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Abstract 
Agile working arrangements (AWA) involve the ability to work in a space and/or time best suited to the task at hand. While there has been attention to improving individual/organisational performance when practising AWA, less is known on the impacts on managers. This is even though holding managerial roles is known to be lonely and isolating, which can impact managerial belonging.  While these experiences already existed before the global pandemic since the easing of UK lockdown restrictions there has been continued (and growing) use of AWA. Yet, little attention is paid to who is looking after the manager.  Drawing from qualitative research, this paper aims to explore the impact AWA (in the form of hybrid work) has on managerial belonging. It will be argued that whilst managerial belonging can be challenged by implementing and practising AWA’s, it is also possible for managers to experience belonging in positive ways too. 


Introduction 
Globalization, advancements in information and communication technologies, and the COVID-19 pandemic have shown new ways to work. This brings both opportunities and challenges for organizations and employees, changing how businesses operate and where people do their jobs. One major change is the adoption of agile working arrangements (AWA), which allow employees to work in the most suitable space and time for the task at hand (Grant and Russell, 2020). These arrangements include various non-traditional work styles, such as hybrid working, desk-sharing, flexible working, remote working, virtual working, reduced hours, compressed workweeks, and job sharing.
Since the forced implementation of "working-from-home" during the COVID-19 pandemic in the UK (2020-2021), the terms AWA and "agile" have become more common in society and organizations (Junker et al. 2021). The organizational literature on AWA, though still developing, focuses on two main perspectives: the impact of specific types of AWA on organizations (e.g., Bhalla, 2016; Ramakrishnan and Lawrence, 2019; Schmidtner et al. 2021) and the potential effects on employee wellbeing (e.g., Balog, 2020; Chung and van der Horst, 2020; Jacobs, 2020; Holmes et al. 2020). However, there are no systematic studies on the impact of AWA on managers, who manage from a distance and are dealing with the fragmentation caused by AWA.
Belonging at work involves understanding how individuals maintain relationships with others (Baumeister and Leary, 1995). AWA, which can involve distance or isolation, can impact a sense of belonging (Byrd, 2022). However, there is little organizational literature on these impacts, possibly because AWA research is still developing and the concept of belonging at work is often ambiguously defined and conflated with related ideas like identity, inclusion, and "fitting in." Where the AWA literature does focus on belonging, scholars tend to concentrate on sustaining meaningful work for employees in general (Byrd, 2022; Gattrell et al. 2014; Borg and Soderlund, 2014). By contrast, managerial belonging tends to be overlooked. 
The aim of this paper is to explore the impact AWA has on managerial belonging. The overall research question is: To what extent has agile working arrangements impacted managerial belonging in organisations? By drawing from a qualitative pilot study, where 22 participants were interviewed, and 18 participants attended focus group sessions, this paper will argue that belonging in managerial positions can be experienced as both positive and negative. Where managers did experience positive impacts to their belonging, this appears to be because of the ways in which managers consciously maintain connectedness to the team they were directly responsible for rather than from organisational support provided specifically to managers. 
The paper is structured as follows, first an overview of the belonging and AWA literature will be presented, followed by a description of the methods and the context for the study. The findings will be presented through three overarching themes, and the discussion will explore two main contributions. First, the paper develops understandings on AWA impacts on managerial roles in organisations. Second, it will offer an understanding of managerial belonging, and thus, extend the literature on belonging at work from the perspective of the manager. In this way, and for the purposes of the paper, ‘manager’ is understood in the broad sense of the term, such that, a manager is anyone who is directly responsible for managing other employees.

"Belongingness” in organisations
Belonging is essential to human existence, a fundamental need which influences human cognition, emotions, and behaviour (Baumeister and Leary, 1995; Malone et al., 2012). The need to belong explains the human motivational drive to form and maintain lasting, positive, and significant interpersonal relationships (Baumeister and Leary, 1995). Hence, experiencing belonging has strong effects on emotions and cognitive processes.  According to Baumeister and Leary (1995, p.500) the need to belong requires i) frequent interactions and ii) a context of concern and care. 
In the organisational literature, belonging is often referred to as “belongingness.” Hence, the idea of belonging, is not necessarily a new concept. By contrast, belongingness is used across a range of concepts including social identity theory (Tajfel and Turner, 1979), organisational identification (Ashforth and Mael, 1989), identity research (Cuganesan, 2017) and understanding ideas around inclusion/exclusion (Bryer, 2020; Shore et al. 2011). For example, Ashforth and Mael (1989) argue that the foundation of social identity, is the degree of an individuals perceived belonging to groups. Yet belonging is assumed to be self-explanatory. Across disciplines scholars argue that the construct has, thereby, been taken for granted (Antonsich, 2010).
In addition, organisation psychological scholars have developed measures of ‘workplace belongingness’ to understand how far an individual belongs to an organisation (Jena and Pradhan, 2018; McClure and Brown, 2008). From this perspective there appears to be an underlying assumption that belonging can be predetermined with a value, and is achieved, fixed and measurable (Reeves, 2021). This line of thinking, perhaps, derives from traditional motivational theories, one being Maslow’s hierarchy of needs (1943). Maslow depicts needs in a hierarchy, whereby, you must achieve one need before achieving another, and thus moving up the pyramid. In other words, ‘the higher needs [such as belongingness] will not be attended to until the lower needs are at least partially satisfied’ (Waller, 2021 p.342).
Most studies also tend to classify individuals into dichotomous categories, “I belong” or “I do not belong.” In so doing, studies tend to focus more on exploring the experience of not belonging at work (e.g., Levett-Jones and Lathlean, 2009; Dávila and Jiménez, 2012; Waller, 2019). This is because belonging tends to be thought most when it is threatened (Belle et al. 2015; McClure and Brown, 2015). Dichotomous approaches have also influenced more flexible and contingent understandings of belonging. For instance, Cuganesan (2017) explores identity paradoxes, and how organisational managers and employees negotiate tensions between similarity and differences in organisations. The argument being that belongingness is associated with ‘a sense of similarity to other people’ and insufficient associations of similarity can lead to loneliness and dissatisfaction, and not belonging (p.491). 
However, it is equally acknowledged that a lack of uniqueness impacts wellbeing (Berger et al. 1980; Tajfel and Turner, 1986). Consequently, these studies do intimate there is a trade-off between uniqueness at the expense of belonging. This results in potential either/or distinctions and classifications between belonging and not belonging. There is a risk here that understanding of belonging, and its counterpart not belonging, particularly lived experiences, become oversimplified, and do not consider the complex and multifaceted impact belonging has on individuals in organisations (Filstad et al. 2019; Reeves, 2021). 
This is apart from several scholars who argue that belongingness involves individual perceptions of the own relational value, even though they do so by attempting to measure belonging (Hagerty and Patusky, 1995). More recently, Slepian and Jacoby-Senghor (2020) distinguish between reduced belonging and exclusion, implying that belonging and exclusion are separate constructs. This idea of separating experiences of belonging appears to be a common theme in this small body of literature (e.g. Randel et al. 2018). However, others are beginning to acknowledge the potential complexity involved when individuals experience belonging, highlighting the relational, personal, and organizational aspects that can contribute to belonging at work (Tangvald-Pederson and Bongaardt, 2017).
More recently, organisational scholars have begun to highlight the importance of belonging, not as an outcome, but as something that is more fluid (Bryer, 2020; Resch et al. 2021). This body of literature explores the relationship between belonging, identity, and culture, as well as articulating belonging as a balance between a sense of similarity and a sense of distinctiveness (Shore et al. 2011; Waller, 2021). While this work has done much to draw attention to how belonging is experienced in organisations, there still appears to be ambiguity in how to define belonging at work from a lived experience perspective, and how multi-dimensional elements of belongingness emerge as belonging at work.  

Belonging at work: A multi-dimensional perspective
Sociological scholars argue that belonging is a complex and multi-dimensional experience, encompassing relationships to people, culture, and the material world (May, 2011). This means that belonging can be experienced through association to people, things, place, and specific localities (Miller, 2003). However, May (2016b) argues that ‘belonging to people [often] trumps other forms of belonging’ (p.749). This, perhaps, can be explained by people being inherently relational beings, whereby, we gain a sense of self from relationships with and in relation to other people. These experiences of ‘belonging rarely stands still’ (May 2018, p.306). Hence relational perspectives position belonging as fluid, placing emphasis on temporally enduring experiences in constructing a sense of belonging that allows individuals to narrate a coherent sense of self (May, 2016).  
In explaining these ‘enduring’ relational experiences, May (2016b) distinguishes between different levels of relational belonging. This includes authentic and fleeting belonging. She explains that authentic belonging is associated with ancestral roots and family ties. She contrasts authentic belonging with workplace belonging, which she describes as ‘false intimacy because friendships made at work are at high risk of fading’ (p.373). From this perspective, workplace belonging is only ever ‘fleeting.’ A possible implication of this is that organisational attachment and belonging is ‘practical and instrumental, rather than, personal’ (Cronin, 2014 p.73). 
In contrast, Rousseau (1998) suggests that the workplace can provide a new environment for belonging because there is a basis for social interaction and the formation of social bonds; employees have a ‘strong drive to believe they are part of the settings in which they work’ (Rousseau, 1998, p.288). The drive for inclusivity, Rousseau suggests, can lead to a sense of belonging.  Drawing on the understanding that experiencing belonging is multi-dimensional, this paper positions belonging at work as relational (May 2011), in which people feel valued by being part of a group or an organization. Hence, belonging is a ‘process of creating a sense of identification with one’s social, relational and material surroundings’ (May, 2011 p.368), and this occurs across relationships, geographic places and specific localities (Miller, 2003). For clarity, the term belonging at work is used with the view to differentiate the lived experience of belonging from workplace belongingness as a measurable variable. 

Agile working arrangements 
The idea of workplace and workspace has drastically changed for both employees and managers (Johnson, 2004). This is particularly the case since the global coronavirus pandemic. In particular, the UK experienced forced lockdowns which meant that organisations were equally forced to implement AWA’s. As a result, employees were remote working, creating a physical distance between employees and office environments. 
Agile, with a human focus, is widely used across business and management discussions as a new form of employment (Benincasa, 2018). In some cases, agile and flexible are used interchangeably (Jones, 2017). One reason being that there appears to be a consensus that agile encompasses the drive to achieve ‘greater flexibility, especially in the workforce’ (Green and Miller, 2018 p.209). Therefore, a possible alternative phrase referred to in the literature is flexible working arrangements (de Menezes and Kelliher, 2011). In summary, AWA’s is the idea of ‘being able to work anytime, anyplace, anywhere’ (Grant and Russell, 2020 p.7). 
There tends to be two main stakeholder focuses in the literature on AWA. First, there is a focus on the organisational impacts of how specific AWA’s are implemented (e.g., Schmidtner et al. 2021) and an exploration on examining links between AWA’s and employee work effort (e.g., Avgoustaki & Ioulia, 2019). This includes understanding the potential organisational efficiencies, including performance and productivity (Ahmed et al. 2016; Bhalla, 2016; Lloyd, 1990; Ramakrishnan and Lawrence, 2019). These organisational performance indictators highlight a focus on the organisational benefit of AWA. This is although AWA’s encourage organizations to focus on people and identify the space that best suits ‘workstyles’ when taking on these approaches (Oseland and Webber, 2012 p.3). This points to the idea, that understanding AWA should involve a balance between employer-employee interests and well-being, as well as work-life balance which is increasingly why AWA’s have been introduced in organisations (Chung and van der Horst, 2020).
The second approach focuses on the impact AWA’s has on employees. Studies have found that employees are more motivated, effective and committed to their work roles when practising AWA (e.g., Balog, 2020; Chung and van der Horst, 2020; Wadhawan, 2019). There have also been studies that have explored the effect of work-life balance when organisations implement AWA’s (Yavuz and Doan, 2019; Wilkinson, 2018; Uracha, et al. 2015; Lane and Gibbs, 2015; Russell et al. 2009; Papalexandris and Kramar, 1997). AWA’s also have the capacity to impact on the potential connectedness individuals experience daily at work (Byrd, 2022). This is due to the potential loneliness that occurs when people experience forms of social isolation. 
In other words, during periods of isolation and loneliness people can experience disruption to their need to belong (Baumeister and Leary, 1995). However, explorations of AWA and belonging are limited in scope in two ways. First, scholars tend to argue AWA’s can negatively impact belonging (Byrd, 2022; Carnevale and Hatak, 2020). There is little attention paid to the potential positive impacts AWA has on belonging at work, or what may be involved to promote positive experiences of belonging at work. Second, scholars also tend to focus on sustaining meaningful work, and thus belonging, with a focus on employees more widely (Byrd, 2022; Gatrell et al. 2014; Borg and Soderlund, 2014). 
Less is known on how AWA may impact different groups of employees. For instance, there is no systematic focus on managerial employee’s experience of belonging. This is surprising given managerial employees are directly responsible for the wellbeing and belonging of other employees. Even in the broader wellbeing literature, there appears to be a direct focus on employee wellbeing from a managerial perspective (e.g., Vakkayil et al. 2017). This oversight provides the opportunity to focus on managers and extend understandings of belonging by considering how AWA’s (or specific localities of organising) impacts the lived experience of managerial employees in organisations.

Research design  
The paper relies on data that has been collected as part of a qualitative pilot study. The study is underpinned with interprevist assumptions, such that reality is subjective, multiple and socially constructed (Williams, 2000). Hence, the study has been designed assuming that we can only understand someone’s reality through their experience of that reality (Yanow and Ybema, 2008). Based on this, the study has been designed in several ways which reflects these assumptions. 
First, two different types of research methods were used to collect data. Two of three researchers who formed part of a research team conducted 22 semi-structured online interviews. In addition, 2 facilitated online focus groups were conducted, a total of 18 participants took part in the focus group sessions (of which 12 also took part in an interview). This means a total of 28 participants took part in the entire pilot study. All three researchers attended the focus groups and took observational notes. These two research methods were chosen to capture individual (interviews) experiences of AWA and managerial belonging, and interactive group (focus group) experiences of AWA and managerial belonging (Morgan, 2010). A multi-method approach to data collecting ensures that the data collected in the study complemented each other (Millward, 2012). 
Interview questions focused on participants understandings of managerial belonging and how participants experienced managerial belonging at work in relation to practising and/or implementing AWA. To ensure that the two focus group sessions elicited additional insight from the semi-structured interviews and consistent with the idea that interviews and focus groups are not substitutes for each other (Millwall, 2012), the focus group design was informed by the data collected throughout conducting the interviews. The two researchers who conducted the interviews had regular meetings in-between each interview to discuss any ideas that could help design the focus group. The researchers reflected on the questions they thought participants did not fully answer during the interviews. This included the provision of specific examples of AWA that impacts experiences of belonging, and specific recommendations that could help improve experiences of belonging. 
[bookmark: _Int_anO82ozE]Second, participant criteria and sampling were approached in two ways. In the first instance, the participant criteria was purposively decided upon, before participant recruitment began. This was as a basis for generating rich, in-depth explanations of the relationship between AWA and managerial belonging (Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Patton, 2014). The criteria consisted of two parts: 
I) Participants had to be working within a managerial role, 
II) Practising and/or implementing AWA within the organisation they worked. 
The definition of ‘managerial role’ was purposely omitted from participant recruitment posters to ensure that anyone interested in participating in the study was empowered to decide whether they self-identified with a managerial role. In contrast, participant recruitment material provided a broad definition of AWA to ensure that there was no confusion to the use of the word ‘agile’ in lean manufacturing and systems programs. 
A total of 28 participants have taken part in the study. Job titles ranged from Director to Managerial job titles. All participants self-identified as management through having line manager responsibilities and being responsible and managing other employees in some capacity (see Table 1). The age of participants ranged from 28-60 years old. 

· INSERT TABLE 1   -

All participants were based in and across East Anglia, UK and there was a range of organisations in terms of sector and size (see Table 2). To uphold all ethical integrity,[footnoteRef:1] participant and organisational names have been replaced with a code name, to ensure anonymity.  [1:  Ethical approval was received by The University of Suffolk Staff Ethics Committee before the commencement of the project. REF: RETH(S)23-019] 


· INSERT TABLE 2 –

In the second instance, researchers used a snowball approach while conducting participant interviews. Participants who agreed to take part in the semi-structured interviews were asked to recommend other contacts who may fit the participant criteria and who may be interested in participating in the study (Parker et al., 2019). The researchers continued to interview participants until signs of data saturation were observed (Alam, 2020; Patton, 2014). This included the first author reviewing transcripts and compiling preliminary themes and continuing to do this until no new themes emerged (this occurred after 18 interviews). Following conversations between both interviewees, it was decided to conduct a further 4 interviews to ensure the themes continued to recur. 
The third aspect of the study that was underpinned by interpretivism was the analytical process. An inductive and data driven approach was taken to conducting a thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006).  Analysis involved making comparisons between different data sources, e.g. interview and focus group data, in order to confirm participant accounts of experiences, viewpoints and interpretation, whilst also exploring the possible tensions and contradictions that can occur between what is said in an individual interview, and how participants respond together while participating in a focus group session (Nowell et al. 2017). 
Adopting an inductive approach meant that the first author approached first order coding ‘without trying to fit it into a pre-existing coding frame or the researchers’ analytic preconceptions’ (Braun and Clarke, 2006 p.83). Whilst an inductive approach was adopted, the author read and re-read the data identifying any themes that related to the impact AWA had on managerial belonging. Consistent with interprevist assumptions about the limits of generalisability (Williams, 2000), the analysis also involved identifying possible instances in the data which did not fit with emerging patterns (Patton, 2014). Whilst these instances were relatively few, these non-confirmatory accounts were incorporated into the analysis. 
The findings section below is structured around three broad themes: i) belonging in managerial roles, ii) challenges of AWA on managerial belonging and ii) positive impacts of AWA on managerial belonging. 

Belonging in managerial roles 
The majority of participants emphasised how important it was for them to experience belonging as managers in their jobs and while they are at work. Of 22 interview participants, 2 did not hold this importance to belonging at work. Instead, P10 (public sector) explained that they experienced belonging outside of work, wanting to keep their social and work life separate: 
You’ve got some people who have worked very much as an important part of their social life. And you have got people that are happy to do work as work and have a separate social life... And I sit in that camp. I get on very well with my colleagues but I have no desire to them outside of work. 
Those that do feel belonging is important, described belonging in multi-dimensional ways. As P11 describes, belonging is ‘a mixture of being part of a team... being part of a profession... also being needed and being able to contribute.’ This is consistent with the idea that belonging is not measurable and achievable (Reeves, 2021). Instead, the majority of participants in the study provided a varied description of belonging, broadly aligned to three dynamics: i) organisational, ii) relational and iii) individuated experiences of belonging. 

Organisational
At a macro-organisational level, some participants described their experience of belonging in relation to aligning themselves with the overall vision and aims of the organisation. For example, P1(interview, charitable organisation) said, ‘it’s that sense of feeling that your part of something. That you embody the organization and the values.’ 
As a result, a few participants associated their belonging to their organisation and described the impact this had: ‘I think by working for XXXX, [it] has a strong motivational factor for me. I’m quite proud of the work that the organisation does’ (P10 interview, public sector). This was echoed, by P15 (interview, private sector) who explained that ‘I feel we obviously work for a big entity. And having that name behind me, it’s quite nice. So, you belong to you know, that name, and feel proud of that.’ P15’s associated belonging can also be reinforced by the way in which they refer to the collective ‘we’ (Reeves, 2021) 
Moreover, focus group participants agreed that clear objectives, working towards and achieving the goals of the organisation contributes to belonging in managerial roles. This is supported by P13 (interview, private sector) who explained in an interview that belonging is about ‘having a similar strategy or similar focus.’ The idea of experiencing sameness supports the assumption made by Cuganesan (2017) who argues that belongingness is most associated with ‘a sense of similarity’ (p.491). Whereas Cuganesan (2017) suggests that this sense of similarity is usually associated with other people, managerial employees highlight the ways in which feeling a similarity to aims and goals can also contribute to experiencing belonging. 
Relational 
A recurring theme which emerged across most participant responses, and what we describe as the meso-relational level, is the idea that belonging as a manager must involve some kind interpersonal connectedness with colleagues, peers, and a team. This supports May’s (2016b) argument that ‘belonging to people [often] trumps other forms of belonging’ (p.749). These interpersonal connections involve ‘teamness’ (focus group participant), such that some participants explain that their experience of belonging is being ‘connect[ed] with peers in the same space as you. And being able to feel that you’ve got a community that you can run things past’ (P14 interview). 
These interpersonal connections appear to be underpinned by communication and openness, which P5 (public sector) described as the most important factor that can ensure a sense of belonging. Other participants emphasised the importance of communication, and the potential challenges experienced when communication becomes fragmented. For example, P13 (interview, private sector), explained that in a larger organisation communication can go through multiple channels. This has the potential to cause tensions if communication breaks down. 
Linked to the idea of “teamness” and communication, focus group participation also highlighted the potential for tensions that may arise when managers form connections with employees managers are directly responsible for (direct lines). Some managerial employees explained that they found it ‘challenging’ to find a balance between ‘getting on with them [direct lines] but not being too friendly to make sure it doesn’t get awkward’ (P6 interview, public sector). Hence, maintaining professional boundaries may act as a barrier to belonging, which is consistent with Yuval-Davis’ (2011) underlying premise that belonging consists of drawing boundaries between who is inside and outside of groups. 
Managerial employees who took part in the study also highlighted how their experience of belonging is impacted by the sense of responsibility they feel for the employes they directly manage (direct lines). For example, P2 (charitable organisation) explained that belonging is ‘about having a presence. And that doesn’t necessarily need to be a physical present, but it’s kind of being there for my staff and having a presence (interview). As a result, there is a suggestion here that ‘if the wider team are not happy then that does definitely impact on me’ (P3 interview, private sector). 
This sense of responsibility appears to be ‘an important part of [a managerial] role’ (focus group participant, public sector). However, it also appears to come at the expense of the managers own belonging. P1 (interview, charitable organisation) explains the belonging of a manager using the analogy of a Venn diagram: 
You have to find that venn diagram, the bit in the middle that works for everyone. And sometimes there is no space in that venn diagram to put manager’s needs in there. As long as they’re happy, that makes my life easier. 
In prioritising the needs of direct lines, these managerial employees perhaps reinforce the unstated expectation of managers: ‘you’re being paid to suck it up buttercup’ (P3 interview, private sector). The potential implication of this are feelings of exhaustion; ‘sometimes I feel exhausted when I leave because I have truly tried to make it a great day for people... I feel very responsible to my staff’ (P14 interview, public sector). 

Individuated 
At the micro-individual level, managerial employees also explained that belonging can be associated to their specific role in an organisation (e.g., P12 – interview, public sector – explains that their managerial belonging was aligned with senior management. Similarly, job security and job safety were highlighted by one of the focus group participants who explained that these two things were what he thought of when considering belonging. This could be an indicator that belonging relates to some of the basic needs being present on an individual level.
In comparison other participants spoke about their belonging in more personal ways. For example, for P3 (interview, private sector) ‘it’s the difference between the work dread and the non-work dread. I feel like I have a purpose’. For another, it was the support they received from their own managers that enabled them to experience belonging because they felt ‘that I work somewhere that I am supported by my own manager and the wider management structure’ (P6 interview, public sector). In turn, feeling valued and needed also contributed to belonging. 

Challenges of AWA on belonging 
When thinking about AWA and belonging at work, there has been an assumption in the organisational literature suggesting a potential tension between experiences of belonging and AWA’s (Belle et al. 2015; Byrd, 2022; Carnevale and Hatak, 2020). This can be shown in the data in two ways: i) peer-to-peer connectedness, and ii) through onboarding new employees into an organisation. 

Peer-to-peer connectedness 
The main challenge that participants referred to, was a lack of connectedness with their peers (other managers). Although some felt a part of the organisation, and within their own teams, there was a disconnect with other peers: ‘I always feel part of the whole organization, and I always feel part of my little team. But I don’t always feel part of that manager’s strand of it’ (P1 interview, charity sector). Others also explained that this leads to some form of detachment, ‘feel[ing] more detached [from other managers], we don’t belong as a wider team’ (P11 interview public sector). Whereas several participants emphasised, how ‘it would be lovely if I had people [other managers] that I could also meet with and to, especially around issues of agile work’ (P14 interview, public sector). 
This detachment, appears to be caused when working from a distance and not having in-office interconnectivity. For example, P1 described a period of time where they struggled with managing an agile environment: 
I had a period where I was really struggling with managing in an agile environment... if you were in the office all the time and around other managers, someone else would have picked up that I was struggling. 
This would imply that working from a distance can have a negative impact on managerial employees, particularly with other managers who can be there to help support in given situations. 
Moreover, P1 explained that longer periods of time between encounters with other managers also contributed to detachment: 
You feel that sense of belonging for that time [you are with other managers] and maybe for a couple of weeks afterwards, you have those improved relationships and that shared experience. But if you’re not having those shared experiences regularly, then it’s quite difficult to maintain that sense of belonging over a longer period of time. Whereas, as I say, I’m having those shared experiences with my team daily (interview, charity sector).
Experiences of belonging need to be maintained over time, and continually emergent, in contrast to something that could be achieved (e.g. Maslow, 1943). 
A final detachment that is emerging in the data can be explained with P5’s reflection on stepping into a managerial role during the covid-19 pandemic: 
I stepped into a manager role in the middle of the pandemic. I didn’t have training or anything. It was like I just had to figure it out and hope it didn’t go wrong. So, everything I’ve learnt so far is a bit self-taught. I guess that makes me feel like I am not really part of the managerial community at work (P5, interview public sector). 
The lack of support P5 experienced contributed to feeling disconnected from the managerial community at work. Perhaps, this being felt more so because of the continued practising of AWA and less time with managerial communities. 
 
Onboarding new employees 
Whereas the above section explains the potential challenges faced in relation to peer-to-peer relationships, most of the participants who took part in the study described new-recruit onboarding as ‘the biggest challenge’ when thinking about AWA and belonging (e.g., P10 interview public sector). 
One of the issues is the time it takes someone to embed into a team. For example, focus group participants agreed that ‘it takes a lot longer to imbed [someone] into their team because they are spending less time with their team.’ Similarly, P10 (interview public sector) said ‘the biggest thing [challenge] is team culture. And how you get that with new people.’ Whilst this remains an issue for P10, in-person monthly meetings helped with managing challenges, even if it resulted in being unpopular among direct lines. 
Several participants also emphasised the importance of trust when building relationships with employees, particularly when working from a distance. P2 (interview public sector) emphasised how trust was not built until there was an in-person meeting between new employees and their manager: 
Actually, I have got a really good example of one of my direct lines. When I first recruited him, he lived in XXXX for six months, and I have only met him on teams. I remember the first time I met him face to face when he moved over to XXXX, because it really shocked me, I thought he was about 5ft6. He was about 6ft2. But it was something weird because it’s almost after I’ve met him face to face physically. It was always easier to trust him remotely after that because he does actually exist. 
This reflection suggests that a balance is required between remote working and meeting colleagues in-person. This is reinforced by all participants who have taken part in the study who has emphasised that in-person connectedness improves sense of belonging. 

Positive impacts of AWA on belonging 
Even though there is an assumption that AWA has the potential to negatively impact experiences of managerial belonging (Byrd, 2022; Carnevale and Hatak, 2020), most of the participants in this study also emphasised that it is possible to experience, build and maintain a sense of belonging while practising AWA’s. The ways in which this is achieved appears to be dependent on the type of AWA an organisation implements, the proactivity of the manager, and the reinforcement of work-life balance. 

Hybrid work 
17 out of 22 interviewee participants emphasised that a hybrid approach to AWA contributed to positive impacts on belonging. Hybrid forms of work included splitting the working week between working in the office, and then working away from the office (usually at home). This involved having in-person events (for example annual conferences, Christmas parties, and regular meetings). 
One participant (P2, interview charitable organisation) described this approach to work as ‘progressive.’ Another described it as ‘smart working,’ and went on to describe this in more paradoxical ways: ‘it’s [about] trying to manage flexibility by having some form of rigidity’ (P13 interview, private sector). Participants explained that hybrid approaches were essentially underpinned by flexibility which enabled managers, and employees to best do the job they needed to complete (P13 interview, private sector), whilst also managing their own time. For example, P9 (interview, charitable organisation) explained that: 
Let’s say I’ve been at home all week and not seeing anybody face-to-face. For me I can start to feel a bit disconnected, even though I am on teams pretty much constantly. It just isn’t the same. So I, for example, requested from my line manager that our one-to-ones were in person. 
As a result, P9 was able to ensure she positively maintained her sense of belonging through adopting a hybrid, and flexible approach to AWA. Even the more introverted participants explained that they also required such an approach to ensure they did not become ‘out of step’ with colleagues, managers and the organisation (P2 interview, charitable organisation). 

Intentionality 
Another way that experiences of belonging have been positively impacted through AWA is by managers becoming proactive in the way they think, do and create belonging for themselves, for their employees and in the teams they lead. P1 (interview, charitable organisation) explained that she took experiences of belonging for granted when she was in the office five days a week: ‘I do think you it’s [the impact] has been positive and I think it does mean you think about it [belonging] more and you [do] create more opportunities rather than taking it for granted.’ 
This would imply that the participants worked harder to ensure a sense of belonging was present. P9 interview, charitable sector) also explained that this proactiveness had emerged since practicing AWA’s (and the covid-19 pandemic). Moreover, P5 (interview, public sector) reflected on their intentionality in a similar way by explaining that they ‘make sure I cultivate rapport even more because we do work physically away from each other.’ 
The ways in which the managers in the study were proactive ranged from encouraging people to have cameras on during one-to-one meetings during online calls (P13 interview, private sector) to insisting that employees who are direct lines attend certain meetings in person, as well as creating routines to build connectedness with team members: 
One of the things I do, I do a good morning email every morning... and it has nothing to do with work... I expect every member of the team to respond to it (P10 interview, public sector). 
The idea of intentionality of managers in building experiences of belonging show that experiences of belonging can be taken for granted (Antonsich, 2010), especially when it is being positively experienced. Arguably, more proactive thinking of experiences of belonging may only be thought about when it is threatened (May, 2011; Bennett, 2012). Moreover, the proactive and conscious effort made by the managers to ensure there is a sense of connectedness between themselves and their team implies that experiencing belonging in terms of AWA requires practical work (Bryer, 2020). A sense that it does not just occur but emerges and develops. 

Work-life balance 
The data shows that there has been shift within organisational cultures, and senior leadership team mindsets to acknowledge the importance and need for improved work-life balance. Closely linked to ideas surrounding flexibility, work-life balance was described by P10 (interview, charitable sector), and further reinforced by P7 (interview, public sector) that involves recognising that ‘family comes first’ and ‘work-life balance is important’ (P10 interview, private sector). 
Participants described work-life balance in different ways, offering examples of how they have achieved a work-life balance. P7 (interview, public sector) explained that they run on a Tuesday morning and goes to the gym at 4pm on a Thursday which they would not have been able to do if they were expected in the office five days a week. Whereas, P13 (interview, private sector) said: 
A lot of people feel like they can fit family things or home-life around it [work], and that helps your sense of belonging. 
More specifically, P13 added: 
My sense of belonging at home has been there, my girls are now 15 and 17 and [before the pandemic] I used to travel a lot and I wasn’t home a lot. And actually me being home a lot, it helps... that is a different sense of belonging. But I think that mindset helps with my work. 
The impact meant that P13 experienced belonging as multi-faceted (Miller, 2003). Moreover, the way in which P13 identifies the difference between their experiences of belonging, but also the potential ripple effect between the experiences, also highlights the potential multi-dimensional nature of belonging (Bryer, 2020; May, 2011).  
The expectation associated with a manager has the capacity to disrupt work-life balance, and sense of belonging. However, the shift to AWA’s, has encouraged a shift to humanising the manager. P9 (interview, charity sector) explained: 
There’s a feeling of being considered as a whole person. So, it’s not just rock[ing] up Monday to Friday, 9 to 5. There’s a recognition that you might have caring responsibilities, whether [...] caring for elderly relatives or those caring for children. 
A similar point was also highlighted by P13 (interview, private sector) who said, “the manager needs to get into the mindset of being agile themselves, and not afraid to down tools.” 
Hence, reinforcing a good work-life balance positively impact managerial experiences of belonging. A particular positive was described by P10 (interview, charity sector) who explained they had more energy since practising hybrid forms of working, so much so, they do not know how they continued to commute to an office five days a week: ‘it seems so counter intuitive now, and it does disrupt your sense of belonging because it’s all interconnected isn’t it.’

Discussion 
Understanding how belonging is experienced by managers is scarce in the organisational and management literature. The findings show that the lived experience of belonging in managerial roles can be understood as complex, multi-faceted and multi-dimensional. Managers experience belonging at organisational, interpersonal and individual levels. In particular, the emphasis that participants place on their sense of responsibility to their direct lines, at the interpersonal levels, and its impact on their own belonging has the potential to differentiate the lived experience of belonging for managers from more general conceptualisations of belongingness in organisations. Therefore, the first contribution this paper makes is in developing understandings of belonging at work by focusing on managerial roles. 
The findings also show that AWA do not just have the potential to negatively impact belonging (Byrd,2022; Carnevale and Hatak, 2020).  AWA’s have the potential to positively impact experiences of belonging for managers under a hybrid approach to agile working, through the practice of intentionality, and positively reinforcing work-life balance. Therefore, this study also contributes to understanding the impact of AWA’s on the experience of belonging for managers. It also begins to highlight particular approaches which could encourage belonging for managers, and their direct lines while practising AWA. Whilst Byrd’s (2022) argument would have been relevant immediately post pandemic, our paper considers AWA 2 years on, and argues that understanding the impact of AWA’s is, perhaps, more contingent on other factors such as the type of agile work, the managerial approach, and the workplace culture.  
The study has two main limitations, first all participants were based in East Anglia, further research could be done to diversity the geographic location of participants. Second, when using a snowball sample ‘the snowball fail[ed] to roll’ (Parker et al. 2019 p.6). This means that beyond the initial recruitment strategy, snowball attempts were limited and did fail to role. This could partly be explained by the type of participant that was being recruited, (managerial roles) who expressed time constraints when showing an interest in the project. 
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Table 1: Participant Information

	Code 

P: interview 
FG: focus group
	Gender 
	Age 
	Location 
	Organisation code 
	Managerial role 
	How long has P worked within the organisation (years)?
	Has P always been in a managerial role in the organisation 
	Has P worked in a managerial role in a previous organisation 
	How many people do they directly line manage 
	Does P manage other managers?
	Has P onboarded new staff since agile work was implemented?

	P1/FG2.3
	F
	40-49
	East Anglia 
	O1
	Head of Impact and Insight 
	4.5
	No 
	Yes 
	2
	No 
	Yes

	P2/FG2.1
	M
	50-59
	East Anglia 
	O1
	Director of Operations 
	16
	Yes 
	Yes
	5
	Yes (5)
	Yes 

	P3/FG1.1
	M
	50-59
	East Anglia 
	O7
	Operations Director 
	3.5
	Yes 
	Yes 
	2
	Yes (2) 
	Not directly

	P4/FG2.2
	F
	50-59
	East Anglia 
	O1
	HR Business Partner 
	3
	Yes 
	Yes
	1
	No 
	Yes

	P5/FG2.10
	F
	20-29
	East Anglia 
	O2
	Contracts Manager
	4
	No 
	No 
	1
	Yes (1)
	Yes

	P6/FG2.4
	F
	30-39
	East Anglia 
	O4 
	Head of Employability 
	3
	No 
	Yes 
	4
	Yes (2) 
	Yes 

	P7/FG1.3
	M
	30-39
	East Anglia 
	O2
	Head of Services 
	6
	No
	Yes
	3
	Yes (3)
	Yes 

	P8/FG2.5
	F
	50-59
	East Anglia 
	O2
	Clinical Manager 
	12
	No
	Yes
	12
	Yes (3)
	Yes

	P9
	F
	40-49
	East Anglia 
	O1 
	Director of People 
	5
	Yes 
	Yes 
	2
	Yes (2)
	Yes 

	P10
	M
	50-59
	East Anglia 
	O5
	Head of Finance 
	17
	Yes 
	Yes 
	4
	Yes (4)
	Yes

	P11
	M
	50-59
	East Anglia 
	O2
	Highway Structures Manager 
	34
	No
	Yes 
	3
	No 
	Yes

	P12
	F 
	30-39
	East Anglia 
	O2 
	Partnership Manager 
	4
	Yes 
	Yes 
	3
	No 
	Yes 

	P13
	M
	50-59
	East Anglia 
	O3
	Head of Sales (Europe)
	22
	No 
	Yes 
	8
	Yes (6)
	Yes 

	P14/FG1.5
	F
	40-49
	East Anglia 
	O4 
	Futures Manager
	1.5
	Yes 
	Yes 
	8
	No 
	Yes 

	P15/FG1.6
	M
	50-59
	East Anglia 
	O6
	Head of Services 
	2.5
	Yes 
	Yes
	5
	No 
	Yes 

	P16/FG2.9
	F
	40-49
	East Anglia 
	O8 
	Legal Partner 
	5
	No
	Yes
	5
	No 
	Yes 

	P17
	M
	30-39
	East Anglia 
	O2 
	Assistant Director 
	6
	No
	No 
	2
	No 
	Yes 

	P18
	F
	30-39
	East Anglia 
	O4 
	Head of Apprenticeships 
	5
	Yes 
	Yes
	5
	Yes (3)
	Yes

	P19
	F
	40-49
	East Anglia 
	O4 
	Associate Dean 
	5.5
	No 
	No 
	5
	No 
	Yes

	P20
	F
	50-59
	East Anglia 
	O4 
	Associate Dean 
	3
	No
	Yes
	7
	Yes (3)
	Yes

	P21
	M
	30-39
	East Anglia 
	O2 
	Head of Tenancy Services 
	2.5
	Yes 
	Yes 
	5
	Yes 
	Yes 

	P22
	F
	50-59
	East Anglia 
	O2
	Neighbourhood Team Manager
	25
	No
	No 
	6
	No 
	Yes

	FG1.2 
	F
	30-39
	East Anglia 
	O11
	Student Engagement Manager 
	0.5
	No 
	Yes 
	5
	No 
	No 

	FG1.4
	F
	50-59
	East Anglia 
	O12
	Legal Partner 
	11
	Yes 
	No 
	6
	No 
	Yes 

	FG1.7
	M
	40-49
	East Anglia 
	O10 
	Senior Operations and Finance Business Partner 
	2.5
	Yes 
	Yes 
	8
	Yes (3)
	Yes 

	FG1.8
	F 
	40-49
	East Anglia 
	O9
	Managing Director and Editor
	7
	Yes 
	Yes
	2
	Yes (1)
	No

	FG2.6
	F
	30-39
	East Anglia 
	O11
	Student Services Manager 
	0.5
	Yes 
	Yes 
	6
	No 
	No 

	FG2.7
	M 
	60-69
	East Anglia 
	O13
	Senior Policy Officer
	2.5
	Yes 
	Yes 
	3
	No 
	Yes





Table 2: Organisation information
	Code 
	Total number of participants who took part in the study
	Size 
	Sector 
	Legal status 
	multi-site 
	Type of AWA 
	before or because of covid 

	O1
	5
	Medium 
	Social care 
	Charity 
	Yes 
	Hybrid: working from Home; hot desks; compressed hours; flexible hours; option for remote working.
	Implemented AWA policy 2022 formally, but engaged with some flexible work before covid. However, covid pushed O1 to engage fully with hybrid work

	O2
	8
	Large 
	Local Authority/Public Services
	Public Sector Corporation 
	Yes 
	Hybrid; 2-3 days a week in office; working from home 
	Implemented in part 2 years before covid, but full as a response to covid. 

	O3
	1
	Large (multinational) 
	Engineering/technology 
	Private (closed corporation - GmbH)
	Yes 
	Hybrid; 2 days a week in office; 4-day working week; flexible hours; working from home; hot desk  
	Implemented Agile (SMART) working before covid. 

	O4
	5
	Large 
	Higher Education 
	Charity 
	No 
	Hybrid; working from home; hot desk; flexible hours.
	Agile working available before covid (in part)

	O5
	1
	Large 
	Healthcare 
	Public Sector Corporation 
	Yes 
	Specific to back office role: work from home; hot desking; flexibility to choose where to work; monthly meetings in person (discretion of manager) 
	Implemented as a response to covid. Before it was in-office full time. 

	O6
	1
	Large
	Insurance 
	Public Limited Company
	Yes 
	Hybrid: options to work from home; hot desks; flexible hours. 
	Implemented agile working arrangements before covid (in part)

	O7
	1
	Small
	Social care 
	Private Limited Company
	No 
	Hybrid: options to work from home; hot desks; flexible hours. 
	Implemented as a response to covid. Before it was in-office full time. 

	O8
	1
	Medium 
	Legal 
	Private Limited Company
	No 
	Hybrid: options to work from home; hot desks; flexible hours. 
	Implemented as a response to covid. Before it was in-office full time. 

	O9
	1
	Small
	Publishing 
	Private Limited Company
	No 
	Hybrid: working from home, flexible work
	Agile working available before covid.

	O10 
	1
	Large 
	Defence and Armed Forces
	Public Sector Corporation 
	Yes 
	Hybrid: working from home, flexible work
	Implemented as a response to covid. Before it was in-office full time. 

	O11 
	1
	Large 
	Higher Education 
	Charity 
	No 
	Hybrid; working from home; hot desk; flexible hours.
	Agile working available before covid (in part)

	O12 
	1
	Medium 
	Legal 
	Private Limited Company
	Yes 
	Hybrid: options to work from home; hot desks; flexible hours. 
	Implemented as a response to covid. Before it was in-office full time. 

	O13
	1
	Small
	Information services
	Private Limited Company
	Yes 
	Hybrid: options to work from home; hot desks; flexible hours. 
	Implemented as a response to covid. Before it was in-office full time. 



