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THE TRANSITION TO TELEWORK
AFTER COVID-19 IN LATIN AMERICA
AND THE CARIBBEAN

ABSTRACT

The COVID-19 crisis generated a sudden need for businesses to start operating remotely
and for employees to work from home. In consequence, the rate of telework increased
rapidly in Latin America and the Caribbean as it did all over the world. However, differenc-
es on the severity of containment measures by country, access to internet and particular-
ities of each country’s labor markets may have played a role in the divergence of trends
across countries in the post-pandemic scenario. We use data from LinkedIn in 7 countries
of the region between January 2020 and April 2022 to shed some light on how telework
evolved in a selection of countries in LAC during and after the COVID-19 pandemic. This
note summarizes four findings associated with telework adoption and on the divergences
in telework behavior across countries in the post-pandemic period.

Countries with more strict government containment measures experienced
higher telework rates along 2020

Telework adoption seems unrelated with countries internet network coverage
and internet network performance

Telework adoption reflects the dynamics of the labor demand and was driven
mostly by the professional services economic sector

[t seems evident that telework will not return to its pre-pandemic levels and
it is here to stay.
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Telework understood as working from home but connected through information and
communication technologies became an alternate workplace arrangement once COVID-19
pandemic stroke worldwide. However, countries and industries were not equally ready to
shift to telework and only a segment of the labor market was able to adopt it. This note
uses LinkedIn online job postings data to understand the dynamics of telework in seven
countries of Latin America and the Caribbean (LAC) region and across economic sectors
between January 2020 and April 2022.

Alternative sources of data such as online job postings become more relevant to explore
telework trends than traditional ones. This because they allow to observe firms’ real in-
tentions and readiness to adopt telework in future hires rather than perception surveys
that are not guaranteed to translate into actual hires, or administrative data that provide
a less granular post-mortem perspective. As mentioned in Echeverria and Rucci (2022),
one of the main benefits of big data analytics of online job vacancies, is the possibility of
carrying out a granular, instantaneous, and low-cost analysis of skills demand.

This note is an example of telework trends analysis that can be performed using information
from online job vacancies for the LAC region that wouldn’t be possible to carry out with
traditional data. Integrated administrative data and specific surveys that include telework
as a topic are available for developed countries as evidenced in Ker, Montagnier and Spiezia
(2021, Jauneau and Vidalenc (2020), Office of National Statistics (2020), Australian Bureau
of Statistics (2020), and U.S. Bureau of Statistics (2020). However, for LAC region that kind
of information is scarce, and the cross-country analyses becomes a challenge.

LinkedIn data is relevant to understand and to analyze telework because it is oriented
towards a subset of the workforce focused on knowledge-intensive sectors, which even
before COVID-19 outbreak were already adopting telework agreements especially for
high-skilled workers (Milasi et al., 2021); in other words, LinkedIn online job postings data
captures and focuses on the most prone population to telework. Telework share (telework
from now on) is calculated as the percentage of total online job postings that explicitly
mention the possibility of teleworking.

The data used in this article shows that all countries followed a similar trend in telework
adoption in 2020 increasing rapidly the first months after the outbreak, with the highest
rates in August and decreasing by the last quarter. As shown in figure 1, at the beginning
of the COVID-19 outbreak the seven countries under analysis presented a similar behavior
and then switched to different patterns along the first months of 2021. This note presents
four findings gleaned while trying to understand this behavior.
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FIGURE I: TELEWORK ACROSS LAC COUNTRIES AFTER COVID-19 OUTBREAK

The seven countries analyzed in LAC region present a sudden increase of telework at the beginning of COVID-19 outbreak (first
semester 2020) and a sudden reduction for the second semester of the year. Telework series by country differ starting in 2021.
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GOVERNMENT CONTAINMENT
MEASURES AND TELEWORK
ADOPTION

Most of the countries under analysis reacted similarly along 2020, when governments-im-
posed mobility restrictions and adopted other containment policies as a reaction to the
pandemic. Could it be possible that telework behavior was driven by governments’ con-
tainment measures?

To include the effect of these policies over the dynamics of telework in our analysis, we
used the Oxford’s stringency index which represents the strictness of “lockdown style”
government measures into an index that ranges from O to 100. This index is calculated
using containment and closure policy indicators, plus an indicator that records public
information campaigns (Hale et al, 2021).

A direct relationship between telework and the stringency index it is expected, given
that more restrictions (higher stringency index) would force more vacancies to include
telework in their job postings. We used two different time frames in our analysis: first, we
analyzed the relationship for 2020 (unexpected shock and no COVID-19 vaccine available
for most of the countries in the region) when we would anticipate a positive relationship
between telework and the stringency index; and second, we analyzed the relationship
between January 2021 and April 2022 to understand whether the relationship held after
COVID-19 vaccines were available and the containment measures were relaxed.
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The relationship between the average telework share and COVID-19 containment policies are statistically significant only for 2020.
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Figure 2 Panel A shows a statistically significant relationship between the average of
telework along 2020 (mean between January 2020 - December 2020) and the average
stringency index during the same year. On the other hand, Figure 2 Panel B compares the
post-pandemic average of the stringency index (between January 2021 and April 2022)
versus the average of telework for the same time frame. As can be seen in Panel B, the
relationship is not statistically significant with countries like Brazil and Colombia having
similar average stringency index (62.16 and 61.03 respectively) and telework shares that
differ considerably (37.21 and 68.92 respectively). It is worth mentioning that some coun-
tries in the region already had Telework/Remote work legal frameworks established prior
to COVID-19 pandemic (e.g. Brazil, Colombia, Costa Rica and Peru), and that many others
elaborated and/or improved them along pandemic (e.g. Chile and Mexico); however, the
Colombian government promoted the use of ITC - Information and Communication Tech-
nology for work and telework/remote work for public and private enterprises to cope with
the health emergency earlier than other countries in the region (Presidential Directive 02
of March 2020 and Decree 749 from May of 2020). This strategy could have been one
of the reasons Colombia shows a high average telework rate between January 2021 and
April 2022 compared to the rest of the countries analyzed.
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These results are indicative that the 2020 surge in telework could be related to the strate-
gy that employers had to adopt to keep their businesses running. That is, employers that
were forced to deal with particularly stringent government restrictions and with the lack
of COVID-19 vaccines availability disproportionately turned to telework as an alternative
for new hires. However, starting 2021 telework was no longer associated with govern-
ments’ containment measures and other factor might have played a role in the switch
to different telework patterns across countries. That said, it should be noted that these
results are based on very small sample sizes and should be interpreted with caution.

FINDING 1:

Countries with more strict government containment measures were the ones
that experienced higher telework rates along 2020.
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AVAILABILITY AND QUALITY OF
INTERNET CONNECTIVITY AND
TELEWORK ADOPTION

A possible explanation for the different rates of post-pandemic telework adoption in the
region is the availability and quality of internet connectivity in each country. Then, what
was the role internet played once containment measures were removed?

To answer this question, we used network coverage and network performance indica-
tors extracted from GSMA Mobile Connectivity Index (MCI) and compared them with
post pandemic changes in telework (average between January 2021 and April 2022 with
respect to January 2020). MCI network coverage score is bounded between O and 100
and is estimated using the proportion of population with access to 2G, 3G, 4G and 5G
networks; as for network performance, it is also bounded between O and 100 and is esti-
mated using the speed of mobile uploads and downloads.

The results show a positive but non-statistically significant relationship between changes
in network coverage® and post-pandemic changes in telework (Figure 3, panel A). The
positive direction of this relationship was expected given that an increase in network cov-
erage could ease telework adoption; nevertheless, more detailed data related to network
coverage could be used in future work to evaluate this relationship and even to identify
the direction of the causality given that an increase in telework could also push internet
providers to expand their networks.

5. Network coverage change is estimated as the 2019 vs. 2021 change in the difference between each country’s MCl network cove-
rage index and the index average of the countries under analysis. In a similar fashion, network performance change is estimated
as the 2019 vs. 2021 change in the difference between each country’s network performance index and the index average of the
countries under analysis.
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Our analysis shows non-statistically significant relationships between post-pandemic changes in telework (with respect to the
beginning of the pandemic - jan2020) and changes in network coverage and performance.
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As for the relationship between telework and network performance (Figure 3, panel B),
we found an unexpected negative and non-statistically significant relationship. A potential
explanation for this behavior is that a higher demand for internet due to the COVID-19
pandemic (virtual school classes, telework, commmunication, etc.) put a strain on internet
networks affecting their performance. This made some countries network performance
indicators (upload and download speed) worsen or remained still such as Colombia or
Chile even though telework increased.

It should also be considered that one of the limitations of MCl is that it does not differen-
tiate between urban and rural network coverage and performance; this could affect the
relationships observed in figure 3 given that telework job postings are concentrated in
urban areas. More detailed data regarding internet network coverage and performance
would be useful to understand these relationships better.

10
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FINDING 2:

It is unclear what was the role that internet network coverage and internet net-
work performance played over telework adoption after the containment meas-
ures were removed.




THE TRANSITION TO TELEWORK
AFTER COVID-19 IN LATIN AMERICA
AND THE CARIBBEAN

COUNTRY SPECIFIC LABOR
MARKET DYNAMICS AND
TELEWORK

The adoption of telework along 2020 was mainly related to the containment measures
implemented in each country. However, in the post-pandemic period (starting January
2021 this relationship didn’t hold. We also observed that internet connectivity didn’t show
a statistically significant relationship with telework. Then, what other factors could explain
telework adoption in the rest of countries analyzed in the post-pandemic scenario?

A potential answer is that telework behavior could be mimicking the unique patterns of
the demand side of the labor market in each country. To address this, we compared the
individual series of telework by country with available vacancies data between January
2020 and December 2021 extracted from IDB’s labor market observatory. Using a CD-test
for cross-sectional dependence (Pesaran, 2004 and Pesaran, 2015) to our whole sample
we find that vacancies and telework are correlated across countries between January
2020 and December 2021 since the results allowed us to reject the null hypothesis of
cross-sectional independence. However, to analyze the divergent pattern observed in the
post pandemic period, we explore the behavior by economic sector.

As Rodrik (2016) points out, the region is going through a structural transformation to-
wards deindustrialization. This could favor telework given that the spotlight will be on the
services economic sector which has a higher adaptability to telework than other economic
sectors. However, not all jolbs can be performed in a digital environment, and it is expected
that countries that are more advanced in their deindustrialization process (higher pro-
portion of workers in the services economic sector) will have a higher telework share of
online job postings than a country with a traditional productive structure.
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PROFESSIONAL SERVICES MANUFACTURING
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Figures 4 and 5 confirm that changes in telework were higher in the professional servic-
es economic sector when compared with manufacturing. Variations in telework along
2020 (estimated as the change in the average of telework between February 2020 and
December 2020 with respect to January 2020) shown in Figure 5 depict that telework in
the professional services sector increased almost 3 times telework in the manufacturing
sector, although it is important to note that telework also increased in manufacturing.
Apparently, the labor market tightness faced during COVID-19 pandemic was reflected
to some extent in enterprises adoption of telework even in economic sectors that did not
traditionally adopt this labor modality.

Figure 5 also presents an interesting pattern regarding the differences between the two
periods. All countries analyzed presented changes in telework with a similar magnitude
in 2020. In professional services (panel A) the changes ranged between 24.05 and 36.07
percentage points in 2020 while in the post pandemic period they ranged between 17.30
and 73.78 percent points. Similarly, manufacturing changes (panel B) ranged between
0.33 and 1.89 percentage points in 2020 while in the post pandemic period they ranged
between 1.92 and 5.88 percent points. This greater variability in the post pandemic pe-
riod may be reflecting the intrinsic differences in the labor market in the two different
economic sectors.
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FIGURE 5: CHANGE IN TELEWORK BY ECONOMIC SECTOR (2020 VS 2021)

Changes in telework were more pronounced in the professional services economic sector. The changes in telework are more
notorious for the post-pandemic period.
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FINDING 3:

Telework adoption reflects the dynamics of the labor demand and was driven
mostly by the professional services economic sector
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A LAST THOUGHT: THE FUTURE
OF TELEWORK

Under this new post pandemic context where telework is a feasible alternative adopted in
more economic sectors than before COVID-19, an opportunity to implement policies that
support workers arises. Workers need skills to adapt to this transition either by acquiring
new capacities or by transforming the ones they already have (reskilling); employment of-
fices need new strategies to cope with the new labor market, and vulnerable populations
need assiduous attention, so they will not be left behind. Alaimo et al. (2022) show that
more than half of surveyed firms in Latin America and the Caribbean that have adopted
flexible work arrangements (including telework) have offered digital training to their work-
ers. It is also likely that labor regulations need to be modernized, as labor regulations were
the second most-often cited impediment to the adoption of flexible work arrangements
(after incompatibility with the production process).

Data related to skills demand becomes crucial to deal with the new normal and to tackle
new challenges. This information can be extracted form welbsite platforms in an efficient,
granular, and low-cost manner, which makes them a useful tool that should be considered
as a feasible alternative for the generation of evidence in the future.

FINDING 4:

It appears that telework will not return to its pre-pandemic levels and it’s here
to stay.
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ANNEX 1:
CD-TEST FOR CROSS-SECTIONAL DEPENDENCE

VARIABLE | CD-TEST | P-VALUE | AVERAGEJOINTT | MEANP | MEANS ABS (P)
VACANCIES 3.904 0.000 23.71 017 0.35
SHARE 14.62 0.000 24 0.65 0.65

Notes: Under the null hypothesis of cross-section independence, CD ~ N(O,1). P-values close to zero indi-
cate data are correlated across panel groups.
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