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3 WHAT MAKES THE HOME BOUNDARY POROUS? THE INFLUENCE 

 OF WORK CHARACTERISTICS ON THE PERMEABILITY OF THE 

 HOME DOMAIN14 

 

 
INTRODUCTION 

 
As a consequence of women massively (re)entering the labor market and the increasing number 

of one-person households, more and more individuals nowadays feel the pressure of having to 

fulfill the needs of both paid employment and home duties (Guest, 2002; Van der Lippe, Jager & 

Kops, 2003). In scientific research, in policy debates and in organizations it is acknowledged that 

employees are better able to combine work and home with help of the right supportive conditions 

(Kossek, Noe & DeMarr, 1999; Rau & Hyland, 2002). Flexible work arrangements, such as 

telecommuting and flextime, are developed as a solution to overcome the dilemmas of combining 

work and home life. These work arrangements are expected to enable employees to meet family 

demands by stretching regular work hours and places. The underlying rationale is that by 

integrating work and home, it becomes possible to fulfill demands of both domains whenever 

needed. The arrangements indeed appear beneficial: aside from being able to fulfill both work 

and family duties and accommodating work-life balance (Ralston, 1989; Hill, Ferris & Märtinson, 

2003), employees experience more autonomy and spend less time in commuting (Kurland & 

Bailey, 1999).  

 Recently, the need to nuance the benefits of such arrangements for all employees is being 

expressed as well. One of the remarks is aimed at the very merits of flexible work arrangements: 

the integration of work and home. Research based on Boundary Theory - a relatively new strand 

within work-family research that addresses the linkage between work and home by focusing on 

the boundaries that divide them – points out that integration is not always what employees want 

(Nippert-Eng, 1996a; Ashforth, Kreiner & Fugate, 2000).  

  

Individuals differ in the extent they prefer to integrate work into their home lives, with some 

favoring integration and others favoring separation (Nippert-Eng, 1996a). Individuals who prefer 

to integrate work in their home, desire thin permeable boundaries that help work and home to 

crossover easily. In contrast, individuals who prefer to separate work from home, desire thick 

impermeable boundaries that ‘help to keep the work out’. 

                                                 
14 Presented at the International Labour Process Conference, London, 2006. A modified version of this 
chapter will be published in: Eickhof, D., Warhurst, C., & Haunschild, A. (Eds.). Work Life Boundary. 
Palgrave, Labour Process Conference Series (forthcoming, 2008).  
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 The access to and use of work arrangements do not necessarily correspond to the 

boundary preferences of individuals (Rothbard, Phillips & Dumas, 2005). If a work situation does 

not provide clear time and space markers, as is the case with telecommuting, individuals have to 

rely on their willpower and the success of their boundary management to separate work from 

home (Ahrentzen, 1990). Someone who wants to profit from the benefits of flexible work 

arrangements, but wishes to separate work from home, will have to put in a lot of effort to 

succeed in separation. It is the question whether someone who makes use of these work 

arrangements will be able to accomplish the home boundaries he or she desires. The 

‘democratization’ of flexible work arrangements and other, less desired, work characteristics that 

accommodate integration - such as pressure to work overtime or to take work home - has raised 

the question whether employees have the opportunity to separate work from home if they wish to.  

  Drawing on Boundary Theory, this present study analyzes this very question by 

exploring the individual and mutual effects of both work characteristics that accommodate 

integration and boundary preferences on the boundary permeability of the home domain of 1,065 

employees of a Dutch multinational in the public and business sector. Although the impact that 

work characteristics may have on home permeability is commonly acknowledged within 

Boundary Theory research, until now their effects were not empirically measured. Therefore, this 

study contributes to existing research by examining the effects of various work characteristics on 

boundary permeability. Examining this may improve the understanding of the benefits and 

pitfalls of flexible work arrangements as well (Rau & Hyland, 2002). Further, this study examines 

if and how employees’ own boundary preferences influence their boundary permeability. 

Moreover, we examine whether employees’ boundary preferences moderate the influence of the 

work characteristics. We will address the following research questions: 

1) What is the influence of work characteristics on the permeability of the home 

boundaries?  

2) What is the influence of boundary preferences on the permeability of the home 

boundaries? 

3) Do boundary preferences moderate the influence of the work characteristics on the 

permeability of the home boundaries? And if so, in what way? 

 

The following section provides a brief overview of Boundary Theory and previous research on 

boundary permeability, work characteristics and boundary preferences. Next, we provide a 

description of the methods used in this study after which we present the results. Finally, we 

conclude and discuss our findings.  
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THEORETICAL CONSIDERATONS AND PREVIOUS RESEARCH 

 

Boundary permeability 

Individuals differ in the way they combine work and home (Nippert-Eng, 1996a,b). When Anton, 

a 53 year-old floor supervisor, comes home at six o’clock he forgets about his work. He changes 

his clothes and joins his wife for dinner. They talk about the children and whatever comes to 

mind, but never about work. In the evening they watch television or engage in some other leisure 

activity. In contrast, Susan, a 28-year-old product manager, joins her co-workers for a drink after 

work. At seven or eight she meets her husband at home and they have a quick dinner and discuss 

their days. Often she works for an hour or two after dinner. Anton and Susan each have their own 

style, their own habits in combining work and home. 

 Boundary Theory provides a theoretical framework for understanding why and how 

individuals combine work and home in different ways (Nippert-Eng, 1996a; Campbell Clark, 

2000; Ashforth et al., 2000; Rau & Hyland, 2002). The framework opts to understand why some 

individuals perceive work and home as two separate worlds, while others see the two domains as 

more fluid, overlapping realities. It does so by focusing on the boundaries that divide the two 

domains, the ease and frequency of crossing boundaries (Ashforth et al., 2000), and the meanings 

individuals assign to work and home (Nippert-Eng, 1996a,b). Central to Boundary Theory is the 

argument that the ‘strength’ of the boundaries between work and home is an indicator for the 

extent of integration of the two domains, and the ease of crossing over. The theory distinguishes 

two boundary characteristics that generate the strength of the boundaries: flexibility and 

permeability.  

 Flexibility is the degree to which spatial and temporal boundaries are pliant to the needs 

of the domains (Hall & Richter, 1988; Ashforth et al., 2000). For example, someone who has a 

flexible work schedule that permits her to adapt her working hours to the school-hours of her 

children has flexible temporal boundaries. Permeability is the degree to which a person physically 

located in one domain (i.e. the home domain) allows psychological and behavioral elements from 

another domain (i.e. the work domain) to enter (Hall & Richter, 1988; Ashforth et al., 2000). This 

boundary characteristic refers to the extent in which boundaries are porous to intrusions, 

distractions or interruptions of other domains or domain members. Permeable home boundaries 

do not only allow behavioral and practical distractions to enter, such as work related phone calls 

or a paper that needs to be read, but mental distractions as well (Hall & Richter, 1988; Frone, 

2003). Someone who has a permeable home boundary - such as Susan in our previous example - 

will experience many distractions from the work domain and crosses over the boundaries between 
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work and home frequently and easily. In contrast, someone with an impermeable home boundary 

will experience few work interruptions and distractions, and boundary crossings are infrequent.   

 Having a permeable home boundary does not imply that someone wishes to receive 

phone calls or to think of work. It might very well be that someone prefers not to perform work 

activities in the evening, but that work characteristics trigger her to do so anyway. Permeability is 

therefore to be differentiated from individuals’ boundary preferences in that it defines what 

people actually dó - not what they desire - and to what degree work actually enters the home 

domain (Pleck 1977; Eagle, Miles & Icenogle, 1997; Kossek et al., 1999). Permeability is also to 

be differentiated from Work Family Conflict (WFC). When work enters the home domain 

through permeable boundaries, it does not inevitably result in WFC. After all, permeability means 

that the home boundaries are open for both negative and positive work influences (e.g. Barnett, 

Marshall & Sayer, 1992; Grzywacz & Marks, 2000). Thus, permeability can be a precondition for 

WFC (Campbell Clark, 2002a), but is not a synonym. 
 

Previous research on determinants of home permeability is limited. Demographical influences 

have been studied in some depth however. Results on gender differences are contradictive. Some 

research found no significant correlations between gender and home permeability (Campbell 

Clark, 2002b). Others found that men have more permeable home boundaries than women (Pleck, 

1977; Olson-Buchanan & Boswell, 2006). Hall & Richter (1988) found the opposite: they found 

that, due to high demands of both work and home, women have more permeable home 

boundaries than men. Other research has indicated as well that when work and care must be 

combined - as is the case with working parents -, individuals are likely to have permeable home 

boundaries (Staines, 1980; Kossek et al., 1999).  Since many women are more likely to take on 

responsibility for household and childcare tasks than men, Kossek et al (1999) propose that 

working mothers are more likely to have low separated, permeable boundaries between work and 

home than working fathers. Previous research found that the number of dependents does not 

correlate to home permeability for both men and women (Campbell Clark, 2002b; Olson-

Buchanan & Boswell, 2006). In the next paragraph we will discuss determinants in the work 

situation which may relate to home permeability. 

  

Work characteristics and home permeability 

For this study we selected work characteristics that tend to stretch regular work hours and places 

outside the traditional time and space markers. We selected five work characteristics that may 

stretch regular work hours and places: telecommuting, flextime, weekly hours of overtime, 

implicit pressure to work overtime coming from co-workers and/or managers, and finally the 
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opportunity to separate. Below, we will discuss each work characteristic and their possible 

influence on home permeability. 

 

Telecommuting and home permeability 

Telecommuting gives employees the opportunity to work at home on a regular – but not 

necessarily daily – basis (Kurland & Bailey, 1999). Telecommuting implies an agreement 

between employer and employee that work is done at home instead of the office during official 

work hours, and is therefore differentiated from taking work home at the end of the work day. 

 Previous studies on work and home have placed work arrangements on a range from 

integration to separation (Kossek et al., 1999; Rau & Hyland, 2002; Hyland, Rowsome & 

Rowsome, 2005). In these studies telecommuting was marked as most integrating arrangement 

compared to flextime, onsite childcare and a more standard work arrangement with strict working 

hours and a singular work place. Someone who telecommutes is available for home interruptions 

and distractions during business hours, and for work distractions after business hours. Ahrentzen 

(1990) found role overlap for telecommuters in three dimensions: time, space and mind. 

Interestingly, she found telecommuters to have much less overlap in space, than in time and mind. 

Telecommuters are likely to mingle paid work with domestic tasks and family caring during 

conventional work hours, and push forward their work tasks to the evening, early morning or 

weekend (Kraut, 1989; Ahrentzen, 1990). Although many employees perform their work tasks in 

a specified work place, domain members, especially children, may find it hard not to interrupt the 

physically present telecommuter (Kurland & Bailey, 1999). Work material is present in the home, 

and therefore can be a constant reminder of work. Telecommuting facilitates integration of work 

and home (Beach, 1989) and enhances the perception of blurred boundaries (Kossek, 2001; Hill, 

Hawkins & Miller, 1996). Telecommuters are therefore routinely advised to assess clear 

boundaries by means of a separate workplace, fixed working hours and explicit agreements with 

relatives (Christensen, 1988; Ahrentzen, 1990). That is, for individuals who prefer separation; 

others might welcome the integration that comes with telecommuting. Based upon the current 

research, we expect that:  

 

 Hypothesis 1: The more employees telecommute, the more permeable their home 

 boundaries will be. 

 

Flextime and home permeability 

Flextime can be defined as a work schedule that permits flexible starting and quitting times 

(Christensen & Staines, 1990). Employees who have the opportunity of flextime are often given a 
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time range in which they can start and end their workday. For many individuals flextime is a 

highly valued work characteristic (Campbell Clark, 2002a), and previous studies have pointed out 

several benefits of flextime. For instance, earlier research found that flextime has a positive 

influence on the ability to fulfill both work and home responsibilities (Ralston, 1989), and on 

time spent with family members (Winett, Neale & Williams, 1982). 

 Elaborating on Boundary Theory, Rau and Hyland state that flextime increases the 

flexibility of the temporal boundaries, but maintains the boundary impermeability. This makes 

flextime a helpful resource for managing work and home since it may offer employees control 

over temporal boundaries, while keeping blurring and interruptions within domains to a 

minimum. Someone may begin at seven in order to pick up the children at three o'clock after 

which she may mentally and actively close the workday. With that, flextime may help to 

reinforce existing role distinctions and decrease boundary permeability. Therefore we may expect 

that: 

 

Hypothesis 2: The more employees can use flextime, the less permeable their home 

boundaries will be.  

 

Pressure to work overtime and home permeability 

The number of hours employees work is generally seen as an important source for work-home 

conflict (Pleck, 1977; Pleck, Staines & Lang, 1980; Greenhause & Beutell, 1985; Frone, Yardley 

& Markel, 1997), based on the rationale that hours worked can not be dedicated to personal life. 

Managers often perceive the number of hours employees work as an indicator of their 

productivity (Perlow, 1998). To increase productivity, managers try to influence and increase the 

number of working hours of employees. Perlow (1998, p.329) describes this process of ‘boundary 

control’ as: ‘the various ways in which managers in organizations cajole, encourage, coerce or 

otherwise influence the amount of time employees physically spend in the workplace’. Boundary 

control can be exerted by imposing demands, monitoring employees or by model behavior. In the 

qualitative study of this thesis (chapter two), respondents reported however that co-workers 

enforce most of the boundary control. Especially among co-workers in high level jobs there 

prevails a taboo on maintaining a ‘nine to five mentality’. Whenever someone leaves at five 

o’clock, co-workers will be kidding and ask her if she’s taking the afternoon off. The 

expectations are apparent. Such implicit pressure to work overtime by managers and co-workers 

define how employees are expected to combine work and home (Kossek et al., 1999; Mennino, 

Rubin & Brayfield, 2005).   



WHAT MAKES THE HOME BOUNDARY POROUS? 

 55

 Chapter two showed that many of these employees take their work home to be able to 

leave the office on time. Informal overtime – either by finishing work at the office or by taking 

work home – has been found to intrude into the home domain and create practical and emotional 

difficulties for employees (Hyman, Scholarios, & Baldry, 2005). In a study on how individuals 

enact work-family balance by communication, Campbell Clark (2002a) found positive 

correlations between the number of hours worked per week and home permeability. Based on the 

current literature, we therefore expect that: 

  

Hypothesis 3a: The more overtime hours employees work, the more permeable their 

home boundaries will be. 

  

Hypothesis 3b: The more employees feel the pressure to work overtime, the more 

permeable their home boundaries will be. 

  

Opportunity to separate and home permeability 

Paul is a mechanic who assists customers who have technical problems with their telecom 

system. In the morning he receives a long list with addresses he has to visit. He fears that he will 

never be able to finish the list and as the day progresses he gets more stressed seeing the long list 

of remaining addresses. In order to improve efficiency his supervisors introduced new electronic 

systems and classified the mechanics in self-steering teams that deal with their own scheduling 

and administration. Paul fears he is loosing ground more and more because he has to learn the 

new systems and do his own administration in addition to his regular work. At the end of the 

workday he comes home exhausted and he still has to do his administration. Twice a month he 

has to wear a beeper in the weekend in case of technical emergencies within the organization. 

His coworker, An, works at the customer department where she answers the telephone 

calls of people whose telecom system malfunctions. She starts her workday at 8.30 when the 

telephone lines are opened. An registers the name and address of the customer and gives a list of 

addresses to her supervisor at the end of the day. At 5.30 the telephone lines are closed and An 

knows her job is done.  

For An, the boundaries around her work are clearly marked: she knows what work she 

has to do and where and when to do it. If she wishes to, she can forget about her work till the 

following morning. Paul on the contrary feels that his job stretches into his personal time: he’s 

forced to work overtime, has to perform work tasks in the evening and feels stressed out.  

The opportunity that organizations offer their employees to separate home from work is 

not an explicit work arrangement, nor is it promoted as a resource for managing work and home. 
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Yet, separation is a highly preferred work aspect for many employees (Pryor, 1983). Previous 

research has indicated that separation can facilitate the combination of work and home if the work 

and home domain are very different (Campbell Clark 2000), and can diminish work-family 

conflict, role confusion and the perception of blurred boundaries (Ashforth et al., 2000; Desrocher 

& Sargent, 2004).  

Earlier research found that the home boundary is more porous for work intrusions than 

vice versa (Hall & Richter, 1988; Frone et al., 1992b; Eagle et al., 1997). Hall & Richter suggest 

that this may be the case because people have more control over interference stemming from 

home than over interference stemming from work.  When employees experience that their jobs do 

simply not allow them to separate work from home, they may see themselves forced to allow 

work to enter their home domain. Consequently, in such a case permeability is not a form of 

enactment of their boundary preferences, but a requirement of the work situation. Based on 

existing literature we expect: 

 

Hypothesis 4: The less a job allows separating work from home, the more permeable 

individuals’ home boundaries will be. 

 

Boundary preferences and home permeability 

Individuals differ in the extent they prefer to fence off their home life from their work life 

(Nippert-Eng, 1996a).  Permeable boundaries may be desired by some, and undesired by others. 

Consciously and subconsciously individuals have preferences on the extent that work may or may 

not intermingle in their home lives, and where and when to draw the line. For example, someone 

may be willing to work from home during weekdays, but may draw the line at working in the 

weekends.  Boundary preferences address both practical and emotional work and home issues, 

such as ‘do I want to work at home?’ or ‘shall I tell my co-workers about my divorce?’ Our 

qualitative study (chapter two) showed that some individuals prefer integration on some aspects 

and separation on other aspects; others prefer integration or separation on most aspects. None of 

the respondents prefer complete integration or separation though.   

 Nippert-Eng suggests that individuals develop their boundary preferences in interaction 

with their physical, temporal and cultural environments. Although previous research on the 

determinants of boundary preferences is limited, a handful of studies have addressed this subject. 

Chapter two suggested that four mechanisms relate to the boundary preferences of employees: 

family responsibilities, the importance of work, job levels and negative perceived events such as 

reorganizations. Kossek et al. (1999) propose that those without extended family or child minding 

facilities, such as single parents, single children and dual households, will more likely prefer 
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integration of work and home. Desrocher and Sargent (2004) found that employees, who 

experience much blurring of the work and home boundary, were more likely to have separation 

preferences. 

 Boundary preferences are part of the ‘ the never-ending, hands-on, largely invisible 

process through which boundaries are negotiated, placed, maintained and transformed by 

individuals over time’ (Nippert-Eng,1996a, p. xiii). This process is often enacted in more physical 

forms and decisions, such as keeping separate calendars for work and home, or not discussing 

personal matters with co-workers. Through physical enactment, boundary preferences can 

influence actual boundaries. Kossek et al. (1999) propose that employees who prefer to integrate 

work in their home lives make themselves available to interruptions and distractions from work. 

By acting out their preferences, individuals can influence the permeability of the work and home 

boundaries. Therefore we expect that:  

 

Hypothesis 5: The more employees prefer to separate work from their home lives, the 

less permeable their home boundaries will be. 

 

The interaction of boundary preferences and work characteristics on home permeability 

In previous sections, we discussed several work characteristics and their tenability to influence 

boundary permeability. We proposed that the very presence of work characteristics that stretch 

traditional time and space markers lead to an increase in home permeability. We now further 

examine whether boundary preferences can moderate or increase the influence of these work 

characteristics on home permeability. Rothbard et al. (2005) point out that previous research 

based on Boundary Theory started from the assumption that the actual boundaries of individuals 

match their boundary preferences. Rightly they indicate that individuals’ environments, such as 

their work situation, may cause a mismatch between preference and enactment.  

 If the requirements of a work situation contradict the preferences of the individual, it 

becomes salient whether the individual can reverse the impact of the work situation and therefore 

prevent a clash between preferences and boundary enactment. Someone who prefers to keep 

impermeable home boundaries, but whose work situation does not provide strict time and space 

markers, as with telecommuting, must create the boundary markers for herself, for example by 

means of maintaining a separate workplace or restricting others access to the work space 

(Ahrentzen, 1990). As such, separation is seen as the result of an active effort of individuals to 

attain impermeable home boundaries (Edwards & Rothbard, 2000; Kanter, 1977; Piotrkowski, 

1979).  Therefore it can be expected that:   
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 Hypothesis 6: Boundary preferences moderate the influence of the work characteristics

 on the permeability of the home boundaries  

 

 
DATA AND METHOD 

 

Data 

We analyzed a sample of employees of a Dutch multinational in the public and business sector. 

Previous research found that access to work arrangements that accommodate integration is 

reflected in the job level of employees (Breedveld, 1998; Swanberg, Pitt-Catsouphes, Drescher-

Burke, 2005). That is, most employees working in knowledge based high level jobs have the 

option to integrate work and home, whereas employees working in lower manual jobs mostly do 

not.  Thus, we aimed for an organization with much variety in knowledge based versus industrial, 

manual work. A single case study enabled us to analyze boundary behavior of employees with 

different opportunities to integrate and separate, while promoting comparability of other work 

and organizational characteristics. 

 The organization employs more than 20,000 people. Four departments were selected, 

varying with respect to access to and use of flexible work arrangements, job culture and work 

content, with a total of 8,795 employees. Of three departments we were able to approach the 

whole working population because of its limited size (a total of 1,270 employees). In the fourth 

and largest department - with a total working population of 7,525 employees - we selected 

respondents by means of a singular stratified sample, whereby women and very low and very 

high job levels were oversampled considering their under representation in the multinational. In 

total 3,711 questionnaires were distributed and 1,252 were returned (33,7 %). After removal of 

questionnaires that lacked demographic data, a total of 1,065 completed questionnaires could be 

used in this study. 

 

The final sample consisted of 66.6% men and 33.4 % women (M = 1.33, SD = .47). Respondents 

ranged in age from 18 to 70 years old, with a mean of 43 years old (SD = 8.72). Most of the men 

and women (84.8%) have a partner, of whom 63.5% is married (SD = .94). Most of the 

respondents have children (66.6%, SD = .46). 56.8 % of the respondents have one or more 

children living at home, varying in the age of 0 to 27 (M = 9.37, SD = 7.06). Job levels ranged 

from 4 till 13 (M = 9.25, SD = 2.47). Employees working in job levels 4-8 (39.5%) are mainly in 

manual and administrative jobs; employees working in job levels 9-13 are mainly in management 
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or other knowledge work (60.6 %). The average tenure is 18 years; ranging from a few months to 

43 years (SD =10.3). 

  

Chapter two showed that many employees in high level jobs have a global task description, and a 

far more rigid deadline that prescribes when the job must be finished. These employees can start 

late or leave early on their own account and are able to work at home occasionally if they wish to. 

Many feel pressured to work overtime by managers or co-workers.  Work has to be finished 

before the deadline; and work can always be finished because of a lack of strict temporal and 

spatial boundaries. Many employees who work in relatively low job levels have on the other hand 

strict working hours and do not have the opportunity to telecommute. Their work tasks are 

generally strictly defined, sometimes in very specific details. Thus, for these employees the 

boundaries around work are clearly marked.  

 

Operationalizations 

Table 3.1 presents the operationalizations as used in this chapter. The dependent variable home 

boundary permeability was measured using Campbell Clarks’ 6-item permeability scale 

(Campbell Clark, 2002a).  Permeability is defined as the degree to which a person physically 

located in the home domain allows psychological and behavioral elements from the work domain 

to enter the home domain (Hall & Richter, 1988). The scale measures the degree of permeability 

of the home domain. Respondents rated their responses on a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging 

from ‘never’ to ‘always’. Responses to the six items were averaged to form a total score (α = 

.80), high scores indicating high home permeability. 
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Table 3.1 Operationalizations of this chapter 

 

Scale 
Alpha 

reliability 

Factor 

analysis 

Home permeability  

I receive work-related phone calls when I am at home. 

I have work-related items at my home. 

I think about work-related concerns when I am at home. 

I hear from people related to my job when I am at home. 

I stop in the middle of my home activities to address a work issue. 

I take care of work-related business when I am at home. 

.81  

.80 

.63 

.59 

.79 

.73 

.80 

Telecommuting 

How many of your working hours a week are spent working at home? 

 (if none, write “0”) …. hours 

 

- 

 

- 

Flextime 

I am able to come to work and leave when I want. 

I am free to work the hours that are best for my schedule  

I am able to go to work and come home when I want. 

.82  

.86 

.83 

.87 

Weekly hours of overtime 

How many hours a week do you work on the average? 

a) According to your contract ….  hours 

b) Including overtime             ….  hours 

 

- 

 

- 

Implicit pressure to work overtime coming from management 

I have the feeling my boss expects me to work overtime regularly. 

Implicit pressure to work overtime coming from co-workers 

My co-workers regularly work overtime 

 

- 

 

 

- 

Opportunity to separate 

My job lets people forget about work when they’re at home. 

Where I work, people can keep job matters at work. 

At my job, people are able to prevent work issues from creeping into their 

home life. 

At my job, people can leave work behind when they go home. 

.89  

.86 

.91 

.78 

 

.92 

Boundary preferences for the home domain 

I don’t like thinking about work when I’m home. 

I would prefer keeping my job and private life separate. 

I don’t like work issues creeping into my home life. 

I like to be able to leave work behind when I go home. 

I would prefer to keep work life at work when I leave my work place 

.88  

.76 

.84 

.86 

.84 

.81 
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The six independent variables telecommuting, flextime, weekly hours of overtime, implicit 

pressure to work overtime, opportunity to separate and the boundary preferences were measured 

as follows. Whether respondents telecommute was assessed by the item ‘How many of your 

working hours a week are spent working at home? (if none, write “0”)’. Higher scores mean more 

hours of telecommuting at home. 

 Flextime was measured by three items of Campbell Clark’s flexibility boundary 

characteristics scale in Likert-form ranging from ‘never’ to ‘always’ (Campbell Clark, 

2002a). Respondents were asked whether they are free to come to work and leave when they 

want. The items were averaged in a total score (α = .82).  

 Weekly hours of overtime are assessed by asking respondents how many working 

hours they work in a week on average according to their contract, and how many hours they 

work including overtime. In order to attain the average hours of overtime, we subtracted for 

each respondent the contractual working hours from the actual working hours including 

overtime. 

 Two different items measure implicit pressure to work overtime. One item asks for an 

implicit pressure to work overtime coming from co-workers: “My co-workers regularly work 

overtime.” The second item addresses the implicit pressure to work overtime coming from 

the manager or supervisor: “I have the feeling my boss expects me to work overtime 

regularly.”  

Opportunity to separate was measured by a 4-item scale developed by Kreiner (2001). The 

scale addresses whether a workplace supplies people in general the opportunity to leave work 

behind when entering the home domain. Respondents rated their response on a 5-point Likert-

type scale ranging from ‘strongly disagree’ to ‘strongly agree’, coded such that 1 = strongly 

disagree and 5 = strongly agree. The items were recoded towards little opportunity to separate. 

Responses to the 4 items were averaged to form a total score (α = .89). High scores indicate little 

opportunity to separate work from home. 

 Boundary preferences for the home domain favoring integration or separation, was 

measured using a 5-item scale in Likert form, ranging from ‘strongly disagree’ to ‘strongly 

agree’. Three items were used from Kreiner’s (2001) scale on ‘internal boundary permeability 

needs’15. A Principal Component Analysis (PCA) and Cronbach’s reliability analysis showed the 

additional value of two extra items. The PCA showed a single component that explains 68% of 

the total variance. Factor loadings vary between .76 and .86 with an internal consistency 

                                                 
15 One item was omitted from the analysis due to a large number of missing observations (n=111): ‘I would 
prefer not to take any work home at the end of the workday.’  
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reliability α = .88. The responses to the 5 items were averaged to form a single score. High scores 

indicate a strong preference for separation.  

 A possible interaction effect of the boundary preferences on the relationship between 

work characteristics and home permeability was explored by constructing six interaction terms; 

one for each work characteristic: telecommuting, flextime, the opportunity to separate, weekly 

hours of overtime, implicit pressure to work overtime coming from co-workers and finally 

implicit pressure to work overtime coming from managers. 

 In the theoretical section, we discussed several variables that were found to be related to 

home permeability or the opportunity to integrate (e.g. Hall & Richter, 1988; Kossek et al., 1999; 

Breedveld, 1998). Therefore, sex, having a partner, having children and job level were adopted as 

control variables in this study.  Chapter two showed the need for controlling for negative 

reorganization experiences. Employees, who reported negative feelings towards one or more 

reorganizations, were found to have less permeable boundaries than those without such 

experiences. In this present dataset 98.4 % of the employees have been confronted with 

reorganization. 55.2 % of these respondents experienced the reorganization(s) as something 

negative. Therefore, we added the Likert-shaped item “I had a negative feeling about this or 

various reorganizations”, ranging from ‘strongly disagree’ to ‘strongly agree’ in dummy form to 

the control variables, whereby the answers ‘agree’ and ‘strongly agree’ are coded with a 1, the 

other scores are coded with a 0.  

 

Analyses 

Bivariate correlations were conducted to explore potentially confounding correlations and detect 

multicollinearity. In order to prevent multicollinearity between the interaction terms and their 

single components, the single components were first centered to their means and then multiplied 

to form interaction terms (Aiken & West, 1991). However, bivariate correlations showed that the 

interaction variables – except the interaction between telecommuting and boundary preferences – 

were mutually highly correlated (between .890 en .930). Following guidelines on 

multicollinearity (Lewis-Beck, 1980) we excluded five out of the six interaction terms from the 

analysis. A preliminary regression analysis showed that there were no significant relations 

between these interaction terms and the dependent variable ‘permeability of the home domain’ 

(non-significant β between -.05 and .11). Further bivariate correlations among the variables in this 

study and the interaction between telecommuting and boundary preferences were no higher than 

.53, and the variance inflation factor no higher than 2.42, so we may assume that multicollinearity 

is no more a problem (Lewis-Beck, 1980; Myers, 1990). 
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 Multiple ordinary least squares (OLS) regression models were estimated to test the 

hypotheses as formulated in the previous section. In total four regression analyses were 

conducted; in each step a new (group of) variable(s) was added. First we entered the demographic 

control variables. In the next step the work characteristics were entered. Next we entered the 

boundary preferences of the employees, so we were able to test the effect of boundary preferences 

controlled for the work situation. In the fourth and final step, we added the interaction effect 

between telecommuting and boundary preferences, predicting home permeability. The findings 

are presented in the next section. 

 

 
RESULTS 

 

Correlations 

Table 3.2 presents the means, standard deviations and a correlation matrix of the variables in this 

study. The table shows that employees on average have neither permeable, nor impermeable 

home boundaries, though tend slightly towards permeability (M = 2.7, mode = 3.0). Men report 

slightly more permeable home boundaries than women. Employees in higher job levels have 

more permeable boundaries as well. The permeability of the home boundaries do not vary with 

age. Respondents with a partner have slightly more permeable boundaries than those without a 

partner. The age of the youngest child is not correlated with the permeability of the home domain, 

nor is the number of children who are living at home. 
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Table 3.2 Means, standard deviations and intercorrelations of the present study  

Note. Pearson correlations are significant at p <.01** or  p <.05 * 
 

 

 Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 
1. Sex (man) .67 .47 -              
2. Partner (yes) .86 .34 .09**              
3. Child(ren) (yes)  .68 .47 .11** .33**             
4. Job level 8,48 3.60 .13** .05* .05            
5. Weekly working 
hours by contract 

35.65 5.40 .52** -.03 -.19** .15**           

6. Neg. 
reorganization 
experience 

.55 .49 -.07** .01 .02 -.16** -.11**          

7. Telecommuting 2.40 4.08 .13** .08** .10** .19** .16** -.09**         
8. Flextime 2,98 .98 .09** .01 -.08* .15** .08** -.12** .21**        
09. Overtime hours 3,89 5.89 .09** .01 -.03 .30** .16** -.08** .34** .10**       
10. Overtime 
pressure co-
workers 

2,94 1.06 .06* .02 -.03 .19** .14** -.07* .17** .19** .29**      

11. Overtime 
pressure 
management 

2,94 1.12 .22** .07* .08* .16** .21** -.04 .12** .03 .21** .30**     

12. Little 
opportunity to 
separate 

3,06 .85 .12** .02 -.10** .10** .17** .00 .26** -.02 .27** .20** .31**    

13. Boundary 
preference for 
separation 

3,46 .75 -.11** .01 -.06* -.18** -.10** .33** -.25** -.23** -.29** -.12** -.10** -.14**   

14. Interaction 
preferences and 
telecommuting 

-.76 4.02 -.08* .01 -.08* -.16** -.06* .17** -.43** -.13** -.12** -.06 -.01 -.10** .55**  

15. Home 
permeability  

2.67 .61 .16** .06* .07* .17** .23** -.09** .41** .21** .32** .32** .38** .53** -.34** -.18** 
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Significant positive correlations were found between home permeability and actual weekly 

working hours, telecommuting, flextime, number of hours working overtime, implicit pressure to 

working overtime coming from co-workers and managers and the opportunity to separate. 

Significant negative correlations were found between home permeability and negative 

reorganization experiences, boundary preferences favoring separation, and the interaction 

between boundary preferences and telecommuting. 

 On average employees prefer to separate work from home (M = 3.4). Men prefer less 

separation, as do employees in higher job levels, who work many hours, who telecommute, who 

have the opportunity of flexible scheduling, who work many hours overtime, feel much pressure 

to work overtime or experience little opportunity to separate. In contrast, employees who had a 

negative reorganization experience prefer to separate work from home to a higher extent.  

 

Multivariate analysis 

Regression analysis was used to test the influence of integration and separation accommodating 

work characteristics and boundary preferences of employees on the permeability of the home 

domain. Table 3.3 presents the results of the regression analyses and reports the non standardized 

and standardized regression coefficient, the F-value and the adjusted R square.  

 After entering the demographic control variables in model 1, results show that employees 

who have children have more permeable home boundaries. This applies as well for employees 

working in higher job levels and for employees who contractually work (nearly) full-time. Men 

show slightly more permeable home boundaries than women (β =.02 at p<.01, not shown in the 

table), but this effect disappears when weekly hours by contract is entered. Experiencing a 

reorganization as negative and having a partner do not show a significant effect on home 

permeability. 
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Table 3.3 Results of regression analyses predicting home permeability 

Independent variables  Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

 B β B β B β B β 
Step 1: control variables 

Sex: man 

Partner: yes 

Child(ren):yes 

Job level 

Weekly hours by contract 

Negative reorganization 

experience 

 

-.01 

.04 

.13 

.01 

.03 

 

-.02 

 

-.00 

.02 

.10** 

.14** 

.22** 

 

-.03 

Step 2:  

Telecommuting 

Temporal flexibility 

Overtime hours 

Implicit pressure working 

overtime colleagues 

Implicit pressure working 

overtime supervisor 

Little opportunity to 

separate 

 

 

-.03 

.04 

.01 

-.00 

.01 

 

-.02 

 

.03 

.08 

.00 

.05 

 

.10 

 

.26 

 

-.02 

.03 

.01 

-.02 

.04 

 

-.03 

 

.24** 

.12** 

.04 

.09* 

 

.19** 

 

.39** 

Step 3: 

Preference for separation 

  

 

-.04 

.06 

.00 

-.00 

.01 

 

.01 

 

.03 

.06 

.00 

.04 

 

.09 

 

.26 

 

 

-.14 

 

-.04 

.03 

.00 

-.02 

.04 

 

.02 

 

.22** 

.11** 

.03 

.08* 

 

.19** 

 

.39** 

 

 

-.19** 

Step 4: 

Interaction  separation 

preference and 

telecommuting 

   

 

-.04 

.05 

.01 

-.00 

.01 

 

.01 

 

.03 

.06 

.00 

.04 

 

.09 

 

.26 

 

 

-.18 

 

.01 

 

-.04 

.03 

.00 

-.02 

.04 

 

.02 

 

.25** 

.10** 

.02 

.08* 

 

.18** 

 

.39** 

 

 

-.23** 

 

.09* 

     

Adjusted R2 .08 .43 .46 .47 

F 14.9 44.1 45.2 42.7 

N 916 673 667 667 

Note. *  p<.05, * * p <.01 

 

Model 2 introduces the work characteristics telecommuting, flextime, overtime, implicit pressure 

to work overtime coming from co-workers, implicit pressure to work overtime coming from 

managers and the opportunity to separate. Consistent with hypothesis 1, the number of hours 

employees telecommute is positively related to home permeability; the more hours employees 

report to telecommute per week, the more permeable their home domain. This effect also applies 
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to employees who only have ‘seldom’ or ‘sometimes’ the opportunity of telecommuting (β =.20 

at p<.01, not shown). When telecommuting is entered in the regression analysis the effects of 

having children, working in a high level job and weekly working hours by contract disappear. 

 Inconsistent with hypothesis 2 that predicted a negative relation between flextime and 

home permeability, we find significant effects of flextime on the extent of permeability. In other 

words, employees who have flexible time schedules report more permeable home boundaries than 

those who have little to no flexibility. 

 Hypothesis 3a proposed a positive effect of the number of hours working overtime on 

home permeability. Inconsistent with hypothesis 3a the number of hours working overtime is not 

related to boundary permeability. In hypothesis 3b we predicted that the more employees feel 

pressured to work overtime, the more permeable their home boundaries will be. Consistent with 

the hypothesis both the implicit pressure from co-workers and that from management have a 

significant effect on home permeability, whereby pressure from the management accounts for the 

larger effect.  

 Hypothesis 4 stated that the less a job allows separation of work from home, the more 

permeable individuals’ home boundaries will be. Results are in accordance with our hypothesis: 

employees who report that their jobs offer little opportunity to separate, report high levels of 

permeability.  

 Hypotheses 5 and 6 were formulated to test the influence of individuals’ preferences on 

their home boundaries. Boundary preferences are added in model 3. Hypothesis 5 predicted that 

the boundary preferences of employees have a direct effect on home permeability. As 

hypothesized, employees who prefer to separate work from their home lives, seem actually to do 

so: regardless of any differences in their work situation, employees who prefer to separate work 

from home, have significantly less permeable home boundaries than employees with opposite 

preferences. The influential effect of telecommuting diminishes slightly, suggesting that 

employees who prefer separation telecommute less than those who prefer integration. A similar 

explanation can be given with respect to a small decrease of the effect of flextime.  

 Model 4 combines all previous variables and adopts the interaction between 

telecommuting and boundary preferences in predicting the permeability of the home domain. As 

hypothesis 6 proposed, we find a significant interaction effect of telecommuting and boundary 

preferences on permeability, though it is minor. The effect of telecommuting is stronger for 

employees who prefer to separate work from home, than for those who prefer to integrate. In 

other words, the impact of telecommuting on home permeability increases if employees prefer 

separation. This suggests that employees who prefer to separate but who do bring their work 

home by telecommuting, cannot avoid that boundaries become blurred. 
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 The full model results in an adjusted R2 of .47. The main influence on the permeability of 

the home domain is the opportunity to separate (β =.39 at p<.01). Employees, who perceive that 

their job offers people little opportunity to separate, report permeable home boundaries. And in 

contrast, employees who perceive that their job offers much opportunity to separate have 

impermeable home boundaries. The presence of telecommuting, even when employees 

telecommute rarely or from time to time, increases the permeability of the home domain (β =.25 

at p<.01). When employees experience a pressure to work overtime, coming from co-workers or 

their manager, they report more permeability (β =.08 at p<.05 and β =.18 at p<.01). This applies 

as well for employees who can work flexible hours (β =.09 at p<.01). Whether employees prefer 

to integrate or separate work from home, seems a vital predictor of home permeability as well, 

also controlling for work characteristics (β =-.23 at p<.01). Employees who prefer separation 

report less permeability than employees with opposite preferences. In addition, an interaction 

effect of telecommuting and boundary preferences on home permeability shows that for 

employees who prefer separation but who do bring their work home by telecommuting, the actual 

impact of telecommuting is stronger than for employees with integrating preferences (β =.09 at 

p<.05). 

 

 
CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION 

 

This present study analyzes the effects of both work characteristics and boundary preferences on 

the boundary permeability of the home domain. Although the influences of both work 

characteristics and preferences on boundary permeability are discussed within Boundary Theory 

literature (Nippert-Eng, 1996a; Ashforth et al., 2000; Rothbard et al., 2005; Desrocher, Hilton & 

Larwood, 2005), their effects have not been empirically measured before. 

 Drawing on Boundary Theory, we first hypothesized that work characteristics that stretch 

the traditional time and space markers increase the actual home permeability. In particular, we 

examined the influence of telecommuting, flextime, pressure to work overtime, and opportunity 

to separate on the permeability of the home domain. Results indicate that work characteristics do 

indeed account for a great amount of variance in home permeability.  The main influence on 

home permeability comes from the opportunity to separate. Controlling for the effects of 

telecommuting, flextime and (pressure to) work(ing) overtime, we found that employees who 

report that their jobs allow people little opportunity to separate, report in fact more permeable 

home boundaries. It is possible however that the reverse is also true: having permeable 
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boundaries leads to the perception that the job offers little to no opportunity to separate. Future 

research should further examine causalities in this relationship. 

 Telecommuting increases home permeability as well. Surprisingly, even when employees 

telecommute rarely or only from time to time, the home permeability increases. As discussed in 

the theoretical section, Boundary Theory proposes that flextime will increase the flexibility of 

boundaries, but not the permeability (Rau & Hyland, 2002). Inconsistent with this proposition, we 

found that flextime is positively associated with an increase in boundary permeability. A small 

decrease of the effect of flextime when boundary preferences are added to the analysis suggests 

that there is a self-selection mechanism at stake: individuals who prefer integration have more 

temporal flexibility, possibly because they apply for jobs that match their preferences (Rau & 

Hyland, 2002). A post regression analysis, in which all variables were entered step by step, 

showed that the effect of flextime disappears when ‘pressure to work overtime’ is added to the 

model, suggesting that an underlying pressure to work overtime may explain the effect of 

flextime on home permeability. Brannen (2005:113) argues that the flexibility of time generates 

feelings of control, but this control is rather of an ‘illusionary nature’.  It may not be easy to finish 

at three, when most of your co-workers work till five or six, and work is not done yet. Employees 

may worry about this or could be tempted to work some more at home. This would be consistent 

with previous research of Mennino, Rubin and Brayfield (2005) who found that family-

supportive workplace cultures reduce spillover, rather than the availability of arrangements such 

as flextime. Previous research has further suggested that the influence of flextime may be 

moderated by additional work and family characteristics, such as the psychological experience of 

flexibility (Kossek, Lautsch & Eaton, 2005). Future research must further examine the effect of 

flextime on boundary permeability, while taking into account additional work and family 

conditions. 

 Second, we explored the influence of boundary preferences favoring integration or 

separation on home permeability. Consistent with our hypothesis and the expectation of previous 

Boundary Theory research we found that boundary preferences are indeed related to the actual 

enactment of boundaries (Rothbard et al., 2005). Employees who prefer to separate work from 

home report less permeability than employees with opposite preferences. By acting out their 

preferences, individuals influence the permeability of their home boundaries, regardless of their 

actual working conditions. 

 Third, we explored whether boundary preferences moderate the influence of the work 

characteristics on home permeability. This is an important question since it indirectly asks 

whether employees have the opportunity to separate work from home if they wish to. Due to high 

multicollinearity between most interaction terms and the other independent variables, we were 
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merely able to explore the interaction effect of telecommuting and boundary preferences on home 

permeability. The analysis suggests that boundary preferences do not serve as sufficient counter 

pressures to the conditions of telecommuting that enhance boundary permeability. Consequently, 

this may imply that employees who prefer separation but who do bring their work home by 

telecommuting cannot avoid home permeability. In fact, results indicate that telecommuting has a 

larger impact on boundary permeability for employees who prefer separation, than for employees 

who prefer integration. The question is of course: why?  

 

Boundary Theory proposes that when domain roles are highly separated, out-of-role interruptions 

can have a large impact (Ashforth et al., 2000; Rau & Hyland, 2002). Consistent with this 

proposition, our data suggests that when boundary preferences of employees do not correspond to 

how they enact their boundary permeability, the impact of the work characteristics that endorse 

the misalignment increases. In accordance with Boundary Theory two processes may trigger the 

impact of telecommuting for individuals favoring separation.  

 First, within a domain that is exclusively dedicated to one purpose, i.e. home, 

interruptions from another domain, i.e. work, attract much attention (Nippert-Eng, 1996b; 

Ashforth et al., 2000). Someone who prefers to integrate work with home does not think twice 

about answering a phone call about work after business hours. In contrast, someone who prefers 

separation notices the intrusion, is perhaps irritated, negotiates in herself between her desire to 

ward off the phone call and the importance of taking it, and decides to answer it or not. For 

someone who prefers separation, work interruptions can be perceived as boundary violations, as 

infringements upon her privacy.  

 Second, separation increases the magnitude of change, making boundary crossing more 

difficult (Ashforth et al., 2000). As individuals who favor separation have a clear notion about 

where to draw the line between work and home, and of what belongs to work and home when and 

where, they have to cross many borders. Each crossing may take effort and difficulty. Someone 

who prefers separation but receives a work related phone call while at home, may find it difficult 

to concentrate on the work related phone call first and to forget about it afterwards. As one of the 

employees in our qualitative study said: “I’m not a switchboard”. In contrast, for individuals who 

perceive work and home as ‘one fluid world’, crossings are easy and hardly noticed. 
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Limitations 

Some limitations of our study with respect to the data used and the operationalizations bring us to 

guidelines for future research. A single case study - as used in this study - is advantageous since it 

generates knowledge on particularities, promotes comparability of work characteristics, and 

synchronizes the situational context for the respondents. However, examining the hypotheses as 

tested in this chapter in other organizations will help to determine the generality of the results. 

Further, since we gathered data at one point in time, assessing causality is difficult.   

 A central thrust of this chapter was to determine the specific effect of work characteristics 

on boundary permeability. Therefore we did not include more traditional work arrangements, 

such as a strict time schedules. For a thorough understanding of the determinants of permeability 

however, these more traditional arrangements must be included. In addition, this and previous 

studies have pointed out the importance of work-family friendly cultures. Unfortunately, we do 

not know if the managers of our respondents encourage or discourage the use of telecommuting 

or flextime. A similar argumentation is at stake for the addition of extra home variables such as 

spousal support and family satisfaction. 

 

To conclude, this study has made a number of contributions to Boundary Theory. First, this study 

went beyond prior research since it empirically examined the influences of work characteristics 

and boundary preferences on home permeability, and the moderating effect of boundary 

preferences on the relation between work characteristics and boundary permeability.  

Second, our data suggest that boundary permeability can be the result of an active or 

inactive, involuntary process. Boundary permeability can be actively formed by the enactment of 

boundary preferences. People may choose to make use of work arrangements that fit their 

preferences either by using the arrangements that are offered in their present job or by applying 

for another job. However, if people do not have the opportunity to enact on their preferences, 

boundary permeability can be involuntarily pressed on to people by means of the characteristics 

of their jobs since boundary preferences do not serve as sufficient counter pressures. Future 

research should examine whether ‘involuntary’ permeability accounts more for work family 

conflict, than its active, voluntary counterpart.  

 

 


