
International Journal of Social Science Research (IJSSR) 
Volume- 3, Issue- 6 | November - December 2026    ISSN: 3048-9490 

 

 

IJSSR www.ijssr.com 73 

 

Working Without Walls: How Has Remote and Hybrid Working 

Impacted Productivity, Inequality, Educational Priorities and 

City Structures?  

Meher Singhi 

Dubai College, Al Sufouh, Dubai, United Arab Emirates 

 

Abstract 

Advances in digital technology have fundamentally reshaped the relationship between 

work and place, making remote and hybrid working a defining feature of the Fourth Industrial 

Revolution rather than a temporary consequence of the COVID-19 pandemic. This essay 

argues that flexible working has the potential to increase both economic efficiency and labour 

market equity, provided governments adopt complementary policies to manage its wider social 

and economic effects. Drawing on evidence from labour market surveys, productivity data, and 

case studies, alongside concepts from labour economics, urban economics and public policy, 

the essay examines three dimensions of this transformation. First, it argues that remote working 

expands labour force participation by reducing barriers faced by women, older workers and 

people with disabilities, leading to a more efficient allocation of human capital. Second, it 

explores how reduced commuting, improved worker well-being and wider labour markets can 

enhance productivity and improve employer-worker matching. Finally, it considers the policy 

implications of this transition, arguing that governments should invest in digital infrastructure 

and skills, encourage domestic innovation, and reimagine central business districts to preserve 

the benefits of agglomeration while adapting to changing patterns of work. The paper 

concludes that the long-term success of remote and hybrid working depends not on resisting 

technological change, but on shaping institutions and public policy to ensure its economic and 

social benefits are broadly shared. 
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1. Introduction 

The First Industrial Revolution clustered workers near factories. The Digital Revolution put 

them into offices and led to the formation of what became congested CBDs. Now, the Fourth 

Industrial Revolution is fundamentally altering the way we work, and by extension, live. Unlike 

previous shifts, the Fourth Industrial Revolution decouples productive labor from physical 

proximity to the workplace, with profound implications for the urban economy, workforce 

dynamics and workplace efficiency.  
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The creation of hybrid and remote working is not just a pandemic-created anomaly. It is the 

very future of 21st century job structures, enabled by modern technology. As the model’s 

popularity exponentially grows within the labor market, it has become near impossible to go 

back to a fully offline structure. But what are the long-term impacts on city hubs, employees 

and firm efficiency? What steps must the government take to minimize any drawbacks and to 

balance worker satisfaction with economic growth?   

This essay explores three main observations: 

1. Remote and hybrid working reduces inequality in the workplace by giving marginalized 

populations an equal opportunity 

2. The flexibility of remote and hybrid working significantly increases productivity 

3. Governments, education systems and other public institutions need to adapt their policies 

to ensure the benefits of the model are spread equally. 

2. Conceptual Or Historical Background 

There is a long association between the way work is organized and the physical geography. 

The First Industrial Revolution brought people together in factory locations, whereas increased 

service employment later saw knowledge workers concentrated in CBDs. Digitization disrupts 

this link since digitization allows for most types of knowledge work to take place regardless of 

the physical location of the worker. Prior to the outbreak of the coronavirus, there were remote 

workers already existing. However, the coronavirus pandemic has hastened their acceptance in 

that more jobs are shown to be able to be done outside the usual places of work. Remote 

working therefore offers both opportunities and problems. It presents economic opportunities 

because firms get wider labor market access and workers get a chance to overcome 

geographical limitations, but the cities will suffer some agglomeration advantages and unequal 

access to technology will open up other forms of exclusion. 

3. Literature And Evidence Base 

The literature that will be reviewed in this essay includes inter-disciplinary information coming 

from studies in the fields of labor economics, productivity, urban economics and public policy 

in relation to the possible effects of remote and hybrid working both economically and socially. 

Labor market surveys, such as Wisconsin Economy Survey and the Survey of Working 

Arrangements and Attitudes, will be used to explore the extent to which flexible work is 

accessible on the basis of gender and household characteristics. Productivity data from the 

Bureau of Labor Statistics, USA, will be used to analyze the changes in total factor productivity 

in relation to the growth in remote working, while firm-level evidence from companies such as 

Dropbox will be used to examine the geographical scope of recruitment. This analysis will also 

make use of various economic concepts like elasticity of labor supply, search and matching, 

allocative efficiency, agglomeration economics and Van Dijk’s theory of digital divide. 
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4. Central Argument 

Part I : Inequality 

 

Notes: Survey n=1,500; Parents/guardians determined by affirmative answer to “Have you or 

your partner been the parent or guardian to children of any age, now or in the past?” n=1,176. 

Source: Wisconsin Economy Survey. Fielded by YouGov.com September 2020.  

Figure 1: A graph showing the results from a Wisconsin Economy Survey in September 2020. 

Twice as many women as men either leave the workforce entirely or cut down on their job 

hours to support childcare (UW-Madison Extension, 2020). This is a colossal misallocation of 

human capital, where productive workers are excluded or left behind not because of a lack of 

skills, but rather due to high fixed participation costs. As a result, post a certain age bracket, 

the working female population significantly drops making senior positions largely male-

dominated, and career progression extremely challenging for mothers. If the gender biases in 

the job market weren’t already unjust enough, this makes the glass ceiling even thicker.  

What helps break it? Flexibility. Remote and hybrid working reduce the ‘care penalty’ faced 

by women, and do so at a crucial time when childcare costs are rising at 5.2% annually 

(Fortune, 2025) forcing many out of the labor force.  Flexible working on the other hand 

increases the elasticity of the female labor supply, who now have the option to continue 

working rather than being forced to bow out. Over time, this increases female participation and 

earnings, narrowing gender-pay gaps and boosting aggregate productivity by preventing the 

underutilisation of skilled labour.  

Data also suggests that men and women work from home at almost similar rates, proof that 

flexible working does not create any imbalance between working employees, particularly in 

more senior positions. (WFH Research, 2025). 
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Notes: The pre-COVID figure is from the 2017-2018 American Time Use Survey. SWAA data is from 

May 2020 - January 2025 and is restricted to individuals 20 - 84 earning at least $10,000. We define 

individuals as having young children if they live with a child under the age of 8. Sample averages cover 

January 2023 - December 2023 and January 2024 - December 2024. 

Figure 2: Graphs illustrating men and women’s work-from-home patterns. 

It isn’t just women who gain greater representation in the workforce as a result of remote and 

hybrid working. Several marginalised groups, like the aged and disabled, receive more 

opportunities to work and sustain their livelihoods as remote work eliminates the need for 

exhausting daily commutes and unsuitable office setups. This expands the effective labour 

supply and reduces dependency ratios, leading to greater equity. 

Part II : Productivity 

The US bureau of Labor Statistics released data on Total Factor Productivity (TFP) across 61 

industries (grouped into 10 categories) before and after the 2019 pandemic. All 10 industries 

showed a clear increase in productivity during and in the aftermath of the pandemic. (Bureau 

of Labor Statistics, 2024). While not all of this increase can be attributed solely to remote and 

hybrid work, the findings suggest it was a significant contributing factor. 

 

Notes: The top 10 industries with the largest gains in remote work from 2019-21 are shown in the 

chart, the data behind the chart has all 61 industries data points.  
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Total factor productivity (TFP) growth is measured as the average annual percent change. 

Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Productivity program and U.S. Census Bureau, 

American Community Survey. 

Figure 3: Chart showing pre and post pandemic TFP across 61 industries, 2007-19 vs 2019-

21. 

For this, there are several reasons.  

With remote working, time saved not commuting can be reallocated to value-adding tasks, like 

focused work or rest. By eliminating commuting time, mental and physical energy is freed up, 

increasing the productive capacity of workers. This means that even if the hours put in remain 

the same, aggregate productivity increases without an increase in wages.  

Working in comfortable home environments also minimizes stressors like frequent 

interruptions, uncomfortable desks and unhealthy eating habits. Remote and hybrid working 

allows workers to enter periods of deep work at the time that they chose to. This improves job 

satisfaction, motivation and lowers stress and burnout, which in turn reduces absenteeism and 

employee turnover, two major costs for firms.  

Its not just workers who benefit from remote and hybrid working. Remote working 

significantly widens labor markets by allowing access to workers across borders and 

continents. Search and matching theory explains how labor market frictions prevent efficient 

worker-job matches, and predicts that thicker, less geographically constrained markets (like 

those enabled by remote working) produce better and faster matches between workers and 

firms. US tech company Dropbox reported average applicant number per job was nearly 

sevenfold higher in 2025 than it was before the company adopted their “virtual-first” model 

(Business Insider, 2025). This leads to an increase in allocative efficiency by allowing firms to 

hire those who fill their exact needs - maximizing productivity.  

Part III : The Role of the Government & Education Systems  

To effectively facilitate the transition from offline to online working, governments have to 

address three key implications of remote and hybrid working.   

First, firms may begin to outsource significant volumes of knowledge workers to countries 

with lower minimum wages to maximize profits. Upwork’s 2024 impact report counts over 

830,000 businesses sourcing expertise from 180-plus countries (Economy.ac, 2025) and 

Insider reported US tech companies can save upto 75% on labor costs by hiring internationally. 

This can cause structural unemployment in the domestic economy to increase substantially. To 

address this, governments should offer tax credits that incentivize domestic hiring for 

knowledge-intensive activities like R&D.  

Second, it must be a priority to eliminate any forms of digital divides or infrastructure gaps in 

the local population. For the benefits of remote and hybrid working to reach widely, digital 

infrastructure and literacy must be made easily accessible. (ResearchGate, 2013) 
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Figure 4: Van Dijk's model of digital divide 

Van Dijk’s model of digital divide shows that the first stage of digital inclusion is access: 

motivational (the wish to have a computer and be connected to the ICT), material (the 

possession of digital infrastructure), and skills (the ability to use that infrastructure). Without 

adequate public provision of all three of these, digital inclusion is impossible.  

Governments should classify high-speed broadband as a universal public utility just like 

electricity and water and take measures to ensure access nationwide. Fiscal policy should be 

structured to allow investments in education systems that emphasis digital literacy skills like 

coding and AI. Without this intervention, remote work risks widening inequality rather than 

reducing it. 

Third, an increase in employees working remotely fundamentally alters the role of CBDs. 

Without government intervention CBDs run the risk of hollowing out as workers choose to live 

in the suburbs becoming ‘donut cities’ but with thoughtful planning and timely intervention 

they can reinvent themselves as greener hubs for community and social interactions. Take the 

example of the New York High Line. When train use began to dwindle in NYC due to the 

introduction of trucks, the railroad was redesigned and started to be used for recreational 

purposes and soon became a thriving garden that has since sparked art, public unity and 

community engagement. It, amongst many historically relevant sites that have been 

repurposed, is proof that big change also gives way to big opportunities. From a more econ-

centric perspective, community centres like these can preserve collaboration and help ensure 

everyone continues to benefit from agglomeration economies and knowledge spillover effects 

that are essential for long-run innovation. 

5. Counterarguments And Alternative Perspectives 

Remote and hybrid working does not have universally positive outcomes for all. There is a type 

of work which can only be performed on-site and remote working could diminish informal 

communication, mentoring, knowledge spillover and transfer especially among junior workers. 

Remote working could also negatively affect agglomeration economies – those forces that help 

cities become productive because of cooperation and knowledge spillovers. Moreover, the 

increase in total factor productivity after 2019 cannot be solely attributed to remote working 

since the period witnessed significant technological adoption and transformation in the sectoral 
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structure of industries. Remote working can be one of the factors contributing to increased 

productivity, but not the only one. 

Flexibility in the form of remote working also reproduces inequalities rather than eliminates 

them. The people with bigger houses, stable broadband connection and more flexible work 

schedule would benefit from remote working while people engaged in less flexible occupations 

would not gain anything from this practice at all. Also, remote working could bring care work 

and housework back to the home without redistributing these duties. The above limitations 

indicate that remote working cannot be considered either as an inherently equal or productive 

working arrangement. It would depend on many factors like occupation and worker 

characteristics. 

6. Critical Discussion 

In sum, the case for improved labour-market efficiency and participation through remote and 

hybrid working depends on contingent benefits rather than inevitable improvements. Through 

loosening the constraints of geography and commuting, flexible work may help expand the 

labour supply and improve worker-firm matching. Yet the same decoupling of work and place 

threatens the urban agglomeration necessary for knowledge spillovers and inequality through 

differential access to technology and working conditions. Consequently, the correct response 

to the emergence of remote work should be neither celebration of economic efficiency nor 

concern over its potential harms to established practices of employment. 

The issue extends beyond the office. Economic infrastructure includes both broadband internet 

and relevant digital skills, while changes in commuting habits force cities to rethink the ways 

that central business districts add value. Policies that aim to increase access to broadband, 

digital education, and technological innovation can mitigate the concentration of flexible 

work's benefits, while repurposing urban space can preserve the social and economic value of 

the office. Flexible work thus alters the geography of economic production, but not necessarily 

the role of institutions, infrastructure, or interpersonal contact in that production. The 

effectiveness of flexible work will depend ultimately on the ability of public policy to adapt 

these elements to the changing geography of the labour market. 

7. Conclusion  

In 2019, it was unfathomable for a Silicon-Valley software engineer to be working from the 

comfort of their home 8,000 miles away in Bangkok. Today, thousands of workers around the 

globe live that very life due to the blessing that is remote and hybrid working.  

In many ways, the idea of hybrid and remote working has spread faster than the very pandemic 

that created it. Work is no longer confined to the four walls of an office – it can now be done 

across cities, borders and time zones.  As this essay has argued, the economic implications are 

beyond profound. Remote working removes barriers, both physical and economic. It widens 

the labor market allowing women, the aged and disabled greater representation, access and 

choices. At the same time, it increases employee well-being and job matching, raising 

productivity in a way that benefits all stakeholders. Yet, these benefits are not automatic. They 

require deliberate adjustments in policy to ensure digital divides do not widen inequality and 
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to ensure that city centers don’t hollow out. The task for governments and institutions therefore 

is not to resist this inevitable change, but rather to shape it by investing in digital infrastructure 

and education, and by strategically redesigning urban spaces.  

Working has crossed buildings and borders. The challenge is now ensuring its benefits do the 

same. 

References 

Tessa Conroy and Kristin Runge. WIndicators Volume 3, Number 5: Are the Kids Alright? 

Women, Work, & Childcare.  

https://economicdevelopment.extension.wisc.edu/articles/windicators-volume-3-number-5-

are-the-kids-alright-women-work-

childcare/#:~:text=Results%20from%20a%20September%202020,childcare%20costs%20(F

igure%202). 

Jason Ma. 2025, November 4th. Childcare is so expensive many families are just giving up now, 

forcing them to sacrifice incomes, savings, and careers.  

https://fortune.com/2025/11/04/childcare-costs-caregiving-crisis-women-men-labor-force-

participation-spending/ 

Shelby Buckman, Jose Maria Barrero, Nicholas Bloom, Steven J. Davis. 2025, February 15th. 

Measuring Work from Home. 

https://wfhresearch.com/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/NBERWP.pdf 

Sabrina Wulff Pabilonia, Jill Janocha Redmond. 2024, October. The rise in remote work since 

the pandemic and its impact on productivity.  

https://www.bls.gov/opub/btn/volume-13/remote-work-productivity.htm 

Tim Paradis and Ana Altchek. 2025, October 19th. Remote companies like Dropbox and 

Atlassian say they're getting flooded with applications, as other firms RTO 

https://www.businessinsider.com/remote-companies-say-getting-flooded-with-applications-

2025-10 

Ghobadi, Shahla & Ghobadi, Zahra. 2013, December. How Access Gaps Interact and Shape 

Digital Divide: A Cognitive Investigation. Behaviour and Information Technology.  

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/256846755_How_Access_Gaps_Interact_ 

and_Shape_Digital_Divide_A_Cognitive_Investigation#pf6 

https://economicdevelopment.extension.wisc.edu/articles/windicators-volume-3-number-5-are-the-kids-alright-women-work-childcare/#:~:text=Results%20from%20a%20September%202020,childcare%20costs%20(Figure%202)
https://economicdevelopment.extension.wisc.edu/articles/windicators-volume-3-number-5-are-the-kids-alright-women-work-childcare/#:~:text=Results%20from%20a%20September%202020,childcare%20costs%20(Figure%202)
https://economicdevelopment.extension.wisc.edu/articles/windicators-volume-3-number-5-are-the-kids-alright-women-work-childcare/#:~:text=Results%20from%20a%20September%202020,childcare%20costs%20(Figure%202)
https://economicdevelopment.extension.wisc.edu/articles/windicators-volume-3-number-5-are-the-kids-alright-women-work-childcare/#:~:text=Results%20from%20a%20September%202020,childcare%20costs%20(Figure%202)
https://fortune.com/2025/11/04/childcare-costs-caregiving-crisis-women-men-labor-force-participation-spending/
https://fortune.com/2025/11/04/childcare-costs-caregiving-crisis-women-men-labor-force-participation-spending/
https://wfhresearch.com/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/NBERWP.pdf
https://www.bls.gov/opub/btn/volume-13/remote-work-productivity.htm
https://www.businessinsider.com/remote-companies-say-getting-flooded-with-applications-2025-10
https://www.businessinsider.com/remote-companies-say-getting-flooded-with-applications-2025-10
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/256846755_How_Access_Gaps_Interact_and_Shape_Digital_Divide_A_Cognitive_Investigation#pf6
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/256846755_How_Access_Gaps_Interact_and_Shape_Digital_Divide_A_Cognitive_Investigation#pf6

