
Citation: Rebelo, Glória, Catarina

Delaunay, Maria Fernanda

Diamantino, and António R. Almeida.

2024. Telework and Women’s

Perceptions on the Right to

Disconnect—An Exploratory Study in

Portugal. Administrative Sciences 14:

261. https://doi.org/10.3390/

admsci14100261

Received: 3 June 2024

Revised: 29 September 2024

Accepted: 9 October 2024

Published: 16 October 2024

Copyright: © 2024 by the authors.

Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland.

This article is an open access article

distributed under the terms and

conditions of the Creative Commons

Attribution (CC BY) license (https://

creativecommons.org/licenses/by/

4.0/).

administrative 
sciences

Article

Telework and Women’s Perceptions on the Right to
Disconnect—An Exploratory Study in Portugal
Glória Rebelo 1,2,* , Catarina Delaunay 3 , Maria Fernanda Diamantino 4 and António R. Almeida 5

1 Dinâmia‘CET, Iscte-Instituto Universitário de Lisboa, 1649-026 Lisbon, Portugal
2 Escola de Ciências Económicas e das Organizações, Universidade Lusófona—Centro Universitário Lisboa,

1749-024 Lisbon, Portugal
3 CICS.NOVA, Universidade NOVA de Lisboa, 1069-061 Lisbon, Portugal
4 CEAUL, Faculdade de Ciências, Universidade de Lisboa, 1749-016 Lisbon, Portugal
5 Legal Department, Universidade Europeia, 1500-210 Lisbon, Portugal
* Correspondence: gloria_rebelo@iscte-iul.pt

Abstract: Working in the digital age requires a discussion on the right to disconnect. Although it has
previously been studied in association with the digital transition movement, the “right to disconnect”
has gained relevance in a context of mandatory teleworking due to the COVID-19 pandemic. This
situation has led some countries to legislate on the subject, notably Portugal, where the right to
disconnect has been enshrined in labour legislation since law no. 83/2021 of 6 December. This
article presents a framework of the literature on the right to disconnect, as well as a documentary
analysis and an exploratory study carried out in Portugal in November and December 2021, during
the COVID-19 pandemic. The survey sought to assess the working conditions of women in telework,
particularly about working time. This study stresses that the right to disconnect is linked to the
organisation of working time and analyses the negative impact of technology on work, in particular
the permanence of the electronic connection to work. The results show that the majority of women
value teleworking because they have more time for themselves and their families. However, the
women who consider that they have less availability for teleworking indicate that the main reason
for this is not being able to disconnect from work. In the context of the digital transition and the
expansion of teleworking in organisations and the generalisation of hybrid work, the study of this
new “right to disconnect” becomes crucial.

Keywords: digital transition; working time; work intensification; telework; right to disconnect

1. Introduction

In a context of mandatory teleworking due to the COVID-19 pandemic, and the
expansion of this type of work, reflection on the ‘right to disconnect’ associated with
teleworking has gained greater relevance. And today, with the permanence of hybrid work
(a mix of face to face and teleworking), this relevance continues. Telework emerged in the
late 1970s (Nilles 1988), associated with technological progress and the traditional way
of working at home that facilitated the multiplication of experiences of work relocation.
Telework, or telecommuting, was then defined as a work practise that uses technology
to interact with other people and perform work tasks (Allen et al. 2015, p. 44) and that
allows working remotely through information and communication technologies (ICTs)
(Eurofound 2010; Greer and Payne 2014). Since then its use has gradually expanded (Lister
and Harnish 2011, 2019; Tugend et al. 2014; Gallup 2017; European Commission 2020).

In the 1980s, the strong impact of ICT on employment enabled large companies to de-
velop an activity that transcended state borders (Crompton et al. 1996, pp. 5–6). In addition,
the increasing use of these technologies has had implications for individuals and families
as well as organisations (Eurofound 2009; Kossek and Lautsch 2012; European Commission
2015). Consequently, most employers are increasingly responding to the pressure to create
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a family-friendly workplace and a work–life balance (Gershuny 2000; Eurofound 2006;
OECD 2013, 2016). Some studies underline that discussions of technological change tend to
focus mainly on its impact on the labour process as well as on employment levels in general,
in particular on the restructuring of old occupations and skills (Crompton et al. 1996, p. 2).
Teleworking is above all a form of organisational development (Peiperl and Baruch 1997).
As a form of work largely supported by new technologies, with telework, new productive
and social demands have been created. It is therefore important, firstly, to clarify that—as a
way of organising work—telework is viable both in a subordinate employment relationship
and in an independent work relationship. Secondly, it is necessary to consider that telework
can satisfy new needs of companies, particularly in situations where it is applied in a mixed
form, partially or alternately with face-to-face work. Thirdly, teleworking must also be
understood in relation to business strategies, both national and international, by seeking
to develop forms of networked communication between companies, which can integrate
work at home.

The literature highlights the notion of telework as a ‘virtual place’ that is also a form
of an electronic-mediated (dis)incorporation of simultaneous individual and/or group
positions, with consequences for the organisation of work (Leeds and Leeds 2003; Golden
and Raghuram 2010; Degryse 2016). In this context, telework presents several advantages,
both for employees and employers and society in general (ILO 2020a, 2020c). Companies
seek to reduce the surface area of their workplaces and thus make their activity more
profitable. In terms of disadvantages for companies, teleworking implies a profound
change in behaviour. In the first place, one can speak of weakening the management
power of employers, since it diminishes regular contact with employees and, consequently,
direct control over them. It should also be noted that for employers—sceptical about work
processes that are difficult to supervise—telework can be perceived as a form of work
granted only for some workers benefiting from such a right (Eurofound and ILO 2017; Lott
and Abendroth 2019).

Teleworkers, on the other hand, sometimes tend to gain autonomy, higher productivity,
better work–life balance, and greater well-being. However, there are also disadvantages,
as teleworking can lead to longer working hours. The mainstream literature has long
emphasised the positive impact of teleworking on reconciling family life (Duxbury et al.
1998; Shojanoori et al. 2015).

However, there are also disadvantages, as teleworking can lead to longer working
hours, overlapping of work and home life, and higher work intensity. Several studies show
that the use of ICTs in work tends to lead to higher levels of work intensity (Askenazy
2004; Derks and Bakker 2010; Kelliher and Anderson 2010; Grant et al. 2013; Piasna 2018,
2020; Menon et al. 2020; Eurofound 2020c; ). Kelliher and Anderson (2010) analyse the
topics of high job satisfaction, organisational commitment, and work intensification. As
these authors point out, remote workers may find themselves working harder in order to
meet the expectations of their co-workers (Kelliher and Anderson 2010, p. 87). Based on
the studies of Molm et al. (1999), these authors support the thesis of reciprocal exchange,
whereby employees tend to intensify their work because they think they benefit from the
remote activity. Felstead and Henseke (2017) sought to identify factors explaining the
increase in remote working. As these authors emphasise, employers are under pressure to
adapt their working practises to the changing demographics of the workforce. Thus, they
seek to offer the opportunity to telework to groups such as ‘working parents’, allowing
them to reconcile work and family life (Felstead and Henseke 2017). Other studies identify
more intense conflicts among teleworkers who have children (Zhang et al. 2020), especially
women, who have greater difficulties in reconciling family life (Kurowska 2020). For
this author, the impact of teleworking on work–life balance is significant, as companies
demand a permanent connection from employees (expecting them to respond to labour
issues outside normal working hours) and, as a result, work–family conflict increases,
a situation that has worsened during the pandemic. Other authors have observed that
strategies to improve connectivity between remote workers, in addition to facilitating
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communication and collaboration, can strengthen a sense of community and employee
engagement (Graham et al. 2023). With the aim of identifying the impact of teleworking
on well-being at work—based on the experience of contact centre operators during the
COVID-19 pandemic—Santos and Pereira (2023) identify seven dimensions that aggregate
the positive impacts associated with teleworking, enhancing well-being and performance.
More recently, another study by Tan et al. (2024) used data from 358 married Singaporean
women to analyse the effects of teleworking on life satisfaction, mediated by work–life
balance, workplace relationships, and working hours. The results suggest a positive
association between teleworking and work–life balance as a mediating factor. This study
recommends that organisations should consider the potential benefits of teleworking for
work–life balance and life satisfaction, while weighing up its drawbacks.

And if with the expansion of ICTs and the use of telework, more and more workers
recognise that they remain electronically connected to their work even when they finish
their working hours—particularly during the COVID-19 pandemic—there is an alert about
the negative impact on workers’ wellbeing of the possible increase in working time (ILO
2020c). Thus, considering the emergence of a new right associated with the digital transition
movement and, in particular, teleworking, some governments have found the need to
protect workers and integrate by law the right to disconnect.

Especially in the current context of hybrid work, it is therefore important to carry out
research that identifies the regulation of the right to disconnect, especially in countries
that have a high average number of working hours per week. Hence, it is important to
develop research that identifies the need to regulate the right to disconnect, especially
in countries that have a high average number of working hours per week. Considering
the relationship between the increased use of communication technologies and working
time—in particular long hours—lately the literature has assessed the relationship between
telework and working time by addressing the issue of the right to disconnect (Pansu 2018;
Hesselberth 2018; Avogaro 2018; Eurofound 2020c, 2023a; Jungryeol and Sundong 2020;
Miernicka 2024).

Reflection on the right to disconnect has focused in particular on identifying the legal
implications of its progressive legalisation (Ray 2016). In 2018, taking the discussion of the
‘right to disconnect’ as a starting point, Hesselberth (2018) emphasises the importance of
looking at discourses on dis/connectivity from the point of view of the current ‘culture of
connectivity’. As some authors emphasise, disconnection means the right of employees to
disconnect from work-related communications during their time off (including holidays).
To this end, the employee must also refrain from participating in work activities via ICT
during this period (Hopkins 2024). On the other hand, Miernicka (2024) identifies the risks
to equality posed by the development of ICT use in professional activity and addresses
the right to disconnect associated with the problem of inequalities in teleworking. Other
studies (Zlatanović and Škobo 2023) explore the impact of psychosocial risks and challenges
in the digital era and discuss whether it is necessary to introduce new rights, particularly
the right to disconnect. These authors point out that the right to rest and leisure was created
to protect workers and can be analysed in relation to working conditions. And to this extent,
they argue that the so-called ‘right to disconnect’ can serve to respond to the problem of
psychosocial risks arising from the constant availability of workers in the society of the
digital age (idem).

Thus, reconciling work—in particular telework—with family life is a key issue, in an
increasingly ageing society, for policy-makers and social partners. Until the beginning of
2020, the legal regime of telework seemed adjusted and in adherence to this form of work
provision, but was residual in most countries. However, with the COVID-19 pandemic, it
became massive, remaining so to this day, especially in a hybrid labour regime. Hence, ‘the
right to disconnect’—in particular associated with the practise of telework—has recently
become central to the discussion of each country’s labour problems. For this reason, this is
the central theme of this paper.
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In the implementation of employment policies, working time regulation has been
crucial to improving working conditions and workers’ health and safety (Eurofound 2013,
2015; Campbell and Van Wanrooy 2013; Ganster et al. 2018). How to conciliate professional
life with personal and family life is a key concern not only for workers but particularly
for policy-makers, social partners, and organisations. At the same time, other factors are
transforming the relationship between work and private life, such as technological change
and digital work (European Commission 2010, 2020; Eurofound 2018, 2020a, 2020d, 2023b).

Although the specific literature on the right to disconnect is still very scarce, an analy-
sis was made of the literature that relates this topic to the themes of long working hours and
work overload: all the more so as the attempt to ensure the right to disconnect aims to guar-
antee an effective right to rest. Work overload can have effects on workers. Thus, overload
usually leads to lower levels of organisational commitment, more absenteeism, negative
effects on mental and physical health, and even worse work performance. Overload has
also been shown to negatively affect individuals’ role within their families, which can result
in increased levels of anxiety, burnout, fatigue, depression, and emotional and physiological
stress (Duxbury and Halinski 2014; Berniell and Bientenbeck 2017). Some studies relate
working time to theories of stress, either by identifying health problems at work (Li et al.
2007; Rice 2012) or social isolation (Nicholson 2009). Other studies link working time to
problems of expectations by studying the ability of workers to ensure performance by
adapting their working time management; Reid and Ramarajan (2016) conclude that most
men and women—parents and non-parents alike—show a lot of difficulty in focusing only
on work, seeking simultaneously to manage other parts of their lives. The authors analyse
the combination of three pressure factors on employees: economic incentives, authority
figures, and deep psychological needs. And they suggest the way to a healthier and more
productive organisational culture through small management changes.

Moreover, company culture can intensify the use of this permanent contact in a more
competitive and individualistic working environment. While some employees accept it,
motivated by rewards or a strong sense of duty, others accept it out of fear of job insecurity
(Burchell 2002; Adascalitei and Heyes 2021). Hence, responding to this problem is particularly
important in countries with a high level of job insecurity. Other studies have identified that
overwork and the resulting stress can lead to serious health problems, such as sleep problems,
depression, or heart disease (Hewlett and Luce 2006; Ganster et al. 2018). They are also terrible
for a company’s bottom line, showing up as absenteeism, turnover, and rising health insurance
costs. In addition, researchers have found that overwork can impair the performance even of
workers who work long hours voluntarily. Exhaustion makes workers more likely to make
mistakes when they are tired (Dembe et al. 2005; Dembe 2009).

Regarding long working hours, it is worth noting the importance of its articulation
with telework. With the expansion of the use of mobile technologies, the main objective
of companies is to seek to increase productivity at work, sometimes leading to an inten-
sification of work. In this context, seeking to balance the demands of work and family
life, employees with families struggle daily to cope with these responsibilities. A current
question is to confirm whether telework can help employees to achieve this desired rec-
onciliation while ensuring their productivity at work. However, telework may also have
disadvantages and involve specific risks, namely regarding the (non)limitation of working
time. In effect, telework, if not duly safeguarded, may make the worker not disconnect from
work and work more hours than usual, with an increase in stress and other psychosocial
risks (Pinsonneault and Boisvert 2001; Eurofound 2017, 2020b).

In a digital transition context in several European countries, this right was already
enshrined in their legal systems before the pandemic. However, there is currently no legal
framework in the European Union directly regulating the right to disconnect, although the
Working Time Directive (Directive 2003/88/EC) does protect a number of rights relating
to daily and weekly rest periods and workers’ health and safety. With the increase in
teleworking accelerated by the pandemic, concerns about an “always on” culture and
the permanent connection of workers have intensified, leading them to work additional
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and often unpaid hours (Eurofound 2023a). It should also be noted that the European
Parliament Resolution in favour of the right to disconnect, of 21 January 2021, invites
the European Commission to prepare a directive on this right to disconnect, namely by
imposing minimum requirements for remote working, hours, and rest periods.

As mentioned in this section, the literature indicates that telework can intensify work,
prolonging the working day. The relevance of this article is therefore to evaluate the
working conditions of women who telework, in particular working hours, and assess
the relevance of the right to disconnect. The period of the pandemic, with teleworking
expanded, was an excellent time to analyse the relationship between working time and
teleworking and the relevance of the right to disconnect. So, this study was designed, on
the one hand, to understand whether teleworking from home is seen as a benefit for women
(and thus a way of promoting gender equality) since it allows them to make their time more
flexible in line with their family responsibilities. On the other hand, in a digital society
that tends to impose permanent connections, we also sought to identify the importance of
this reinforcement of the right to rest and personal and family life, which is the regulation
of this new right to disconnect. After analysing the literature on the subject, the next
section—Material and Methods—will focus on presenting how this study was developed,
based on exploratory research. Section 3 presents the results of this study and Section 4
discusses these results. Finally, Section 5 draws the conclusions and recommendations for
future research.

2. Material and Methods
2.1. The Empirical Study—An Exploratory Study in PORTUGAL

As mentioned in the Introduction, this study began with a framing of the topic, through
an analysis of the literature both on teleworking and working time, and specifically on the
right to disconnect. To reinforce this, it was also decided to carry out a documentary analysis
of various reports on the Portuguese labour context in 2020, namely documents from the
Portuguese Ministry of Labour, identified here as the MTSSS. This was complemented
with a study conducted by Rebelo et al. (2020) that discussed the relationship between
teleworking and working time and its impact during the COVID-19 pandemic in Portugal.
This study, conducted in June and July 2020, was based on semi-structured interviews with
Portuguese social partners (employer confederations and trade union confederations) and
provided an understanding of how they assessed the relationship between telework and
working time, in particular with regard to the right to disconnect. The interviewees were
confederations, members of the Economic and Social Council (ESC), the main institution for
social dialogue in Portugal. And the discussion of the results of this study was important
since it preceded the enshrinement in Portuguese law of the right to disconnect.

In this empirical study, the main research questions that guided the investigation were
as follows: RQ1—Did women who teleworked during the pandemic feel a lack of time for
themselves and their families? RQ2—If so, what are women’s perceptions of their ability to
reconcile work with personal and family life when teleworking? RQ3—What is the profile
of the women who most claim the right to disconnect (by age, marital status, and number
of children)? Departing from these research questions and based on this previous research
on working time and telework, a questionnaire was drawn up to collect responses from
the largest possible number of women who teleworked in 2020 and 2021, to gather their
perceptions about their experiences of teleworking. The sampling plan for this research
was drawn up according to its objectives and the characteristics of the target population,
such as the availability and accessibility of the people to be surveyed (the survey was made
available on social networks). It was considered that non-probability sampling methods are
particularly pertinent in research objects where there is no population list of the universe to
be surveyed. Therefore, given these constraints inherent to the object of study, the units to
be surveyed were selected non-randomly. More specifically, in November 2021, a survey on
working time was administered to women with an employment contract (a non-probability
sample), seeking to know their opinion and to understand if, during the years 2020 and
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2021, they had been able to reconcile professional life with personal and family life, and
in particular inquiring about the importance of the right to disconnect. Although this
survey had multiple-answer questions, this questionnaire consisted essentially of closed
questions to facilitate the analysis of information. It was structured in two parts, the first
with a personal and contractual profile—gender, age, marital status, level of education,
professional category, employment contract, and seniority—and the other part on working
time and working conditions, with a total of 16 questions, some with multiple answers. A
total of 155 women with employment contracts—since only in these contracts can the right
to disconnect be assessed by reference to the contracted working time—responded to this
survey. The statistical analysis was performed by IBM SPSS Statistics for Windows, Version
27.0 (IBM Corp 2020), and categorical variables are presented as frequencies (percentages).

2.2. Documentary Analysis on the Right to Disconnect

As the specific literature on the right to disconnect is very scarce, we also carried out
an analysis of specific documents relating this topic to the themes of long working hours
and work overload.

In Portugal, a study from the Portuguese Ministry of Labour led to the enshrinement
of this right in Portuguese labour law. This study emphasised what had been enshrined
in France in 2016, as well as mentioning the Belgian law of 2018, the Italian law of 2017
(emphasising that “lavoro agile resembles a tertium genus between face-to-face and remote
work”), and the Spanish law of 2018 (MTSSS 2021, pp. 92–93). The right to disconnect was
enshrined in law no. 83/2021 of 6 December, amending the Portuguese Labour Code, in
the form of a duty to refrain from contact for the employer. This right came into effect in
January 2022. Article 199.◦-A (entitled ‘Duty to refrain from contact’) has been added to the
Portuguese Labour Code, paragraph 1 of which states that, except in cases of force majeure,
‘the employer has a duty to refrain from contacting the worker during his rest period’. It
also provides, in paragraph 2, for the protection of employees against any discrimination
or less favourable treatment—in particular in regards to working conditions and career
progression—as a result of the exercise of this right. This duty on the part of the employer
reinforces the employee’s right to disconnect from professional activity in their rest time,
refusing, for example, to answer their mobile phone or respond to emails outside of their
working hours. Furthermore, special duties for the employer have been established for
the teleworking regime in Article 169.◦-B(1) of the Labour Code, which lays down the
employer’s duty to refrain from contacting the worker during the rest period, under the
terms of the aforementioned Article 199.◦-A.

Thus, this article explores the potential for understanding the evolving relationship
between telework and working time and the importance that the right to disconnect will
assume for labour regulations (either legally or by conventional means).

In this respect, it should be noted that a report by Eurofound and ILO (2017) highlights
that the increasing use of teleworking has been driven by the demand from companies
for better performance and productivity and that it is linked to the demand for more
efficient and time-saving work processes (due to reduced commuting times). Moreover,
as this report suggests, the growth of telework was also driven by the development of
new business models, such as digital platforms, as well as by the desire to help workers
reconcile work with family and personal life. As another report states, in the past decade,
at least in some countries, such as Portugal, the overwork model has been consolidated
(ILO 2018). Employers expect employees to work to be available outside working hours (in
their rest time) and to do so voluntarily. In countries with higher levels of precariousness,
employees tend to give up their rest time to ensure that their jobs are maintained. And they
are often not even paid for the extra work.

The Portuguese legal system was one of the first in Europe to establish telework in 2003.
In 2021, law no. 83/2021 changed the legal regime of telework in the Portuguese Labour
Code. Currently, this Labour Code, in Article 165.◦, states that teleworking is carried out in
a ‘regime of legal subordination of the worker to an employer, in a place not determined
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by the employer’, through the use of ICT. Thus, the concept of teleworking embraced by
Portuguese law is a broad concept that can cover various realities, the essential elements
of which are, cumulatively, the fact that the work is carried out outside the company,
at a location not indicated by the employer and using ICT. Therefore, according to the
Portuguese Labour Code, the main characteristics of teleworking are that the worker is
away from the employer’s premises and uses ICT.

According to the Portuguese Green Book Future of Work (2021), it is relevant to note that
there are data that point to a significant increase in the willingness to resort to telework
by companies, since according to a survey conducted by the confederation of employers’
CIP, ‘48% of companies surveyed intend to use this form of work, and among these, only
22% consider telework situations in which workers stay five days a week in this regime’
(MTSSS 2021, p. 51). This study notes that the cost reduction and motivation of workers
are the main advantages of telework mentioned by employers while the dispersion of
workers with domestic and family tasks and the lack of communication between teams
are identified as the main disadvantages (idem). As has also been pointed out, some of the
advantages of teleworking for employers include greater labour efficiency and productivity
and the possibility of adopting management by objectives or results schemes (idem).

However, telework may also have disadvantages and involve specific risks, namely
regarding the (non)limitation of working time. In effect, telework, if not duly safeguarded, may
make the worker not disconnect from work and work more hours than usual, with an increase
in stress and other psychosocial risks (Pinsonneault and Boisvert 2001; Eurofound 2017).

Moreover, teleworking may particularly penalise women, who traditionally continue
to be responsible for domestic and care work to a greater extent than men, aggravating the
difficulties in terms of reconciling professional, family, and personal life (MTSSS 2021). As
the Portuguese Green Book points out, the resolution on the right to disconnect proposed
by the European Parliament, adopted on 21 January 2021, recommends the adoption of a
directive on this issue (European Parliament 2021). This resolution stresses the importance
of telework in safeguarding employment during the COVID-19 pandemic, but also warns of
the negative impact on workers’ well-being resulting from the possible increase in working
time (MTSSS 2021, p. 94). As this document states, this resolution makes recommendations
that employers should not be able to require workers to be available outside working hours.
It also seeks to ensure that workers who invoke their right to disconnect are protected
against possible repercussions. This Green Book highlights that “teleworking has blurred the
boundaries between working time and non-working time”, intensifying working time and
deteriorating “the conditions for reconciling professional, personal and family life” (ibidem).

Although the Portuguese Labour Code seeks to minimise the problems associated
with telework, determining that the worker must be treated in equal conditions to other
workers working in the company’s premises and that the employer should respect the
privacy of teleworkers and their working hours, problems with overworking persist. This
especially applies as Portugal is one of the European Union countries with the highest
average working hours per week. According to Eurofound data in 2018, in the EU28, the
usual working week was 40.2 h and in the EU15, it was 40.1 h, with Portugal (40.8 h)
standing out as the country with the highest weekly working time (Eurofound 2019).

As mentioned above, until the appearance of the COVID-19 pandemic, the legal regime
of telework seemed adjusted and there was adherence to this form of work provision; until
the beginning of 2020, it was residual in most countries, but with the pandemic, it became
massive. In this respect, it is also worth mentioning that an ILO study on the impact of
COVID-19 on the Portuguese economy and labour market, presented in 2020, highlights the
importance of teleworking (ILO 2020b). As we mentioned, in Portugal, with the pandemic,
the generalisation of teleworking has become a special challenge. In a country not used to
teleworking—since, as this study highlights, in 2019, only ‘6.5% of Portuguese employees
worked from home’ (ILO 2020b, p. 10)—in Portugal, teleworking was carried out under
demanding conditions, especially for families with children.
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In addition, in 2020, a study sought to know the position of the Portuguese social part-
ners on various issues related to working time. This investigation was based on two lines of
research: first, equality at work and work–life balance, and second, digital work/telework
and working time (Rebelo et al. 2020). The first axis included several dimensions of working
time, such as the importance of flexibility; the work–family balance; the acceptability of
receiving after-hours contacts through technologies; the right to disconnect; and the rela-
tionship between working time and telework. As for the second axis of research, it included,
in particular, the following issues: teleworkers’ autonomy and benefits of teleworking and a
mixed regime (telework and face to face); differences between teleworkers and face-to-face
workers’ professional and personal profiles; the impact of telework on work–life balance;
and the role of companies and collective bargaining in the implementation of telework
policies. This study adopted a qualitative approach based on semi-structured interviews.
The interviews were addressed to the Portuguese social partners, members of the Economic
and Social Council: two trade union confederations and one employers’ confederation.
These interviews were conducted before the right to disconnect was enshrined in the Por-
tuguese Labour Code by law 83/2021, of 6 December 2021, and, as already mentioned,
their structure was based on dimensions that generated several questions related to the
possibility of working after normal working hours using new technologies (idem). In this
study, the employers’ confederation has considered that the right to disconnect is ‘advisable
as long as it is not confused with the obligation to disconnect’ (idem). The conclusions of
this study that can be drawn from the above excerpts from the statements of the Portuguese
social partners is that the “right to disconnect” was not understood as an obligation or
duty of the worker to disconnect, but as a principle to be respected in order to achieve a
better balance between family and professional life. In this study, it should be noted that,
in the opinion of the confederations interviewed, the evolution of telework through the
COVID-19 pandemic has emphasised the emergency of the right to disconnect.

3. Results

In 2021, a survey on working time was carried out among women with an employment
contract (a non-probability sample). This survey sought to find out whether, during the
years 2020 and 2021, teleworking women were able to reconcile their professional lives with
their personal and family lives and, in particular, to ask about the importance of the right
to disconnect from work. A statistical analysis was applied to this survey. The association
between categorical variables was analysed using the Chi-square test (Agresti 2002). Values
of p < 0.05 were considered significant. The statistical analysis was carried out using the
IBM SPSS Statistics for Windows programme, version 27.0.

This survey was structured in two parts, one with a personal and contractual profile
and the other part on working time and conditions, with a total of 16 questions. It is also
worth mentioning that our survey on working time was applied via the internet, on a social
network, using Google Forms, between 7 November and 15 December 2021. At the start of
the online survey, all participants were informed of the purpose of the research and were
asked for their informed consent, ensuring their anonymity and the confidentiality of their
answers and their use for statistical purposes only. Participation was voluntary. It was
answered by 155 women with employment contracts. In terms of the socio-demographic
characteristics of study respondents, 49.0% were aged 36 to 50 years old, 30.3% were 51
or older, and 20.7% were aged 18 to 35 years old. Analysing by ”marital status versus
age group”, in the 18–35 age group, the majority of respondents were single (59.4%); in
the 36–50 age group, the majority of respondents were married or cohabiting (57.9%);
and in the 51+ age group, 66.0% of respondents were married or cohabiting. Regarding
marital status, 56.1% of the women were married or living in a consensual union, 27.7% of
respondents were single, and 16.1% were divorced or separated. With regard to the number
of children, 36.1% of respondents answered as having none, 31% had one child, 28.4% had
two children, and 4.5% had three or more children. In addition to that, 40.6% of women
surveyed replied that they had a post-graduate, master’s, or doctorate degree; 40.0% had a
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degree; 18.1% attended school up to the 12th grade; and 1.3% attended school up to the 9th
grade. Furthermore, 38.7% of women replied that they were technicians, 23.9% directors
or managers, 14.2% teachers and researchers, 11.6% administrators, and also 11.6% other
categories (not defined).

Of the total women surveyed, 79.4% said that they had been teleworking in 2020 and
2021 (Q.13). On whether teleworkers had had more availability for personal and family
life (Q.14), 57.0% of the women surveyed responded that they felt more availability for
personal and family life and 43.0% answered that they did not feel more available for
their personal and family life. Then, still related to question 14, the following research
hypotheses were put forward: Is the feeling of having more time available independent of
your level of education? Is the feeling of having more time available independent of marital
status? Is the feeling of having more time available independent of professional category?
Is the feeling of having more time available independent of age group? And—through the
association between categorical variables analysed by the Chi-square test—it was possible
to conclude that

- ‘Whether or not they feel they have more time for their personal and family life’ is
associated with marital status (χ2

2 = 6.385), p-value = 0.041;
- ‘Whether or not they feel they have more time for their personal and family life’ is not

associated with educational level (χ2
2 = 3.635), p-value = 0.162;

- ‘Whether or not they feel they have more time for their personal and family life’ is not
associated with the professional category (χ2

4 = 6.442), p-value = 0.168;
- ‘Whether or not they feel they have more time for their personal and family life’ is not

associated with the age group (χ2
2 = 3.282), p-value = 0.194.

In question 15, of the women who answered no to Q.14, the vast majority (82.7%)
considered that it was because they could not disconnect from the activity (Figure 1).
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The profile of women who identified ‘not being able to disconnect from their work’
while teleworking was analysed by taking into account age, marital status, and number of
children (Table 1) and age, educational level, and professional category (Table 2). It turns
out that 62.8% of the respondents were between 36 and 50 years old, 23.3% were 51 or older,
and 14% were between 18 and 35 years old. In the dominant age group, between 36 and
50 years old, 66.7% of the women were married or living in a consensual union (Table 1)
and 44.4% had a post-graduate, master’s, or doctorate degree (Table 2). Among these 44.4%
women, there were 41.7% technicians, 16.7% directors or managers, and 33.3% teachers and
researchers (Table 2).
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Table 1. Profile of women who answered “for not being able to disconnect” to Q.15 (by age group,
marital status, and number of children).

n = 43 Age Group Marital Status Number of Children

From 18 to 35 years old
6 (13.95%)

Single None: 1 (100%)
1 (16.67%)

Married or cohabiting None: 2 (40.00%)
5 (83.33%) 1 child: 3 (60.00%)

From 36 to 50 years old
27 (62.79%)

Single None: 5 (83.33%)
6 (22.22%) 1 child: 1 (16.67%)
Married or cohabiting None: 4 (22.22%)
18 (66.67%) 1 child: 6 (33.33%)

2 children: 8 (44.44%)

Divorced or separated None: 2 (66.67%)
3 (11.11%) 2 children: 1 (33.33%)

51 or older
10 (23.26%)

Married or cohabiting None: 1 (14.29%)
7 (70.00%) 1 child: 3 (42.86%)

2 children: 3 (42.86%)

Divorced or separated None: 1 (33.33%)
3 (30.00%) 1 child: 2 (66.67%)

Table 2. Profile of women who answered “for not being able to disconnect” to Q.15 (by age group,
educational level, and professional category).

n = 43 Age Group Educational Level Category

From 18 to 35 years old
6 (13.95%)

Up to the 12th grade Technician: 1 (100%)
1 (16.67%) Teacher/Research:

Director/Manager:
Administrator:
Other Category:

Degree Technician: 1 (100%)
1 (16.67%) Teacher/Research:

Director/Manager:
Administrator:
Other Category:

P-grad./Master’s/Doct. Degree Technician:
4 (66.67%) Teacher/Research: 1 (25.00%)

Director/Manager: 1 (25.00%)
Administrator:
Other Category: 2 (50.00%)

From 36 to 50 years old
27 (62.79%)

Up to the 12th grade Technician: 1 (14.29%)
7 (25.93%) Teacher/Research:

Director/Manager:
Administrator: 6 (85.71%)
Other Category:

Degree Technician: 4 (50.00%)
8 (29.63%) Teacher/Research: 1 (12.50%)

Director/Manager: 3 (37.50%)
Administrator:
Other Category:

P-grad./Master’s/Doct. Degree Technician: 5 (41.67%)
12 (44.44%) Teacher/Research: 4 (33.33%)

Director/Manager: 2 (16.67%)
Administrator:
Other Category: 1 (8.33%)
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Table 2. Cont.

n = 43 Age Group Educational Level Category

51 or older
10 (23.26%)

Up to the 12th grade Technician:
1 (10.00%) Teacher/Research:

Director/Manager: 1 (100%)
Administrator:
Other Category:

Degree Technician: 2 (40.00%)
5 (50.00%) Teacher/Research: 2 (40.00%)

Director/Manager:
Administrator:
Other Category: 1 (20.00%)

P-grad./Master’s/Doct. Degree Technician: 1 (25.00%)
4 (40.00%) Teacher/Research: 2 (50.00%)

Director/Manager: 1 (25.00%)
Administrator:
Other Category:

4. Discussion

In the context of this study, there were three main results of this survey: the first was
to identify that—during the pandemic—the majority of women felt more available for
themselves and their families when teleworking; the second was to identify that women’s
perception of having more time for personal and family life is related to their marital status;
the third was to verify that the vast majority of women who answered that they had less
time for themselves and their families considered that it was because they were unable to
disconnect from the activity beyond the contracted hours.

Thus, on the one hand, these results corroborate the thesis that the majority of women
(57.0%) experienced greater availability for personal and family life. These results confirm
the studies highlighting the benefits of teleworking for workers (Felstead and Henseke
2017; Lott and Abendroth 2019; ILO 2020a, 2020c; Santos and Pereira 2023). They also
confirm the study by Tan et al. (2024), according to which there is a positive impact of
teleworking on life satisfaction, mediated by work–life balance. These results corroborate
the study carried out by Eurofound and ILO (2017) and the idea that the growing use
of teleworking has been driven by companies’ demands for better performance and that
it is linked to the demand for more efficient and faster work processes and also to the
desire to help employees reconcile work with family and personal life. Furthermore, as the
study by Felstead and Henseke (2017) points out, given the demographic pressures on the
labour force, teleworking appears as an opportunity for ‘working parents’, allowing them
to reconcile work and family life. This also confirms the results of the Eurofound (2023b)
study, which indicates that telework has led to greater working time autonomy, allowing
teleworkers to schedule their work hours to fit their personal circumstances.

However, with regard to the results obtained through the association between categor-
ical variables analysed using the Chi-square test, it was possible to conclude that women’s
perception of having more time for their personal and family life is associated with marital
status. On the other hand, this perception of having more time available for personal and
family life is not associated with the level of education, professional category, or age group.
This study confirms that teleworking is particularly detrimental to married women, who
traditionally continue to be primarily responsible for domestic and care work, as confirmed
by the study by MTSSS (2021). Due to the persistent division of gender roles, differences in
work–life balance remain, particularly harming women with family responsibilities. The
results show that the majority of women who reported having more time for personal and
family life were single or divorced/separated. It will be important to continue researching
this topic, not least because if the literature before the COVID-19 pandemic identified tele-
working with the benefits of women, particularly married women (Shojanoori et al. 2015),
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this pandemic (with mandatory teleworking) may have been disruptive in this respect. It
will be important to continue studying this impact on non-mandatory teleworking.

Finally, the results show that the vast majority of women who replied that they had
less time for themselves and their families considered this to be due to the fact that they
were unable to disconnect from their work beyond the contracted hours. These results tend
to follow the studies by Kelliher and Anderson (2010) and Molm et al. (1999), so more
research is needed into the idea that remote workers see teleworking as a benefit and, in
a logic of exchange/reciprocity, tend to spend more time working in this form of work
organisation. To this extent, it will be important not only to assess the changes—which have
been maintained—in the organisation of work after the pandemic, but also the effective
fulfilment of the recently enshrined right to disconnect. This study also accompanies
studies that identify the problem of inequalities in teleworking posed by the development
of ICT, giving centrality to the right to disconnect (Miernicka 2024).

The findings of this study also corroborate the studies of Zhang et al. (2020) and
Kurowska (2020), which highlight the significant impact of teleworking on work–life
balance, particularly as companies increasingly expect employees to maintain a constant
connection and address work-related issues outside of normal working hours. Additionally,
the findings support Reid and Ramarajan’s (2016) study, which indicates that the expansion
of technological resources at work makes it challenging for both men and women to focus
solely on work while simultaneously managing other aspects of their lives.

On the other hand, this study follows the literature (Zlatanović and Škobo 2023) that
recommends a further evaluation of the impact of the constant availability of workers in the
digital age society, in particular by understanding how the so-called “right to disconnect”
can serve to respond to the problem of psychosocial risks associated with the digital age.
Given the scarcity of studies specifically on the right to disconnect, the findings of the
present study make it possible to contribute to future studies on this subject, which is still
little explored and is becoming increasingly important given the growing use of ICT and
the expansion of teleworking in the labour market. And these are findings that should be
studied further in future research.

While there is currently no legal framework in the European Union directly regulating
the right to disconnect, it will be important that in the various countries that have already
established their regulations—such as Portugal in 2022—their practical impact is assessed
in future empirical research. More than the right to disconnect, it is related to achieving a
better work–life balance and creating a healthy working environment.

5. Conclusions

The unexpected COVID-19 pandemic has especially transformed the Portuguese
labour market, through the increased use of telework. This situation has shown that
the impact of megatrends is difficult to predict, leading to employers having to prepare
for constant change. And that will require strategic and dynamic workforce planning
that moves from annual to real time as health conditions and business plans change. In
addition, the movement of technological change and digital transition raises the issue of
work organisation, in particular the management of working time.

As highlighted in this paper, teleworking gives workers more availability due to the
elimination of daily commuting but telework can also lead to work intensification when
combined with heavy workloads and work cultures dominated by precarious employment
and individualism. As can be seen from the literature review in this article, the work
organisation can affect the lives of workers at various levels, including their health and
their family and personal life. As a form of work largely supported by new technologies,
telework poses new social challenges, the organisation of working time being one of
the most relevant. Telework can have disadvantages and involve specific risks, namely
regarding the (non)limitation of working time; conciliation between personal, family, and
professional life; working conditions; and health and safety at work.
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As the literature has shown, the increasing use of ICTs by workers tends to lead to
higher levels of work intensity. Hence, the literature has developed the concept of the
right to disconnect, based on this new requirement of labour law in the face of technology.
This may lead to a new paradigm for the regulation of working time. In countries such as
Portugal, with a high average number of working hours per week, this issue of the right
to disconnect assumes greater importance. Workers should be able to enjoy real rest time.
Hence, in several European countries—namely Portugal, in January 2022—the ‘right to
disconnect’ has been enshrined in law.

Hence, this article has investigated women’s perspectives on the impact of working
time management on their working conditions, seeking to analyse the specific importance
of the right to disconnect. From our survey on “working time”, launched in 2021 among
employed women with a work contract, it should be noted that of the women surveyed
who recognised that teleworking made less time available for themselves, the vast majority
considered this to be due to the fact that, when teleworking, they could not disconnect
from their work beyond working hours.

From this survey, it was possible to conclude that the perception of having less time
at work is associated with the marital status of the respondents. Of all the women who
said that they did not have more time available from teleworking than from face-to-face
work, 82.7% answered that it was because they ‘were unable to disconnect’. The profile of
women who identified as ‘not being able to disconnect from their work’ while teleworking
was also analysed. Most of the literature confirms that teleworking is a type of work
that—for employees—has the main advantage of greater time availability (mainly due to
the elimination of daily home–work journeys). However, the results of this study show that
some respondents consider that teleworking does not allow for this greater availability, and
a very significant number of these respondents (82.7%) consider that this is because, after
working hours, “they are unable to disconnect”. These results align with previous studies
that emphasise the importance of research on the impact of teleworking on work–life
balance, since companies demand a permanent connection from employees even beyond
normal working hours.

Nevertheless, there are limitations to this study. The main limitation is that, due to
resource constraints, the analysis was based on a non-probability sample and the data
cannot be generalised. It is therefore an exploratory study. In addition, the fact that
the survey was carried out online (namely on social media) may explain why a higher
percentage of women have post-graduate, master’s, doctorate, or bachelor’s degrees.
Therefore, the sample may only be representative of highly educated women and the
results of the study may not be generalisable. This is also true in terms of the professional
categories of the respondents, since the two main groups are women technicians or directors
or managers. Although this study has limitations, these results highlight the importance
of assessing the right to disconnect in teleworking activities. Especially at a time when
the hybrid working modality—a mix of face to face and teleworking—has expanded in
companies. And they corroborate the need to continue a study that links the exercise of
teleworking and the right to disconnect. Furthermore, this is particularly important in
countries with a high level of job insecurity and long working hours, such as Portugal.
Teleworking can ensure (or even increase) productivity while allowing employees to enjoy
greater well-being, if certain management measures are adopted. Teleworking is beneficial
for most workers, as it allows them to stop travelling from home to work, freeing up time
to reconcile work and family life, but it can also intensify work in some cases. That is why
it is crucial to identify in future research the population groups where this situation tends
to occur.

As the findings of this study show, teleworking is beneficial for the majority of workers,
as it allows them to stop travelling from home to work, freeing up time to reconcile work
and family life; but it can also, as this study shows, intensify work for married women or
women in a non-marital partnership. It is therefore essential to identify in future research
the population groups where this situation tends to occur, and in particular whether they
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are associated with marital status. Furthermore, both to analyse the impact of the expansion
of teleworking in the aftermath of the pandemic and to analyse the negative impact of
technology on work (in particular the permanence of the electronic connection to work), it
is necessary to continue researching the impact of enshrining the right to disconnect in law
and to assess its legal effectiveness and benefits for both companies and employees.

In conclusion, while the results of this study confirm certain trends observed in
previous research on the impact of telework on work–life balance for workers, they also
highlight the need for a more nuanced analysis. Future research should delve deeper into
the role of gender and marital status, as married women appear to face greater challenges
in disconnecting from work. Additionally, the potential disruptive effects of the pandemic,
particularly the distinction between mandatory and non-mandatory teleworking, warrant
further investigation. Finally, the effective implementation of the right to disconnect across
different national contexts remains an open area for exploration.
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