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Determinants of the Transition to Telework and Its Impact on
Labor Markets during the COVID-19 Pandemic:

A Comparative Literature Review of Japan, China, and South Korea

Abstract

This study reviews telework in Japan,
China, and South Korea during the COVID-19
pandemic, examining its determinants,
impacts on labor market, and underlying
background factors. While individual, job-
related, family, and safety factors are similar,
differences arise from digitalization, corporate
culture, employment systems, urban structure,
and government intervention. China shows
rapid adoption in urban areas due to strong
mandates, Japan has low adoption but high
employee willingness, and South Korea
exhibits relatively high adoption in urban
areas despite persistent long working hours
and a face-to-face-oriented culture. The
results of this study suggest that hybrid
telework allows employees to choose whether
to perform each task in the office or at home,
thereby leveraging the benefits of telework to
enhance work-life balance, compensation, and

productivity.

1. Introduction
The purpose of this study is to clarify
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the similarities and differences in the
determinants of the transition to telework and
its impact on labor markets by reviewing the
literature on Japan, China, and South Korea
during the COVID-19 pandemic. Furthermore,
this study examines the background factors
underlying these similarities and differences,
as well as the prospects for the future
implementation of telework.

The spread of the COVID-19 pandemic
accelerated the implementation of telework,
drawing considerable attention to the
teleworkability of jobs and its importance.
Telework (also referred to as telecommuting
or remote work) is defined as work performed
outside the conventional office setting—such
as at home or in a remote office location—
often using information and communication
technology (ICT) to communicate with
supervisors, coworkers, subordinates, and
customers, and to perform work tasks (Beckel
and Fisher, 2022). In reviewing the history
of telework, it has gained popularity over
the past decade due to its effectiveness and
expanded dramatically during the COVID-19



pandemic (Allen et al., 2015). For instance,
Global Workplace Analytics (2020) show that
at the height of the pandemic, approximately
70% of U.S. workers in telework-conducive
jobs were working remotely, whereas
only 4.1% of the U.S. employee workforce
telecommuted half-time or more prior to the
pandemic.

Although telework offers many advantages,
Japan, China, and South Korea, despite
their economic development, have exhibited
relatively low levels of telework adoption
compared with Western countries, largely due
to institutional, cultural, and organizational
constraints. Survey evidence from the United
States, Europe, and Asia suggests that hybrid
work can be valued at roughly an 8 percent
salary increase, highlighting significant
benefits for workers (Bloom, 2024). In addition,
telework, by allowing parents to share
childcare responsibilities, could potentially help
increase birth rates and thereby help sustain
the labor supply. In East Asia, in particular,
long workdays, demanding commutes, and
Intense parenting pressures have contributed
to rapidly declining fertility rates, and
enabling parents to work from home two to
three days per week with flexible schedules
could help address this issue. Therefore,
examining Japan, China, and South Korea
is particularly important to understand the
barriers to and potential of telework adoption
in East Asian economies.

This paper primarily organizes the findings
from existing literature on telework in
Japan, China, and South Korea in the wake
of the COVID-19 pandemic. The study is
structured around two main perspectives.

First, this paper examines the determinants

of the transition to telework by analyzing
how demographic and socio-economic factors
influence the adoption of telework across
several dimensions, including individual,
job, organizational, home-family, and
safety factors. Second, it investigates the
relationship between telework and the labor
market, focusing on the impact of telework
on employees” working conditions, average
attrition rates, job satisfaction, and firm
productivity. The outline of this paper is as
follows. Section 2 provides an overview of the
advantages and challenges of telework from
an economic perspective. Section 3 reviews
the literature on the commonalities in the
determinants of the transition to telework and
in the relationship between telework and the
labor market, as well as the differences among
the three countries. Section 4 summarizes the

main findings.

2. Advantages and Challenges of Telework
from an Economic Perspective

This section first reviews several theories
that demonstrate the economic significance
of telework. It then examines the potential
drawbacks of telework, including inequalities
in the adoption of telework at both the
national and industry levels, as well as

transition costs.

2.1 Economic Advantages

According to some economic theories,
telework is suggested to bring benefits to
workers, organizations, and society. For
instance, Barrero et al. (2023) employs the
Solow growth model (1957) to explain the
importance of telework. Solow’ s classic
research highlights how growth comes from



both the increase in factor inputs like labor
and capital and from raw productivity growth.
Their findings indicate that telework has
a significant impact on labor supply. The
benefits of telework, such as making parenting
easier, can contribute to higher fertility rates.
Furthermore, telework reduces commuting
time and offers greater residential flexibility—
factors that are highly valued by the average
employee. These advantages can bring
millions of people into employment, including
those on the margins of the workforce,
such as individuals with disabilities; those
with childcare or eldercare responsibilities,
particularly prime-age women; individuals
nearing retirement; and people living in rural
areas.

This can also be related to the household
production model (Becker, 1965), in which
the 24 hours of a day are efficiently allocated
among market work, household production,
and leisure. Similar to the labor supply model,
individuals choose an optimal combination of
leisure time and total income (the quantity
of goods consumed) that maximizes their
utility. However, in the household production
model, optimal commodities can be obtained
not only through market work but also
through household production. By blurring the
boundary between market work and household
work, telework can optimize workers' time
allocation by reducing commuting time and
enabling the simultaneous management of
household chores and childcare, and can foster
diverse and flexible working styles and thereby
improve workers' work-life balance.

Research by Barrero et al. (2023) also
demonstrates that telework could benefit
capital by reducing the need for office space,

and by decreasing commuting traffic, which
in turn lowers the demand for traditional
transportation infrastructure and saves the
typical commuter a few minutes each day, as
well as allowing the utilization of currently
underused land for housing. Specifically,
telework can free up office space for other
uses, such as residential and retail, as well
as curb office-related costs for companies,
thereby helping to optimize resources.
Additionally, telework may help mitigate
urban concentration and reduce living costs.
Generally, workers prefer to live close to city
centers, with a commuting time of about one
hour. However, with partial or full remote
work, many workers can choose to live
outside city centers, reducing their reliance on
the advantages of large urban markets.

Even though the impact of telework
on productivity is controversial, previous
research (Barrero et al, 2023) suggests that,
from the perspective of labor market inclusion,
the aggregate macro impact is likely to be
positive. From a matching theory perspective,
the expansion of remote and hybrid work
relaxes geographical constraints and thickens
the labor market, allowing employers to
shift from hiring the best local worker to the
best regional or even global worker, thereby
improving match quality. Moreover, Bloom
(2024) indicates that telework contributes
to reductions in transportation-related
pollution, and health studies indicate that
such pollution is linked to cognitive damage
and lower productivity. Furthermore, from
the perspective of market-size effects in
economics, an increase in the number of
people engaged in telework accelerates the
development of new technologies for these



markets, driven by major hardware and
software firms, start-ups, and investors,
thereby enhancing productivity and economic
growth.

2.2 Economic Challenges

However, telework also raises several
concerns. First, it has been argued that
telework may generate inequality. For
instance, inequality may arise from cross-
country differences in levels of economic
development. Previous literature finds a
positive correlation between the share of
jobs that can be performed remotely and
GDP per capita (Dingel and Neiman, 2020).
In lower-income countries, such as Mexico
and Turkey, fewer than 25 percent of jobs
can be done remotely, whereas this share
exceeds 40 percent in Sweden and the United
Kingdom, both of which have high GDP per
capita. Therefore, developing economies
and emerging markets may face greater
challenges in maintaining employment and
economic activity when remote work is widely
required as part of emergency responses.

Furthermore, the lower share of jobs
that can be performed remotely in lower-
income countries reflects two key sources of
inequality: digital inequality and inequality
related to the teleworkability of occupations
and industries. As previous literature on
digital inequality indicating, the introduction
of new technologies often results in an uneven
distribution which is usually skewed towards
a privileged group (DiMaggio et al., 2001;
Robinson et al., 2015; Ono and Mori, 2021).
Regarding inequalities in the teleworkability
of occupations and industries, Dingel and
Neiman (2020) show that occupations such as

managers, educators, and those working in
computer-related fields, finance, and law are
largely able to engage in telework, whereas
farm, construction, and production workers
are not. Moreover, when these occupational
classifications are aggregated to the industry
level, most jobs in finance, corporate
management, and professional and scientific
services can plausibly be performed remotely,
whereas very few jobs in agriculture, hotels
and restaurants, or retail can be done
remotely. These patterns are consistent with
the findings of Barrero et al. (2023), who show
that the information, finance and insurance,
and professional and business services
sectors rank among the top three in terms of
telework rates.

Second, detractors argue that telework
suffers from transition costs when switching
between fully in-person and fully remote work,
and that it can be detrimental to employee
performance and innovation. However, the
results of the experiment conducted by Bloom
(2024) indicates that telework has a highly
positive impact on reducing attrition, no
negative effect on performance, and potential
long-term cost savings from reduced office
space. From the perspective of Becker’
s human capital theory (1965), the benefits
of telework in securing talent and reducing
employee turnover may help mitigate the
detrimental effects of telework-induced delays
in skill accumulation.

Moreover, the absence of a negative effect
on performance is important, as the main
criticism of telework has been its potential
negative impact on productivity, particularly
in collaborative environments. A large body
of previous studies focusing on workers



in roles that do not require significant
collaboration, such as call center employees
or patent examiners, show that telework has
a positive impact on productivity (Bloom et
al., 2015; Choudhury et al., 2021). However,
the study by Bloom et al. (2022) examines
graduate employees working in teams and
creating new products and services, such as
engineers, marketing, and finance employees,
and provides evidence of a null effect on the
relationship between telework and employees’
self-assessed productivity.

3. Commonalities and Differences in Japan,
China, and South Korea

In Section 3, we first discuss the
implementation of telework at the peak of
the COVID-19 pandemic in Japan, China,
and South Korea. We then review the
literature to examine similarities among the
three countries from two perspectives: the
determinants of the transition to telework, and
the impact of telework implementation on the
labor market amid the COVID-19 pandemic.
Finally, we highlight the differences among
the three countries to clarify their respective
characteristics.

3.1 The Implementation Across the Three
Countries

In July 2020, Nomura Research Institute
(NRI) conducted a large-scale survey, the
“International Comparative Survey on Living
Conditions During the With-Corona Period” ,
targeting eight countries: Japan, the United
States, the United Kingdom, Germany, Italy,
Sweden, China, and South Korea, to examine
the use of telework (Mori, 2020). The results
showed that the combined proportion of

respondents who “worked remotely for the
first time after COVID-19" and those who
“had been teleworking before COVID-19"
was highest in China (urban areas) at 75%,
followed by the United States and Italy at
just over 60%, the United Kingdom, Sweden,
and Germany in the 50% range, and lowest in
South Korea's urban areas and Japan, at 37%

and 31%, respectively.

3.2 Commonalities

In Section 3.2, we first review the literature
to discuss the common factors that influenced
the transition to telework in Japan, China, and
South Korea in the context of the COVID-19
pandemic. Next, based on the literature
from these three countries, we examine how
the implementation of telework during the
pandemic has affected workers and employers

in each country.

3.2.1 The Determinants of the Transition
to Telework

Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, relatively
few academic studies examined the
determinants of telework worldwide (Baruch
and Nicholson, 1997; Belzunegui-Eraso and
Erro-Garcés, 2020). Following the pandemic,
however, empirical research on telework has
been rapidly accumulating.

Baruch and Nicholson (1997) examine the
determinants of the transition to telework
and classify them into several categories,
including individual (personality, situation), job
(nature, technology), organizational (strategy,
culture), and home-family factors. Specifically,
individual-level factors indicate the extent to
which telework fits with personal qualities and
needs. Job-related factors refer to the nature



of work and the availability of work role-
supportive technology. Organizational factors
reflect how supportive the business culture
is toward telework, including managers’
willingness and ability to trust homeworkers.
Moreover, home-family factors encompass
a wide range of aspects, from the quality
of family relationships to the availability of
physical space and facilities.

Building on the framework proposed by
Baruch and Nicholson (1997), Belzunegui-Eraso
and Erro-Garcés (2020) extend the analysis
by incorporating environmental (pollution;
carbon footprint), legal (regulations), and
safety (natural disasters; terrorist attacks;
health alert alarms) factors to explain the
determinants of the transition to telework.
For instance, environmental factors form the
foundation for the emergence of telework.
In the 1970s, telework was introduced as a
workplace practice to reduce commuting
and thereby limit the environmental impact
of economic activity. Moreover, the lack
of specific regulations, shaped by political
interests reflecting the balance of power
among social partners, has delayed the
diffusion of telework and its implementation
at the transnational level. Finally, previous
studies show that telework plays a critical
role in addressing safety challenges arising
from natural disasters, terrorist attacks, or
health alert alarms.

Given the limited prior research on
telework in these three countries, we discuss
the similarities among Japan, China, and
South Korea in terms of the determinants of
the transition to telework under pandemic
conditions, based on the conceptual framework
introduced above. First, the adoption of

telework was significantly accelerated by
safety concerns, particularly the outbreak
of the COVID-19 pandemic. As discussed
by Belzunegui-Eraso and Erro-Garcés (2020),
without COVID-19-related health fears, most
companies would not have implemented
telework practices on such a large scale.
Moreover, regardless of the strictness of
lockdown measures adopted to address
COVID-19, the pandemic, social-distancing
mandates, and fear of infection drove a global
shift toward telework. With regard to the
relationship between lockdown strictness
and telework implementation rates, Ono and
Mori (2021) indicate that telework prevalence
was higher in countries that pursued strict
lockdown policies, such as China, and lower in
countries that adopted softer lockdowns, such
as Japan.

In particular, the pandemic facilitated a
major shift to telework, building on earlier
developments in tools for remote work. The
unprecedented spread of COVID-19 led both
companies and public organizations to require
their employees to work remotely. Moreover,
this large-scale shift to telework was made
possible by advances in ICT. Examples
include, web-based video-conferencing
platforms such as Teams, Webex, and Zoom;
cloud-based file-sharing services such as
Box, Drive, and Dropbox; and collaboration
software such as Asana and Slack, all of which
did not exist in 2000.

Although the strength of the request for
telework from companies and governments
differed among the three countries, there is
no doubt that the pandemic led to a sustained
transition to telework. Moreover, this was

made possible by the high level of ICT adoption



in the three countries, which is closely related
to the increasing teleworkability of occupa-
tions and industries. For instance, based on
the method provided by Dingel and Neiman
(2020), Kodera (2020) calculates that the share
of jobs that can be done from home in Japan
is about 30%. Although we cannot obtain
data using the same method as in Japan, the
increase in companies in the information,
finance and insurance, and professional and
business services sectors in China and South
Korea allows us to predict that a substantial
share of jobs can be done remotely in both
countries.

Second, at the individual, job, organizational,
and home-family levels, many determinants
of the transition to telework are similar to
those in non-crisis periods. For example, the
likelihood of adopting telework policies is
influenced by gender, educational background,
working conditions, and parental responsibil-
ities. We can observe that highly educated
workers, as well as those with children
or higher wages, are more likely to adopt
telework in Japan and South Korea (Ishii et al,
2021; Ha, 2022). We also find that the workers
with high internet skill and higher income are
positively associated with telework in China
(Xiong et al., 2023). However, with regard to
gender, women in China and South Korea are
more likely to adopt telework, whereas this
pattern is not observed in Japan (Ishil et al,
2021; Ono and Mori, 2021; Ha, 2022; Xiong et
al,, 2023).

Moreover, organizational factors play an
important role in the transition to telework.
In Japan, previous studies indicate that firms
with effective human resource management

practices and those of a larger scale are

more likely to adopt telework systems (Ishii
et al, 2021). In South Korea, Cho et al. (2023)
find that strained worker-management
relations can hinder the adoption of telework.
By contrast, empirical research focusing
on organizational determinants of telework
adoption in China remains limited, highlighting
an important gap in the literature.

3.2.2 The Relationship Between Telework
and the Labor Market

In Section 3.2.2, we review the literature on
the relationship between telework and labor
market outcomes, including income, working
hours, productivity, attrition rates, and job
satisfaction, during the COVID-19 pandemic in
the three countries.

Firstly, Ishii et al. (2021) indicate that, in
the case of Japan, the implementation of
telework had a mitigating effect on declines in
monthly income and helped limit reductions
in working hours during the pandemic.
Kazekami (2020) shows that telework can
leave to improve labor productivity mainly by
reducing long working hours and improving
time management, though its effects depend
on job characteristics and organizational
practices in Japan. Minetaki (2023) indicate
that the positive relationship between job/life
satisfaction and telework exists from Japanese
dataset.

Moreover, the evidence from Chinese
company show that telework reduces working
hours on home days, but increases them on
office days and weekends, thereby altering
the structure of the working week (Bloom et
al,, 2022). Zhang et al. (2024) demonstrate that,
during the pandemic in China, workers with

lower teleworkability faced greater difficulties



in job retention and experienced higher
unemployment rates as well as more severe
income losses. Bloom et al. (2022) show that
hybrid work from home reduces attrition by
33% and improves job satisfaction, based on
a randomized controlled trial involving 1,612
graduate engineers, marketing, and finance
employees of a large technology firm in China.

Finally, Ha (2022) shows that in South
Korea, workers who were able to switch to
remote work during the pandemic faced less
severe income losses and more stable working
hours than those who could not. Consistent
with the above studies, Shin (2025) finds that
telework improves job satisfaction and reduc-
es working hours, indicating that teleworkers
in both Japan and South Korea are generally
more satisfied with their jobs. Similarly, using
data from eight countries, including Japan,
China, and South Korea, Ono and Mori (2021)
find that overall satisfaction and perceived
productivity gains were significantly higher
among workers who had adopted telework
prior to the COVID-19 pandemic than among
those who began teleworking afterward.

3.3 Differences

We examine cross-country differences
among Japan, China, and South Korea from
the perspectives of the degree of digitalization,
corporate culture and employment systems,
urban structure, and the strength of govern-

ment intervention.

Japan

Among the three countries, Japan
experienced the slowest transition to
telework and exhibits the lowest level of
penetration rate. As illustrated by Ono and

Mori (2021), Japan has the lowest penetration
rate of telework among the eight countries
examined, at 31%, including both those who
used telework before COVID-19 and those
who adopted it after the outbreak. One major
reason is the relatively weak coercive power
of government policies, which relied mainly
on voluntary requests rather than mandates.
Furthermore, Japan's “membership-based”
employment system, characterized by
ambiguous job definitions and a strong
emphasis on face-to-face communication and
workplace coordination, is often argued to
foster organizational resistance to telework.
However, prior studies do not find evidence
that the membership-based employment sys-
tem itself hinders the adoption or persistence
of telework (Otake and Kato, 2021). Finally, in
surveys of employees regarding the future of
telework, Japan shows the highest proportion
of workers who wish to adopt telework even
under normal circumstances, despite having
the lowest current adoption rate among the
three countries, suggesting a high potential for
future persistence (Mori, 2020).

China

In China, telework expanded rapidly during
lockdown periods, especially in urban areas,
but its long-term adoption has remained
limited. The study by Ono and Mori (2021)
shows that China has the highest telework
penetration rate among the eight countries
examined, at 75%; however, this estimate
is based solely on urban employees. This
rapid diffusion was largely driven by strong
government mandates as well as the swift
provision of telework tools by major digital
platform companies such as Alibaba and



Tencent. These firms enabled the immediate
transition to remote work by offering online
communication and collaboration services at
scale. The fact that its adoption was primar-
ily policy-driven rather than institutionally
embedded suggests that telework usage may
decline once lockdown measures are lifted.

South Korea

South Korea, like China, has achieved a
high level of digitalization concentrated in
urban areas, and its lockdown measures were
somewhat stricter than those in Japan. As a
result, the introduction of telework and online
work practices proceeded smoothly, and the
adoption rate of telework is higher than in
Japan (Ono and Mori, 2021). However, the
persistence of long working hours and a rigid,
face-to-face-oriented corporate culture remain
significant barriers to the broader adoption
of telework (Cho, 2023). While traditional
in-person work practices continue, recent
changes in circumstances have gradually
eased resistance to telework, particularly in
large firms (Park et al., 2021).

4 Conclusion

This research examines the similarities
and differences in the determinants of the
transition to telework and its impact on
labor markets by reviewing the literature
on Japan, China, and South Korea amid the
COVID-19 pandemic. Furthermore, this study
examines the background factors underlying
these similarities and differences, as well as
the prospects for the future implementation
of telework. Firstly, the determinants of the
transition to telework are similar across the

three countries, including individual factors

(gender, educational background), job-related
factors (working conditions, use of technology),
home-family factors (parental responsibilities),
and safety concerns (the outbreak of the
pandemic). In addition, the similarities in
the relationship between telework and labor
market outcomes indicate that telework has
a positive effect in mitigating declines in
monthly income and productivity.

Second, the results of this study show that
the differences among the three countries
are caused by variations in the degree
of digitalization, corporate culture and
employment systems, urban structure, and
the extent of government intervention. For
instance, in the three countries, the degree
of digitalization does not differ greatly, but in
China and South Korea, urban internet users
constitute the majority. In addition, Japan and
South Korea are thought to exhibit a strong
collectivist tendency, which emphasizes close
communication with colleagues and sharing
of the work environment. However, the
result of Japanese study does not support
this perspective. Furthermore, regarding the
adoption of telework influenced by the extent
of government intervention, China exhibits the
strongest intervention, while Japan exhibits
the weakest.

Although research on telework in this field
i1s limited, this study aims to highlight the
significance of several comparative studies
on telework. One point is that the telework
system in China is more likely to take root
in companies due to strong government
mandates and a relatively weak collectivist
culture; however, it should be noted that
this outcome may be limited to teleworkable

occupations and industries in urban areas.



Moreover, Japanese employees report a high
potential for future persistence, despite having
the lowest current adoption rate.

Taking the above into account, the quality
of telework implementation is crucial. Rather
than mandating it, a system that allows
employees to choose is preferable. One
approach to addressing these challenges
is hybrid telework. The concept is to
divide an employee’s workweek into tasks,
distinguishing between those that are best
performed in person—such as meetings,
training sessions, or mentoring on office
days—and those that are best done
individually, such as reading, writing, or
coding on home days. This suggests that,
under a system that allows employees to
choose, the benefits of telework can be
leveraged to contribute to work-life balance,
employee compensation, and improved

corporate productivity.
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