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Business Research Proposal
The Impact of Remote Working on Employee Productivity and Organisational Performance in UK SMEs

1. Identification of Business Problem
Over the past decade—accelerated sharply by the COVID-19 pandemic—remote working has shifted from a marginal organisational practice to a mainstream operational model. Many UK small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) have adopted remote or hybrid working arrangements in an attempt to improve flexibility, reduce operational costs, and attract skilled talent. Despite these potential advantages, managers continue to express concerns regarding their long-term impact on employee productivity, motivation, collaboration, and organisational performance. Research into this area remains inconclusive, with findings varying significantly across industries and organisational contexts.
For SMEs, this issue is particularly relevant. Unlike large corporations, SMEs often have limited resources, lean management structures, and rely heavily on employee engagement and cohesion. Understanding whether remote working practices support or hinder performance is crucial for making informed decisions regarding workforce policies, investment in digital tools, and long-term strategic planning.
This research is therefore significant because it addresses a pressing and contemporary issue in business management, informs decision-makers in SMEs, and contributes to the broader debate around the effectiveness and sustainability of remote working models. Additionally, as organisations transition into long-term hybrid arrangements, the need for evidence-based policy design has become more urgent.

[bookmark: _Hlk214745310]2. Research Aim and Questions
Research Aim
The aim of this research is to examine the effect of remote working on employee productivity and organisational performance within UK SMEs and to determine which factors influence the success or challenges of remote work implementations.
Research Objectives
1. To assess how remote working practices influence employee productivity in UK SMEs.
2. To examine the perceived impact of remote working on organisational performance outcomes.
3. To identify the key challenges faced by SMEs in managing remote teams.
4. To explore strategies and organisational practices that improve productivity in remote working environments.
Research Questions
1. How does remote working influence employee productivity in UK SMEs?
2. What is the perceived impact of remote working on overall organisational performance?
3. What challenges do SMEs face when managing a remote workforce?
4. Which managerial strategies and organisational practices enhance productivity among remote employees?

3. Critical Literature Review
3.1 Introduction to Remote Working Trends
Remote working has become a major organisational trend. According to Adams et al. (2007), changes in social structures and work environments require continuous reassessment of organisational practices to maintain efficiency. The widespread adoption of digital technologies has further enabled work processes to shift beyond conventional office settings, allowing employees greater autonomy and flexibility (Bloom et al., 2015). Research indicates that flexible working arrangements can improve employee morale and job satisfaction; however, evidence on productivity outcomes remains mixed (Allen et al., 2015).
3.2 Impact on Employee Productivity
Productivity is a critical metric for assessing the effectiveness of remote working. Some studies report improvements in productivity due to fewer distractions, time savings from reduced commuting, and increased autonomy (Bloom et al., 2015; Kazekami, 2020). Other research highlights negative implications, including communication barriers, reduced collaboration, and challenges in maintaining motivation (Bailey & Kurland, 2002). For SMEs, these effects may vary due to resource constraints and the nature of work tasks.
Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2019) emphasise the need for robust empirical investigation when organisational changes are implemented, noting that productivity outcomes depend heavily on context, leadership style, and organisational culture. This underpins the rationale for conducting research specifically within UK SMEs, where structural and cultural conditions differ from larger organisations.
3.3 Organisational Performance Considerations
Organisational performance is a multidimensional concept, encompassing financial results, operational efficiency, customer satisfaction, and employee well-being. Remote working can potentially reduce overhead costs and improve operational flexibility (Battiston et al., 2022). However, it may also hinder innovation, team cohesion, and knowledge sharing (Felstead & Henseke, 2017).
For SMEs in particular, informal communication and close collaboration are often fundamental to productivity and innovation. Remote working may weaken these mechanisms, leading to inefficiencies. Conversely, SMEs that effectively integrate digital tools and clear communication protocols may benefit significantly from remote arrangements.
3.4 Challenges of Remote Working for SMEs
Several studies identify challenges such as technological limitations, cybersecurity issues, reduced managerial oversight, and employee isolation (Wang et al., 2021). SMEs may struggle with the financial and technical capacities required to provide secure and reliable digital infrastructure. Managers may also lack training in supervising remote employees or implementing appropriate performance measurement systems.
3.5 Strategies for Effective Remote Work
Successful implementation of remote working depends on clear communication, appropriate use of digital tools, effective leadership, and employee support systems. Research suggests that trust-based management, regular check-ins, and performance metrics that emphasise outcomes rather than hours worked can enhance productivity (Taskin & Edwards, 2007). Training employees in remote collaboration tools and promoting work-life balance can also improve performance (Wang et al., 2021).
3.6 Literature Gap
Although remote working has been widely studied, gaps remain in the context of SMEs, particularly in the UK. Most existing research focuses on large corporations or global organisations. There is a need for further empirical research that examines:
• the unique challenges and advantages experienced by SMEs,
• the long-term implications of remote working beyond the immediate post-pandemic context, and
• the specific managerial strategies that can mitigate challenges and enhance productivity.
This study aims to address these gaps by providing a focused analysis of UK SMEs and identifying actionable recommendations for practitioners.

4. Research Methodology and Design
4.1 Research Approach
A mixed-methods approach will be used, combining quantitative and qualitative techniques. According to Saunders et al. (2019), mixed methods are particularly beneficial for exploring complex organisational issues because they allow for both statistical analysis and deeper insights into managerial experiences. Quantitative data will provide measurable evidence of productivity and performance impacts, while qualitative insights will help contextualise these findings and reveal challenges and strategies.
4.2 Research Design
A two-stage study will be conducted:
1. Quantitative survey targeting employees within UK SMEs who work remotely at least part-time.
2. Semi-structured interviews with SME managers or team leaders responsible for overseeing remote teams.
4.3 Data Collection Methods
Quantitative Data
A structured online questionnaire will be used to collect data from employees. The survey will include validated measures of productivity, job satisfaction, communication effectiveness, and perceived organisational performance. Questions will use a Likert scale to evaluate perceptions.
Qualitative Data
Semi-structured interviews will be conducted with approximately 10–15 managers. This approach allows flexibility in exploring individual experiences while ensuring consistency across interviews (Adams et al., 2007). Interviews will focus on perceived challenges, organisational strategies, and lessons learned.
4.4 Sampling Strategy
A purposive sampling technique will be used for interviews, targeting managers with experience supervising remote workers. For the employee survey, a combination of convenience and snowball sampling will be used to reach remote employees working in UK SMEs across various industries.
A target sample of 100–150 survey respondents will be sufficient to generate meaningful quantitative insights.
4.5 Data Analysis
Quantitative data will be analysed using descriptive statistics and correlation analysis to identify relationships between remote working variables and productivity outcomes. Qualitative interview data will be analysed thematically, following Braun and Clarke’s (2006) structure for identifying themes and patterns.
4.6 Ethical Considerations
The research will adhere to ethical guidelines outlined by Saunders et al. (2019). Key considerations include:
• Informed consent for all participants.
• Anonymity and confidentiality of responses.
• Secure storage of data in password-protected systems.
• Right to withdraw at any time.
No sensitive personal data will be collected, and all results will be reported in aggregate form.

5. Business Relevance and Practical Implications
This study has the potential to provide valuable insights for SME managers, policymakers, and scholars. Understanding how remote working affects productivity and performance can inform practical decisions such as:
5.1 Workforce Management
The research will offer SME managers evidence-based insights on whether remote working supports productivity in their organisational context. It can help determine when remote working is suitable and what roles or tasks benefit most from flexibility.
5.2 Organisational Strategy
Findings may support strategic decisions relating to long-term adoption of remote or hybrid working policies. SMEs could refine their operational models, reduce overhead costs, and improve competitiveness by leveraging insights from the research.
5.3 Technology Investment Decisions
By identifying challenges related to digital tools, communication systems, and remote collaboration, the research could guide SMEs in selecting and investing in the most effective technological solutions.
5.4 Training and Development
Insights about managerial challenges in supervising remote teams can inform leadership development programmes, helping managers adopt more effective remote management techniques.
5.5 Contribution to Academic Literature
This study addresses a gap relating specifically to UK SMEs, providing updated empirical evidence on a topic of substantial relevance in the post-pandemic business landscape. It will contribute to ongoing academic discussions around organisational flexibility, productivity, and digital transformation.

6. Conclusion
This research proposal has outlined a structured plan to investigate the impact of remote working on employee productivity and organisational performance within UK SMEs. The shift towards remote and hybrid working models represents one of the most significant transformations in contemporary business practice, yet its implications for smaller organisations remain insufficiently understood. Through identifying the need to explore productivity outcomes, managerial challenges, and effective strategies for remote work within SME contexts, the study establishes a compelling rationale for further empirical investigation.
The literature review demonstrates that while remote working can enhance flexibility, job satisfaction, and operational efficiency, it also presents challenges related to communication, collaboration, and managerial oversight. Existing research shows inconsistencies, particularly in smaller organisations where resources and structures differ from large corporations. This confirms the need for a focused, context-specific study that builds on current knowledge while addressing gaps related to SME capabilities, digital readiness, and long-term remote work sustainability.
The proposed mixed-methods research design, combining quantitative employee surveys and qualitative managerial interviews, will provide a comprehensive understanding of how remote working affects performance within UK SMEs. This approach allows for the integration of measurable data with rich, experience-based insights, supporting robust and credible findings. Ethical considerations will ensure that data collection respects participant confidentiality and academic integrity.
Ultimately, the expected outcomes of this research have significant practical relevance. By identifying the conditions under which remote working contributes positively or negatively to SME performance, the findings can support managers in making informed decisions about workforce policy, technology investments, and leadership practices. The research also offers the potential to contribute valuable knowledge to the academic field by examining a rapidly evolving organisational trend through the lens of SMEs, a sector often underrepresented in existing studies.
In summary, this research proposal sets the foundation for an impactful and meaningful investigation that aligns with academic standards, addresses a contemporary business issue, and provides practical benefits to organisations navigating the evolving world of work.
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