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ABSTRACT 

 

ASHLEIGH NICOLE DICKSON. Parenting and Remote Work in the Pandemic: Parents’ Work-

Life Boundaries and Boundary Management Strategies in the New Normal. (Under the direction 

of DR. JILL YAVORSKY) 

 

 

A significant change that employees in the United States have experienced because of the 

COVID-19 pandemic is the rise of remote work. There are many benefits of remote work. 

However, many remote workers struggle to keep work and life separate. This study aimed to 

better understand how parents’ work-life boundaries have changed from before the pandemic 

into the new normal. Based on interviews with 16 mothers and 16 fathers, this study examined 

how parents’ preferences for keeping work and life separate have adjusted and what factors 

affect their work and life. This research also explored how mothers and fathers differ in their 

strategies to navigate between work and life when working remotely. Participants were asked 

about their work-life boundary preferences and the effects of working remotely before the 

pandemic, during lockdown, and now. This research uncovered six themes on how parents 

managed their work-life boundaries: two mindset shifts and four boundary management 

strategies. Parents adapted their mindsets by redefining their priorities and setting realistic work 

and family expectations. The four boundary management strategies were turning off technology, 

sticking to a schedule, designating a home office space, and using a door-closed policy. These 

themes expand our knowledge of boundary theory by exploring how parents’ work-life 

boundaries changed while working remotely during and after the pandemic and gender 

differences in boundary management strategies. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

The COVID-19 pandemic changed almost every aspect of daily life for Americans. Both 

work and home life have shifted since America began to feel the effects of COVID in March 

2020. According to the Pew Research Center, Americans have reported changes in everything 

from finances and employment to relationships and routines (Van Kessel et al., 2021). One of the 

most prominent changes has been how employees view working remotely. In a nationally 

representative survey of 5,889 US adults employed part- or full-time, 59% of workers said their 

job could mainly be done from home work from home most or all of the time (Parker et al., 

2022). Only 23% of the sample reported working from home frequently before the pandemic 

(Parker et al., 2022). 

The rise in remote work has had several benefits for both employers and employees. In a 

study of 3,937 business executives and HR leaders, 57% of respondents reported increased 

workforce performance and productivity (Miller, 2021). According to employees, the top 

benefits of working remotely are money and time saved from not having a commute, increased 

work efficiency and task performance, and increased ability to find “work-life balance” (Daud et 

al., 2021; Oleniuch, 2021). However, there are also downsides to working remotely that have 

been exacerbated by the pandemic. Employees have reported higher rates of loneliness 

(Carnevale & Hatak, 2020), difficulty disconnecting from work (Chawla et al., 2020), and 

blurred boundaries between work and nonwork life (Fukumura et al., 2021; Kerman et al., 2021; 

Schieman & Glavin, 2016). Employees have also reported additional stress from increased work 

hours due to the lack of commute, increased workload from virtual meetings, and additional 

work-life conflict, including the stress of navigating workspace in the home (Franken et al., 

2021).  
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Most of the research from pandemic times suggests that many employees have faced 

increased work-life boundary violations (Allen et al., 2021; Chung & van der Horst, 2018; Como 

et al., 2021; Waddell et al., 2021; Wright et al., 2021). Having fewer family members at home 

and having a dedicated office space have been found to alleviate some of these boundary 

violations (Allen et al., 2021). One study, in particular, suggests that those without children 

experienced decreased work-life conflict thanks to remote work during the pandemic (Schieman 

et al., 2021). Conversely, parents of young children and mothers in particular reported increased 

stress and frustration and decreased well-being (Hjálmsdóttir & Bjarnadóttir, 2021; Martucci, 

2021; Waddell et al., 2021). In a study of 10,332 U.S. adults in October 2020, 33% of parents 

with children under the age of 18 – 39% of mothers and 28% of fathers – reported that it was 

harder for them to balance work and family during COVID-19, compared to 22% of those 

without children under the age of 18 (Parker et al., 2020). 

Parents have also reported increased family demands post-pandemic, especially for those 

with children under the age of 17 (Rudolph & Zacher, 2021). During the early days of the 

pandemic, parents struggled with finding childcare for both younger and older children, with 

schools and daycares closed for quarantine (Petts et al., 2020). Even as many schools and 

daycares have reopened, childcare remains an issue for parents, who must navigate evolving 

testing and isolation regulations, limited social support, and guilt while juggling work and 

parenthood (Dawes et al., 2021). 

Research supports that parents have struggled to balance work and life during the 

pandemic and are dealing with more work-life boundary violations. Employees who may have 

preferred integration strategies – which allow work and life to blur or blend, such as checking 

work emails while at home or bringing children to work if childcare falls through – while 
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working in the office may find themselves using segmentation strategies – which keep work and 

life separate, including limiting work emails to a set 9 to 5 schedule or not taking personal calls 

during work time – while working from home. This study explored how boundary management 

has changed from pre-pandemic through the pandemic lockdown and continuing now into the 

“new normal.” Researchers have used the “new normal” term to capture how significantly 

COVID changed our day-to-day lives (Manuti et al., 2022). 

Using data from interviews with thirty-two parents working remotely, this study explored 

how parents’ work-life boundary management – or how they navigate between work and life – 

changed from before the pandemic to now. The interviews assessed how parents made sense of 

their work-life boundaries before and during the pandemic and in the new normal.  

For this study, I focused on heterosexual married parents who were employed full-time 

and worked remotely for at least half of the workweek. I focused on heterosexual married 

couples because research supports that gay and lesbian parents are more likely to have egalitarian 

divisions of labor and rely less on traditional gender norms (Farr & Patterson, 2013). 

Cohabitating couples are also more likely than married couples to report having egalitarian 

divisions of labor (Baxter et al., 2010). Only parents with children under 18 living in their homes 

were included in the study because couples without children at home experience less work-life 

conflict. Selecting heterosexual married parents allowed greater variability in gendered 

experiences of work and nonwork life. Working full-time and spending at least half of the work 

week working remotely assured that parents were spending a significant amount of time working 

remotely to get a clear picture of how working remotely affected work-life boundaries.  

This study makes three significant contributions to the field of work-life and gender 

research. First, this study will expand boundary theory by examining how parents’ work-life 
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boundary preferences and management have changed over time during a global pandemic. These 

findings may help inform and direct future research on how boundary alignment and 

management are affected in times of crisis. Although the pandemic has provided a unique global 

crisis, these findings may give insight into how boundary navigation may be affected by other 

crises, such as how parents adapt their boundary navigation after a natural disaster or the loss of 

a family member. Second, this study continued building on our knowledge of boundary theory in 

a time when working from home is more widely accepted and expected than ever before. This 

expanded knowledge can help inform parents of the potential implications of the choice to work 

from home on their boundary navigation based on their boundary preferences. Finally, the 

findings from this study further our understanding of the gender differences in work-life 

boundary management strategies. While previous research supports that women prefer stronger 

boundaries between work and life and that men can better enact stronger boundaries when 

working remotely, little research explores how men and women, particularly mothers and 

fathers, use boundary management strategies to achieve their desired separation. This study 

expands our understanding of what strategies mothers and fathers use to keep work and life 

separate when working remotely and how gender affects the use of these strategies. 
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CHAPTER 2: EMPIRICAL AND THEORETICAL FOUNDATIONS 

The United States’ labor force demographics have changed dramatically since the 1960s. 

Since 1960, women’s participation in the labor force increased from 38% (1960) to 71% (2019; 

U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2021). Between 1970 and 2018, the percentage of women in the 

labor force employed full-time rose from 68% to 75% (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2021). 

As of 2018, 53% of parents are dual-income earners, and 55% of women were employed in 2019 

(most recent data available, U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2021).  

This shift in labor force demographics has spurred a number of challenges for families, 

particularly parents, as they navigate these changes. In the 1960s, 70% of men (married with 

children under 18) were the sole earners of the household (Pew Research Center, 2015). As of 

2018, only 18% of families had the father as the sole earner for the family (U.S. Bureau of Labor 

Statistics, 2021) due to the rise in single-mother families and increased employment and 

importance of wages for married women. Despite the increased presence of women in the labor 

force, husbands in married heterosexual couples still, on average, outearn their wives (Angelov 

et al., 2016; Kunze, 2017). Families have had to learn to navigate women spending more time at 

work and less time taking care of the house and children. Research on work-life interactions 

became a distinct area of focus for scholars as families navigated these challenges.  

2.1 Work-Life Research 

 Research on navigating between work and life domains began with a focus on work and 

family rather than work and life. Though the work sphere has evolved with the rise of new 

technologies, it continues to encapsulate tasks, behaviors, and thoughts related to paid labor. In 

work-family research, the second sphere focuses on the “family,” typically including childcare, 

household labor, and other tasks related to the home and nuclear family. In work-life research, 
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the non-work sphere expands to include more aspects of life than just family, in part to include 

those who may not identify with the term “family,” such as those who are unmarried or childless 

(Joseph & Sebastian, 2019). The “life” sphere encompasses not only family but also other 

aspects of a person’s life outside of paid labor that may be important to the individual, such as 

friends, hobbies, and volunteering (Brough et al., 2014; Fisher et al., 2009; Joseph & Sebastian, 

2019). 

2.1.1 Work-Life Concepts 

 There are many terms, concepts, and metaphors for work-life research. These concepts 

have developed over time as research in the area has continued to evolve (Bochantin, 2016). 

Often, new conceptualizations of work-life interactions are proposed to compensate for issues 

with previous conceptualizations. The following sections explore two of the most popular 

concepts associated with work-life research, work-life conflict and work-life balance, and one of 

the more recent conceptualizations of work-life, work-life boundaries.  

 Work-life conflict is one of the most prominent and widely recognized concepts in work-

life research. This view of work-life interactions places the two spheres – work and life – at odds 

with each other (Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985). Resources spent in one sphere – such as behaviors, 

time, and effort – take away resources from the other sphere. There is a constant tension between 

the two spheres, with both spheres competing for resources. 

 Work-life conflict can be further separated by directionality (Netemeyer et al., 1996). 

Work-to-life conflict looks at how work behaviors and tasks interfere with life behaviors and 

tasks. For example, checking emails or taking calls outside work hours can be viewed as taking 

time away from life. In the other direction, life-to-work conflict focuses on how life behaviors 
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and tasks interfere with work. An example of life interfering with work is a parent leaving work 

early to pick up a sick child from school.  

 A key limitation of the work-life conflict concept is that the idea of conflict assumes 

negative interactions between the two spheres. For there to be a consistent conflict, there is also 

an assumption that the two spheres will always be at odds with one another (Fisher et al., 2009; 

Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985; Wayne et al., 2017). However, there is empirical evidence that the 

opposite can also be true. Research in areas such as work-life enhancement and work-life 

balance support these positive interactions between the two spheres (Fisher et al., 2009; Wayne 

et al., 2017). These concepts address the limitation of work-life conflict by positing that there 

does not have to be constant tension between the two. 

 As mentioned above, work-life balance focuses less on the tension between the two 

spheres and looks more at how individuals and groups try to make work and life work together. 

It is another widely recognized concept in work-life research, both in research and the popular 

press (e.g., Jaffee, 2022; Lupu & Ruiz-Castro, 2021; Thomas, 2021). Work-life balance is “the 

extent to which an individual is equally engaged in – and equally satisfied with – his or her work 

role and family role” (Greenhaus et al., 2003, p. 513). Research on work-life balance focuses on 

employees finding balance between satisfaction with their work sphere and satisfaction with their 

life sphere (Kirby et al., 2003; Wayne et al., 2017). This does not necessarily mean that equal 

time or resources should be spent on the two spheres; instead, the idea of “balance” focuses on 

individuals’ perceptions and satisfaction. 

 Another distinction between work-life conflict and work-life balance is the emphasis on 

individual values central to the work-life balance concept. While work-life conflict is viewed as 

a more universal experience, work-life balance depends on individuals’ experiences and 
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priorities (Greenhaus & Allen, 2011). Many work-life balance measures are worded to assess 

satisfaction with work-life balance rather than an objective idea of “balance” (Wayne et al., 

2019, 2020). Also, unlike work-life conflict, those who research work-life balance typically do 

not look at directionality. Researchers interested in work-life balance do not make the same 

distinction as those interested in work-life conflict at the differences between work-to-life and 

life-to-work. Instead, “work-life balance” looks at the concept as a whole (Greenhaus & Allen, 

2011). While there are other concepts of work-life that frame the work-life interaction in a 

positive light and assess directionality, such as work-life enhancement (Fisher, 2001; Fisher et 

al., 2009; Wiese et al., 2010) and work-life enrichment (Carlson et al., 2000; Greenhaus & 

Powell, 2006), they tend to be grouped under the work-life balance umbrella (Fisher et al., 2009; 

Greenhaus & Allen, 2011). 

Many studies that are interested in both work-life and directionality include measures of 

both work-life balance and work-life conflict (e.g., Beauregard & Henry, 2009; Senarathne 

Tennakoon, 2021; Wayne et al., 2017, 2019, 2020). For example, Wayne et al. (2020), who were 

interested in studying work-family balance satisfaction and work and family resources, used the 

work-family balance measure by Valcour (2007) along with Carlson, Kacmar, and Williams’ 

(2000) measure of work-to-family and family-to-work conflict and Carlson et al.'s (2006) 

measure of work-to-family and family-to-work enrichment. This need for multiple concepts of 

work-life highlights the need for a more parsimonious theory that addresses not only 

directionality but also combines positive and negative interactions between work and life. 

Another limitation of both work-life conflict and work-life balance is that the two spheres 

are assumed to be separate (Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985). With these work-life concepts, the 

spheres are on opposite ends, either conflicting or trying to find balance. However, research in 
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the past two decades supports the ability of the two spheres to interact and even blur (Bulger et 

al., 2007; Clark, 2000). To address this, along with calls for a more parsimonious theory of 

work-life interactions, researchers began to focus on the boundaries between the two spheres 

rather than assuming the two remain separate at all times (Clark, 2000). 

 As research on work-life interactions continued to evolve, researchers began to look at 

how the work and life spheres interact and flex (Clark, 2000). Researchers started to look at how 

employees create and maintain the boundaries, or borders, between the work and life spheres 

(Hall & Richter, 1988). This research led to two theories based on this area of focus: border 

theory and boundary theory. 

2.2 Border Theory and Boundary Theory 

 Border theory and boundary theory are often used interchangeably, though there are 

distinctions between the two. Boundary theory was first developed to address the idea that 

employees create, maintain, and navigate the boundaries around their work and personal lives 

(Nippert-Eng, 1996a, 1996b). Border theory was then developed with work-family balance as an 

outcome, examining how employees minimize role conflict and maximize satisfaction in both 

spheres (Clark, 2000; Desrochers & Sargent, 2004). This theory was proposed with work and 

family in mind rather than work and life.  

 The two theories share many concepts and key terms. Employees are identified as border 

or boundary crossers, navigating between the two spheres (Clark, 2000; Nippert-Eng, 1996a). 

These boundaries fall along a continuum from “strong,” inflexible and impermeable, to “weak,” 

flexible and permeable. The strength of the boundaries may differ; for example, an employee 

may allow his family to call during work hours but will not take work calls during family time. 

The boundaries may vary even further based on the context. For example, an employee may keep 
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work outside the home but make an exception for a weekend call with an important client. 

Boundaries may also differ depending on the tasks or behaviors; an employee may be firm about 

not taking work calls on weekends but will check her work emails. The strategies employees use 

to maintain these strong or weak borders are typically identified as segmentation and integration 

strategies. 

2.2.1 Segmentation and Integration 

Though the blurring and flexing of boundaries may differ across contexts, most 

employees tend to fall somewhere on the segmentation and integration continuum. Someone who 

wants to keep work and life completely separate is identified as preferring segmentation. On the 

other hand, someone who allows work and life to blur together would be identified as an 

integrator (Bochantin & Cowan, 2016; Clark, 2000). Most employees, however, do not fall on 

the ends of the continuum but rather fall somewhere along the middle (Ammons, 2013; Bulger et 

al., 2007; Desrochers & Sargent, 2004; Kossek et al., 2012; Matthews & Barnes-Farrell, 2010).  

 The ideal use of segmentation or integration for an individual is called their boundary 

preference (Ammons, 2013; Kreiner, 2006). The actual use of these strategies is their boundary 

enactment. Together, these concepts make up an individual’s boundary alignment: how well their 

boundary enactment matches their boundary preference (Ammons, 2013; Kossek, 2016). An 

employee who prefers to keep work and life completely separate would experience high 

alignment in a job that requires work only to be completed in the office and does not allow for 

personal life during work hours. However, the same employee would have low alignment in a 

job requiring them to work remotely and be on call 24/7. High boundary alignment has been 

linked to several benefits for both individuals and organizations, including lower stress (Bogaerts 

et al., 2018; Kreiner, 2006), lower work-life conflict (Bogaerts et al., 2018; Chen et al., 2009), 
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increased job satisfaction (Kreiner, 2006; Rothbard et al., 2005), and increased job commitment 

(Rothbard et al., 2005). 

2.2.2 Remote Work 

Access to flexible work arrangements also plays a vital role in the composition and 

navigation of work-life boundaries for employees, particularly parents. Before 2020, 

organizations did not widely offer flexible work arrangements (FWA; Thébaud & Halcomb, 

2019). Flexible work arrangements include working flexible hours (flextime) and working at 

locations outside of the typical office (flexplace). Professional workers and those in higher-wage 

positions had the most access to FWA (Glass & Noonan, 2016). However, even when 

organizations offered FWA, these arrangements were not widely used (Munsch, 2016; Thébaud 

& Halcomb, 2019).  

Those who use flextime and flexplace say that it is important for individuals using FWA 

to construct their own boundaries (Kossek & Lautsch, 2018; Pedersen & Jeppesen, 2012). The 

importance of individuals constructing their own boundaries may explain the mixed results 

studies have found between FWA and work-life concepts. Employees who use FWA report 

increased perceived boundary control (Eddleston & Mulki, 2017). However, using FWA has 

been linked to increased boundary violations of work interfering with family (Glass & Noonan, 

2016; Kelliher & Anderson, 2010; Schieman & Young, 2010).  

Most research on flexplace focuses on remote work, especially for employees working 

from home. Technological advances over the past few decades, such as the rise of smartphones 

and tablets and widespread wireless internet connections, have made it easier than ever to work 

remotely and still be connected to work (Kossek, 2016; Messenger & Gschwind, 2016). Remote 

work has many benefits for both employees and employers. Employees who work remotely 
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report higher autonomy (Harpaz, 2002), increased organizational commitment (Felstead & 

Henseke, 2017), increased job satisfaction (Felstead & Henseke, 2017; Gajendran & Harrison, 

2007), and higher performance (Gajendran & Harrison, 2007), productivity (Felstead & 

Henseke, 2017), and job-related well-being (Felstead & Henseke, 2017). Remote workers also 

report lower intentions to quit and less role stress (Gajendran & Harrison, 2007). However, 

working remotely also has some adverse effects on employees. Employees working remotely 

report increased work hours and workloads (Felstead & Henseke, 2017). They also report 

increased work-life boundary violations, such as blurred boundaries between work and life 

(Gajendran & Harrison, 2007; Harpaz, 2002) and difficulty switching off at the end of a work 

shift (Felstead & Henseke, 2017; Peters & Blomme, 2019; van Zoonen et al., 2020).  

2.3 Gender and Boundary Theory 

Gender is an important individual-level difference to consider when looking at work-life 

concepts because women and men experience both the work and non-work spheres in different 

ways. Looking first at the work sphere, both men and women face gendered workplace practices 

and policies (Acker, 1990, 2006; Pedulla & Thébaud, 2015). Many workplace practices and 

policies center on the idea of the “ideal worker” (Acker, 1990, 2006). The ideal worker norm 

epitomizes an employee who can focus their attention entirely on work. Traditionally, the ideal 

worker would be the primary breadwinner for their household and would have a partner who 

takes care of the unpaid labor at home (Acker, 2006; Blair-Loy, 2009). The ideal worker norm 

pressures men to prioritize work over life and causes guilt when home life interferes with work 

(Kelly et al., 2010). However, as of 2016, 66% of families in the USA were dual-income 

(Livingston & Parker, 2019), meaning that most families with an employed father also have an 

employed mother. Therefore, parents are likely to share the unpaid labor at home. Women also 
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face pressure to fulfill this norm and focus entirely on work, even though only 5% of families in 

the USA have breadwinning mothers and homemaking fathers (Livingston & Parker, 2019). 

Gendered expectations also extend to home and family institutions. Intensive parenting 

norms place pressure on parents, especially mothers, to prioritize their family over their work 

(Forbes et al., 2020; Hays, 1996; Hochschild & Machung, 2012; Liss et al., 2013). Women are 

expected to meet the intensive mothering standard, where mothers are expected to focus all their 

attention on household and childcare tasks (Bobbitt-Zeher, 2011; Pedulla & Thébaud, 2015; 

Thébaud & Halcomb, 2019). This places additional strain on employed mothers, who face 

pressure from both the intensive mothering standard and ideal worker norms, which are at odds 

with each other. On the other hand, fathers often feel that to be a good father, they need to 

provide financial support (Chesley, 2011; Shows & Gerstel, 2009; Townsend & Townsend, 

2002). This and the traditional breadwinning model may allow them to feel less pressure from 

the intensive parenting standard (Forbes et al., 2022; Liss et al., 2013).  

 Research on the relationship between gender and work-life interactions has yielded 

mixed results. A review of 190 work-family studies from 1980 to 2002 (Eby et al., 2005) found 

mixed evidence of gender differences in work-life conflict. They concluded that “gender 

differences in WFC [work-family conflict] have been repeatedly found… However, there is no 

clear pattern in terms of the relative importance of work or family domain predictors for men and 

women’s WFC” (Eby et al., 2005, p. 181). The same year, a meta-analysis was published that 

examined 61 studies published by 2002 that included both work interference with family (WIF) 

and family interference with work (FIW) and antecedents of both variables (Byron, 2005). The 

study found that men tended to report slightly more WIF while women reported slightly more 
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FIW but concluded that gender alone predicts little variance in work-family conflict (Byron, 

2005).  

A more recent meta-analysis by Shockley and colleagues (N > 250,000 workers, 354 

independent samples) examined work-family conflict and gender interactions in 582 published 

studies, conference papers, and dissertations up to December 2015 (Shockley et al., 2017). They 

found that women reported more WIF and FIW (Shockley et al., 2017). However, several 

moderators significantly affected this relationship. When looking only at full-time employees, 

there was no significant difference between men's and women’s reported work-family conflict 

(Shockley et al., 2017). For parents, mothers reported higher FIW, but there was no significant 

difference in WIF (Shockley et al., 2017). Finally, when looking only at dual-earning couples, 

men reported slightly higher WIF, while women reported greater FIW (Shockley et al., 2017). 

This study highlights the importance of looking not only at the relationship between gender and 

work-life but also at how other individual variables, such as parental status, affect men's and 

women’s experiences.  

One explanation for the mixed results may relate to changes over the lifetime, particularly 

in the transition to parenthood and as children get older. Before becoming parents, men and 

women report spending similar amounts of time on paid and unpaid labor (Yavorsky et al., 

2015). After having a child, however, significant gender differences in paid and unpaid labor 

arise. Fathers are more likely to report increased work hours after the birth of a child (Gjerdingen 

& Center, 2005; Yavorsky et al., 2015). Mothers, particularly those with young children, report 

fewer hours spent in paid labor (Gjerdingen & Center, 2005; Yavorsky et al., 2015). However, 

mothers spend more time in total labor than fathers due to significant increases in the time 

mothers spend on childcare and household labor (Gjerdingen & Center, 2005; Yavorsky et al., 
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2015). Fathers of young children also report being less likely to cut back on work demands 

(Young & Schieman, 2018), likely because of the pressure on fathers to be the financial 

providers for their families (Acker, 1990; Blair-Loy, 2009; Chesley, 2011; Shows & Gerstel, 

2009; Townsend & Townsend, 2002). However, as children get older, fathers are more likely to 

report feeling less pressure and more flexibility to reduce work hours (Young & Schieman, 

2018). If parental status and age of children are not considered when looking at work-life 

differences between mothers and fathers, these differences in work-life interactions across the 

transition to and through parenthood may wash out.  

Another explanation for the mixed results found in these studies is a selection effect, 

where women who experience the highest levels of work-family interference may drop out of the 

labor market to focus on family (Kossek et al., 2017; Weeden et al., 2016). This self-selection 

out of the labor force may also wash out meaningful differences in gender experiences of work-

life interactions.  

Though the relationship between gender and broader work-life variables is mixed, there 

is empirical support for gender differences in segmentation and integration strategies. Research 

has found that both men and women report preferring segmentation strategies, but women are 

more likely to prefer stronger boundaries between the two spheres (Bulger et al., 2007; Kreiner, 

2006; Nsair & Piszczek, 2021). In other words, while both men and women fall on the 

segmentation side of the segmentation-integration continuum, women have a stronger preference 

for segmentation. Shockley and colleagues’ study looked at how boundary strength affects the 

relationship between gender and work-family conflict (2017). They found that women were 

more likely to create strong boundaries around family, which was associated with less WIF 
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(Shockley et al., 2017). Women were also more likely to create strong boundaries around work, 

which was associated with less FIW (Shockley et al., 2017).  

Parents are also more likely than those without children to prefer segmentation strategies 

(Bulger et al., 2007). While mothers are more likely to report preferring segmentation strategies 

that create stronger boundaries, research has shown that mothers are also more likely to report 

needing to have flexible boundaries between work and life and having more spillover between 

the two spheres (Mennino et al., 2005; Powell & Greenhaus, 2010; Tone Innstrand et al., 2009). 

This disconnect between mothers’ boundary preferences and boundary enactment likely ties to 

the gendered norms discussed earlier, where women face pressure from both the work and the 

life spheres. Mothers who report higher segmentation enactment report lower work-life conflict 

(Powell & Greenhaus, 2010). While mothers may prefer to keep strong boundaries between the 

two, the expectations on mothers to perform in both the work and life sphere may force them to 

integrate more than they would like. Mothers who are able to maintain a stronger boundary, 

however, experience less negative spillover.  

Men are less likely to report a disconnect or lack of alignment between their 

segmentation preferences and enactment regardless of parental status (Mennino et al., 2005; 

Powell & Greenhaus, 2010; Tone Innstrand et al., 2009). Fathers report feeling in control of their 

schedules and their ability to flex their boundaries between work and life as needed (Carreri, 

2020; Nsair & Piszczek, 2021). For fathers, the ideal worker norm and intensive parenting align 

so they can focus on their paid labor without the same penalties that mothers face.  

2.3.1 Gender, Work-Life Boundaries, and Remote Work 

Women are more likely to deal with the struggles of working remotely and blurred 

boundaries, considering their preferences for segmentation strategies (Bulger et al., 2007; Fonner 
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& Stache, 2012; Noonan & Glass, 2012). Higher work-life integration has been connected to 

higher work-family conflict, both in work-to-family and family-to-work conflict (Delanoeije et 

al., 2019; Eddleston & Mulki, 2017). Women working remotely are also more likely to report 

having trouble disengaging from work at the end of the workday (Eddleston & Mulki, 2017). 

The mismatch between segmentation preferences and enactment may cause increased work-

family conflict and more boundary violations (Ammons, 2013). Integrating work and life may 

also increase the pressure of both the intensive mothering expectations and the ideal worker 

norm by making it more challenging to separate the two roles (Eddleston & Mulki, 2017; Fonner 

& Stache, 2012). Despite the potential for boundary misalignment, many women still work 

remotely and enjoy the benefits of working from home. In fact, women who are able to work 

remotely are less likely than women who cannot work remotely to reduce their work hours after 

having children (Lyttelton et al., 2020). 

 Both mothers and fathers with young children at home are less likely to report a 

preference for integrating the work and family spheres when working remotely (Fonner & 

Stache, 2012). Fathers are often able to create stronger boundaries between work and life, 

however, when working from home (Eddleston & Mulki, 2017; Noonan et al., 2007). Men face 

less judgment when keeping work and life separate while working remotely because prioritizing 

work fulfills the ideal worker norm (Acker, 1990; Kelly et al., 2010), and providing financial 

support fulfills gendered parenting norms (Chesley, 2011; Shows & Gerstel, 2009; Townsend & 

Townsend, 2002). Mothers who work remotely report spending more time in childcare when 

working from home (Noonan et al., 2007). Fathers spend the time saved from not having a 

commute to clock extra hours of paid labor, while mothers spend the time saved on childcare and 

routine household tasks (Noonan & Glass, 2012). However, fathers who work from home spend 
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more time performing childcare than men who do not work remotely (Lyttelton et al., 2020). 

This has helped shrink the gender gap in time spent on childcare, especially for couples that are 

dual-earners (Lyttelton et al., 2020). The gender gap in time spent on housework, however, is 

higher for parents who work remotely (Lyttelton et al., 2020), likely, at least in part, due to the 

feminization and reoccurrence of routine household tasks that mothers are more likely to 

complete (Hochschild & Machung, 2012; Perry-Jenkins & Gerstel, 2020; Yavorsky et al., 2015). 

2.3.2 Division of Labor 

 As mentioned earlier, the work life-boundaries of couples, especially parents, are often 

affected by their division of labor. Most men and women prefer egalitarian labor divisions both 

in the home and at work (Gerson, 2009; Pedulla & Thébaud, 2015; Scarborough et al., 2019). 

Before having children, men and women report similar time spent in paid and unpaid labor 

(Yavorsky et al., 2015). After becoming parents, both mothers and fathers increase their time 

spent on household labor; however, the increase is greater and more significant for mothers 

(Killewald & García-Manglano, 2016; Yavorsky et al., 2015).  

Although women have significantly increased their participation in the paid labor market, 

men have not increased their household work to the same degree (Bianchi et al., 2012; Perry-

Jenkins & Gerstel, 2020). This gap in unpaid labor is especially significant for fathers 

(Gjerdingen & Center, 2005; Yavorsky et al., 2015). Women, and especially mothers, are usually 

responsible for more of the routine, “feminine” tasks such as cooking, washing dishes, and 

laundry (Hochschild & Machung, 2012; Perry-Jenkins & Gerstel, 2020; Yavorsky et al., 2015). 

These tasks tend to be the ones that are more time-consuming and require a regular schedule 

(Blair-Loy, 2009; Kolpashnikova & Kan, 2021; Perry-Jenkins & Gerstel, 2020). Mothers not 

only take on more of the routine work but also are more likely to be in charge of the planning 
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and management of household tasks, meaning they are responsible for deciding who does what 

task, even if they are not necessarily the ones to do the task (Bianchi et al., 2000; Blair-Loy, 

2009). Men tend to be responsible for non-routine household tasks, such as cutting the grass and 

doing house repairs, which can be done when convenient rather than on a schedule 

(Kolpashnikova & Kan, 2021; Perry-Jenkins & Gerstel, 2020). 

However, fathers are beginning to close the gap with childcare (Perry-Jenkins & Gerstel, 

2020), and those with access to flexible work arrangements are especially likely to take on more 

childcare and housework (Besen-Cassino, 2019; Sherman, 2017). Wives in egalitarian marriages 

spend less time on housework than women in non-egalitarian marriages (both when their 

husband does more paid labor and when the wife does more paid labor) (Kolpashnikova & Kan, 

2021). A more egalitarian division of labor, or at least the perception of fairness in the 

relationship, between couples can help alleviate work-family conflict (Perry-Jenkins & Gerstel, 

2020). Having a partner who shares in the workload may allow parents to better maintain their 

preferred boundaries between work and life, especially when parents share the demands of 

routine childcare (Bulger et al., 2007; Collins et al., 2021; Shockley et al., 2017). 

2.4 Effects of COVID-19 

 Most previous research on work-life boundaries, divisions of labor, and flexible work 

arrangements were conducted during the time now identified as “pre-COVID.” On March 11, 

2020, the World Health Organization (WHO) declared that COVID-19 was a pandemic (CDC, 

2022). That week, the United States entered a lockdown period to mitigate the spread of COVID-

19. By May 2020, 20.5 million people were out of work, and the US surpassed 100,000 COVID-

19 deaths (CDC, 2022). While many initially hoped that the pandemic would pass quickly, it 

became clear that as more months passed and COVID-19 cases continued to rise, life would not 
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return to normal. Instead, the US population began to wonder what a “new normal” would look 

like in a COVID-19 world (Corpuz, 2021). 

2.4.1 COVID-19 Lockdown (2020) 

The months following the initial lockdown in March 2020 changed almost every aspect 

of daily life for those in the US and worldwide. Businesses were forced to either shut down or 

switch to virtual work. At the peak of the pandemic and quarantine regulations, 71% of 

employed adults reported working from home (Parker et al., 2020). Schools and daycares were 

shut down as part of the lockdown, and many employed parents had to adapt to having children 

at home while working from home (Collins et al., 2021; Landivar et al., 2020). This provided a 

unique context for examining remote workers' remote work and boundary management strategies 

since lockdown forced many to work from home regardless of the employees’ preferences.  

Mothers were especially likely to take on the additional labor of childcare and were more 

likely to reduce work hours or step away from work entirely (Landivar et al., 2020). By April 

2020, mothers of young and elementary-aged children decreased their work hours by an average 

of almost two hours (Collins et al., 2021). Fathers, in particular those of young children and 

elementary-aged children, did not experience the same decrease over this period; their predicted 

work hours per week did not drop below 40 hours (Collins et al., 2021). Fathers did increase 

their time spent in childcare, though, with a 64% increase in time spent in active childcare 

compared to pre-pandemic (2.21 hours per day pre-COVID, 3.64 hours per day during 

lockdown; Craig & Churchill, 2020). 

 Parents of young children (under 12) experienced the highest levels of work-life conflict 

during lockdown (Schieman et al., 2021). Parents with high work-life integration had the most 

significant increase in work-life conflict (Schieman et al., 2021). Employed mothers were more 
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likely than employed fathers to report struggling with work-life balance during this time 

(Igielnik, 2021).  

Remote workers who preferred segmentation strategies reported having better work-

nonwork boundaries during the lockdown period when remote work was the only option for 

many (Allen et al., 2021). Although initial hypotheses expected the opposite to be true – for 

integrators to have better balance during the lockdown – this study found that those who prefer 

segmenting tended to have strategies for keeping work and life separate that were especially 

beneficial when remote work was not optional (Allen et al., 2021). Segmentation strategies that 

remote workers used during lockdown included behavioral tactics (e.g., leveraging technology 

and emulating office routine), temporal tactics (e.g., controlling work time and purposefully 

disconnecting), physical tactics (e.g., manipulating physical space and adapting physical and 

psychological boundaries), and communicative tactics (e.g., setting expectations and confronting 

violators). A key gap for this study is that these strategies were used specifically in the context of 

lockdown, with all data collected between May and August of 2020. The study included both 

parents and non-parents and did not explore how gender affects the use of these strategies. These 

limitations leave room for further research on what strategies are being used now for parents 

working remotely and how gender affects what strategies they use. 

2.4.2 Transitioning to the “New Normal” (2021-Present) 

The transition out of the lockdown period and into the “new normal” was gradual. In 

mid-December 2020, the FDA authorized emergency use of the first COVID-19 vaccine; by 

March 13, 2021, over 100 million vaccine doses had been administered in the US (CDC, 2022). 

Though lockdowns had slowly lifted throughout the country in late 2020, the rise of vaccines 

marked a shift in the pandemic. As of June 2022, the US has had over 87,092,000 confirmed 
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cases of COVID-19 and 1,016,208 deaths from the virus (United States Tracking: Overview, 

2022). 

The term “new normal,” which was most recently used during the 2008 financial crisis, 

has been repurposed to signify the change in day-to-day lives when comparing pre-COVID and 

post-COVID life (Manuti et al., 2022). The idea of a “new normal” implicates that the old sense 

of “normal” will not return (Karjalainen et al., 2022). For this study, I define March 2020 and 

throughout the rest of 2020 as the “lockdown period,” given the significant disruptions that 

lockdown measures caused in everyday life and work. “Pre-pandemic” was used for anything 

before March 2020. Although there is no agreed-upon date when we switched from lockdown to 

the new normal, I used 2021 as the beginning of the new normal because of the availability of 

vaccines and the end of many lockdown restrictions. “New normal” was used instead of “post-

pandemic” because many feel that the pandemic and its implications have not ended despite the 

lack of lockdown measures and quarantine requirements (Cohen, 2023; Coon, 2023; McBride, 

2023). 

One of the significant shifts from pre-pandemic to now is the rise of remote work. 

Working from home became the norm during lockdown when offices were shut down. This was 

a drastic change from the stigma surrounding working from home before the pandemic (Munsch, 

2016; Munsch et al., 2014). As of January 2022, 61% of adults (from a nationally representative 

survey of 5,889 US adults employed part- or full-time) who can work outside of the office 

choose to work remotely (Parker et al., 2022). Although working from home initially led to 

blurred boundaries for parents, especially mothers, parents continue to choose to work remotely 

and enjoy the benefits of remote work (Baert et al., 2020; Fana et al., 2020; Ipsen et al., 2021).  
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While research during the lockdown period looked at how parents' work-life boundaries 

were affected by the switch to remote work (Allen et al., 2021; Cho, 2020; Vaziri et al., 2020), it 

is unclear how these boundaries continue to be affected. Employees have been working remotely 

for several years. During lockdown, many employees were forced to work remotely; now, many 

choose to work remotely (Parker et al., 2022). Parents had to adapt to remote childcare and 

schooling during lockdown, which caused many interruptions during the workday; now, most 

children are back to in-person school and daycare (Landivar et al., 2023). The strategies that 

remote workers, and especially parents, relied on during lockdown may no longer be as prevalent 

for those continuing to work from home. 
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CHAPTER 3: CURRENT STUDY AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

3.1 Boundary Theory and COVID-19 

Even before the pandemic, both mothers and fathers preferred segmentation strategies 

over integration strategies (Bulger et al., 2007; Kreiner, 2006; Nsair & Piszczek, 2021). Those 

with stronger boundaries between work and life report decreased work-family conflict and fewer 

work-life boundary violations. However, given the extended co-location of work and life, 

increased childcare responsibilities during school and daycare closures, and increased workloads, 

parents may have even stronger preferences for segmentation strategies to compensate for the 

blurred boundaries they experienced during lockdown.  

While boundary theory suggests that parents will prefer segmentation, the experiences of 

remote-working parents have not been fully explored. Many parents now choose to work from 

home, which almost fully integrates work and life. This would suggest that parents who choose 

to work from home may prefer more integrated boundaries or that parents working remotely rely 

more heavily on segmentation strategies.  

Previous research can inform some predictions for how the pandemic has affected work-

life boundaries. However, given the nascent nature of the lasting effects of the pandemic and 

lockdown in the new normal and the ever-evolving world we now live in, it is crucial to consider 

the context and sensemaking of parents during the pandemic. Exploring these experiences 

through interviews allowed for a grounded approach to the experiences of parents living and 

working during the pandemic (Johnson et al., 2010; Lingard et al., 2008).  

This study aimed to address the gap in our understanding of the lasting impact of the 

COVID pandemic and lockdown on parents’ work-life boundaries. A qualitative approach can 

help shed light on individuals’ experiences and provide an opportunity to learn how they chose 
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the strategies they used while navigating the pandemic and how their preferences and alignment 

have shifted from before the pandemic to now. This leads to the following research question: 

Research Question 1: How has the pandemic affected parents’ work-life boundaries and 

how they navigate between work and life? 

3.2 Boundary Management Strategies and Gender 

 Understanding the lasting impact of the pandemic and lockdown on parents’ work-life 

boundaries and boundary management into the new normal is an important step in expanding 

boundary theory. Another essential step is understanding gender differences in managing work-

life boundaries for parents. Research has shown mixed results in gender differences in work-life 

concepts (Eby et al., 2005; Byron, 2005; Shockley et al., 2017). There is more support for gender 

differences in boundary navigation and segmentation preferences (Bulger et al., 2007; Kreiner, 

2006; Nsair & Piszczek, 2021; Shockley et al., 2017). Women report stronger segmentation 

preferences and are more likely to report a lack of alignment between their segmentation 

preferences and enactment (Mennino et al., 2005; Powell & Greenhaus, 2010; Shockley et al., 

2017; Tone Innstrand et al., 2009). Despite this, women and men often report similar levels of 

work-life conflict (Shockley et al., 2017).  

While segmentation preferences likely became stronger due to the pandemic and 

lockdowns, boundary enactment may not have changed to the same degree. Many parents were 

forced to integrate their work and lives when work went remote. Though more employees can 

return to the workplace, many still choose to work remotely, at least part-time (Parker et al., 

2022). Mothers may especially see a lack of alignment between boundary preferences and 

enactment. While mothers may have even stronger preferences for segmentation, they may still 

have to allow work and life to blur. Though they may have the opportunity to return to the 
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workplace, many mothers may still deal with the combined strain of childcare disruptions and 

pressure from the intensive mothering norm. They may even feel additional pressure from the 

intensive mothering norm compared to pre-pandemic since working from home has become 

more accepted.  

Mothers with a more egalitarian division of labor spend less time on housework than 

those in non-egalitarian marriages (Kolpashnikova & Kan, 2021). Mothers with a husband who 

shares the workload with them may find it easier to maintain their preferred boundaries (Bulger 

et al., 2007; Collins et al., 2021; Shockley et al., 2017). Men were significantly more involved in 

active childcare during lockdown, which may continue into the new normal. If so, this may help 

mothers even more as they navigate their paid and unpaid labor. Couples that report a more 

egalitarian division of labor may have better alignment between their boundary preferences and 

enactment. However, parents’ division of labor and gender have not been explored in the context 

of work-life boundary management tactics. This leads to the second research question: 

Research Question 2: How do mothers and fathers differ in their strategies to navigate 

between work and life? 
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CHAPTER 4: METHOD 

To answer the research questions, I interviewed sixteen mothers and sixteen fathers. I 

used Prolific to gather potential participants to ensure a diverse sample. Prolific participants 

completed a short Qualtrics survey that checked for the inclusion criteria and collected contact 

information for those interested in participating in an interview. I randomly sampled by gender 

from those who met the inclusion criteria and were willing to be interviewed and contacted those 

who gave consent to schedule interviews. I interviewed thirty-two parents from the eligible pool 

of participants.  

 Potential participants were gathered through Prolific and directed to the Qualtrics survey. 

In the Qualtrics survey, participants answered a series of questions to ensure that the inclusion 

criteria were met, determine if they were interested in participating in a follow-up interview, and 

gather demographic information. 

4.1 Participants 

 To ensure a high-quality and diverse sample, I gathered participants through Prolific.  

There were four key inclusion criteria used to gather participants: (1) employed full-time, (2) 

working from home at least 50% of the workweek, (3) being married and in a different-gender 

partnership, and (4) having a child. An additional inclusion criterion was used for Prolific 

recruitment; only those currently in the USA were recruited. To assess work-life boundaries in 

the context of remote work, participants needed to work full-time and work at least half of the 

time from home. Only married couples were included, as previous research supports that 

unmarried but cohabitating couples tend to have a more egalitarian division of labor (Batalova & 

Cohen, 2002; Baxter, 2005; Berger & McLanahan, 2015). Parents with at least one child under 
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18 living at home were another criterion because childcare is an essential aspect of unpaid labor 

for this study (Graham et al., 2021; Schieman et al., 2021).  

Filters were included in the Prolific search to reach only those who matched the inclusion 

criteria. However, the filters used in Prolific were limited, so the Qualtrics survey had questions 

that addressed the inclusion criteria. In Prolific, participants were only recruited if they reported 

(1) being employed full-time, (2) sometimes or regularly working remotely or having a changing 

place of work, (3) being married, and (4) having children. The Qualtrics survey then had four 

questions that confirmed the more specific inclusion criteria detailed above (Appendix C, 

Questions 1-4).  

There were two rounds of participant recruitment. In the first round of recruitment, 145 

participants responded to the Qualtrics survey. Five responses were removed because of 

incomplete responses, leaving the final number of responses for the first round at 140 

participants. Fifty respondents indicated interest in the interview and provided contact 

information (36%). All fifty respondents were contacted to schedule an interview. A total of 

twenty participants were interviewed from this round of recruitment: seven mothers and thirteen 

fathers. One of the thirty respondents who were not interviewed withdrew from participating, 

and the remaining twenty-nine did not respond. 

A second round of recruitment was used to gather more participants, particularly mothers. 

I wanted to interview an equal number of men and women. The same inclusion criteria were 

used from the first round. One-hundred and forty-six participants responded to the Qualtrics 

survey. After removing incomplete responses, 141 participants remained. Fifty-six respondents 

were interested in an interview and provided contact information (40%). All 56 were contacted, 

and 12 completed interviews (nine mothers and three fathers). The remaining forty-three 
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respondents did not respond. I intended to interview 20 mothers and 20 fathers. However, after 

coding the interviews from the second round of recruitment, I determined that enough data had 

been collected to assess the research questions (this is discussed further in 4.3 Data Analysis). 

Thirty-two interviews were completed, with sixteen mothers and sixteen fathers 

(demographics in Appendix A). Participants ranged in age from 27 to 59 (mean 40.7). A majority 

of the participants were white (78%), 9% were Black, 6% Latino/a, 3% Asian, and 3% two or 

more races. Forty-four percent of participants had a Master’s degree or higher, 41% had an 

Associate’s or Bachelor’s degree, and 16% had no college degree. The participants' higher 

education aligns with the fact that remote workers tend to be more highly educated and work in 

higher-status white-collar jobs (Bartik et al., 2020). The average number of hours per week 

worked was 40.4, ranging from 30 to 48. Twenty-six participants had been in their current role 

for at least one year, with the average tenure being 61.6 months and ranging from 2 months to 

over 25 years. Participants had between one and five children, with the average number of 

children being 2.3. The average age of their children was 7, with children ranging in age from 

newborn to 23. While all participants had been in a heterosexual marriage during the pandemic, 

one is now divorced and has a same-sex partner. Another participant was separated at the time of 

the interview. Most participants did not work remotely before the pandemic (66%, “never” or 

“rarely”). Participants who reported working remotely before the pandemic fell into two 

categories: remote work before the pandemic (16%) and remote before the pandemic (19%, most 

or all the time).  

4.2 Procedure 

 Individuals who fit the inclusion criteria on Prolific and were interested in participating 

were directed to the Qualtrics survey. In the Qualtrics survey, participants reviewed the consent 
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form and answered the four questions to ensure the inclusion criteria were met (Questions 1 

through 4). They were then asked if they were interested in participating in a follow-up interview 

and given information on the length of the interview, the purpose of the interview, and 

compensation. If they said they were interested in an interview, they were asked to provide an 

email address to contact them to schedule the interview. They moved to the demographic 

questions if they indicated they were not interested in the interview.  

The final questions (8 through 13) asked for basic demographic information. Participants 

were asked to provide their gender, sexual orientation, race/ethnicity, age, highest level of 

education completed, how many hours they worked per week, and tenure in their current role. 

Those who completed the survey were compensated $1 each through Prolific.  

Respondents who indicated they were interested in an interview and provided their email 

addresses were contacted with an individual email, giving them more information on the study 

and scheduling the interviews. They also received the consent document for the interview to 

complete before the interview. All interviews were conducted and recorded using Zoom. All 

participants confirmed their consent to the recordings before the recordings began. Zoom 

provided an automated transcript, audio recording, and video recording for every interview. I 

deleted the video recording immediately after the interview. The transcript was then reviewed 

using the audio recording. Once the transcript was checked, the audio recording was deleted. The 

transcripts were then used for data analysis. All individuals who participated in an interview 

were compensated $25 with a digital Amazon gift card. 

Interviews ranged from 23 to 93 minutes (average length = 52 minutes and 49 seconds). 

The combined transcript length for all interviews was 1,245 pages of text. All transcripts were 

reviewed for identifying information immediately after the interviews, and all identifying 
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information, such as names, locations, and organizations, was changed to maintain 

confidentiality. Participants were assigned a random pseudonym based on their gender. All 

names that are used in the following sections are pseudonyms.  

4.2.1 Interview Questions 

 The interview guide (Appendix D) comprised five sections: information about the 

participant, work/life pre-pandemic, effects of COVID-19, managing work and life in the new 

normal, and wrapping up. The first section included prompts such as “First, can you introduce 

yourself?” “Tell me about your family.” and “What do you do for work?” This section was 

intended to create rapport with the participant and establish context specific to the participant.  

The following section, "Work/life pre-pandemic,” asked questions that encouraged 

participants to consider their lives before COVID-19. This section aimed to discover what work 

and home life looked like for the participant in the time most of us think of as “normal.” 

Participants were first asked what a typical work week looked like for them before the pandemic, 

then asked how often they worked remotely, how often they brought work home and how often 

they had family/home tasks interfere with work, and finally, preferences and strategies for work-

life boundary segmentation/integration. 

This section was followed by “Effects of COVID-19,” which asked about the early days 

of the pandemic with questions including “How did COVID-19 affect your work?” “How were 

your children affected by the pandemic?” and “How did the pandemic affect how you handled 

both your work and life responsibilities?” This section aimed to learn how work and life changed 

over time due to the pandemic, especially immediately after quarantine began and in the 

following months. The section concluded with a question on how their work-life 

integration/segmentation enactment and preferences changed. 
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 The next section, “Managing work and life in the new normal,” had questions that sought 

to understand how the participant has adapted to the “new normal.” These questions asked about 

how they were working and navigating both work and life at the time of the interview. Examples 

of questions from this section include “What does a typical work week or workday look like for 

you now?” and “How would you describe your work and life spheres now? How does that 

compare to before the pandemic?” Similar to the pre-pandemic section, this section began by 

asking what a typical work week or workday looked like for the participant now, what their 

current childcare or children’s schooling looks like now, how they split household tasks with 

their spouse, and concluded by asking how their work-life boundary enactment and preferences 

have changed and if it is now harder or easier to manage their work and life. 

The final section was about “Wrapping up” the interview. The only question in this 

section was, “Are there any final things that came to your mind that we did not talk about?” This 

question allowed the participants to add anything they thought of or wanted to expand upon. The 

goal of this question was to help us ensure we addressed everything relevant to the participant for 

this interview.  

4.3 Data Analysis 

A constant comparative method was used to analyze the interview data (Corbin & 

Strauss, 1990; Corbin & Strauss, 2014). Although the constant comparative method is most often 

used in grounded theory, it can also be used with other theoretical frameworks (e.g., Fram, 

2013). The first step when using the constant comparative method is to conduct open coding of 

each interview, comparing data within each interview to create the codes (Boeije, 2002). The 

second step, axial coding, involves comparing codes to other codes to organize, categorize, and 

simplify codes (J. M. Corbin & Strauss, 1990). The final step, selective coding, then looks for 
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connections between the categories of codes and identifies the core codes, or themes (J. M. 

Corbin & Strauss, 1990). All coding was done in NVivo. A separate codebook was created in 

Excel to capture each round of coding.  

The first step in the analysis was a round of open coding to capture themes from the 

participants’ own words. This first round of coding yielded 544 individual codes grouped into 

four categories. The first category was for additional demographics that were not asked in the 

initial survey, including codes such as “Youngest child 5 or less,” “Oldest child teenager,” and 

“Job changed during pandemic.” The three remaining categories captured codes for the three 

time periods, “Before Pandemic,” “Lockdown Transition,” and “New Normal.” All three 

categories were organized by “Life,” “Work,” and “Work-Life Boundaries.” Life sub-categories 

included “Division of Labor” and “Effects on Children.” Work sub-categories included 

“Employer Support,” “Remote Work,” and “Biggest Challenge Working Remotely.” Finally, 

work-life boundaries sub-categories included “Strategies,” “Constraints,” and “Work-Life 

Interruptions.” 

The first round of coding was completed on each transcript as the interviews were 

completed. As mentioned earlier, there were two rounds of data collection. The second round of 

data collection was necessary to collect additional data from further interviews. After the second 

round of data collection, I found that I was not adding new codes and instead seeing the same 

themes and messages emerge. Based on this, I determined that I reached data saturation (Fusch 

& Ness, 2015; Guest et al., 2006; Saunders et al., 2018) and did not need to pursue additional 

interviews. 

The second round of coding was used to organize the codes further. Codes from the first 

round were combined and clarified for the second round of coding. This round of coding yielded 
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523 individual codes, grouped into the same four categories plus an additional category for key 

quotes. There were several goals for this second round of coding. For the first round of coding, 

codes came from participants’ words. While this was an essential step for data analysis, some 

codes were only relevant to the individual the code came from (e.g., “Daughter helped set 

schedule” and “Child still homeschooled – found a new co-op”). The second round of coding 

allowed for more consistent coding across the transcripts. Codes were also re-worded to better 

align across the three time periods. For example, sub-categories for “Work-Life Boundaries” 

became organized by “Preference/Ideal,” “Actual,” “Strategies,” “Work crossing into life,” and 

“Life crossing into work.” This consistency across the three times allowed for a better 

understanding of the changes across time. The second round of coding also allowed all 

interviews to be coded with set codes, so nothing was missed in the transcripts that were coded 

first.  

The final round of coding was used to connect the research questions with themes that 

arose from the data. I found six themes based on previous research on boundary management 

strategies and themes from reviewing the second round of coding. The first two themes, “Set 

Realistic Expectations” and “Know Your Priorities,” capture the overarching mindsets that 

parents developed during the pandemic and continue using in the new normal. The remaining 

four themes, “Turn Off Technology,” “Stick to a Schedule,” “Designate Home Office Space,” 

and “Door Closed Policy,” focus on the strategies parents use to manage their work-life 

boundaries working remotely. I initially thought of all six themes as boundary management 

strategies. After reviewing the codes for the first two themes, however, I realized there was a 

critical difference between parents' strategies to keep work and life separate and how parents 

conceptualized and communicated their work-life boundaries. The distinction between these led 
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me to rethink the first two themes as mindset shifts, or how parents shifted their thinking during 

and after lockdown to adjust their work-life boundaries. These themes are explored in detail in 

the following chapter.  
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CHAPTER 5: FINDINGS 

 Six themes arose from the participants’ interviews; two focused on mindset shifts that 

occurred during the pandemic, and the remaining four were strategies that parents use when 

navigating between work and life. A summary of the six themes is available in Appendix B. The 

mindset shifts parents experienced addressed the first part of Research Question 1, how the 

pandemic affected parents' work-life boundaries. The two mindset shifts parents reported 

carrying into the new normal after the pandemic were knowing their priorities and setting 

realistic expectations. While these two arose as strategies that parents used when navigating 

between work and life, they are distinct from the other four strategies because they focused more 

on how parents conceptualize and communicate the boundaries between the two spheres rather 

than how they keep them separate.  

The remaining four strategies, turning off technology, sticking to a schedule, designating 

home office space, and having a door-closed policy, are specific ways parents separate the two 

spheres. These strategies answer the second part of Research Question 1, how parents now 

navigate between work and life. Most parents reported using at least one of the four strategies 

(29 participants, 91%), and eighteen of the 29 used two or more strategies (62%). 

5.1 Mindset Shifts 

Participants described two mindset shifts they experienced during the pandemic that 

continue to influence how they think about their work and life spheres and the boundaries 

between them. The pandemic and rise of remote work demanded that parents acknowledge the 

importance of knowing their priorities and setting realistic expectations. These mindset shifts 

involved not only a personal change in thinking for the participants but also communication and 

support from their families and their work.  
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There was considerable overlap between those who described these mindset shifts and 

those who said it is now easier to manage work and life. All participants who reported using one 

or both mindset shifts said it is now easier to manage work and life than before the pandemic. 

Participants who said it is now more difficult to manage work and life did not describe either 

mindset shift.  

5.1.1 Know Your Priorities 

 The first mindset shift that arose from the data was for parents to know their priorities 

and use those to focus on what is important. Compared to before the pandemic, parents now feel 

empowered to make it clear that family and life come first. Haley (40, white mother, 2 children) 

framed this as a paradigm shift:  

Life is far more important than work… You work to live, not live to work, you know, and 

that you know, because that there's been some things that have happened, and you know 

the last three years that have dramatically changed the paradigm, and what's important. 

 Before the pandemic, some parents felt pressure to prioritize work and their careers. An 

example of this came from Victoria (27, white mother, 2 children). Before the pandemic, she 

said: 

I was very focused on work like that was my number one, because I felt like it was where 

a lot of my value was, and how I provided for my family. So that was like my number 

one, and I really wanted to move up in my career, too. So, I feel like life kind of took the 

back burner at the time. 

When asked about work and life in the new normal, Victoria demonstrated her shifted mindset, 

saying, “…I’m not totally feeling like all my worth is aligned with my work. Family comes first 

now, even which it didn't before.”  
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 Parents also reported feeling like their supervisors are more understanding of parental 

demands and responsibilities compared to before the pandemic. This support from their bosses 

gives additional confidence to parents who want to prioritize their family and life. Victoria 

reported that her manager was “really supportive.” She continued, “I feel like because she's a 

mother herself. She can empathize with my situation, and we kind of see eye to eye on that.” 

Madison (34, white mother, 4 children) also emphasized the importance of organizations 

supporting parents: “I think that they've taken more of a family approach and kind of like we 

don't really care if you work your set schedule as long as you work the forty hours a week… It's 

a lot better.” Although COVID was a difficult time, it seems to have helped put life into 

perspective for many employers: “you know it was all this, just, we understand these times are 

hard, so do what you gotta do take care of it. It became family first, work second” (Kevin, 50, 

white father, 2 children).  

5.1.2 Set Realistic Expectations 

 Another mindset shift during and after the pandemic was recognizing the importance of 

setting realistic expectations when working remotely. The need for this communication was 

present even before the pandemic; however, the rise in remote work made it even more important 

to set clear expectations with coworkers and family. Before the pandemic, most work was done 

in the presence of coworkers and outside of time with family. During lockdown and continuing 

into the new normal, remote workers found that they had to adapt to the opposite – working 

away from coworkers and in the presence of family. Remote workers had to relearn how to set 

boundaries with work and family. 

 For many participants, the beginning of lockdown was a time of adapting to working 

away from the office, replacing commute time with additional work and more calls and 
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meetings, even outside work hours. “Toward the beginning, it was, everybody was scheduling 

meetings, and that was frustrating because it's like dude, it’s a five-minute conversation. You 

don't need thirty minutes of my time, you know,” (Joseph, 34, white father, 2 children). As the 

pandemic continued, workers had to learn how to reestablish equilibrium. This meant learning 

how to set clear boundaries with coworkers and supervisors. Jason (32, white father, 2 children) 

provided an example of how his work now sets boundaries to signal the start and end of the 

workday: 

We have a kind of vernacular on the teams' channel, where we every morning we log on. 

We say good morning, and we kind of say what we're working on during the day. So, you 

know that that person's online and then at the end of the day. You just type, ‘Night,’ not 

even like, ‘Good night,’ not even like, ‘I’m finished,’ It's just like I'm logging off like, no 

longer talk to me. 

Another example of a digital boundary came from Christina (33, Black mother, 2 children):  

I have a block on my calendars. I do pick up and drop off Monday through Wednesday. 

It's known. Everybody knows Christina is getting up and leaving. She has to run to get to 

the pick-up line. It's just known. The team has accepted it, and they know don't book 

meetings around that time. 

Christina and Jason demonstrate how their teams adapted and set expectations around work in a 

virtual environment. 

 While remote workers had to learn to work away from their coworkers, they also had to 

learn to work alongside their families. During lockdown especially, parents had to learn to work 

while also caring for their children, whether by helping them with school or entertaining them. 

Madison remembered the difficulty of having children home during lockdown, saying: 
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It was hard to complete, like the tasks that I had at work. because, like I said, I’d have to 

stop and help with whatever was going on with the kids, but it's like. I couldn't stop my 

shift, either.  

For many, having schools and daycares open back up has helped relieve most of the stress of 

having children home during work hours. However, some parents continue to have childcare 

responsibilities while working, even in the new normal. Madison and Victoria have chosen not to 

send their youngest children to daycare due to concerns about their children getting sick and do 

not plan to send them to other childcare until they begin school.  

 Remote-working parents also had to learn to adapt to working alongside their spouses. 

Kyle (59, white father, 2 children) and his wife set ground rules for working from home at the 

same time:  

Each room had a walk-in closet, so we kind of each had our own office, so we wouldn't 

hear each other on the phone because we both tend to speak loud. And we both knew 

during the day to minimize distractions, you know. Leave the phone low or off. No 

television.  

Emily (51, white mother, 3 children) and her husband have learned to communicate plans for the 

week:  

‘Oh, I gotta do this.’ ‘Well, I gotta do that.’ You know it's, we kind of have a plan. We're 

good at planning together for the next day, or whatever, or the next within the next week 

usually so no surprises, and there's no anger you know about scheduling. 

Christina and her husband also regularly meet to plan out the week: 

My husband and I have Sunday night meetings where we, quote-unquote meetings, where 

we talk about the week… Yeah, clear communication. So family meetings, having those 
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chats, even with the day like, what does your meetings look like? That helps. Because 

today my husband and I and tomorrow are working from home. So, what does that look 

like? 

Setting clear boundaries and realistic expectations with their spouses has helped Kyle, Emily, 

Christina, and other remote workers improve working from home. 

 Knowing their priorities and setting realistic expectations has helped parents working 

remotely have a better mindset when navigating work and life in the same space. Participants 

found that the mindset shifts during the pandemic have impacted how they think about their 

work and life spheres. These mindset shifts paired with boundary management strategies helped 

parents achieve their desired level of separation between the two spheres.  

5.2 Work-Life Boundary Management Strategies 

 Parents in this study described four main strategies to strengthen the boundaries between 

their work and life spheres. Most parents in the study (29 of the 32) prefer to keep work and life 

somewhat or mostly separated. Although some parents expressed that they like being able to blur 

or blend the two spheres, the strategies they described focused on distinguishing and keeping the 

two spheres separate. While parents wanted the flexibility to blur or blend the spheres as needed, 

they did not want them blurred together at all times.  

 Sticking to a schedule was the most common strategy, with 24 participants using this 

strategy to keep work and life separate (75%). It was also the strategy most often used by parents 

who worked some or entirely remotely before the pandemic. Five of the six participants who 

worked remotely before the pandemic (83%) and three of the five who worked some remotely 

(60%) reported sticking to a schedule as a key strategy.  



  42 

Designating a home office space was the second most used strategy, with 11 participants 

reporting having a separate workspace at home (34%). None of the parents who worked remotely 

fully before the pandemic reported using this strategy, though they may have already had a 

designated office space even before the pandemic. Two of the five participants who worked 

some remotely before the pandemic used this strategy (40%).  

The third most used strategy was turning off technology, which 10 participants used 

(31%). One of the participants who worked fully remotely before the pandemic used this strategy 

(17%). None of the participants working remotely before the pandemic mentioned utilizing this 

strategy. 

Finally, eight participants described using the door-closed policy to separate work and 

life (25%). Three of the six participants who worked fully remotely before the pandemic used 

their door being closed as a signal that they were busy (50%). None of the participants who 

worked only some remotely before the pandemic used this tactic.  

5.2.1 Turn Off Technology 

 The first strategy that parents in the study used to separate their work and life spheres was 

to turn off work technology at the end of the workday. For some, this meant completely 

separating themselves from their work computer and work phone. For example, Benjamin (35, 

white father, 3 children) said, “most days I can leave my work laptop [and] my work phone 

down in the basement, you know. I don't think about it.” Kelsey (47, Latina mother, 3 children) 

similarly described fully disconnecting from work technology: “I'm definitely back to putting my 

phone away. putting it on silent, ignoring it. Announce, like on instant messaging, announcing, 

I'm not available, and really being not available.” Being able to disconnect from work 

technology fully allows parents to transition out of work time and focus on their life and family. 
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 For other parents, the goal is not to fully disconnect but to have some separation. Robert 

(41, white father, 2 children) had a set time to turn off his computer at the end of the day but 

liked to have flexibility with his phone: 

If there was phone calls, I would usually let it go to voicemail uh check back later, if that 

voicemail was pertinent or not, or they’d text me um, then I would decide if I need to 

Respond to that or not… if uh my phone would ring, I'd probably answer it. But I usually 

keep the conversations very brief and to the point. 

Although not fully disconnected from work technology, Robert still controls whether he 

responds to the work communication. Haley stopped checking her emails unless someone let her 

know ahead of time to keep an eye on her inbox after hours: “Hey, if I'm, if my day is done, I'm 

not checking email unless there somebody had sent an email said, Hey, I need you to look at this 

tonight.” Even then, she could decide whether to respond to the email that night or wait until the 

following day. 

 For those who do not have a separate work phone, turning off notifications at a specific 

time is another way to disconnect from work after hours. Anthony (45, white father, 1 child), for 

example, has a set time when he no longer gets work notifications: “I have 

the notifications on my phone. So, when I get an email, it'll [makes notification sound] 

throughout the day. I do turn the notifications off. At four o'clock, I'll turn them off.” Others keep 

email notifications entirely off their phone. For example, Victoria said, “Don't get email 

notifications. Things like that. Don't check my email after hours.” Mary (42, white mother, 2 

children) also keeps email notifications off her phone: “Not have things on my phone that are 

like ding-ing at me like just making sure that you know, work only is done during work hours.” 
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Despite not having a separate work phone, these parents have found ways to keep from engaging 

in work after work hours. 

5.2.2 Stick to a Schedule 

 Another common strategy for parents to keep their work and life separate was to stick to 

a schedule. This strategy often overlapped with turning off technology; in many examples above, 

parents mentioned having a specific time they disconnected from work technology. Blocking off 

time in the calendar and setting firm end times for work were common methods that parents used 

to separate work and life when working from home. 

 For many parents in the study, sticking to a schedule focused on having strict start and 

end times for work. Several parents mentioned using the eight-hour workday to stick to this work 

schedule. For example, Brandon (31, white father, 5 children) said, “Keeping my work out of my 

regular life is still pretty much the same. I, you know, when my eight hours are up, I'm done. If it 

needs to get done tomorrow, it can get done tomorrow.” Kevin also used the eight-hour workday 

to restrict work time: “I've done my eight hours, you know. Do I need to do another half hour? 

Nope.” Nicholas (38, white father, 3 children) has a similar set work schedule:  

I guess what I didn't want like work to become an all-day everyday sort of thing, you 

know. I still wanted there to be that separation. So, maintaining that, yeah, 7:30 to 4:30, 

all right. I'm done with work. It’s home time. It's kids’ time. It's wife time, whatever. 

Limiting work hours to follow a more traditional work schedule helps these parents keep work 

time separate from life and family time.  

 Some parents adjusted the traditional work schedule to fit their family demands better. 

Tiffany (52, white mother, 1 child), for example, modified her work schedule around her 

daughter’s wake schedule: 
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What I would do is one of the strategies was getting up early to do work before she woke 

up. and then staying late, not staying late. But you know, turning on the computer as soon 

as she went to bed at 7 o'clock. Boom! My computer was on. 

Brandon also sometimes adjusts his work schedule to work while his children are sleeping: “I do 

find myself like sometimes waking up extra early to get started on work before my kids will 

wake up before my family's awake… and then just leave, just leave early.” James (57, white 

father, 2 children) sometimes arranges his work schedule so he finishes work before his children 

get home: “Like this afternoon, the kids are going to get home around three o'clock, 3:30, and I 

know that pretty much my work stuff needs to be wrapped up by then.” Working remotely 

allows parents the flexibility to work around their family’s schedules.  

 For other parents, sticking to a schedule is less about limiting work and more about 

having designated time for family. Heather (27, Latina mother, 2 children) tries to set aside time 

on Sundays to focus on family:  

I’m trying my best like on Sunday I go to church. I try not to do any work, or maybe just 

work like 2 hours on Sunday. I take that time to be with our family, and I just try my best 

to always keep it separate. 

Madison also reserved Sundays for her family. “We've tried to make like Sundays be family days 

where we would just do like arts and crafts and things like that.” Blocking out time for family 

was especially important for those with less control over their work schedules. Setting and 

sticking to a schedule helped parents create stronger boundaries between work and life. These 

temporal boundaries are vital for remote workers who do not have the physical separation to 

create a typical schedule. Having control over when they begin and end their day or when to 
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focus on family allows parents to enjoy flexibility while maintaining separate work and life 

spheres. 

5.2.3 Designated Home Office Space 

 Spatial boundaries are another way remote workers can separate their work and life 

spheres. For many remote-working parents, having a designated workspace they could walk 

away from at the end of the day was important. Having a sense of a commute even with work at 

home helps parents disconnect at the end of the workday.  

 Joshua (50, Latino father, 2 children) uses his walk from the downstairs family area to his 

upstairs office in place of a commute, saying, “My office, the man cave, I try to pretend that this 

was away from work, and then my commute was all, it was a walk.” Justin (38, white father, 2 

children) also uses a room upstairs as a separate workspace: “… the general idea is by physically 

being separated in the upstairs of the house in a separate room. That was sort of a good way to 

just enforce that boundary.” Others have the opposite commute; their workspace is downstairs, 

and their family area is upstairs. Anthony, for example, works from his basement:  

I have an office with the door in the basement that's isolated with, you know, with my 

very own system, and I wouldn't. But you know I, you know every I have the filing 

cabinets and a good office chair, and I'm not sitting on my kitchen, you know, on the 

kitchen chairs.  

Benjamin also works in the basement and said: 

We have an unfinished basement. So, typically, we weren't down there very much. Um. 

So, I would try and keep my work down there to have that as like my work area as 

separate from my home area, which would be upstairs… But for the most part, I tried to 

keep everything work downstairs, family upstairs. 
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 Even those without a stairway commute appreciate having a designated workspace. Kyle 

and his wife had their separate walk-in closet offices. Lauren (31, white mother, 2 children) uses 

her bedroom as her home office and said, “I do have my computer in my room. I feel like just 

separating that from the rest of the house helps.” Even when the designated workspace is in a 

family space, having a separate area helps. Nicholas’ home office is in the living room, but in a 

corner that he can ignore:  

The kind of the space that we created, it's tucked away in the corner of the uh the living 

room. So, you know it's not kind of front and center, you know if you will, and can kind 

of just ignore that the fact that it's sitting over there. 

Having a distinct area to work, whether a separate office or a designated corner, allows parents to 

walk away and disconnect at the end of the workday. 

5.2.4 A Door-Closed Policy 

 A strategy often used alongside a designated home office was having a door-closed 

policy. For some parents, having a separate workspace is not enough separation between home 

and work. When parents needed time to work without interruption, they described having a 

closed-door policy with their family: when the door is closed, the parent is not to be disrupted. 

 Many interviewed parents described using the door-closed policy to signal to their family 

that they were “at work.” Justin, for example, said: 

There's a door to this room. I can come into this room, close the door, and be sort of 

partitioned off from everything else in the house… if I’m up here and the door is closed. 

That generally means like I'm working. 
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Alyssa (47, white mother, 2 children) also uses the closed door to signal she is working: 

“Sometimes I would keep the door shut to the office, and you know I would tell my kids like, if 

you really need to come in to like, get something off the printer, or something like that's fine.” 

 For other parents, the door-closed policy is stricter, signaling that they are working and 

focused and should not be interrupted. For example, Jason said, “If the door is closed, it means 

I'm probably in a meeting or working hard. Otherwise, I usually keep it open.” Olivia (34, Black 

mother, 2 children) uses the door to signal if she is available, saying, “It's that door. I keep the 

door closed… if I’m in my studio and my door is open, I’m more than available. But if it's closed 

then it's, I’m in the middle of something that I can't be disturbed.” Jordan (33, white father, 3 

children) takes it further by locking the door: “The biggest thing is I lock my door. Ain’t no one 

coming in here. This is Dad's work time.” 

 A door-closed policy can help signal to family whether the parent is deep in work or if 

they can be interrupted. This helps parents have a sense of control over when someone can enter 

their workspace. A closed door takes the physical boundary of a home office further by adding 

an additional barrier.  

5.3 Gender Dynamics and Boundary Management 

The second research question for this study asked if there were gender differences in the 

strategies used to navigate between work and life. Before looking at gender differences in 

strategies, it is necessary to consider participants’ division of labor and the gender dynamics 

behind how they divide household and childcare tasks. Parents with more equal labor divisions 

found maintaining their boundaries between work and life easier. Changes in participants’ 

division of labor throughout the pandemic and continuing into the new normal play a part in their 

strategies to navigate between work and life. 
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5.3.1 Division of Labor 

 Before the pandemic, mothers in the study were much less likely than fathers to say the 

division of labor was evenly split, with housework (13% for mothers, 50% for fathers) and 

childcare (6% for mothers, 25% for fathers). Fathers in the study were especially likely to say 

that household tasks were split equally before the pandemic, splitting tasks based on strengths 

and preferences. For example, James mentioned, “We sort of gravitated to what our strengths 

were. She's very meticulous and organized. So, she would do like all the bill paying all the that 

sort of thing. I was doing more of the vacuuming, the cleaning.” Nicholas and his wife similarly 

split tasks based on preferences: “I do most of the cleaning in our house. So, for example, she 

cooks dinner. She likes that, and then I wash the dishes and wipe down the cabinets and all that 

good stuff.” 

 Other participants described more traditional divisions of labor, where the wife took on 

most of the inside household tasks while her husband did the outside household tasks. Alyssa, for 

example, said:  

He would do the majority of the outside work, sometimes with some assistance from the 

kids, but they were a little younger then…. And then I did most of the cooking… I did a 

lot of the other indoor cleaning. 

Victoria also did most of the inside tasks while her husband took care of outdoor tasks:  

On the weekends, if there were things like yard work, or like detailing the car like bigger 

projects like that, he would tackle those on the weekend, but for the most part I did the 

more basic in the house tasks and stayed on top of those. 

Jason and his wife were another example of this division of household labor: “I did a lot of the 

outside chores I feel like. Maybe that's traditional, the mowing the lawn, that stuff… she 
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probably did, especially before the pandemic, she did a little bit more of this stuff around the 

house.”  

 Mothers in the study also tended to take on more responsibility for organizing and 

keeping track of household tasks. When asked about how he and his wife split household tasks 

before the pandemic, Justin said:  

Depends on like how we define what housework represents. There's like the physical 

aspect of it, and then just sort of coordination of things in this and that, and at that point 

in time… it would probably fall a little bit more on her. 

Even when couples felt that the split of household tasks was equal, the responsibility for that 

split typically was on the mother. Kevin provided an example when asked about their division of 

household tasks before the pandemic, saying, “It was still fifty-fifty. She made sure of that 

because she’s busy homeschooling and cooking and stuff like that. So, it has always been my job 

to vacuum and sweep the floors and clean the bathrooms.” Sarah’s husband would take care of 

household tasks if he were asked: “If he was home and had some gaps in his day, I would just 

ask him to unload the dishwasher, or throw the kids clothes the laundry, or do things that I 

couldn't do.” Brandon also had assigned chores from his wife that he was responsible for: “My 

wife definitely did the majority of everything. A lot of the housework is done by her. I would do, 

I mean, I try and do some chores like I've always done the dishes. That's always been my job.” 

Although fathers were helping with household tasks, their wives ensured the tasks were 

completed.  

 Childcare was also often the mother’s responsibility. When asked how she and her 

husband split childcare before the pandemic, Madison said, “It’s me.” Alyssa also took on most 

of the childcare:  
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If they were sick, or needed certain things when they got off the bus from school, or just 

sort of attending to their needs or taking them to appointments, things like that, I would 

say that I did the majority of that. But he was certainly there for them, too. But I would 

say I did the majority. 

Several fathers in the study confirmed that they relied on their wives for childcare before the 

pandemic. Anthony said, “My wife would do most of the childcare. I'd say ninety-five percent.” 

Brandon noted that most of the childcare was “definitely” done by his wife. Joseph also 

confirmed, “Once you delve into like management of our child, that's where she's, that's her 

department, you know. I tell her that all the time, like, I can't. I, that's not something that I 

necessarily have the mental bandwidth to handle.” Before the pandemic, mothers took on more 

household and childcare labor.  

In the new normal, however, both mothers and fathers were more likely to report an even 

split in household tasks and childcare. Forty-four percent of mothers and 56% of fathers reported 

having an even split in household tasks. Kyle said, “I think we share each other's responsibilities, 

or tasks, chores, whatever you want to call it much more now than we did before COVID.” 

Madison found that her husband is helping more now with both household and childcare tasks:  

It's become more fifty-fifty like. When he gets off work, he actually helps more with the 

kids. If I don't do the dishes, like on my lunch break, he actually goes and does some 

things like that. So, it's a lot better. 

 Even when the participant reported doing more than their spouse, there was recognition 

that the division of labor has improved compared to before the pandemic. Emily, for example, 

said: 
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Since the pandemic, he actually does more than he did before. And he's kind of, I think 

he's starting to, not because I nagged him or anything. I think he's starting to realize how 

much more I was doing than he was. 

Mary also felt that the division of labor is more balanced now: “I still do a lot more of like the 

cleaning, and cooking sometimes, but he picks up whenever I just can’t, or I don't feel like it. So, 

it’s balanced pretty well.” Jordan reported feeling like he does more now than before: “I've 

actually picked up a lot more, so it's still probably 60/40. But compared to where I was earlier, 

and in the past couple of years it's been a drastic improvement.” Although several women still do 

most (5) or all (3) of the household work, most participants felt that their household division of 

labor improved after the pandemic.  

When looking at childcare, women were more likely than fathers to report an even 

division of childcare tasks, with 44% of mothers and 38% of fathers feeling that there is an even 

split. Madison and Megan said they and their husbands now have a fifty-fifty split in childcare 

tasks, a change from before the pandemic. Christina said, “We do the childcare almost split down 

the middle.” Even those who felt they were splitting the work mostly equal before the pandemic 

felt a more even split now. Anthony said, “I would say it's as equal, I think. I think maybe some 

of the things shifted a little bit more. I'm doing a little bit more of taking care of my daughter.” 

Availability was often considered a deciding factor in who takes on childcare after the 

pandemic. Victoria, for example, said that although she watches her daughter all day since she is 

working from home, “in the evenings, I think we split it up pretty well. Usually, like he gives my 

son a lot of attention, gets him ready for bed and everything where I’ll focus on her.” David also 

takes on more childcare since he works from home: “It's probably still just more on me. Just due 

to our work schedules.” Tyler and his wife vary in who takes on more childcare depending on 
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other household tasks: “In the evenings, we basically share time with them. Maybe one of us will 

get a little more time than the other. Whoever's cooking. We don't really go out to eat, so one of 

us will generally be cooking, and if we just have leftovers from the previous night, then we split 

the time pretty equally.”  

Having more equal labor divisions helps parents, especially mothers, maintain the 

boundaries between work and life by taking some of the pressure of household tasks and 

childcare out of the workday. During the pandemic, fathers became more aware of the burden on 

mothers to take care of household and childcare labor. Many fathers have begun to address this 

by taking on additional responsibilities that previously fell on their wives. More equal divisions 

of labor combined with the boundary management strategies that participants discussed may help 

women, in particular, better maintain and navigate their work-life boundaries. 

5.3.2 Gender Differences in Boundary Management Strategies 

 Parents with more equal divisions of labor are better able to manage their work-life 

boundaries. Participants in this study found that their division of labor became more equal during 

and after the pandemic as fathers took on more household and childcare responsibilities. Mothers 

and fathers in the study were equally likely to report egalitarian labor divisions in the new 

normal. Mothers and fathers were equally likely to discuss setting realistic expectations and 

knowing their priorities. They were also equally likely to use scheduling and implementing a 

door-closed policy as strategies to keep work and life separate. However, turning off technology 

and having a designated home office space were more likely to be brought up by fathers.  

Men were only slightly more likely to bring up turning off technology as a strategy, with 

38% of fathers and 25% of mothers using this strategy. Many participants who reported using 

turning off technology as a strategy also used scheduling. Nine of the ten participants who 
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reported turning off technology as a strategy also stuck to a schedule. However, women who 

used turning off technology and sticking to a schedule were more likely to only turn off 

technology for a few hours – especially at night when family tasks were happening. Three of the 

four women who used this strategy described exceptions to turning off technology after work 

hours. Kelsey, for example, turns off her work technology every day from 5 to 6 p.m. for dinner: 

“I will tell the staff, from 5 to 6, don't contact me.” Kelsey then logs back in at 6:01 p.m., usually 

to missed calls from her boss: “My boss will invariably still call during that time, and you know 

what, I just don't answer the call. And I call her back at like 6:01.”  

While Kelsey was a more extreme example, other mothers in the study reported 

flexibility around turning off technology. Mary would turn her work technology off for a few 

hours in the evening until her children went to sleep: “If I needed to pick up any extra, I really 

tried to make an effort to do it when the kids were asleep.” Haley mentioned that she turned 

technology off at night “unless somebody had sent an email and said, ‘Hey, I need you to look at 

this tonight.’” 

Fathers who used turning off technology as a strategy were more disciplined about 

turning off the technology and keeping it off at the end of the workday. Four of the six fathers 

who used this strategy turned off technology and did not check-in for the remainder of the day. 

Kevin, for example, said, “I've done my eight hours, you know. Do I need to do another half 

hour? Nope. Okay, Shut the laptop. We're done.” Nicholas expressed a similar sentiment: “Once 

I put in my time, everything’s shut off, doesn't come back on, you know, and don't open my 

computer.” 

The two fathers who did mention having exceptions to turning off technology at the end 

of the workday specified that they have a set time to turn off their work computers but have more 
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flexibility with their work phones. Robert, for example, shuts his computer off at 4 p.m. every 

day, but “if my phone would ring, I'd probably answer it. But I usually keep the conversations 

very brief and to the point.” Benjamin also leaves his computer in his workspace after 4 p.m. but 

checks his phone for emails and messages after:  

I can take my work phone upstairs with me and just leave it on the counter and then just 

check it every couple of hours if I walk past that, I look at it quick and see. Oh, did I get 

any emails? Did I get any messages? Because a lot of people will work till five o'clock. 

Whereas I get done, 3:30, four, o'clock, so a lot of times I'll check it until five or six 

o'clock, just to make sure no one else messaged me while they were still working. 

Based on these participants’ experiences, fathers who turned off technology at the end of 

the workday could disconnect from most or all work technology until the following workday. 

Mothers, however, were more likely to need to turn work technology back on to continue 

working rather than disconnecting entirely for the day. While both mothers and fathers used 

turning off technology as a strategy, they used it differently.  

The most considerable gender difference in the four strategies was in designating a home 

office space; 56% of fathers cited this as an essential work-life strategy, compared to only 13% 

of mothers. In the interviews, mothers were just as likely to bring up using a door-closed policy 

to signify when they are at work and should not be disturbed. Only two mothers specified that 

they use a separate home office space to maintain their work-life boundaries. In both cases, 

having a separate workspace was mentioned as part of their other strategies. Lauren, for 

example, brought up that while she separates her workspace from the rest of the house, the 

primary strategy is keeping the door closed. Rachel mentioned having a separate workspace, but 

her primary strategy was using a schedule to separate work and life.  
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On the other hand, fathers brought up their separate home office space as a distinct 

strategy, providing details on the separate space and how it benefits their work-life boundaries. 

Anthony, Benjamin, Justin, and Joshua described their commute up and back down the stairs at 

the beginning and end of their workdays as signals they use to cross between work and life. 

Anthony further described how the setup of his home office helps him mentally transition into 

the workday: “I have an office with the door in the basement that's isolated with my very own 

system, and I… have the filing cabinets and a good office chair, and I'm not sitting on my 

kitchen, on the kitchen chairs.” Kevin and Kyle described walking away from their separate 

office space at the end of the workday. Kevin said, “When I’m done. I just get out of my office.” 

Even Nicholas, whose workspace is in the living room, detailed how he separates his work 

corner from the rest of the house: “It's tucked away in the corner of the living room. So, it's not 

kind of front and center, if you will, and can kind of just ignore that the fact that it's sitting over 

there.” 

Although designating a home office space may be necessary for both mothers and fathers, 

fathers in the study were much more likely to name it as an essential strategy for navigating 

between work and life. Mothers, when they did mention it, emphasized the importance of other 

strategies they combine with the separate home office space. They were more likely to report 

interruptions from their family despite having a separate office space, likely partly because they 

tend to be the default parent. A separate space alone is insufficient for mothers to separate work 

and life. They need multiple barriers beyond having a designated workspace. Fathers, on the 

other hand, used this as its own strategy to distinguish between work and life. Having a separate 

workspace is enough for fathers to keep the boundary intact.  
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Although an equal number of mothers and fathers reported having more equal divisions 

of labor in the new normal, two of the boundary management strategies were used more often by 

fathers. These may reflect that although the division of labor is more equal, there is still more 

pressure on mothers to integrate work and life. For fathers, turning off technology and having a 

separate workspace helps them transition between work and life at the end of the day. For 

mothers, though, turning off technology did not signal the end of the workday, and having a 

separate office was not enough to stop family interruptions. Mothers used turning off technology 

to take a break from work to take care of household and childcare tasks. Mothers also had to go 

beyond using a separate home office to maintain the boundary between work and life. This 

reflects that although the divisions of labor are more equal, there is still more responsibility put 

on the mother, which requires different boundary management strategies to separate work and 

life.  

5.4 Is Navigating Work-Life Boundaries Easier or Harder Now? 

 The final question that participants were asked in the interviews was, “Is it easier or 

harder now to manage both work and life?” Twenty-two interviewed said it is now easier (69%). 

Many parents who said it is now easier to manage work and life said they have more time and 

flexibility. Brandon felt like he had more time without his commute: 

I feel like I do have more time to do kind of those things that I want to do… My commute 

was only like five minutes before, but I don't have any commute now, so I mean it's. I 

wake up, throw on my gym shorts, and go to work. I don't have to get dressed like you 

know. It's just so much easier. There's a lot more time in my life now. 
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Tyler (39, white father, 1 child) also felt he has more time without a commute: “I have 

flexibility. I'm not twenty to thirty minutes away from home.” Parents who work remotely felt 

that the time saved from not commuting made a difference in their work-life boundaries. 

Along with flexibility, working remotely allowed parents to feel more in control of their 

time. For example, Justin said, “Just the flexibility to like work remotely means I can change 

when I do all sorts of things, so whether that's work or personal, they can take place more under 

my control.” Although most parents focused on strategies they used to keep work and life 

separate, a key benefit of remote work was the flexibility and ability to control when to integrate 

and when to separate the two spheres. For example, Anthony said: 

I think the flexibility of being able to pick and choose the times that I work. When I work 

on how I work on it. Integrates really well into my life the way I like to work so that this 

is ideal for me. 

For these parents working remotely, having flexibility and control over their schedule 

allows them to flex their work-life boundaries to fit their ideal separation.  Although most 

parents in the study felt that managing work and life is now easier, seven parents (22%) thought 

it more difficult to manage now than before the pandemic. Mothers and fathers were equally 

likely to say that it is now easier. However, mothers in the study were more likely than fathers to 

feel it is harder to manage work and life now, with 31% of mothers feeling it is now harder 

compared to 13% of fathers. Six of the seven who said it is now harder have at least one child 

under 5. Madison said it is harder to manage work and life now because of childcare disruptions, 

particularly “not having daycare” for her 2-year-old. Megan (41, white mother, 3 children) 

similarly felt that lack of childcare made working remotely more difficult than working before 

the pandemic. Megan’s youngest (1) has special needs that make it even more challenging: “But 
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it's because of my personal circumstances. I think if he didn't have special needs, it would have 

been the same.” 

Other parents found it more challenging to enforce work-life boundaries while working 

from home. Kelsey said, “Just mentally knowing I'm not done with work until, like 2 a.m. A lot 

of times, it’s just mentally… I just feel like I'm always working.” While saving time without a 

commute was a benefit for many, it also made shifting from life to work more difficult. For 

example, Joseph said: 

Now it’s much much harder, I need to be more firm with work. Like I have to, whereas 

cause I had the physical thing where I was moving myself into the office where it was. 

That was my, you know it's work time, right? … It's much more mental now. 

Divisions of labor were also related to whether parents reported it easier or harder to 

manage work and life than before the pandemic. Participants with a more egalitarian division of 

labor were more likely to report that managing work and life is easier now than before the 

pandemic. Nine of the thirteen parents who reported an even split in childcare labor found it 

easier to manage work and life now (69%) compared to two who found it more difficult now 

(15%). Ten of the sixteen parents with an even split in household labor reported it is easier now 

(63%), compared to four who find it more difficult now (25%). Eleven participants had an even 

split in both household and childcare divisions of labor; seven reported that it is now easier to 

manage work and life (64%) compared to two participants feeling it is now more difficult (18%). 

Overall, those with a more equal division of labor found it easier to manage work and life now. 

Whether they found it easier or more difficult, all participants in the study confirmed that 

working remotely is now their choice. Whether that choice is due to it being easier to work 

remotely or out of necessity, there are benefits to working remotely part- or full-time instead of 
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going into the office full-time. Participants enjoy their flexibility and control while working 

remotely and have strategies to adjust their work-life boundaries to meet their preferences.  
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CHAPTER 6: DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

The prevalence of remote work at the beginning of the COVID pandemic led many 

researchers to examine how work and life boundaries have shifted. During the initial lockdown, 

parents of young children and employed mothers especially reported higher levels of work-life 

conflict and struggled to maintain work-life balance (Igielnik, 2021; Schieman et al., 2021). 

However, many parents continue to choose remote work even in the new normal and appreciate 

the benefits of remote work (Baert et al., 2020; Fana et al., 2020; Ipsen et al., 2021).  

Many remote workers learned to adapt to working from home during lockdown when 

remote work was the only option. Segmentors tended to have better work-nonwork balance 

during lockdown, using segmentation strategies including behavioral, temporal, physical, and 

communicative tactics (Allen et al., 2021). As the working world transitioned back into physical 

offices, it was unclear whether these strategies would continue to be used or if segmentors would 

self-select from remote working and return to the office full-time.  

As expected, parents in this study struggled with keeping work and life separate during 

the initial lockdown period of COVID. Even those who prefer integrating work and life reported 

using segmentation strategies to strengthen the boundaries between work and life while working 

remotely. Although working from home is considered ideal for someone who prefers fully 

integrating work and life, most parents fall along the middle of the continuum of integration or 

segmentation preferences rather than fully integrating or fully segmenting (Chen et al., 2009; 

Kreiner, 2006). Even those who prefer integrating work and life may have found the forced 

integration from the COVID pandemic to be more integrated than they want (Shockley & Clark, 

2020). This helps explain why even parents in the present study who reported preferring to 

integrate work and life used segmentation strategies to maintain their preferred boundaries. 
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Continuing into the new normal, many parents in the current study reported wanting 

flexibility and control over how much they integrate or segment their work and life spheres. 

Whether they preferred integrating or segmenting, the strategies they described focused on 

keeping work and life separate, particularly by keeping work out of the life sphere. While 

participants confirmed that working remotely is now their choice, they still rely on separation 

strategies to maintain the desired strength of boundary between work and life.  

 Like Allen et al.’s (2021) study, parents reported using temporal, physical, and 

communicative strategies to separate work and life while working remotely. Setting expectations 

was a way that parents used communication to set boundaries with family and work. However, 

this was framed as a mindset instead of a strategy because parents used it not only for 

segmentation but also for communicating expectations for integration. Similarly, the other 

mindset shift that arose from the data was knowing their priorities. This theme was distinct from 

attitudes before the pandemic. While many felt pressure before the pandemic to put work first or 

at least make it seem like work was a priority, the pandemic helped employees and employers 

realize the importance of prioritizing family. Many parents in the study felt that they could be 

better workers when they were allowed to make choices prioritizing family. For some, this meant 

allowing life to blend into work rather than keeping the two completely separate. 

 The remaining four themes focused on strategies used specifically to distinguish the two 

spheres and strengthen the boundaries between them. Turning off work technology was used as 

both a temporal and physical tactic. For some, turning off technology happened at a specific time 

every day (temporal). For others, having work and personal technology separate helped 

strengthen the boundary between work and life (physical). Fathers in this study were slightly 

more likely to report using turning off technology as a strategy. Sticking to a schedule was 
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another temporal tactic that parents reported using. Having a routine to distinguish work hours 

from family hours when both are in the same place was important for parents to replace the 

physical commute many had before the pandemic.  

 The final strategies were physical tactics parents used to create a spatial boundary 

between work and life. Parents, especially fathers, emphasized the importance of having a 

designated home office space separate from the family living space. Several parents mentioned 

using the walk to and from the space to replace their previous commute, giving them time to shift 

out of the work sphere and into the life sphere or vice-versa. Some took the physical boundary 

further with the fourth strategy, having a door-closed policy. Parents working remotely expressed 

the importance of having a way to signal to their family that even though they are home, if the 

door is closed, they are focused and should be considered “at work.”  

 While presented as distinct themes, the four strategies and two mindset shifts have clear 

overlaps in both use and benefits for parents. Many parents used multiple strategies to separate 

work and life, such as turning off work technology at the same time every day and leaving the 

technology behind in the designated home office space. Parents also used the closed-door policy 

to set expectations and clarify boundaries with their families. All six themes underlie the 

importance of having control and flexibility over their work and life boundaries when working 

remotely. 

6.1 Theoretical Implications 

This study aimed to understand better how parents manage and navigate the boundaries 

between work and life. The results have several theoretical implications for work-life research. 

First, the results explore boundary theory by examining parents' work-life boundary management 

strategies during the pandemic and continuing into the new normal. Boundary theory researchers 
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have called for further studies on remote workers' boundary management strategies after the 

pandemic (Allen et al., 2021; Cho, 2020). Previous research found that remote workers used 

behavioral, temporal, physical, and communicative tactics during the pandemic to establish 

separation between work and life (Allen et al., 2021). However, the study by Allen et al. (2021) 

focused only on the lockdown period of COVID, with responses gathered between May and 

August 2020. The previous study was primarily quantitative, with one open-ended question on 

work-life boundary management (Allen et al., 2021). The current study helps identify which 

strategies are still being used now that remote work is a desired option rather than a necessity. 

All participants in this study choose to work remotely at least half the time. Participants have had 

several years to adapt to remote work and learn the most effective strategies. Using qualitative 

interviews for this study also allowed for deeper exploration into the context of these strategies 

and sensemaking parents experienced during and after the pandemic. The context and 

sensemaking parents experienced while adapting to working remotely before and after the 

pandemic and the subsequent strategies they continue to use may help future research on 

boundary management. 

The results from this study also support previous findings that segmentation strategies 

benefit the work-life balance of remote workers regardless of segmentation preferences (Allen et 

al., 2014, 2021). Studies before the pandemic suggested that working from home may be ideal 

for integrators and less attractive for segmentors (Chen et al., 2009; Kreiner, 2006; Rothbard et 

al., 2005). Research during the pandemic, however, found that even integrators may need more 

separation than working from home entailed (Allen et al., 2021; Shockley & Clark, 2020). 

Participants in this study were more likely to prefer having some separation between work and 

life despite having them happen in the same house. Even participants who prefer integration over 
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segmentation used segmentation strategies to maintain boundaries between work and life. While 

integrators may allow weaker borders between work and life, this study suggests they still desire 

borders between the two rather than full integration. The results also confirm that parents 

working remotely do not need to integrate work and life fully. Instead, they can use separation 

strategies to strengthen the borders between work and life to their desired segmentation. 

The results of this study also demonstrate both similarities and differences between 

mothers and fathers when working remotely. This was the first study to look at division of labor 

in the context of parents’ work-life boundary management strategies. Parents largely reported 

having more equal divisions of labor and similar mindset shifts after the pandemic. Mothers and 

fathers were equally likely to report having more equal divisions of labor in the new normal 

compared to before the pandemic. Although divisions of labor were more equal, there was still 

more responsibility placed on the mother to manage household and childcare tasks. This was also 

reflected in how parents used boundary management strategies. The previous study on work-life 

boundary management strategies during lockdown did not look at gender differences in how the 

strategies were used and did not distinguish between parents and non-parents (Allen et al., 2021). 

In this current study, turning off technology and having a separate home office were not enough 

on their own for mothers to separate work and life. While fathers could use these as strategies to 

signal their transition into and out of work, mothers needed additional barriers to keep work and 

life from blending. This finding aligns with previous research that fathers may find it easier to 

separate work and life even when working from home (Eddleston & Mulki, 2017; Noonan et al., 

2007). Mothers were more likely to report that managing work and life now is more difficult 

than before the pandemic. They were still responsible more often for routine household tasks and 

for delegating both household and childcare tasks, in line with previous research (Blair-Loy, 
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2009; Kolpashnikova & Kan, 2021; Lyttelton et al., 2020; Perry-Jenkins & Gerstel, 2020). 

Parents with more egalitarian labor divisions did find it easier to manage work and life in the 

new normal. These results help further our understanding of gender dynamics in the division of 

labor and work-life boundary navigation. 

6.2 Practical Implications 

This study also has practical implications to help parents who want to or need to work 

remotely better understand how to manage and navigate between work and life. Whether they 

prefer to keep the two spheres separate or integrate them, these strategies can help alleviate 

work-life conflict and create a better sense of balance. These strategies may also inform parents 

struggling with blurred boundaries of tactics that have helped other parents in similar 

circumstances. 

These strategies may also help guide organizations that want to support their remote 

workers better, particularly employed parents. It is still crucial for organizations to listen to what 

their workers say they need, but these strategies suggest what may work for those working from 

home. For example, if an organization hears from their remote workers that it is helpful to 

disconnect from technology at the end of the workday, supervisors and teams may find it helpful 

to implement policies limiting work demands outside of work hours. This may help parents more 

successfully disconnect from work at the end of the day.  

While the COVID pandemic was a unique crisis in terms of global impact and impact on 

daily life, the findings of this study may be more broadly applied to how parents navigate work-

life boundaries in other crises. Now that more employees are working remotely, it is crucial to 

understand what strategies are most helpful in maintaining boundaries between work and life. 
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These strategies can be used for those who work remotely regularly and those who have to work 

remotely temporarily for crises, such as sickness and natural disasters.  

6.3 Limitations and Future Research Directions 

 A key limitation of this study is the limited generalizability of the results. The inclusion 

criteria by design exclude those not in a heterosexual marriage, remote workers with adult 

children in the home, and part-time workers. The experiences of these demographics are also 

important to consider when exploring the work-life boundaries of remote workers; however, this 

was outside this project's scope, which focused on married parents working remotely. 

Additionally, research has found that remote workers tend to be better educated and better paid 

(Bartik et al., 2020). While there was some diversity in participants’ jobs and education, most 

participants were highly educated and likely in more privileged jobs. The experiences of less 

privileged remote workers were not as well captured, given the limited number of participants. 

Those in less privileged jobs may not have the same opportunities to work remotely and may rely 

on different strategies for managing work and life, particularly if they work a job that requires 

them to be onsite full-time. The next step for this research is to expand the selection criteria to 

include a wider variety of experiences, including single parents, parents in same-sex 

relationships, and parents who chose to go back to work full-time. 

 The gender differences found in the study also may not be generalizable outside of these 

participants. This study had a relatively small sample size, so significant conclusions cannot be 

drawn from the data. Although this data builds our understanding of gender differences in 

boundary management strategies, additional research is needed to confirm the findings.  

 Another potential limitation of the results arises from the interview guide and data 

analyses. The interview guide was designed to assess a range of experiences relating to work-life 
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boundaries. The focus on strategies for navigating between boundaries arose from the data 

analysis. While this is an integral part of inductive research, it may have limited the findings. For 

example, men brought up having a separate office space as a strategy more often. However, 

mothers may use this same strategy as often as men but do not identify it as the most critical 

strategy. Although these parents identified these strategies as important for managing work and 

life, there may be other strategies that were not included that are also beneficial for remote 

workers to manage work and life. Future research could further examine parents' strategies when 

working remotely and explore if these gender differences remain when parents are asked 

explicitly about all possible tactics. This next step in the research is critical to understand better 

how parents’ work-life boundary management tactics compare to before the pandemic and 

during lockdown and what gender differences persist when parents are asked explicitly about 

these tactics. 

 Another critical area for future research is further exploring how employees, particularly 

those working from home, may have leveraged the pandemic and lockdown period to improve 

their boundary management. Given the dramatic shift in work from February 2020 to April 2020, 

we know that this was a unique time period. While parents in the current study mentioned how 

their organization supported them during the transition to remote work, I did not ask participants 

about other potential levers from the pandemic for improving their work-life boundaries. The 

role of gender in this context should also be further explored, as the results from this study 

suggest that women are more satisfied with their work-life boundaries now compared to before 

the pandemic. Future research can investigate if the pandemic empowered women to negotiate 

their work-life boundaries better and, if so, how that continues today. 
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 Future research could also further explore the role of organizations in helping remote 

workers set boundaries between work and life. Previous studies have looked at ways 

organizations can encourage better work-life boundaries, such as limiting technology use after 

hours (Derks et al., 2016). Parents in this study often mentioned the role of supportive 

organizations and supervisors or the difficulties they face when their organization or manager is 

not supportive. Future studies can examine the role of supportive supervisors and supportive 

organizations in remote workers’ work-life and how this affects their ability to maintain their 

desired work-life boundary strength.  

6.4 Conclusion 

 Many parents continue to choose remote work in this “new normal.” Remote work, 

which was rare before the pandemic and unavoidable during lockdown, has become a desirable 

option for many. This study explores parents' strategies to navigate between their work and life 

spheres when both are happening in the same house. The findings support the idea that even 

those who want to integrate work and life use strategies that encourage separation. What is most 

important is having the flexibility and control to adjust boundaries as they want and need instead 

of having strict or blurred boundaries forced on them. Parents are more likely to declare the life 

sphere as the priority, set expectations with family, and work to enforce boundaries. They can 

then use the four strategies, separately or in combination, to strengthen the boundary between 

work and life to the desired degree.   
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APPENDIX A: Interview Participant Characteristics 

Characteristics % or Average Min Max 

Gender (% Female) 50%   

Ages 40.7 27 59 

Hours Worked Per Week 40.4 30 48 

Tenure in Role (months) 61.6 2 301 

Race 

White (Non-Hispanic) 78%   
Black 9%   
Asian 3%   
Latinx 6%   
Multiple races 3%   

Sexual Orientation (% Heterosexual) 94%   
Education 

No college degree 16%   
Associate's or Bachelor's degree 41%   
Master's, Professional, or Doctorate degree 44%   

Number of children 2.3 1 5 

Age of children 7 0 23 

Remote work before pandemic?    

Yes (most or all the time) 19%   

Some (several times a week or month) 16%   

No (rarely or never) 66%   

 

Note. N = 32.  
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APPENDIX B: Interview Themes and Categories 

Theme Category Description Example 

Set Realistic 

Expectations 
Mindset 

Work with your family and 

coworkers to set realistic 

expectations  

“It's a lot of it, the habits that I built up, and also communication 

with, like my manager and my teammates at work they very much 

know, like I’m a dad. I have a wife who’s a nurse. I have children 

who are young ages, and they know what my life is, and I’m very 

open about that.” - Justin 

Know Your 

Priorities 
Mindset 

Prioritize what is important; 

family and life come first 

“I try to keep them separate, and you know life is far more important 

than work. Like I said, you. You work to live, not live to work… 

because that there's been some things that have happened, and you 

know the last three years that have dramatically changed the 

paradigm, and what's important” - Haley 

Turn off 

Technology 

Strategy 

(Technology) 

At the end of the workday, 

turn off or limit time on 

work technology 

“Well, I'm definitely back to putting my phone away. putting it on 

silent, ignoring it. Announce, like on instant messaging, announcing, 

I'm not available, and really being not available.” - Kelsey 

Stick to a 

Schedule 

Strategy 

(Time) 

Time management; Block 

off time and set firm end 

hours for work 

“Yeah, 7:30 to 4:30, all right. I'm done with work. It's home time. It's 

kids’ time. It's wife time, whatever. And then, if I need to make up 

anything, I'll do it after everybody else has gone to bed.” - Nicholas 

Designated 

Home 

Office 

Space 

Strategy 

(Physical) 

Have a designated space that 

is used for work that you can 

walk away from at the end 

of the workday 

“By physically being separated in the upstairs of the house in a 

separate room. That was sort of a good way to just enforce that 

boundary, and then if I come out at the room, that means I’m more 

like available, you know I’m not working when I’m out of the room 

for the most part.” - Justin 

Door Closed 

Policy 

Strategy 

(Physical) 

When the door is closed, 

your family knows that you 

are doing focused work and 

cannot be disturbed 

“The biggest thing is I lock my door. Ain’t no one coming in here. 

This is, this is Dad's work time.” - Jordan 



  94 

APPENDIX C: Qualtrics Survey 

[Page 1: Introduction to the study/consent form] 

(Consent Form – Survey) 

[Page 2: Inclusion criteria] 

1. Do you work full-time (at least 30 hours a week)? 

a. Yes  

b. No  

2. Do you work from home (work remotely) at least 50% of the time in an average 

week? 

a. Yes  

b. No  

3. Are you married to someone who identifies as a different gender than you? 

a. Yes  

b. No 

4. Do you have at least one child under the age of 18 living in your household? 

a. Yes 

b. No  

[Page 3: Interested in Interview?] 

5. *Are you interested in participating in a follow-up interview? If you participate in the 

interview, you will receive $25. The interviews will be about 1- to 1.5-hours long and 

will be conducted over Zoom.  

I am interviewing parents who work from home to understand how the COVID-19 

pandemic has affected their work-life boundaries. In the interview, I will ask about 

work tasks and household and childcare tasks before the pandemic, during the 

lockdown period, and now. If you have questions about participating in the study, 

please contact me at adicks10@uncc.edu. 

a. Yes, I am interested in an interview (continue) 

b. No, I am not interested in an interview (move to demographics) 

6. Thank you for your interest! Please provide an email address where I can contact you 

to schedule a follow-up interview. The email address you provide should be an email 

that you check regularly. This will help make sure I can contact you to schedule the 

interview. I recommend using a non-Prolific email address since Prolific emails do 

not allow attachments to be sent. The interview consent document is sent as an 

attachment and must be signed before the interview. You must provide an email 

address if you want to be interviewed.  

a. [fill in] 

[Page 4: Demographics] 

7. Which best describes your gender? 

mailto:adicks10@uncc.edu
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a. Woman 

b. Man 

c. Non-binary 

d. Transgender woman 

e. Transgender man 

f. Agender 

g. Prefer to self-describe 

8. What best describes your sexual orientation? 

a. Straight/heterosexual 

b. Gay or lesbian 

c. Bisexual 

d. Queer 

e. Asexual 

f. Prefer to self-describe 

9. Which best describes your race/ethnicity? (Select all that apply) 

a. American Indian or Alaskan Native 

b. Asian 

c. Black or African American 

d. Hispanic, Latino/a/x, or Spanish origin 

e. Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander 

f. White 

g. Some other race, ethnicity, or origin 

10. What is your age (in years, whole numbers only)? (Fill in) 

11. What is the highest level of education you have completed? 

a. Less than a high school diploma 

b. High School, diploma or GED 

c. Some college, without degree 

d. Trade/technical/vocational training 

e. Associate’s degree (for example: AA, AS) 

f. Bachelor’s degree (for example: BA, BS) 

g. Master’s degree (for example: MA, MS, MEng, MEd, MSW, MBA) 

h. Professional degree (for example: MD, DDS, DVM, LLB, JD) 

i. Doctorate degree (for example: PhD, EdD) 

12. How many hours do you work per week (whole numbers only)? (fill in) 

13. How long have you been in your current role (in months, whole numbers only)? (fill 

in) 

[Page 5: Completion code for Prolific] 

 

Please use the completion code below to confirm on Prolific you have completed the study. Once 

you submit the confirmation code, your payment will be processed within 24 hours. 

 

(Completion code provided by Prolific) 
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[Page 6: Thank you and end of survey] 

 

Thank you for participating in the study! If you indicated that you are interested in participating 

in a follow-up interview, the Primary Investigator will contact you. If you have any questions, 

please email Ashleigh Dickson at adicks10@uncc.edu. 

Completion code: (Completion code provided by Prolific – same code as above but put in two 

places in case they forget to copy the code on the page before)  

 

*Required question for logic 

  

mailto:adicks10@uncc.edu
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APPENDIX D: Interview Guide 

Introduction 

Thank you so much for taking the time for this interview today. I am hoping this study will help 

us better understand how parents, especially those working remotely, have had their work and 

lives changed by the pandemic. First, I want to confirm that the email I initially contacted you at 

is where you want to receive the $25 Amazon gift card. Is that correct? [If yes, move on; if no, 

confirm email address they want to use] 

Before we begin, I want to confirm that you consent to the recording of this interview. It will 

only be used to create and check the transcript of our conversation. You will be given a 

pseudonym in the transcript so your name and any identifying information will be removed from 

the transcript. Zoom also automatically creates a video recording file when using the transcript 

feature, but the video file will be deleted immediately after the interview since it will not be used 

for the study. The audio recording will be deleted after I review the transcript for accuracy. Do 

you consent to the recording? 

[If yes, begin audio recording] To confirm, do you consent to the recording? Great!  

Information about the Participant  

Thank you again for your participation. I am excited to hear your perspectives. First, I’d like to 

provide a brief overview of the interview. To begin, I will start with a few general questions 

about you, your family and life, and your work. We’ll talk a bit about your life pre-pandemic and 

then we’ll move on to questions that address how COVID-19 has affected your work and life. 

So, unless you have any initial questions, we can begin! 

• First, can you introduce yourself? 

• Tell me about your family. 

o Spouse name, how long you’ve been together 

▪ Spouse’s job 

o Children, age(s) and grade(s) 

o Pets? 

o Is anyone else in the house? 

• What do you do for work? Elevator-pitch style (1-2 minutes) 

o Briefly find out more about the organization they work for, their job, and their 

responsibilities 

Work/life pre-pandemic 

Next, we’ll be moving on to questions about your life and work before the pandemic. 

• What did a typical work week look like for you before the pandemic? What would a 

typical workday look like?  
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o How many hours did you work per day/per week?  

o What did your commute look like? 

• How often did you work remotely? 

o If worked remotely, how often and what did that look like? 

o Where did you work from? 

o Could you work from home if you needed to? 

o Did your spouse work remotely? 

• How often would you bring work home with you? 

o What did that look like?  

o How did you manage that work? 

• How often did you do home or family tasks at work? 

o What did that look like? 

o How did you manage those tasks? 

• How did you and your spouse divide housework? 

o Childcare? 

• In work-life research, we often look at work and life as two spheres (show image). In one 

sphere you’ll have work tasks such as emails, calls with clients, and meetings. In the 

other sphere, you’ll have the things that make up the rest of your life, such as household 

tasks, childcare, your social life, friends, etc. Think about your work and life spheres 

before the pandemic – how did you handle the responsibilities of the two spheres?  

o Did you tend to keep the two separate, or did they sometimes blur or blend 

together? 

o Did you like how much they were (or were not) separated? Or would you have 

preferred a different way of handling the two? 

o What strategies did you use to keep work and life separate (or to blend work and 

life together)? 

Effects of COVID-19 

The next set of questions will ask how the early days of the COVID-19 pandemic affected both 

your life and your work. Think about the period when lockdown measures were in place, 

beginning in March 2020 and throughout the rest of 2020. 

• How did COVID-19 affect your work in your job? 

o When did you first begin to feel the effects of COVID-19 at work? 

o What changed? 
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• When did you switch to working remotely full/part-time? 

o Did you have a choice in working remotely? 

o How did your hours change?  

o What did a typical day look like working remotely at the beginning of the 

pandemic? 

o What was the biggest adjustment working remotely? 

• Was your employer supportive or not of you working remotely? 

o How did your organization support (or not support) you during this shift? 

• How were your children affected by the pandemic? 

o Childcare dropped?  

o School – virtual?  

• How did childcare closure/school changes affect the amount of housework and childcare 

you did during a typical workday?  

o How did you and your partner adjust housework and childcare? 

o Did your partner also work remotely? 

o What factors went into deciding who did what around the house? 

• (Bring up the image again) How did the pandemic affect how you handled both your 

work and life spheres?  

o Did you find that work was interrupting life more often? Or life interrupting 

work? 

o Did your preferences for keeping them separate or letting them blend change? If 

so, why? 

o Compared to before the pandemic, was this blending or separation better, or 

would you have preferred something different? 

o What strategies were you using to keep your work and life separate? (Or to allow 

them to blend together)? 

Managing work and life in the new normal 

The last set of questions addresses how you are currently managing your work and home life in 

the “new normal.”  

• What does a typical work week/workday look like for you now? 

o How often do you work remotely now? Hours/percentage of the time? 

▪ Is working remotely now your choice? 

o Is your employer supportive or not of you working remotely now?? 

▪ How is your organization supporting (or not supporting) you as you work 

remotely? 



  100 

▪ Can you provide an example of how your org supports you working 

remotely? Like how does your employer show that support? 

o How would you compare work now to before the pandemic? 

o What is the biggest challenge you currently face at work? 

• What does your current childcare or your children’s schooling look like now? 

o What do you do if they need to stay home? 

• Does your spouse work remotely now? 

• How are you and your partner currently splitting housework? Childcare? 

o What factors influence how you and your spouse split these tasks? 

o How does this compare to how you and your partner handled 

housework/childcare before the pandemic? 

▪ More or less equal than before the pandemic? 

• (Bring up the image again) How would you describe your work and life spheres now? 

How does that compare to before the pandemic? 

o What would be your ideal way to handle the two spheres now that you’ve been 

through COVID and are in the new normal? 

o Are you working toward this ideal? What strategies are you using to keep work 

and life separate (or to allow work and life to blend together)? 

o Do you feel constrained in trying to reach this ideal? If so, what is keeping you 

from what you prefer? 

o Is it easier or harder now to manage both work and life? 

Wrap-up 

• Are there any final things that came to your mind that we did not talk about? 

• THANK YOU FOR YOUR TIME. Your responses have been incredibly insightful. 

• Confirm that the Amazon gift card will be sent within 24 hours. 

 

Image 

 


