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Abstract: Many work contexts are now characterized by the adoption of dig-
ital technologies. As digital contexts become ubiquitous in both work and 
personal contexts the characteristics of workspaces change. This drives the 
call for understanding how they affect the quality of work and the well-be-
ing of individuals. This study examines the factors that determine the qual-
ity and sustainability of the workforce, channeling studies involving remote 
working. The paper is based on a systematic review of the literature address-
ing work quality and sustainability in remote working contexts. The study 
builds on recent research work conducted by Eurofound, the European Foun-
dation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions, subscribing to 
the dimensions proposed to frame the work on sustainability and to catego-
rize the findings from the literature. The paper aims to identify variables that 
affect the satisfaction, well-being and productivity of remote workers. The 
study builds on the Scopus database, for critical and exploratory analysis of 
the concepts addressed in the term “sustainable work”, searching in abstract 
or title, between 2018 and 2023, leading to the identification of 243 publica-
tions. The study allows for the advancement of our perception regarding the 
impact and relevance of the theme addressed in the work, and that can be 
used as a basis for the continuation of the study, in the development of sus-
tainable management strategies focused on facing the challenges of imple-
mentation of effective remote work systems.
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1. INTRODUCTION

With the evolution of technology in recent years, there has been a restructuring in working 
methods and workers’ conditions. This includes changes in processes and physical work ar-

rangements. Given this scenario, teleworking has been gaining more space in the market, as a new 
model of working and interaction between organizations and workers, thus providing greater flex-
ibility in planning tasks, and managing time, environment, and method of execution (De Carlo et 
al., 2022). The working methods are constantly and dynamically changing, and adapting to the in-
evitable changes in the working methodologies, driven by various social, environmental, and tech-
nological factors (Bharti et al., 2022). The authors Sadłowska-Wrzesińska et al. (2022) conceptu-
alize sustainable work as a job in which workers can perform their professional activities with-
out endangering their physical and/or mental health. Teleworking is often advocated for its bene-
fits concerning environmental and social sustainability, favoring the reduction of travel and work 
traffic, consequently increasing flexibility and reachability in the professional area. Throughout 
the COVID-19 pandemic, a significant increase in the number of teleworkers was noticeable, and 
there is a trend towards the permanence of this new working method in the post-pandemic period 
across organization and business sectors (Widar et al., 2022).
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2. CONCEPTUAL BACKGROUND OF THE STUDY

The change from conventional face-to-face work to models of remote work is associated with 
the digitization of processes. Recently, the restrictions caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, had 
an impact on working models, related to social sustainability, changing the work environment, 
organizational innovations, as well as the well-being, performance and conduct of employees 
with such changes (Babapour Chafi et al., 2022).

Against this background, it is crucial to understand the difference between the periods before, 
during, and after the COVID-19 pandemic. Before the pandemic, few employees worked from 
home (around 5% in the US), and most did so of their own volition. Likewise, the scenario in 
the European Union was one where only 3.2% of employees worked remotely. During the pan-
demic, due to lockdown restrictions, several workers were forced to work remotely – estimated 
as 39% in the EU and 50% in the US. After the pandemic situation, several studies were carried 
out highlighting the effects of the pandemic on the organization and working methods, notably 
addressing the persistence of hybrid working methods that include some extent of remote work 
(Babapour Chafi et al., 2022).

The concept of work sustainability encompasses environmental optimization, efficiency, and 
quality of life at work. Characteristics that provide greater organizational and worker resilience, 
with the ability to meet the different ways of working (Eriksson et al., 2022).

A viable method for assessing quantitative and qualitative trends in research activities over time 
is bibliometric analysis. In which, it utilizes databases and characteristics of literature metrolo-
gy. This method has become common in academic studies. Given this, bibliometric studies have 
advanced considerably in scientific studies in recent years (Xie et al., 2020).

3. DATA AND METHODS 

In the present study, a systematic literature review was conducted, to identify the most relevant 
research in the literature, focused on the quality and sustainability of the workforce, specifical-
ly focusing on the factors that affect the quality of work and the well-being of teleworkers. The 
study was based on the guidelines of research methodologies presented by Kitchenham, et al. 
(2009), which involve three stages, namely: (i) planning the review; (ii) conducting the selection 
of articles and the review; and (iii) reporting the review (Bastos et al., 2023).

3.1. Planning the Systematic Literature Review

Variables that affect the quality of work life and that play an important role in productivity and 
individual well-being have been studied for decades. The growth in the adoption of digital tech-
nologies in recent years, forcing many people to work remotely, has shed new interest in the 
topics since new variables might be at stake (Rasool et al., 2020). Given this scenario, the arti-
cle aims to carry out a systematic review of the literature, concerning the most recent studies on 
this topic. The study addresses the following question: What are the most relevant studies in the 
literature focusing on the sustainability of work, and how do they align with the dimensions of 
sustainable work proposed by Eurofound?
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3.2. Carrying Out Article Selection and Review

In this paper, we investigate the recent and significant studies on workforce quality and sustain-
ability, to identify and analyze the academic works on this topic, comparing their contributions 
in the literature. During the study, a bibliometric analysis was carried out using the VOSviewer 
software tool, in order to compare the studies from different countries, regarding citations, cor-
relating them with the keywords, titles, and abstracts used in the studies analyzed. To conclude 
the analysis of the article, these studies were analyzed towards the research carried out by Euro-
found, a European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions, which 
proposes the aggregation of the determinants of quality and sustainable work in seven dimen-
sions, namely: (i) physical environment; (ii) work intensity; (iii) quality of working time; (iv) so-
cial environment; (v) skills and description; (vi) perspective and (vii) income.

3.3. Report of the Review

The study analyzed publications between 2018 and 2023, indexed in the Scopus database. The 
search took place in May 2023, using the term “sustainable work” in the abstract or title, leading 
to the preliminary access of 243 journals. The refined search criteria were: (i) by document type 
(article), thus making 171 journals available; (ii) language (English), with 163 journals availa-
ble and (iii) open access, making 113 journals available. The data collected covered the year of 
publication, authors, country, institution, journal, citation count, and abstract. When analyzing 
the research data, a trend was observed in the period of the COVID-19 pandemic in relation to 
the context of labor sustainability, due to the increase in the number of publications between the 
years 2020 and 2022, the years that followed the pandemic, as shown in Figure 1. In the year 
2020, there were 50 publications (22%), the year 2021 with 57 publications (23%) and the year 
2022 with 53 publications (21%).

Figure 1. Publications using the term “sustainable work” from 2018 to 2023
Source: Own research

During the research, 43 different countries were identified, among these countries, Sweden was 
the country that published the most scientific articles in the area (28), followed by the Nether-
lands (14), then Australia (11), as shown in Graph 1.

The analysis of the selected articles used the VOSviewer software to analyze the co-authorship 
relationships existing in the countries under analysis. Sweden stands out due to its higher num-
ber of publications on the topic of labor sustainability. In the software filtering procedure, coun-
tries with at least 5 published articles were selected.
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Graph 1. Distribution of the number of publications by country
Source: Own research

Figure 2. Network map between countries in the context of labour Sustainability
Source: Own research

According to Figure 2, of the 43 countries selected for the study, it is noteworthy that Sweden 
is the country with the most publications on the topic of labor sustainability and shows a close 
relationship with research carried out in the Netherlands, Finland, Austria, Denmark, Canada, 
Belgium, and the United Kingdom.

4. STUDY RESULTS AND CONTRIBUTIONS

In the analysis performed with the VOSviewer software, regarding the co-occurrence of key-
words in the analyzed studies, the minimum number of occurrences, which was defined as 1, 
and the minimum number of clusters, 50, were taken into account. This resulted in a total of 
1,201 keywords and 13 clusters. Among the 1,201 keywords, the software grouped the words 
that present similarity between them, classifying them into clusters. Thus, it grouped the 1,201 
keywords into 13 clusters. 
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Figure 3. Analysis of the co-occurrence of keywords in the context of labor Sustainability
Source: Own research

Analyzing the 1,201 keywords found in the analysis study, we can see that the most used key-
words were: Human (93), article (33), Sustainability (33), female (26), sustainable work (26), 
adult (25) and male (24). When analyzing the word cloud data, some terms similar to the Euro-
found dimensions were identified, namely: physical workload, physical stress, working condi-
tions, workforce, work situation, working time, decent work, work-life balance, employee satis-
faction and occupational health.

The study analyzed the co-relationships of authors using VOSviewer software, which resulted in 
477 authors, but only 29 of these authors showed co-relationships. These were divided into three 
groups based on their similarity, as shown in Figure 4, which is represented by three distinct colors.

Figure 4. Authors’ co-relationship analysis  
in the context of labor Sustainability

Source: Own research
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Continuing the analysis of the co-relation between the authors, using the VOSviewer software, 
in the filtering process the option of non-co-relation between the authors was selected, to verify 
the “independence between the authors”. This resulted in the cloud shown in Figure 5.

Figure 5. Analysis of authors’ co-relationship  
in the context of sustainability of work independently

Source: Own research

According to Figure 5, each niche or cloud characterizes the authors who have used the same 
term in the literature, due to the diversity of subjects that have been addressed on the sustaina-
bility of work, it is noted that many authors do not cite each other in the literature. Thus, we can 
conclude that the field of “sustainable work” is dispersed across different topics. Among the 243 
publications selected for the systematic literature review, after filtering, a result of 113 journals 
was obtained for the respective analysis. The ten most cited studies are listed in Table 1.

Table 1. Top ten most cited journals from the systematic literature review
Titles Authors and Year Cited by Alignment with 

Eurofound
Citation

Sustainable work performance: 
the roles of workplace violence 
and occupational stress

Rasool et al., 2020 85 Social Environment; 
Competencies and 
Description; Perspectives

(10)

Post-pandemic office work: 
Perceived challenges and 
opportunities for a sustainable 
work environment

Babapour Chafi et al., 
2022

37 Physical environment; 
Social environment; 
Work intensity; Quality of 
working time; Skills and 
description

(3)

The impacts of COVID-19 
on the environmental 
sustainability: a perspective 
from the Southeast Asian region

Praveena and Aris, 
2021

34 Physical environment; 
Quality of working time; 
Earnings

(11)

Intention for car use reduction: 
Applying a stage-based model

Olsson et al., 2018 31 Physical environment; 
Quality of working time; 
Social environment

(12)
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Unshrouding the sphere 
from the clouds: Towards a 
comprehensive conceptual 
framework for sustainable 
employability

Fleuren et al., 2020 29 Social environment; 
Physical environment

(13)

Employee motivation as a tool 
to achieve sustainability of 
business processes

Lorincová et al., 2019 29 Quality of working time; 
Intensity of work; Social 
environment

(14)

Health and work-life balance 
across types of work schedules: 
A latent class analysis

Brauner et al., 2019 26 Work intensity; Quality 
of working time; Social 
environment; Skills and 
description

(15)

Physical capacity, occupational 
physical demands, and relative 
physical strain of older 
employees in construction and 
healthcare

Merkus et al., 2019 26 Physical environment; 
Intensity of work; Quality 
of working time

(16)

The role of service providers' 
resilience in buffering the 
negative impact of customer 
incivility on service recovery 
performance

Sommovigo et al., 2019 25 Social environment; 
Work intensity; Quality of 
working time

(17)

Burnout among direct-care 
workers in nursing homes 
during the COVID-19 pandemic 
in Spain: A preventive 
and educational focus for 
sustainable workplaces

Martínez-López et al., 
2021

24 Social environment; 
Work intensity; Physical 
environment; Work 
time quality; Skills and 
description; Perspectives

(18)

Source: Own research

The studies that received the highest number of citations in the literature and made significant 
contributions to the scientific community are presented in Table 1. These studies were exam-
ined and compared with the research carried out by Eurofound to identify which of the seven 
dimensions are present in the article under analysis.

According to Table 1, we can see that the dimensions of the Eurofound survey that were most 
cited were “Quality of Working Time” and “Social Environment”, both with eight occurrenc-
es. Next, the dimensions that were most cited were “Physical environment” and “Work intensi-
ty”, both with six occurrences. Next was the dimension “Skills and description”, with four oc-
currences, then the dimension “Perspectives”, with two occurrences, and finally “Gains” with 
one occurrence. 

5. CONCLUSION

The study allowed the identification of gaps in the literature on the quality and sustainability of 
work, addressing several variables associated with the Eurofound dimensions, and comparing 
them with variables found in the systematic literature review, related to satisfaction, well-being 
and productivity in the context of remote work. The research has implications for organizational 
human resource management, contributing to HR managers’ practices. Thus, the study suggests 
that employers should be aware of the importance of quality of work-life and work-life balance to 
achieve organizational and personal effectiveness. It is hoped that the present study will contribute 
to the well-being of society by helping to implement a work-life balance. However, the study opens 
space for further research in the area and sets the stage for future research on the topic.
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