 
remote work and technology use through our personal 
and professional networks. We initially recruited parti
cipants who were experienced remote workers and, as 
such, had worked remotely at companies where their 
colleagues worked from colocated offices before the 
pandemic. From May to August 2020, we conducted 
semistructured interviews with these participants 
(Brinkmann and Kvale 2009). Interview questions 
included “How has the change to fully remote work 
affected you?” and “Has your prior remote work experi
ence changed the way others in your organization see 
you or your role, now that everyone is remote?” (see the 
full protocol in the appendix). Interviews lasted on aver
age for about 40 minutes. All interviews were audio 
recorded and transcribed, and all participants were 
assured that the interviews were voluntary and 
confidential.

Throughout our first dozen interviews and related 
analysis, we noticed that many people described the 
move to remote work as having “leveled the playing 
field.” We understood that they were describing a sense 
that something that had been unequal was shifting 

toward greater equality, which inspired us to turn to the 
status literature, particularly on equalizing processes, to 
help analyze and interpret these descriptions. We con
ducted two additional rounds of interviews as our data 
collection and analysis evolved (Strauss and Corbin 
1998, Dougherty 2002). During the second data collec
tion phase in November 2020, we conducted 19 more 
interviews, for a total of 31. At that time, COVID-19 
cases had surged, and California had reintroduced 
restrictions on on-site working, requiring many nones
sential indoor businesses to close or severely limit 
operations (Procter 2023). At this point, more than six 
months after the COVID-19 pandemic began, organiza
tions had started to adjust their resources, policies, and 
cultural norms in response to sustained remote work. 
We expanded our interview protocol to continue to 
develop our inductive theorizing and understanding. We 
also added questions to our interview protocol related to 
these structural changes, including, for example, “Has 
your organization provided any new resources or sup
port for employees since the pandemic?” These new data 
provided additional evidence of our existing codes, and 
minor changes to the coding scheme. During this period, 
we conducted another 28 interviews with experienced 
remote workers.

In December 2020, we collected 18 additional inter
views. During this month, California’s stay-at-home 
orders had been renewed “indefinitely” (Procter 2023). 
These additional interviews focused on analyzing direct 
accounts from new remote workers—that is, people 
working predominantly in-person in their companies’ 
offices before the shift. We asked participants about 
their perceptions of remote work and remote workers 
before and after the COVID-19 pandemic, whether these 
perceptions had changed, and whether they believed 
the changes would endure. We concluded interviews 
when we saw that our participants were describing sim
ilar changes in their organizations and consistently 
referencing the equalizing of previously high-status 
groups, giving us confidence that we had reached theo
retical saturation.

Sample
Our sampling approach was guided by the dimension 
of remote work classifications. Specifically, we aimed to 
learn from both “higher-status” in-office workers and 
the “lower-status” experienced remote workers about 
their work experiences and perceptions. We used a 
snowball sampling approach, leveraging one of the 
author’s professional networks to identify individuals 
with prior experience working remotely. Given our 
research interests, we were aware of several companies 
with some remote work populations and specific 
employees who had been working remotely before the 
COVID-19 pandemic. As we began conducting inter
views, participants referred us to additional remote 
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workers within their own organizations as well as 
employees at other companies.

Our full sample included 77 full-time employees 
working at 39 unique software companies. Of the 77 
participants, 59 employees (“experienced remote work
ers”) were working remotely at companies where most 
of their colleagues were working in-office until March 
2020, when the COVID-19 restrictions began. Addition
ally, of the 77 participants, 18 (“new remote workers”) 
had worked predominantly on-site in an office until the 
work-from-home orders. Because of the composition of 
our networks, our outreach led us to focus on the tech
nology sector and employees within the United States. 
Of the 39 software organizations, 35 were based in the 
United States, and the other four were based in Austra
lia (2), Canada (1), and India (1). Two of these four also 
maintained U.S. headquarters. Among the 35 U.S.-based 
organizations, 19 were based in the California Bay Area 
(including in San Francisco, Sunnyvale, San Jose, Palo 
Alto, and Menlo Park). Two organizations each were 
based in Florida, Georgia, Massachusetts, New York, 
Texas, and Washington, and one each was based in Col
orado, North Carolina, New Jersey, and Ohio. These 
companies varied in employee size, ranging from less 
than 50 employees to over 200,000 employees. Although 
we do not have detailed data on the organizations’ 
remote workforce composition before the pandemic, 
participants described remote work as being relatively 
uncommon in these organizations. This aligns with 
national data showing that, in 2019, only about 7% of 
paid workdays in the United States were conducted 
remotely (Barrero et al. 2021).

When conducting the interviews, we did not ask par
ticipants to identify their gender, race, or ethnicity 
because it was not the focus of our initial analysis. After 
we had collected the interview data, we recognized that 
our interpretive theory—the defaults literature—has 
origins in gender dynamics. This prompted us to exam
ine the gender composition of our sample. We then 
coded gender based on participants’ first names and 
voices in recorded interviews. Although this is an 
imperfect way of attributing gender and this stratifica
tion of our sample, it allowed us to estimate gender dis
tribution. Based on this approach, 47 participants had 
names typically associated with women and 30 typi
cally associated with men (i.e., suggesting that the sam
ple was 61% female). However, we acknowledge that 
we do not know how individuals personally identify. 
Stratified by remote work status, the final sample con
sisted of 50% women (9 out of 18) in the new remote cat
egory and 64% in the experienced remote category (38 
out of 59). In terms of location, 86% of our participants 
(66 out of 77) and 81% of our remote participants (48 
out of 59) worked in the United States, whereas the 
remainder worked in Canada, Australia, the Nether
lands, and India. Example job titles included Director of 

Executive Communication, UX Designer, Principal 
Writer, Senior Software Engineer, and Field Marketing 
Manager.

Data Analysis
Our data analysis involved an iterative and inductive 
coding approach, cycling between empirical observa
tions and relevant literature. As Locke et al. (2022) note, 
such coding is not a one-size-fits-all approach. We 
developed a coding strategy that allowed us to move 
“bottom up”—starting from participants’ lived experi
ences and actions and building toward a theoretical nar
rative. This approach aligned with our theoretical aims 
of developing new theory from a new empirical setting. 
Our coding approach is best characterized as construc
tivist (Charmaz 2006) and followed an iterative, multi
stage coding process, beginning with open coding, 
focused coding, and axial coding (Corbin and Strauss 
2008, Saldana 2016), supported by theoretical memoing 
and ongoing engagement with relevant literatures 
(Emerson et al. 2011, Locke et al. 2022).

During the open-coding phase, we applied participant- 
driven descriptive codes, using gerunds to capture speci
fic actions, behaviors, and sentiments expressed in inter
views. We began by independently coding a subset of 
transcripts, followed by collaborative discussions to cali
brate interpretations. Early in our open-coding process, 
codes like “being hypervisible before the pandemic” cap
tured how remote workers felt pressured to prove their 
productivity. As we moved toward focused coding, we 
recognized broader underlying patterns, leading us to 
aggregate open codes (e.g., “responding quickly through 
technology to develop trust” and “feeling a constant pres
sure to respond immediately”) into more theoretically 
focused themes (e.g., “feeling pressure to communicate 
asynchronously”). We created and revised our codebook 
throughout the inductive research process. The earlier 
codes were broader, for instance, capturing more general 
workplace experiences, and the later coding was more 
fine-grained or detailed. For example, our later coding 
focused more on the particular technology practices in 
the paper’s emerging theoretical framework and the psy
chological mechanisms we were theorizing as related to 
these practices.

An illustrative challenge during this phase was distin
guishing asynchronous communication from work cod
ification, as both involved shifts in information flow. 
Our initial codes, such as “documentation,” sometimes 
blurred these concepts. However, as we engaged in con
stant comparison analysis, it helped us refine these dis
tinctions. We came to understand that work codification 
primarily concerned access to information (reducing 
informal knowledge gaps), whereas asynchronous com
munication centered on shifting availability norms and 
expectations, specifically by reducing the pressure for 
immediate, synchronous responsiveness.
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During the latter focused coding phases, we concret
ized our theoretical framework by centering on how 
technology practices contributed to status equalizing. 
Initially, we had conceptualized status differences as 
emerging from the distinction between remote and 
in-office work. However, through our inductive analy
sis, we came to recognize that the core driver was not 
the existence of remote work itself, but the transforma
tion of technology practices that had previously rein
forced an in-person default culture. One illustrative 
moment came from an experienced remote work partic
ipant (Kanan, P35), who described having previously 
advocated for more asynchronous communication from 
their manager to no avail. After the organization shifted 
to remote work, however, the manager publicly chan
ged their stance. Kanan (P35) described:

My manager made a post … “now that I see what 
remote is like, I’m gonna make a conscious effort to be 
more available on chat to have more written communi
cation” … And when I saw that, I felt really like … I was 
really upset … I was like, “What the fuck dude? Are 
you serious? Like, I’ve been trying to get this through to 
you for a year and a half!”

This moment highlighted for us that the barriers to 
adopting asynchronous practices were not necessarily 
technological, but often cultural and norm-driven. This 
realization was consistent with prior research on organi
zational technology practices, showing that the key 
shifts required to transition to asynchronous communi
cation in distributed teams are often cultural and rooted 
in established norms, rather than technological (Rhymer 
2023).

Our final focused coding was structured around three 
major categories: synchronous versus asynchronous 
communication, documentation practices, and virtual 
socializing. This coding strategy systematically com
pared prepandemic and pandemic-era practices in each 
of these categories. For example, in the synchronous 
versus asynchronous communication category, we 
coded descriptions from before the COVID-19 pan
demic: “Communicating less frequently as a remote 
worker,” “Experiencing negative perceptions,” and 
“In-office workers lacking asynchronous communica
tion skills.” We coded these descriptions from during 
the pandemic: “In-office workers using asynchronous 
channels more,” “Gaining new asynchronous muscles,” 
and “Feeling less FOMO” as asynchronous communica
tion became normalized. Similar before/during shifts 
were coded for the documentation and virtual socializ
ing categories, highlighting the evolution of workplace 
technology practices and norms.

To refine our model and deepen our theorizing, we 
engaged in analytic diagramming as we inductively 
developed our theory (Emerson et al. 2011, Langley and 
Ravasi 2019). Specifically, we developed process models 

to visualize the interplay between communication prac
tices, technology enactment, and status dynamics. This 
helped us articulate how the same technologies that had 
previously reinforced status hierarchies began to level 
the playing field through shifts in their use and accom
panying psychological mechanisms. Our final concep
tual model (Figure 1) emerged through this iterative 
process of refinement, guided by constant comparative 
analysis and theoretical integration. Although we 
explored alternative framings—such as interpreting the 
shift as a technology adoption process—we ultimately 
foregrounded status-equalizing mechanisms, as our 
data indicated that the key transformation was not 
which technologies were used, but how they were 
enacted in practice.

Our interview data were our primary source of data 
because they captured employees’ lived experiences. 
We cross-referenced some archival data (such as organi
zations’ press releases and blogs) along with the inter
view data. The archival data were used to help validate 
that the practices that respondents were describing 
were organization-level changes, rather than idiosyn
cratic changes that occurred just on their specific teams. 
The archival data documented how practices changed 
over time, whereas participants described how they 
experienced and perceived those changes.

Through this iterative engagement between data and 
theory, our analysis ultimately revealed that technology 
use during the COVID-19 pandemic was not just a func
tional shift but a cultural and status transformation. 
Through our in-depth coding process, we learned that 
the move from synchronous to asynchronous communi
cation was not merely about flexibility—it fundamentally 
altered workplace interactions, challenging entrenched 
status hierarchies and enabling greater parity between 
remote and in-office workers.

Findings
Overall, our findings describe a process of status equaliz
ing in distributed organizations—that is, previously dis
connected lower-status remote workers described 
coming to feel genuinely equal with their higher-status 
in-person peers who became new remote workers (illus
trated in Figure 1). We theorize this happened as work
ers began to use technology in new ways that 
dismantled an implicit in-person “default” culture, cre
ating conditions that led to remote workers feeling more 
equal, and closing the intergroup status gap. Our data 
suggest that the process broke down the previously 
established and entrenched status differences without 
creating a sense of threat or resistance to the change, 
and importantly, did so without reifying the in-person 
interaction default.

Below, we present evidence of the initial status differ
ences between remote and in-person workers, consistent 
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with prior research. We then present findings that illus
trate three ways workers used technology in ways that 
dismantled elements of an in-person default culture. 
For each, we identify the psychological mechanisms 
that explain why these changes contributed to a grow
ing perception of greater equality among workers.

Perceived Status Differences in Distributed Work
Individuals in our sample who were working remotely 
before the COVID-19 pandemic perceived themselves 
as lower status than their colleagues who worked in the 
office. For example, one remote worker summarized the 
perceptions of many in saying they felt “like second- 
class citizens” (Stuart, P52). Consistent with the distrib
uted work literature, remote workers described feeling 
as though in-office colleagues held negative stereotypes 
about them. This included an association of remote 
workers with a lack of professionalism, often colloqui
ally referred to as “wearing pajamas” (Quentin, P47), or 
a general sense of laziness. Quentin (P47) described:

I’ve gotten so many … working from bed jokes … I’ve 
done this for three and a half years now, there hasn’t 
been a day where I worked from my pajamas, 
unless … I was sick, and shouldn’t have been working 
anyway … I think that’s the one big misconception is 
that people work from home because there’s laziness 
involved.

Respondents also described how their colleagues 
were doubtful that remote workers could be productive 
without being physically present. As one (Zelda, P59) 
remote worker said, there was an assumption that “if 
you’re not being watched, you’re not going to work.” 

These negative attributions also extended to assump
tions about the commitment of remote workers, such as 
having “one foot out the door” (Anya, P5). Another 
remote worker (Edwina, P19) explained: “There’s a per
ception that if you’re not at the headquarters in the office 
every day, you’re not as invested in your career.”

New remote workers who were working in an office 
before the jolt also described the lower-status percep
tions of remote workers. As one new remote worker 
(Missy, P60) said:

You don’t think about what you don’t see. So I think 
it’s harder to have a sense of just how hard someone 
is working when they’re far away … that kind of 
uncertainty … even if it’s subconscious, has a neutral 
to maybe slightly negative impact overall on your 
perception of that person.

Another new remote worker (Louis, P75) echoed 
these sentiments: “People used to say, ‘Oh, and you 
work remote?’ It was like, you’re not working … You’re 
working in your bed. It definitely, definitely had that 
reputation sometimes.”

Jolt-Triggered New Technology Practices
The onset of the COVID-19 pandemic in March 2020 
acted as a jolt that compelled most workers in the com
panies we studied to shift to remote work. This shift 
triggered significant changes in how workers used exist
ing technologies. Notably, in most cases, the technolo
gies themselves were not new to the organization; 
rather, it was employees’ enactment of the technology 
that evolved. As one new remote worker (George, P73) 
observed, the situation “emphasized the power of some 

Figure 1. (Color online) The Status-Equalizing Process in Distributed Work 
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of these technologies that already existed, as opposed 
to … creating new ones.”

Our data revealed three ways that workers changed 
their use of technology following the jolt: a shift to asyn
chronous communication (communication that does 
not require or entail a real-time response), greater work 
codification, and virtual socializing, which we discuss 
in more detail below. We theorize that these changes 
contributed to workers’ newfound perceptions of equal
ity, and we illustrate that this was because the new prac
tices helped to dismantle elements of an in-person 
“default” culture. That is, both remote workers and 
their in-person colleagues described how they changed 
their use of technology in ways that altered default 
work practices that had previously benefited in-person 
workers. We next describe the changes made to each of 
these default practices and present evidence of the psy
chological and relational mechanisms explaining why 
we theorize that these changes ultimately produced 
feelings of greater equality.

Shift to Asynchronous Communication. After the jolt, 
our respondents described a notable shift from synchro
nous use of technology, which had benefited in-person 
workers, to more asynchronous use of technology, 
which they perceived as more equitable. Prior to the 
shift, synchronous communication norms often put 
remote employees at a disadvantage, making them feel 
they needed to be perpetually online. This was due to 
the bias that remote workers believed they faced: their 
in-person peers assumed that remote workers were not 
working very hard and were even lazy. Remote workers 
thus felt a strong pressure to respond immediately to 
communications in real time, leading to heightened 
pressure and even paranoia. Val (P58) explained:

That was something that was a recommendation by 
other [remote] people … to me, saying it’s going to be 
challenging, because you really have to make an 
effort to be visible. So you know, people don’t forget 
about you … I think that advice probably is one of the 
reasons that gave me paranoia to be always on, and 
always available, and if someone message me, then 
like at 7 pm, whatever, I have to respond right away, 
just so they know that I’m available … Part of it was 
that being always on, always responding immediately 
to whatever it is.

Nick (P45) described a similar pressure to respond 
synchronously:

I learned the quickest way to build trust … is to 
respond as quickly as you can … One thing that I 
tried to stay consistent with was my response time, 
over channels like Slack and email, because if some
one is pinging you over Slack, the expectation, at least 
on their end, is that they would receive an immediate 
response … I wanted to make sure that I could basi
cally be there when they needed me … If I wasn’t 

communicating with them on a regular basis, they 
didn’t really know what I was doing or what I was 
up to.

Another remote worker (Holly, P32) described this 
same experience of pressure: “I felt like I should just be 
super available … Slacks at like six o’clock or seven 
o’clock in the morning, if someone on the East Coast hits 
you up, I responded.” Exme (P23) explained how she 
would use email in highly synchronous ways as she 
was “obsessive about making sure that I’m online on 
my computer, that I have everything open [so] that I’m 
responding really quickly to email.” Remote workers 
described how in-office workers thought they would 
always be available for meetings and other communica
tions. As Edmond (P18) put it:

They just bombarded me with random requests and 
random questions, or random meetings at all types of 
hours … I would get meetings at 2 am, and then 
another one like 7 am, and then 8 pm. Just because 
the assumption was, “Oh, you work from home, so 
you got it good.”

Yet upon experiencing the jolt, whereby almost all 
employees at the companies we studied worked 
remotely, our participants described a pronounced shift 
in their organizations toward a more asynchronous use 
of technology, which led to more realistic communica
tion expectations. As organizations moved to work 
remotely, the reliance on synchronous communication 
became unsustainable for all—not just lower-status 
employees—thereby easing the pressure and visibility 
issues remote workers had long faced. Steph (P51) 
reflected:

I also feel that people are getting smarter and better 
at collaborating … that’s actually made things more 
efficient, and I’ve been able to easily walk 
away … and come back and get work done and feel 
more productive vs. when you’re the only person 
that’s remote you feel like you need to be on con
stantly because you just want that perception to be 
there that you are engaged.

Val (P58) described the shift away from paranoia:
[Before the pandemic, I felt like] Oh my gosh, I can’ 
go to the bathroom because what if someone you 
know Slacks me, messages me, and I don’t respond 
right away? Like there was this paranoia … but now 
it’s changed completely.

Reva (P48) elaborated, “Now again that we’re kind 
of on an even playing field. I don’t feel as pressured to 
be … super overly communicative, which is great.” 
The use of document-sharing and collaboration plat
forms such as Google Docs and Slack was ramped 
up to facilitate asynchronous workflows. Participants 
described using collaborative project management tools 
like Trello more frequently, which allowed workers to 
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independently update tasks and track progress, thereby 
reducing dependence on real-time interactions. One 
long-time remote worker (Fantine, P26) described how 
the use of asynchronous project management tools 
increased: “[Everyone’s] been moving more toward 
an async update process … you mostly just post your 
updates and text on [project management platforms].” 
She explained how this meant that she felt less pressure 
to respond immediately:

Because you can see the whole view of everything 
that’s being worked on at once. So that’s good for 
executives to monitor what’s going on instead of 
bothering me personally, on, you know, an update 
for a certain project.

Across the participants and companies we studied, 
although there was an understanding of the need for 
timely responses, the expectation of immediate replies 
softened, acknowledging the varied schedules and 
rhythms of remote work. Arthur (P65) described how 
people who were new to remote working now experi
enced the pressure of constant availability, giving them 
a new perspective: “Someone who might have never 
been remote at all [will have] a hard time if they feel 
they have to answer every email and every Slack mes
sage all the time, they have to go to every meeting.” 
They further explained that this led to a change in per
spective, as the mentality became “No, you don’t have 
to do that, you can work at your own pace as long as 
you get your work done.” Arthur (P65) described these 
new norms that no longer defaulted to an in-person 
perspective:

There are … these courtesy, unspoken rules … don’t 
feel like you have to answer everything all at once, 
like all day, it allows people to … be able to contrib
ute, when they can’t, there are times where people 
have to come together on a call … [it’s not] needed to 
kind of bounce ideas off each other constantly.

William (P77), a new remote worker, described this 
same change to asynchronous communication at their 
company:

When this first started … I definitely felt obligated to 
work harder or to prove that I was working … [to] 
show extra initiative … And, you know, my boss was 
not looking over my shoulder, I wanted to make sure 
that she knew I was working. And I think since then, 
I’ve relaxed a little bit … When I was working at 
home [at the onset of the pandemic], I felt the need to 
kind of check in more often, ask them more questions 
than maybe I would have asked … just as an opportu
nity to show I was online and doing things … And I 
feel like it wasn’t just me. I think when it first started, 
the first couple months of working remotely, you 
know, everybody was putting meetings on my calen
dar, everybody was calling me every five minutes. 
Again, everybody’s kind of trying to remind each 
other that they are there, they are working. They’re 

not just slacking off. But yeah, definitely, especially in 
the last two months or so, I’ve noticed that I don’t do 
that anymore … I don’t panic if I haven’t talked to my 
boss that day. I don’t assume that she assumes that 
I’m just slacking off and, you know, going to the 
park. I assume that she knows that I’m working at 
least on some level.

Synchronous communication, although still present, 
became more intentional and meaningful, supporting a 
continuous flow of work without the immediacy of 
spontaneous interactions. One company adopted “core 
collaboration hours,” which were set periods that were 
dedicated to real-time collaboration. After the company 
implemented these hours, we learned from archival 
documents that the company reported that nearly two- 
thirds of employees had adopted an “async by default” 
mindset. Our participants reported a new questioning 
of the constant need for meetings, shifting toward a 
more judicious use of synchronous meetings. Multiple 
companies implemented new “no meeting” days. 
Grace’s (P30) company implemented “Focus Fridays” 
where employees were instructed to cancel internal 
meetings. Celeste’s (P10) company ran a “Get Stuff 
Done” week where employees were instructed to cancel 
all meetings. Workers began to focus on making meet
ings more productive and meaningful rather than 
defaulting to them for every discussion and decision. 
Douglas (P72) described:

Having a meeting-heavy schedule is already a general 
problem. And so something that we’ve really focused 
on lately at [Company] was how do we do more 
work asynchronously, so that your meetings can be 
more productive and can create that space?

Holly (P32) added: “In the beginning … we were all 
in a lot more meetings. And then I think, recently, we 
started to say like, does this actually need to be a meet
ing? Like, let’s scale back with Zoom calls.” This change 
meant that the felt expectation to constantly be avail
able and attentive, which previously was felt only by 
the remote workers, was diminished. One remote 
worker (Reva, P48) expressed relief over this change, 
noting it alleviated the need to be “super vocal and 
super overly communicative” and perpetually engaged 
in communication.

Thelma (P54), a product manager, observed that by 
“walking a mile” in the shoes of remote workers, new 
remote workers started to experience the challenges of 
remote work and made changes to mitigate them. Livia 
(P36), reflecting on her in-office experience, noted the 
lack of context she had before about the delays in com
munication inherent in remote work. She explained, 
“You can’t just walk over and say, ‘Hey, you know, pop
ping in here.’ It’s different. And so everyone’s kind of 
learning these new behaviors.” Agnes (P2), a director of 
customer advocacy, echoed this sentiment: “I think 
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people probably have more of a common understand
ing of what it’s like to be remote, [where you are not] 
able to just walk down the hallway and talk to 
somebody.”

Arthur (P65) explained how these communication 
processes became more inclusive than what used to be 
done, as they adapted to how “everyone works,” rather 
than “just being in the office and popping your head in 
and saying ‘Hey, I got a question.’” By being inclusive 
of how “everyone works,” asynchronous technology 
use helped to dismantle the in-person default because it 
mitigated the unrealistic expectations previously felt by 
only remote workers.

Other representative quotes on asynchronous com
munication are shown in Table 1.

Greater Work Codification. The second way that parti
cipants described technology use changing from an 
in-person default was through a shift from casual infor
mation flow to a focus on using technology for work codi
fication, which we define as the documentation and 
formalizing of information and work products, which 
made them accessible to all. Initially, information flow 
in these organizations was characterized by an informal 
and organic nature, such as via impromptu meetings or 
chance encounters, which left out remote workers. As 
one remote worker (Diana, P14) explained:

People talk about the watercooler chat and say, “Oh, 
this is something that’s come up or might affect you, 
but it’s not something that I would have officially 
told you, outside of this.” That’s something that you 
miss [as a remote worker]. So that can be things like 
staffing on projects, or even smaller things like how 
benefits work, like what benefits particularly are 
offered at the company. It’s easy to have a better 
sense of that I think when you’re near people making 
those decisions.

Amanda (P3) described feeling that there was an 
“inequity of access to information” for remote workers, 

who could not “find information that’s more easily 
available to people in the office.” They reflected that 
without “accessible documentation, remote people are 
left scrambling trying to figure things out.” This was 
often described as a way that remote workers felt 
excluded or “missing out.” As Edwina (P19) reflected:

A lot of times you’re like the last to know about cer
tain things … They’re all in the office together. And 
what happens in the office are a lot of impromptu 
meetings or information sharing. And, you know, 
watercooler conversations are actually valuable about 
the work you’re doing or brainstorming or ideas. 
And so you’re definitely missing out on that.

Our participants described how in-office workers 
sometimes unintentionally contributed to this lack of 
accessibility of information by not using shared digital 
channels (Kanan, P35) or forgetting to dial them into a 
conference call for a meeting (Timmy, P55). This sug
gests an implicit default of in-person work was at play, 
depriving remote workers of access to useful informa
tion. Amanda (P3) added:

I routinely miss[ed] out on opportunities that my 
employer, my colleagues in offices have, like, for 
instance, there was a leadership event that happened 
and … I didn’t find out about it until afterward, and 
I should have been at that event. I just didn’t find out 
because … I didn’t know it was happening.

Ultimately, this lack of information accessibility con
tributed to remote workers’ feelings of lower status. As 
Stuart (P52) explained, “in a nutshell, oftentimes, 
remote employees have felt like they’re second-class 
citizens, don’t have access to … the same channels.”

By contrast, after the jolt, our participants described 
the emergence of new technology practices that 
increased the codification of work and, as a result, pro
vided more equal information access. One company 
launched a biweekly email to managers that summa
rized the more important information that managers 

Table 1. Representative Quotes Demonstrating More Asynchronous Communication

Using technology in primarily synchronous ways Using technology asynchronously

[There was the perception] that well, your computer’s right there, 
right? So there’s really no reason why you can’t like log on and 
answer this question for me.—Spike (RW, P50)

I feel like I’m really effective working remotely more than I 
thought I would be. I can get a lot done … Depending on the 
day and what my Slack looks like, I can get a lot done really 
quickly with zero distractions.—Alexandra (OW, P63)

There was still this expectation [from my manager] of like “at 
6 p.m., I’m going to call you and I’m going to expect [you] to 
be present and be able to answer questions.”—Sue (RW, P53)

It kind of evens the playing field where people can just Slack me 
and ask for things vs. before, there was more of an expectation 
of like, you have a relationship, you’re in the office, you 
dropped by their desk. But I think it’s kind of opened up the 
opportunity of like who I can support as well.—Caroline 
(OW, P69)

The assumption, at least during the workday, was that you’re 
working, and that you’re at home. So there’s really no excuse 
to not respond.—Nick (RW, P45)

If it has some kind of asynchronous aspect to it, I think people 
will be more open to it. Because that’s a lot of what we do 
today. It’s like a lot of asynchronicity.—Sue (RW, P53)

Note. “RW” denotes participants who were working remotely before the pandemic, and “OW” denotes newly remote participants who were 
working on-site before the pandemic.
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ought to share with their coworkers. Participants 
described increased recording of video meetings and an 
increased reliance on written records, ensuring that 
important discussions and decisions were accessible to 
all workers, including less senior ones. Evilyn (P22) 
described, “It’s all in transcripts. You know, the paper 
trail … through emails or through Slack, you can point 
back to things.” Umbra (P57) described:

Those who were in the office before would typically 
have tap-on-the-shoulder conversations or, you know, 
have coffee chats in the office and talk, and those things 
don’t get recorded. Now I think people are using those 
collaboration docs and Slack more than they were, so 
people who used to be in the office are now adopting 
those same practices. And so it’s actually better for me 
in a way, too, because I don’t have to wonder if there 
were some, like huddle talks that people just didn’t 
post about … I just feel like now, because everyone’s 
forced to communicate something via online, it’s more 
likely to be clearer and done more often.

Gigi (P29), an experienced remote worker, described 
this increase in codification: “They’re having more con
versations [on Slack] and are getting better about sum
marizing conversations on our staff mailing list.” 
Myrtle (P43) explained, “There’s a sense of like equal 
opportunity now because there are no longer meetings 
where you’re thinking ‘Wow, I’m like one of the few 
people that’s not at an office with all these people get
ting the facetime or speaking time.’” Jesse (P33), a soft
ware engineer, shared a similar reflection:

There used to sort of be this nagging feeling that like 
maybe, you know, me or other remotes were missing 
out on something by not being in the office and there 
was maybe some sort of serendipity that we were los
ing out on or some sort of chance holy encounter that 
we were missing out on. And it has been nice to not 
think about that.

Kanan (P35) described how his manager shifted to 
more documentation of work communications:

He’s communicating more in written forms, which is 
positive and helps track his thoughts. And also it pro
vides accountability for him and for the whole team’s 
actions. So yeah, being more forward with using writ
ten content, wikis, shared Google Docs, you know, 
writing things in chat … he will share documents 
with us about his thought process and things that 
he’s doing, which is far more inclusive.

Our participants also described how these new prac
tices helped to enhance fairness in evaluations—in par
ticular, for who was given credit and blame. Caroline 
(P69), a new remote worker, described how the shift to 
documentation increased proper attribution:

Because there’s a written record, it’s easier to see 
who’s responsible, rather than everyone relying on 
their own memory or just like their own biases in a 

physical meeting … When things happen, and they’re 
written down, there’s a record, so it can be copied 
exactly, rather than “Oh, I think you’ve said this.” 
And then yeah, I think part of that is just like, there’s 
an expectation that people are more thorough and 
communicative on digital channels, which opens up 
the pool of people who can be involved.

Respondents shared how these changes curtailed 
opportunities for misrepresentation (Caroline, P69) 
and undue credit (Catherine, P70). As Celeste (P10) 
recounted, “There was a lot of ‘blame game’ that happe
ned … because, you know, there wasn’t a concept of 
documenting what I was telling them.” By contrast, 
Minnie (P42) explained that with greater codification, 
these dynamics were minimized:

A lot of people are … reading the transcriptions, which 
obviously designate who said what … They can see 
directly who said what. So I think that’s probably helped 
with assigning the correct thoughts to the correct people, 
that, you know, were being stolen in the past.

Other representative quotes on work codification are 
shown in Table 2.

Virtual Socializing. The third way that the enactment of 
technology changed to break the in-person default 
involved a shift from impromptu in-person socializing 
to virtual socializing. This shift was crucial because it 
addressed a key way that employees form deep rela
tionships and feel a sense of belonging. Before the 
change, remote workers described missing the chance 
to bond with their colleagues. As Faith (P25) reflected:

They would do the fun stuff, right. You would miss 
out on … there was a lot of, you know, fun. [such as 
a] chili cook-off, or the holiday party, or whatever it 
is, those events where you just get to bond person
ally. And even just like Friday afternoons, when you 
would have the all-hands meeting and everyone 
would have a beer.

Remote workers described being previously excluded 
from opportunities to develop deeper connections 
because social opportunities were organic and 
informal—and if remote workers were included, they 
were an afterthought rather than fully accommodated. 
As Johann (P34) put it, “Just throwing a Zoom link on 
an event is not necessarily making something remote- 
inclusive.” However, the prevailing use of technology 
at the time was transactional and work-focused, which 
left little room for the development of genuine, non- 
work-related connections. Holly (P32) explained:

You definitely miss the social aspect, right? They all 
have their inside jokes, they all go to lunch monthly, 
and all those things that we didn’t do … So they do 
hang out in the office … so those things, yeah, you 
definitely miss out on when remote … When you’re 
not remote, even if you don’t work with them, you 
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see them and you make, you know, elevator conver
sations or snack conversations when you’re in the 
[employee] kitchen.

An experienced remote worker (Annie, P4) also cap
tured this sentiment, stating:

I know I’m the only person who [was] remote at that 
time … But if I can be honest, like this does frustrate 
me and it … bums me out. I’d like … not just … [hav
ing] people reach out to me on Slack when they have 
a question about work but also like, “Let’s just talk 
and, like, be friends.”

Importantly, workers also reported noticing social 
cues that led to a feeling of “two separate groups and 
not everyone is on the same playing field” (Diana, P14). 
Gigi (P29) echoed: “Before they [in-office workers] were 
kind of like their little unit of in-person people.” Myrtle 
(P43) described it as an “unspoken divide” between 
in-office workers and remote workers. These quotes 
illustrate how status differences between remote and 
in-person workers had shaped and reinforced social net
works that were not overlapping between remote and 
in-person workers—relationship patterns that could 
have easily persisted even when all workers were at 
home, given the importance and path-dependent nature 
of status based on initial social network ties.

A notable shift toward more virtual socializing 
emerged within organizations, enhancing inclusivity 
among both experienced remote workers and those 
who were new remote workers. Holly (P32), describing 
this change, noted:

Everybody’s more included … they’re doing book 
clubs … They have like an ice breakers channel [on 
Slack] … So like Throwback Thursday, post pictures 
in this channel … I feel so much more included now 
because now we still … do our marketing happy 
hours, but now they’re all virtual … so the circle’s 
kind of combined.

William (P77), a new remote worker, reflected on 
how virtual socialization through activities like a virtual 
Halloween costume contest fostered genuine 
connection:

I was talking to people who I had been emailing back 
and forth with for months, that I didn’t really con
sider human beings, you know what I mean? Like, I 
just hadn’t thought of them as people. Until you, you 
know, you start talking to them about costumes, and 
you’re telling each other stories, and you’re laughing 
about things, you’re making fun of each other, and 
you’re learning about their family.

One of the key changes involved virtual socializing 
around non-work-related subjects, like interests and 
hobbies, aligning with more recent research that finds 
that nonwork settings can act as “relational holding 
environments,” helping coworkers build positive rela
tionships (Schinoff et al. 2025). This helped previously 
remote and newly remote individuals develop deeper 
multiplex relationships. At Maggie’s (P38) company, 
employees began to start scrum meetings by asking a 
personal question like “What’s your favorite song?” 
Maggie (P38) described how new practices like this 
one helped foster deeper multiplex relationships: 
“Every day, we’re learning something about each 
other. And then someone made a Spotify playlist of all 
that, all those random songs.” Employees at another 
company started to participate in virtual fitness classes 
together (Quentin, P47), and others participated in 
escape room-like activities (Agnes, P2). Quentin (P47) 
explained that with the new opportunities to connect 
with coworkers outside of work tasks, “we can be 
open and honest and much more of our full selves 
with one another.” Additionally, organizations 
ensured that experienced remote workers’ participa
tion was fully supported in—rather than excluded 
from—shared social events, bonding opportunities, 

Table 2. Representative Quotes Demonstrating Greater Work Codification

Little, ad hoc documentation Documentation to codify work

They didn’t find a huge motivation to, you know, document well, 
and I would constantly push for it, I would constantly ask 
them.—Celeste (RW, P10)

I think I’ve already seen a lot of good changes in it … They’re 
sharing documents, videos training, discussions, chat in public 
forums. So, even if something happened, and I was not going 
to return to work for a week, all my all my work is there for 
[everyone] to see so it’s not like I just left.—Steph (RW, P51)

They just didn’t have like … any sort of formal documentation or 
training on how to collaborate and keep people in the loop on 
decisions. So when we had people working across different 
time zones, and never in the same meeting at the same time, or 
whatever it may be, we just didn’t have the follow through.— 
Umbra (RW, P57)

They’ve gotten in the habit of putting together like, they’ll take 
turns each week, they’ll put they’ll record like a five- or six- 
minute video from their, from their home, just to keep us 
updated, just to keep communication flowing.—Barbara 
(RW, P6)

Without that documentation … it’s really hard to know for sure, 
like, hey, has, you know, a project crossed this certain 
threshold? Like, rather than waiting to see somebody in the 
hallway, you’ve got to be able to like, check a Trello board or 
Confluence page to see what’s happened there.—Quentin 
(RW, P47)

Everyone needs to use messaging or need to agree on 
information, communicate through the messaging app, right? 
Slack or whatever people use. And then so that makes it much 
easier to actually make sure you don’t lose in 
communication.—Charles (OW, P71)
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and fun. For instance, remote happy hours were estab
lished for all, as Faith (P25) disclosed:

[We do] a bi-weekly or bi-monthly happy hour. And 
I think that very well would be an in-person 
event … that would be really hard for me to partici
pate in … whereas now it’s a virtual thing where we 
do like a fun activity and everyone’s remote and 
everyone has a beer if they want one … and so there 
is like that bonding that, I think, I probably would 
miss out on elements of them forming relationships if 
I were remote and they were in-person.

Virtual socializing helped all workers, regardless of 
their location, feel more included and connected. It 
removed unequal access to social events and connec
tions across the status divide. Todd (P56) described:

So, despite everyone’s best effort to include us, which 
was frankly quite good, there would be things like 
this and this on the margins … There’d be a social 
activity at the end of the week, and people might go 
and get a drink and connect. And suddenly, that was 
also inclusive of people working from home, because 
that was everyone.

These changes created opportunities for deeper social 
relationships. Billy (P7), a long-time remote worker, 
explained: “I think there’s a better shared understand
ing of my character and my sense of humor and other 
things that aren’t as apparent … when you’re talking 
strictly business.” Brody (P8) described, “I’ve worked 
with you for four years. But I now got a tour of your 
house. I now know … What’s your dog look like?” He 
added, “This is actually interesting. It’s actually 
improved [my relationships at work] … I bet you’re 
hearing this, but it’s improved because we’ve made a 
concerted effort to connect.” Ultimately, virtual socializ
ing transcended traditional business interactions, foster
ing a work environment where colleagues connected on 
a more personal level and made remote workers feel 
“totally included” and “equal to my peers” (Reva, P48). 
Myrtle (P43) described how there’s “no more of that 
sense of like, unspoken divide between the people who 
work in San Francisco, at the [company’s headquarters] 
and the people who are all remote.” Anne (P64), a new 
remote worker, described:

I also think remote workers are included [more] … I 
mean, all of the lunches are now virtual. All of the 
social events are virtual … Granted, it’s a little bit 
harder for, I think, people who used to be in the 
office, but I think it’s a collective benefit.

In sum, by making more casual, personal interactions 
more accessible through virtual socializing, all workers 
were able to reap the psychological and relational bene
fits that were previously exclusive to the default of 
informal, in-person socializing—thereby helping work
ers who were remote before the change feel more 

connected with and equal to their on-site counterparts. 
Stuart (P52) described:

Everyone else’s world is also all online. They’re not 
walking from one desk to another, but instead, they’ll 
probably say something in the common chat room … it 
becomes second nature once you learn the tools of the 
trade, you know, chat, video, etc. But oftentimes people 
working in an office will have different tools to get 
their job done and now everyone’s using the same tool 
set. Yeah, and part of that is standardized, like the 
[daily standup] is on our calendar, we, you know, dial 
in at that time and … just catch up. But there’s other 
points of touching base or other points of communica
tion that … are more frequent, because I think we’re all 
sort of in the same practice, like we’re all kind of in the 
same channels, whereas previously we were in differ
ent channels.

Other representative quotes on virtual socializing are 
shown in Table 3.

Discussion
This paper theorizes how entrenched status hierarchies 
in distributed organizations can be dismantled—not 
through new technologies or physical proximity—but 
through the day-to-day reconfiguration of how existing 
technologies are used. Our analysis focuses on explain
ing how these established status beliefs evolved through 
a process we called status equalizing, which we theorize 
occurred as new technology practices challenged the 
default cultural assumption that technology use should 
mimic and support in-person work. Unlike past techno
logical shifts—such as the adoption of email—this shift 
did not emerge from the introduction of new tools, but 
from a collective change in how existing technologies 
were used. Our findings detail the mechanisms under
lying these effects: when newly remote workers chan
ged the default ways technology had been used, remote 
workers experienced positive social, behavioral, and 
psychological effects, which translated into a newfound 
sense of equality.

Theoretical Implications
Our findings offer three key theoretical contributions— 
focused on distributed work, organizational status, and 
default cultures. Each illustrates how the shift to remote 
work disrupted and reshaped long-standing assump
tions in these domains.

Distributed Work. First, our findings contribute to the 
interdisciplinary research on distributed work by theo
rizing a novel process through which workers can over
come the common and harmful status difference that 
often emerges between in-person and remote workers. 
Importantly, we theorize a process that does not rely on 
in-person interactions to reduce the physical and tem
poral distance between workers. Instead, our theory 
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points to the importance of challenging default cul
ture and related practices, which are often assump
tions that are taken for granted about how work 
is done. The process of equalization, we theorize, 
addresses the default cultural practices that had 
advantaged in-person workers: differential visibility 
of work performance, information disparities (via 
work codification), communication standards (via 
more asynchronous work), and relational challenges 
and subgroup formations (via virtual socializing). We 
found that organizations adopting these new virtual 
communication practices fostered stronger interper
sonal relationships based on trust and mutual under
standing (reducing misunderstandings and negative 
attributions) and shaped employee camaraderie and 
cohesion through shared social experiences and self- 
disclosure, fairer and more transparent information 
exchange and equal access to documentation, and 
better-aligned work process expectations, such as 
scheduling and communication. This research, there
fore, also contributes by explaining novel processes 
for how digitally mediated groups can ameliorate sta
tus disparities, rather than assuming that digital com
munication itself either causes or remedies status 
inequalities, as prior research has suggested that 
computer-mediated communication can lead to more 
equal status dynamics (Dubrovsky et al. 1991), that 
open-source and digitally native communities may 
prioritize alternative forms of status (Bianchi et al. 
2012), and that digital collaboration tools can repro
duce or disrupt inequality (Elliott et al. 2022, Conzon 
2023, Doering and Tilcsik 2025).

Importantly, our theory highlights how, by adding 
more in-person interaction, organizations may reinforce 
the in-person default as the normal and ideal way to 
work. This is counterintuitive because in-person interac
tions are generally seen as a remedy to distributed work 

challenges, helping to build trust and improve rela
tionships. Our findings suggest that such an approach 
may ultimately be counterproductive, or its effects 
may be temporary in terms of remedying distributed 
workgroup status problems (Weisband et al. 1995). 
Moreover, our findings show how status changes 
occurred even as the technologies remain unchanged, 
which departs from past studies wherein status 
changes occur because new technology—such as com
puted tomography (CT) scanners (Barley 1986) or 
algorithmic systems (Beane 2019)—is introduced, 
highlighting different skillsets that alter performance 
expectations.

The practices we observed warrant situating within 
existing work on distributed collaboration. Prior studies 
argue that synchronous exchanges are especially valu
able online because they curb misunderstandings and 
delays (Cramton and Hinds 2004), improve real-time 
coordination (Hinds and Mortensen 2005), and foster a 
shared social identity (Polzer et al. 2006). This prior 
work implies that effective remote interactions should 
replicate the conversational tempo of colocated teams. 
Our findings point to a different pathway: over time, 
the group embraced asynchronous communication as 
the default, and members stopped interpreting delayed 
responses as a sign of laziness or incompetence. This 
shift aligns with the concept in Schinoff et al. (2020) of 
relational cadence—the mutually understood rhythms 
that let distributed coworkers anticipate when and how 
interactions will occur, thereby deepening multiplex 
ties. Classic relational theory helps explain why cadence 
matters. Geographic and temporal proximity normally 
accelerates closeness (Fehr 1996), and predictable, 
responsive exchanges are a precondition for trust (Alt
man and Taylor 1973). In our setting, the original remote 
versus on-site divide undermined that cadence, but 
once expectations reset around asynchronous norms, 

Table 3. Representative Quotes Demonstrating Virtual Socializing

No virtual socializing Virtual socializing

[A] distancing kind of situation that happens when you’re a 
remote worker, where they’re all kind of hanging out … And 
I’m not there. And I’m not really privy to that.—Annie 
(RW, P4)

Beforehand, [Slack] was mostly just for asking coworkers’ 
questions at the moment. But now it’s become a lot more of a 
social outlet, I would say for myself, and a lot of people— 
Exme (RW, P23)

There are, like, fun little events happening. That, you know, 
previously, there would be parties in the office, or they would 
do you like, you know, like a pumpkin carving for October or 
whatever. But, you know, you couldn’t really participate as a 
remote person. And now, there’s been a lot of thought put 
into, okay, what can we all do together over Zoom, with very 
minimal cost, but still have fun.—Fantine (RW, P26)

There’s like a baking [shared interest channel], there’s one for 
people with dogs, to create smaller communities, you know, 
within an organization … And most of them right now are in 
the form of a Slack channel.—Val (RW, P58)

The team that I was working on was like 11 people. And so one 
of whom was remote, and oftentimes, all the gatherings would 
be in person. And so he was oftentimes excluded. So it could 
be a lunch, it could be like a special event after work or that 
sort of thing … In fact, it was a disadvantage, just because he 
missed out on all the socializing.—Anne (OW, P64)

What started to emerge is like this interesting culture of overall 
rallying around fitness [which] actually forces you to meet new 
people that work around the world, around the United States, 
that you have a similar common interest. And so that’s been 
kind of fascinating is like, we’re now all bonding over new 
things that we all have in common.—Brody (RW, P8)
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members could reestablish the interpersonal respon
siveness needed to build strong relationships.

Prior research has shown that information access and 
shared knowledge, including a feeling of missing out on 
useful information, might be particularly challenging 
for remote workers (Kiesler and Cummings 2002, Kraut 
et al. 2002, Olson et al. 2002, Orlikowski 2002). Our find
ings extend this research by showing that when the 
technology used for documenting work products and 
meetings was more in line with the in-person default 
(i.e., used infrequently, haphazardly), remote workers 
felt that on-site workers’ information-sharing was insuf
ficient. The remote workers reported struggling to 
access task-relevant information that they felt they 
needed to perform their work, and to feel as though 
they were evaluated fairly, contributing to a sense of 
inequality with their in-person colleagues. However, 
when distributed organizations used technology to pro
mote documentation following the jolt, this ensured 
more equal access to information across the status 
divide, and importantly, ameliorated a belief held by 
remote workers that they were missing out on impor
tant but informally distributed information. The docu
mentation also helped ensure that proper credit was 
given for the work completed, enhancing fairness by 
having a consultable record of who did and said what 
in the course of producing work, and codifying these 
work efforts so they could be accessed widely and 
transparently.

Several studies conducted in the workplace have 
found beneficial outcomes when people can express 
and be appreciated for their authentic selves at work 
(e.g., Thatcher and Greer 2008, Cable et al. 2013, Van 
den Bosch and Taris 2014, Pillemer and Rothbard 2018). 
Building on this work, our inductive study revealed 
how implicit norms guiding when social interaction and 
activities were appropriate (i.e., not during distributed 
meetings) and how they should occur (i.e., in-person, 
informally) had favored the in-person experience and 
inhibited remote workers from sharing and feeling val
ued for their fuller selves. By making socializing virtual, 
it provided distributed workers with casual opportuni
ties where they felt more comfortable engaging in self- 
disclosure and informal socializing, which supported 
the development of relationships across the previously 
established status differences. We note that these events 
were often organizationally sanctioned, which likely 
contributed to this outcome because it helped to negate 
the often emergent, organic nature of social events that 
occur in-person, whereby people may selectively invite 
known, already-close others. Such a process could have 
maintained existing subgroups that have been docu
mented as problematic to distributed work in previous 
distributed work research (e.g., Cramton and Hinds 
2004, Polzer et al. 2006, Mattarelli and Gupta 2009, 
O’Leary and Mortensen 2010), reinforcing existing 

status divides. At the same time, our participants none
theless described the interactions that occurred during 
these events as voluntary, pleasant, and genuine (i.e., 
they did not feel forced). These social interactions 
allowed workers to feel newly appreciated and 
“seen”—indicating higher-quality connections forming 
between workers (Methot et al. 2016) and maybe even 
the seeds of a more positive interpersonal organiza
tional culture like companionate love (Barsade and 
O’Neill 2014).

Status in Organizations. Our research also advances 
organizational theory on status by illuminating how a 
common and harmful intergroup status hierarchy in 
organizations—between in-person and remote workers— 
can be negated. That is, we document and theorize the 
behavioral, psychological, and social mechanisms explain
ing the newfound feelings of equal status among workers. 
This departs from prior theory which has emphasized 
the immutability of status differences in organizations 
(e.g., Ridgeway 1991, Tilly 1998, Podolny 2005, Magee 
and Galinsky 2008, Bendersky and Hays 2012), how jolts 
can create new status hierarchies (Barley 1986, Neeley 
2013, Neeley and Dumas 2016), and how shared beliefs 
can prevent an emergent status difference from forming 
in an organization (Bianchi et al. 2012). That is, we build 
theory on how an existing intergroup status difference 
can be mitigated and theorize that this occurred by 
changing default cultural practices that had acted as a 
maintenance mechanism for the status hierarchy. This is 
also novel in contrast to previously examined mecha
nisms of status dynamics, which focus on how jolts cre
ate new task-relevant skills or skill visibility or policies 
that introduce new inequalities, or trigger changes to 
individuals’ dominance, prosocial, or task contribution 
behavior that shape their personal status in the organi
zation (see Bendersky and Pai 2018). In other words, 
past research shows that jolts can create new status 
characteristic-based disparities (e.g., nonnative lan
guage proficiency (Neeley 2013, Neeley and Dumas 
2016)), and individuals can behave in ways that benefit 
their personal status (e.g., Flynn 2006), but we theorize 
how and why a jolt led to the delegitimation of an estab
lished status characteristic for a social group. Impor
tantly, we find that this occurred without it being 
replaced with a different status characteristic or hierar
chy (Neeley 2013) or introducing another form of 
inequality such as unequal, additional work (e.g., Car
dador et al. 2022). This could be why we did not observe 
the negative reactions (resentment, threat, resistance, 
and distrust) that past research has found when a new 
status difference is introduced in organizations (Neeley 
2013, Neeley and Dumas 2016). That is, workers felt 
equal and fairly treated, rather than a sense of injustice 
coming from a new social order, and both groups 
imbued the change with legitimacy.
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We note the likely importance of the genuine social 
connections that occurred across the previously estab
lished status divide, given that status literature shows 
that preexisting social networks are one mechanism 
through which status differences are continually 
reenacted even when the initial status characteristic is 
no longer relevant (e.g., Podolny 2005). Because the 
social network changed, there was no longer a meaning
ful and distinct out-group for either side to feel threat
ened by. In addition, all workers, even those who lost 
relative status, benefited from the changes to the default 
practices in terms of their workplace experience becom
ing easier, fairer, and more enjoyable, and it was a 
change that was seemingly interpreted as warranted, 
and thus legitimate. Further, although the temporary 
shift to remote work early in the COVID-19 pandemic 
may have facilitated the practices being adopted 
because workers had little choice, they appear to have 
done so willingly, rather than begrudgingly. Our parti
cipants described how and why these changes meaning
fully shifted their workplace interactions, perceptions, 
and relationships, and in the short term, we did not find 
that these changes were abandoned when they were no 
longer absolutely necessary. This, we believe, is evi
dence of a cultural change in shared beliefs, a necessary 
component for status differences to change and stabi
lize. Although status scholars have mentioned that 
established status beliefs can lose significance or legiti
macy over time, there was previously little theoretical 
understanding about how this occurs (e.g., Ridgeway 
et al. 2009), and instead, theory has been rooted in 
understanding how status beliefs are constructed, 
spread, defended, and reinforced (e.g., Webster and 
Foschi 1988, Ridgeway 1991, Tilly 1998, Troyer 2003).

Defaults in Organizations. Our work also contributes 
to the small but growing conversation on default cul
tures in organizations (e.g., Cheryan and Markus 2020, 
Cardador et al. 2022), which to date has focused on 
understanding how cultural defaults maintain gender 
inequality in organizations. Here, we discovered how 
organizations created implicit “in-person” cultural 
defaults in their technology practices that were contrib
uting to the experienced inequality between remote and 
in-person workers. The reification and expectations of 
technology practices that likely formed at a time when 
most workers were in-person were newly questioned 
and changed. Like low-status groups in the workplace 
who might model high-status actors’ behaviors to try to 
improve their position (Alonso and O’Neill 2022), 
remote workers had been adjusting their behavior to 
attempt to fit in with default in-person expectations. 
Yet, research shows that when the lower-valued social 
category changes their behavior to address a cultural 
default, it can be unsuccessful (e.g., He and Kang 2021) 
or it can burden the marginalized with additional work 

(Cardador et al. 2022). By contrast, we observed a pro
cess of instantiating more inclusive technology practices 
at work, which challenged the underlying cultural 
assumptions about how distributed collaboration can 
and should be accomplished. As a result, breaking the 
in-person default culture helps to explain why, in our 
context, status differences were not continually 
reenacted, despite having already formed.

Our research expands the concept of cultural 
defaults by showing and understanding how they 
maintain an inequality in organizations that is distinct 
from gender. Future research and scholarship should 
examine how other status characteristics may imply 
cultural defaults that shape key practices and outcomes 
in organizations. In our research, we only examined 
one form of cultural default (in-person), but future 
scholarship should consider how multiple defaults 
may coexist and how this could disadvantage (or 
advantage) intersectional workers. By making implicit 
cultural defaults that contribute to inequalities in orga
nizations more visible, we can better understand why 
status beliefs are so difficult to change and thus make 
progress toward more inclusive organizations where 
employees feel fairly evaluated based on their actual 
contributions and work performance.

Limitations and Boundary Conditions
There are limitations to our work that warrant attention 
and future research. First, although our inductive 
theory-building approach was appropriate for this 
study because the shift to remote work fundamentally 
altered work conditions and related research was 
nascent (Edmondson and McManus 2007), it is not con
ducive to making causal claims. Our proposed model, 
as shown in Figure 1, does not imply causal linkages. 
The arrows are not literal but imply iterative and recur
sive processes. Future research can deductively test the 
relationships among the practices and mechanisms of 
status equalizing that we outline, and how they relate to 
downstream consequences such as employee satisfac
tion, productivity, engagement, turnover, and career 
advancement.

Second, the COVID-19 pandemic that constituted the 
jolt in the study may have resulted in unique circum
stances that shaped teamwork (Whillans et al. 2021) and 
feelings of compassion due to experiences of shared suf
fering and global uncertainty (Batson et al. 1983). As the 
pandemic made this change at least temporarily neces
sary, it likely had greater legitimacy than similar 
changes otherwise would have had. This may mean 
that outside of this context, equalizing may be more dif
ficult. As previously noted, the technology practices 
that changed in our setting, at the time, may have 
benefited all workers, who could more effectively 
accomplish their remote work collaborations as a result. 
Although we believe that the same practices could 
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function similarly in our current world of work, this 
would depend on in-person workers being willing to 
adopt the changes and seeing them as legitimate— 
otherwise, as prior work shows, resistance may arise. 
Therefore, future research should investigate the extent 
to which the model outlined here explains status equal
izing in contexts outside of a pandemic-triggered jolt, 
and how such conditions might be modified to allow 
equality to prevail by dismantling implicit defaults that 
benefit only some workers at the expense of others. Fur
ther, we do not examine long-term consequences of the 
jolt. Although our participants expressed confidence 
that their newfound status would be stable, we do not 
know whether and how this may have changed as com
panies reverted to prepandemic arrangements. This is 
important, because although the pandemic fundamen
tally altered distributed work and potentially intro
duced a “new normal” that work no longer requires 
face-to-face interaction (see Keating et al. 2024), it 
remains unclear to what extent distributed work may 
revert or advance in unexpected ways that could alter 
the processes and practices theorized here.

Third, our study focused on individuals working 
remotely in the software industry. In a sense, the soft
ware industry may be a conservative context in which 
to examine status equalizing, given the prevalence and 
familiarity with technology and distributed work in this 
industry. Future research can investigate how structural 
changes impact distributed employees in other indus
tries who may experience steeper learning curves in 
adopting technologies to accommodate remote work, 
and whose organizations may have comparatively 
weaker capabilities to support remote work. Addition
ally, because we studied different software organiza
tions, we did not theorize the situated differences 
across specific organizations that could impact status 
dynamics. Relatedly, although we take a broad view of 
distributed work, there are a variety of forms and con
figurations of distributed work (such as global teams, 
hybrid workers, and solo telecommuters; see Griffith 
et al. 2003, O’Leary and Mortensen 2010) that we do not 
account for in our theorizing; such configurations may 
be important to consider in future research on the man
agement of status in distributed work.

Fourth, our study focused on the COVID-19 pan
demic period and may not fully generalize to postpan
demic work environments, where organizational 
policies and attitudes toward remote work have contin
ued to evolve. In the wake of the pandemic, many com
panies adopted new hybrid and remote work policies. 
For example, Dropbox announced in 2023 that employ
ees could work remotely 90% of the time (Royle 2024). 
However, some organizations have since reversed these 
policies under “return to office” (RTO) mandates. Goo
gle, for instance, initially required a three-day-per-week 
office presence in 2021, but by 2025 had urged 

employees to return every workday (Zeff 2025). Simi
larly, Amazon expanded remote flexibility during the 
pandemic but later mandated that many employees 
return to the office (Bindley and Rana 2025). However, 
given that approximately 39% of full-time U.S. workers 
currently work in remote or hybrid arrangements—and 
that percentage has remained largely stable since 2023 
(Barrero et al. 2021, 2025)—we believe the dynamics we 
observed remain relevant.

Finally, we did not ask participants about their race, 
ethnicity, or other important demographic variables. 
Our model does not encompass other status characteris
tics in the workplace, such as national culture, language, 
race, gender, people with disabilities, sexual orientation, 
and other marginalized identities. Status dynamics 
based on these characteristics may be distinct from our 
context (for instance, it is often not possible for people 
with different status characteristics to actually embody 
one another’s work experience, such as race, like in our 
study). Further, our research examines status, not 
power, leadership, or formal authority (Lee 2024), which 
may show different mechanisms or effects (Anicich et al. 
2016, Hays et al. 2022). In our work, we examine inter
group status differences, rather than individuals within 
a group navigating status differences. Future work may 
benefit from examining how the dynamics we find here 
may also be potentially fruitful for reducing the press of 
hierarchy in such intrateam settings as well—a topic on 
which the literature has long called for more work (e.g., 
Hollenbeck et al. 2011; Greer et al. 2017, 2018; Lee 2024). 
We urge researchers to investigate how different and 
multiple status characteristics may show different pat
terns in processes related to organizational status with 
these potential team dynamics in mind (May 2015, Han
cock 2016, Wingfield and Chavez 2020).

Practical Implications and Conclusion
It seems almost certain that more employees will con
tinue to work remotely than before the COVID-19 pan
demic. As organizational leaders contemplate the extent 
to which they will embrace remote work, our study 
urges organizations with distributed workers that rely 
predominantly on virtual communication tools to rec
ognize that this may contribute to harmful status 
inequalities between employees. Recent surveys have 
shown that digital collaboration tools have significantly 
evolved, which may help to provide paths toward equi
table communication across remote and in-person 
workers, challenging the traditional view that face-to- 
face interaction is the best way to coordinate (Elliott et al. 
2022). Our study not only highlights these evolving 
opportunities but also offers a set of actionable practices 
to help managers and workers implement virtual com
munication tools and distributed work arrangements 
more effectively.
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Our study illuminates the importance of deliberately 
promoting asynchronous communication in distributed 
work environments, which can reduce inequalities in 
the felt pressure on remote workers to be constantly 
available and the negative attributions and performance 
expectations that come from not “seeing” someone con
stantly working. Our paper also emphasizes the impor
tance of documentation and transparent, broad access 
to information, which may require selecting appropriate 
digital platforms and ongoing training. Our study also 
urges managers to consider instituting virtual socializ
ing in which all workers (remote and on-site) are given 
opportunities and supported in socializing with one 
another via technology. This could manifest in various 
forms, including virtual coffee breaks or online game 
nights, aimed at fostering a cohesive dynamic and nur
turing multiplex relationships that extend beyond pro
fessional interactions. By facilitating these interactions, 
organizations can create a more inclusive climate where 
remote workers feel more authentically connected to 
their in-person peers, forming relationships that change 
social networks and subgroups, and other status- 
maintenance mechanisms. Collectively, these practices 
offer promising ways to help break the mold of in- 
person-centric culture, paving the way for a more inclu
sive environment where technology supports all types 
of distributed workers, a critical objective for the bevy of 
distributed organizations in our present and future 
world of work.

Appendix. Interview Protocols
Semistructured interview protocol 1: For first 31 inter
views (previously remote workers) 
• Tell me about your role at Company X.
• How often did you work remotely before the pandemic?
• What does working remotely mean to you?
• How has the pandemic affected your work?
• How has the change to fully remote work affected you?
• What would you say has been the biggest change for 

you since your company transitioned to fully remote work?
• How much did you collaborate with members of your 

team before the pandemic?
• How has your relationship with your team changed 

since the pandemic began?
• How has your relationship with your manager changed 

since the pandemic began?
• Would you say your productivity has been affected by 

the change to fully remote work? How so?
• Have you formed any new relationships with people at 

your company since the pandemic began that you don’t think 
you would have otherwise formed?
• Have your roles and responsibilities changed since the 

pandemic started?
• Do you feel more recognized now since your company 

has transitioned to working remotely all the time? How so?
• Has there been anything that has surprised you about 

how your team has transitioned to fully remote work?
• What’s the biggest misconception about remote work?

• Has the way you think about the meaning or purpose of 
your work changed since the pandemic? If so, how?
• Has your work identity—or the way you define yourself 

in your work role—changed since the shift to remote work? If 
so, how?
• Has your prior experience with remote work changed 

the way others in your organization see you or your role since 
the shift to remote work? If so, how?
• Has the shift to remote work created any new opportu

nities for you to utilize your prior experience with remote 
work?
• Have you been able to utilize your remote work experi

ence to help others in your organization?
• As someone who was primarily working remotely 

before the pandemic, have there been any downsides or chal
lenges for you now that everyone is working remotely?
• Do you feel less unique now that everyone is working 

remotely? If so, how do you feel about this change?
• Have there been any ways in which your prior experi

ence with remote work has backfired or worked against you 
since the switch to everyone working remotely?
Semistructured interview protocol 2: For second set of 28 
interviews (previously remote workers)
Questions added to interview protocol: 
• What do you think were your coworkers’ opinions of 

remote workers before the pandemic?
• Was your manager supportive of you working remotely 

before the pandemic? How so?
• Were your team members supportive of you working 

remotely before the pandemic? How so?
• What do you think your coworkers’ perceptions of you 

were when you first transitioned to remote work?
• How did you feel treated by your peers and managers 

when you were remote?
• What were the benefits of working remotely (if any)?
• What were the disadvantages of working remotely (if 

any)?
• What does working remotely mean to you?
• What do you think were your coworkers’ opinions of 

remote workers after the pandemic began?
• Has your work itself changed since the pandemic 

began? If so, how?
• Has your work behavior changed since the pandemic 

began? If so, how?
• Now that most everyone is working remotely, has this 

changed your working remotely experience compared to 
before? If so, how?
• Has your organization provided any new resources or 

support for employees since the pandemic?
• Do you think your experience of working remotely will 

be different after the pandemic ends? If so, how?
Semistructured interview protocol 3: For last set of 18 
interviews (new remote workers)
Questions pertaining to prepandemic experiences: 
• Tell me about your role at your company.
• Can you describe your company’s philosophy around/ 

approach to remote work before the pandemic?
• What were your relationships with people at your com

pany who were working remotely before the pandemic like 
before the pandemic?
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• What were your perceptions of your coworkers who 
were working remotely before the pandemic?
Questions pertaining to experiences during the pandemic: 
• Have your opinions of remote workers/remote work 

changed since the pandemic started?
• Have your relationships with people who were working 

remotely before the pandemic changed at all?
• Has your work itself changed since the pandemic began? 

If so, how?
• Has your work behavior changed since the pandemic 

began? If so, how?
• Has your organization provided any new resources or 

support for employees since the pandemic?
• What do you think the benefits of working remotely are 

(if any)?
• What do you think the disadvantages of working remotely 

are (if any)?
• Do you think the remote work experience is different in 

any way for women?
• Do you think your experience of working remotely will 

be different after the pandemic ends? If so, how?

Endnote
1 We define remote work broadly as “work performed away from a 
central work site” (Olson and Primps 1984, p. 98). This definition 
encompasses individuals who adopt “telecommute” or “telework” 
arrangements, and members of “globally distributed teams” (GDTs) 
or “virtual teams” who perform work away from a central “onshore” 
work site.
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